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N O V E L   D E S C R I P T I O N

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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T H E   P O C K E T   W A T C H

“C urious.” 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. 
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C H A S I N G   R A B B I T S

“R abbit,” 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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T H E   C A T E R P I L L A R

M y 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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T H E   F I N E   A R T   O F   P R E T E N D I N G   T O   S P E A K

F R A N K L Y

“C ome,” 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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S I X   I M P O S S I B L E   T H I N G S

L ord 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. 

“A lice 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. 

“T his 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. 

W inston 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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T H E   C O U N T E S S

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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“O h, 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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A s 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. 

“G o 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. 

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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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? 

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. 

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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“I f 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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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. 

T he 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. 

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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B E W A R E   O F   A I R S H I P   P I R A T E S

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. 

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. 
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A   M A D   T E A   P A R T Y

“A lice! 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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C L O C K W O R K   H E A R T S

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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F O O L   M E   T W I C E

I t 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. 

“A lice,” 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. 

T he 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   G I R L ’ S   B E S T   F R I E N D

L ater 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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W H A T   T H E   K N A V E   K N E W

T he 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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S I S T E R S   A N D   M I S T E R S

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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A   R A V E N   A N D   A   W R I T I N G   D E S K

T he 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. 

“A lice,” 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. 

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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W H A T   T H E   C O U N T E S S   K N E W

W hen 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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O F   W I C K E T S ,   F L A M I N G O S ,   A N D   R A N D O M

B E H E A D I N G S

T he 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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T H E   M O C K   P H O E N I X

T he 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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T O D A Y ’ S   A L I C E

T he 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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F A L L I N G   S T A R S

T he 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.” 

2 5

E P I L O G U E

“Y our 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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N O V E L   D E S C R I P T I O N

It takes more than passion and pixie dust to thaw a frozen heart. 

With  the  1814  London  Frost  Fair  in  full  swing,  actress  Elyse  McKenna's performance in  A  Midwinter  Night’s  Dream  thrills  the  crowd.  But  Elyse’s backstage has life begins to take on a distinctly Shakespearean flavor. 

When she fell in love with Lord John Waldegrave, Elyse was prepared to keep their affair secret. But she wasn’t ready for her new love to rock her relationship with her dearest friend, Doctor Kai Murray. 

Everything Elyse thought she knows about her feelings for her old friend is flipped upside down when an enchanting ship captain turns her attention to Kai. 

If Elyse hopes to escape the Thames with her heart intact, she must discover the truth about the captain, Kai, John, and her own feelings—before it’s too late. 

Ice  and  Embers  is  a  retelling  of  the  classic  Snow  Queen  fairy  tale  set  in New York Times best-selling author Melanie Karsak’s steampunk universe. 

Journey to gaslamp London during the Regency to see how Melanie puts a steampunk spin in this reimagined fairytale. 
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Behold, the frozen Thames

River transformed into an icy wonderland

Come one and all to taste her delights

Under the faerie globes and starry nights

O’er the banks, rejoice in frozen sweets

From beef to cream to bawdy treats

Tamesis calls London’s children

To her mirrored surface frozen o’er again

Where winter’s kiss trapped faerie revels in her cold embrace And where man and fish drink as if in a race

Upon the surface of the Thames, gather ’round

Here, where Frostiana will be crowned

You who come here are destined to tell

Of what upon a midwinter night befell
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A   M I D W I N T E R   N I G H T ’ S   D R E A M

I exhaled deeply. My breath, heated by the passion of the kiss, slipped from between my lips and turned into a hazy cloud in the freezing winter air. 

“Elyse,” John whispered, taking the pale blonde hair at the back of my neck into a gentle handful. He pulled me toward him again. His other hand, located on my lower back, gently pressed my hips toward his. I fell into the crush of his body and felt his warmth and want. I didn’t pull away. This was everything I’d ever dreamed of. The idea that a man of his station could fall in love with a girl  like me was impossible. But still, here I was. 

“Elyse,  five  minutes,”  Marve,  the  manager  of  our  acting  troupe, shouted. When he spotted us, however, a blush crept up on his cheeks, and he disappeared backstage once more. 

“I  believe  you’re  needed,  Titania,”  John  said.  He  stepped  back  and looked me over then straightened the collar on my costume. “Your makeup will need to be touched up. I’m afraid I smeared it a bit.” 

“I need to start carrying a hand mirror,” I said with a soft smile. 

“Lovely  faerie  queen,”  John  whispered  in  my  ear,  pausing  to  kiss  my earlobe. “Don’t let Oberon have the better of you.” 

“Never. Are you staying to watch?” 

He nodded. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 

I reached out to touch his face. The cold air had made the hollows of his cheeks red. “There are braziers near the front benches where your peers will be sitting. You’ll be warm there.” 

He  gently  took  my  hand  and  kissed  my  wrist.  He  stroked  his  finger across  the  blue  veins  below  my  pale  skin.  Lifting  his  eyebrows  in  a

mischievous arch, he asked, “Do you think there is anywhere on this frozen river that’s warm?” 

“In my arms?” I replied, mirroring his playful expression. 

He laughed. “That’s the best, and most correct, answer.” 

I grinned playfully. “If you wanted to be warm, then coming to the Frost Fair was a wretched idea.” 

“But if I hadn’t come, I wouldn’t have seen my faerie queen.” 

I smiled and looked deeply into his honey-colored eyes. My heart beat so hard I felt like it was going to burst. If I wasn’t careful, my passion for John was going to make me swoon. Kai would say I was being ridiculous, that swooning was a fashion, not a physical malady. 

At the front of the theatre, I heard the sounds of flutes and horns. The play was starting. 

Marve appeared once more. Too stressed to remain courteous, he huffed at  me.  “Elyse…Lord  Waldegrave,  I’m  sorry,  but  we  really  do  need  our faerie queen.” 

“I need to go,” I whispered. 

“My  apologies,”  John  called  to  Marve  then  turned  to  me.  “See  you soon,  Titania,”  he  said,  kissing  the  back  of  my  hand.  He  then  turned  and headed toward the front of the house, such as it was, situated on the frozen Thames. 

I sighed heavily, gathered up the long skirts of my costume, and headed for the stairs. 

Forgetting myself, my head lost in love, I nearly slipped on the ice. 

“Fool,” I cursed myself, giggling. I steadied myself against the side of the  makeshift  theatre.  When  I  reached  the  top  of  the  steps,  I  paused  and looked  out  at  the  ice.  For  the  first  time  in  many  years,  the  Thames  had frozen solid. The Frost Fair had popped up on the ice practically overnight. 

Thus far, our company from the Struthers Theatre, which we’d renamed the Ice House Theatre in homage to our temporary venue, was the only one to take  advantage  of  the  limited  opportunity.  I  looked  out  across  the  frozen Thames.  Glimmering  hues  of  amber,  pomegranate  red,  and  deep  purple streaked  the  sky  as  the  sun  dipped  below  the  horizon.  The  colors  cast  an opalescent hue on the frozen river. 

I exhaled happily. I had fallen in love with a fine gentleman and he with me. Our amour was not without complications, but it wasn’t uncommon for a man of good station to fall in love with an actress. Other lords had taken

singers or ladies of the stage as wives. Our relationship would need to be discreet  until  he  got  his  family’s  approval.  I  wouldn’t  want  to  sully  his reputation in any way. But I was a skilled ballerina and actress, had good manners, and was attractive. That counted for something, didn’t it? Even if I  didn’t  have  good  breeding,  that  didn’t  mean  I  couldn’t  become  Lady Waldegrave. 

“Elyse,” Marve whispered, his voice a sharp hiss. Master Shakespeare called.  I  smiled,  wondering  what  the  Bard  would  think  of  our  frozen rendition  of  his  work,  which  we’d  playfully  titled   A  Midwinter  Night’s Dream. 
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F R O Z E N   R O S E S

A s I stood stage left, my eyes closed, I listened to the banter of Anderson,  who  played  Puck,  and  Josiah,  who  played  a  faerie.  I laced  my  fingers  together  and  breathed  in  the  frozen  air.  I  made myself into Titania. My husband—well, Titania’s husband—whom I’d once loved deeply, would stop at nothing to hurt me. From his many affairs to his ridiculous  request  that  I  give  him  the  orphaned  boy  I  watched  over,  he always sought to pain me. I loved my husband, and I hated him. 

I felt tears—Titania’s tears—well up in my eyes. 

“And here is my mistress,”    Josiah called, cueing Oberon’s and Titania’s entrance on stage. 

I opened my eyes and nodded to Hannah, who was dressed as a faerie. 

She held the train of my dress. She wore a blue and white dress and silver wings to appear the part of a frost faerie. I took a deep breath and stepped on stage. 

The Ice House Theatre had been hastily constructed. There was a small, wooden stage that stood just a few feet above the audience and supporting beams for a curtain. Rows of rough cut timber benches sat before the stage. 

Braziers burned brightly, illuminating the crowd and warming the attendees. 

Behind the benches was standing room. Tenting had been used to enclose the space save the entryway, through which I had a view of the Frost Fair outside. I looked out at the festivities. My eyes skimmed the scene. On the frozen Thames, a small city of tents had been erected practically overnight. 

Intermixed with the makeshift stalls were ships trapped in the frozen river. I heard rowdy voices coming from the temporary taverns, smelled the scent of roasted pecans on the bitterly cold breeze, and caught a glimpse of the

masts  of  ships  frozen  in  their  ports.  Revelers  ice-skated  down  Freezeland Lane just outside the theatre. The Frost Fair was in full swing. 

The sound of applause pulled me back. The crowd stretched all the way to  the  entrance.  Several  members  of  the  gentry  sat  on  the  benches  at  the front. Behind them stood the commoners. 

“Ill  met  by  moonlight,  proud  Titania,”  Robert,  who  played  Oberon, called to me from across the stage. 

I  let  Elyse  disappear  and  summoned  Titania  once  more.  All  at  once,  I was  overwhelmed  by  Titania’s  confused  feelings  of  love  and  anger.  I clenched my jaw and fought back Titania’s tears, my heart beating quickly as Titania wondered how her husband could so willingly hurt her. 

“What,  jealous  Oberon?”     I  retorted,  smiling  sardonically  at  him. 

Titania’s bitter words were a mask for the pain her heart felt. 

Oberon glared at me. “Rash woman. Aren’t I your lord?” 

“Then I must be your lady. But are you my lord? That didn’t seem to concern  you  when  you  left  Faerieland  to  take  the  guise  of  Corin  to  make love to Phillida,”    I retorted angrily as I crossed the stage. 

I eyed the benches. Where had John gone? I didn’t see him amongst the fine company gathered there. Perhaps he was too late to take a seat amongst his peers. 

I turned once more to Oberon. “And now you’ve come from the farthest reaches of India to see your favorite lover, the bouncing Amazon Hippolyta, be  forced  to  wed  Theseus.  Your  buckskinned  mistress,  your  warrior  love. 

What, have you come to bless her womb one last time before Theseus fills your place?” 

The crowd snickered at the subtle bawdy joke. I scanned the crowd once more. John wasn’t there. But at the back of the crowd, leaning against a tall pole,  was  Kai.  My  lips  twitched  into  a  smile  at  the  sight  of  my  forever-friend. His dark hair was tousled in the wind, an ever-present scowl on his face.  He  may  have  looked  like  he  was  sour,  but  I  knew  better.  He  was concentrating. And at that moment, he was concentrating on me. 

When he noticed me looking at him, his gaze softened. His arms were folded  across  his  chest,  but  he  lifted  his  fingers  in  the  slightest  of acknowledgments  so  not  to  distract  me  from  my  work.  It  was  the  same signal  he’d  used  since  the  first  time  I  took  the  stage,  letting  me  know  he was  there  and  watching.  That  little  move  made  the  knot  in  my  stomach uncurl, and suddenly I felt more relaxed. 

“Shame on you, Titania. You, who love Theseus so well that you’ve led him  from  woman  to  woman,  from  Perigenia  to  Aegles  to  Ariadne  to Antiopa, breaking hearts in your wake. For what?” Oberon spat at me. “Are you jealous of Hippolyta?” 

I  looked  away  from  Kai  and  let  Titania  fill  my  mind  once  more,  her thoughts becoming mine. 

Fury in my eyes, I turned on Oberon. “Don’t pretend you are jealous of the attention I paid to Theseus,” I began, then was lost to Titania’s words. 

Exchanging barbs with Oberon, I let  my thoughts take second place to Titania. And before I knew it, my scene was done. In a huff, Titania turned and left the stage. 

Behind me, the crowd broke out into raucous applause. 

Smiling widely, Charlie and Lizzie, who played Hermia and Lysander, stood just off stage. 

“Amazing, Elyse,” Lizzie whispered. 

“Elyse  who?  I  see  only  Titania,”  Charlie  said,  clapping  me  on  the shoulder. 

“Was it all right?” I whispered to Lizzie. 

“You jest! You  were  Titania,” she replied. 

“Marvelous,  Elyse,”  Marve  whispered,  joining  us.  “We  never  get applause mid-scene. I teared up at the end when you spoke of the orphaned boy,” he said as he adjusted my gown. 

Through a very slight crack in the wood of the makeshift backstage, I peered out at the crowd. I still didn’t see John. 

“Now,  when  you  lie  down  to  sleep  in  Titania’s  bower  in  your  next scene,  be  sure  your  sleeping  face  is  still  visible  to  the  audience.  Be  the picture of an angel. Like this,” Marve said, folding his hands together and pressing  them  against  his  cheek.  He  smiled  serenely,  but  the  angelic expression  looked  very  odd  on  his  bearded  face,  his  bushy  eyebrows arching sweetly. 

I  giggled.  “Of  course.  Did  you  happen  to  see  Lord  Waldegrave  in  the audience?” 

“I…I don’t know. Elyse, are you listening to me? An angel, do you hear me?” 

“Yes,  of  course,  a  sleeping  angel.  I  thought  he  was  going  to  join  the gentlemen at the front, but I don’t see him there. Did you notice him in the crowd?” 

“Actresses,”  Marve  said  with  a  huff.  “It’s  no  wonder  they  used  only male actors in Master Shakespeare’s day.” He rolled his eyes playfully then turned to help the others. “Angel, got it?” 

I smiled. “Yes. Indeed. Halo and all.” 

At that, Marve smiled then went off to coach Lizzie. 

F or the next two hours, I played the part of Titania. I tried to ignore  my  worries  about  John,  but  they  kept  popping  up nonetheless.  Where  had  he  gone?  Thankfully,  Kai  stayed fixed in his spot. His little nods of reassurance kept me focused. As the play progressed, Titania fought more with Oberon, fell in love with Bottom, who was  wearing  a  donkey’s  head,  and  slept  facing  the  crowd  looking  like  an angel. Before I knew it, I reached my final scene. 

Reconciled by the end of the play, Titania and Oberon wove around the lovers who lay sleeping on the stage: Theseus with Hippolyta, Helena with Demetrius, and Lysander with Hermia. 

“Hand in hand, with faerie grace, we will sing and bless this place,” I said, smiling down at the sleeping pairs. Then I twirled around the couples. 

My soft pink ballet slippers made me feel light on my feet. Calling upon my training as a ballerina, I pirouetted around the pairs, sprinkling a mixture of flowers  and  silver-colored  flecks  of  paper  onto  the  couples  as  I  moved, blessing  their  union.  The  shiny  paper  glimmered  like  faerie  dust  in  the shadowed stage light. 

As  I  wove,  I  glanced  at  the  crowd,  feeling  the  love  they  had  for  the illusion I’d created. They didn’t see an actress, they saw Titania, the Faerie Queen, blessing the lovers. They stared, enraptured. 

Amongst the crowd, I spotted a man I had not noticed earlier. He wore an elegant suit made of rich-looking blue cloth with silver buttons, trimmed with ermine. His long, blond, almost silver, hair fell over his shoulders. He stood with both hands on his walking stick in front of him. He wore a soft smile  on  his  face.  When  I  met  his  eyes,  he  bowed  slightly  toward  me.  I paused a moment, nearly forgetting myself. Then I turned back to Titania’s duties.  Blowing  a  kiss,  I  cast  the  last  enchantment  on  the  lovers.  When  I was done, my faeries and I moved offstage to allow Puck the final scene. 

Robert exited the stage just behind me. He pulled me into a hug. “What a Titania,” he whispered. 

I  felt  the  heat  of  a  blush  stinging  my  cheeks.  It  was  one  thing  to  be flattered by the audience, but a compliment from an established actor like Robert was truly an honor. 

Backstage, we waited as Puck finished his closing lines: “If we shadows have  offended,  think  but  this  and  all  is  mended,  that  you  have  but slumbered here while these visions did appear…” and on until his final call of  “…give  me  your  applause  if  we  are  friends.  And  Robin  shall  make amends.” 

At that, the crowd broke out into wild applause. 

Marve gave a signal, then Skippy dropped the curtain. Then, we waited. 

The crowd whistled, cheered, and clapped. Grinning happily at one another, we waited until the curtain was lifted once again then returned to the stage to soak in the accolades. 

The  moment  I  stepped  onto  the  stage,  the  crowd  broke  out  into  wild cheers and rose to their feet. 

“Titania! Titania!” 

The crowd whistled and clapped. 

I looked toward Kai. He smiled, looking genuinely happy, then bowed to me. My eyes fixed on him, I curtseyed in return. Looking over the crowd, I noticed that the fair foreign gentleman in blue was gone. And still, John was nowhere to be found. 

We made our final bow, then the curtain closed for the last time. We all headed  away  from  the  theatre  to  the  tent  behind  it  which  served  as  our backstage dressing area. I linked my arms with my fellow actresses, Lizzie and Amy. “Well done, fair mortals,” I told the girls. 

“Oh,  Elyse,  we  are  sure  to  lose  you  from  the  company  after  that performance. Did you see who was in the crowd?” Lizzie asked. 

“The foreign gentleman in the blue coat? The fair one?” 

“Who?  No.  I  didn’t  see  any  fair  gentleman,  did  you?”  Lizzie  asked Amy. 

“Only  Elyse’s  friend,  Doctor  Murray,”  Amy  replied  with  a  laugh, referring to Kai. 

They both giggled. 

I shook my head. “Who was here?” 

“The stage manager from the Theatre-Royal in Covent Garden,” Lizzie exclaimed excitedly. 

I gasped. “I missed a line in act four!” 

Lizzie  shook  her  head.  “Surely  no  one  noticed.  They  were  too  busy watching you  be Titania, not just act her. Elyse, I dare say, you’ll be on the stage at the Theatre-Royal in no time.” 

“Come  now,  girls.  We  all  have  our  gifts.  The  two  of  you  did  an excellent job tonight. Your argument became so heated I thought you might truly scratch each other’s eyes out.” 

Lizzie laughed. “Elyse,” she said then shook her head. 

Amy patted my arm. 

“Miss Elyse, a gentleman is waiting at the front for you. He sent these,” 

said  Skippy,  one  of  the  stagehands,  pressing  a  bouquet  of  flowers  toward me. They were roses, but they were the oddest blue color. Their tips were covered in crystalline frost. 

“Frost Fair roses,” Amy exclaimed. “A Spanish ship frozen in the river is  selling  its  cargo.  They  were  lavender,  or  so  someone  at  The  Frozen Mermaid said, but the cold turned them blue. Look at the tips. They’re so beautiful.” 

 John. Sweet John. Thank you. 

I  pulled  two  roses  from  the  bouquet  and  handed  them  to  each  of  the girls. 

“Oh no, we couldn’t,” Lizzie objected, but she and Amy took the roses all the same, smiling at them in admiration. 

“Couldn’t  what?”  Marion,  who’d  played  Hippolyta,  asked,  coming  up from behind them. 

I forced myself not to frown. Marion was one of the senior actresses in our company. She was very talented, and she knew it. But she was also grim and had no love for anyone else in our troupe. She was already re-dressed in her regular clothes. Had she even come on stage for curtain call? 

“Someone sent Elyse Frost Fair roses,” Amy explained. 

Marion scrunched up her nose. “Frozen roses. They’ll wilt the moment you take them inside.” 

“Don’t be rude, Marion,” Lizzie said, glaring at her. 

I tried not to let her rough manner unnerve me. “For Hippolyta,” I said, handing one of the blossoms to her. “For your excellent performance.” 

She  rolled  her  eyes  and  took  the  blossom  absently.  Without  another word, she left. 

“Cankerblosson,” Amy snarled playfully in Marion’s wake. “Now, who are they from?” 

“Lord Waldegrave, of course,” Lizzie replied. 

The girls giggled. 

“Perhaps I should go find out,” I said, arching my eyebrows playfully. 

They nodded in agreement. 

We all headed into the tent to change out of our costumes. I went to my section  of  the  tent  which  had  been  partitioned  off.  Inside,  straw  had  been laid  on  the  floor.  My  trunk  of  full  of  costumes  waited.  A  mirror  sat  on  a barrel, a box with my makeup inside. Shivering in the cold air, I changed quickly. 

I must have overlooked John in the crowd. There were so many people, so  many  faces  there.  A  fleeting  thought  passed  through  my  mind  that perhaps the roses had come from the manager of the Theatre-Royal. For a brief moment, I closed my eyes and envisioned myself on such an elaborate stage.  Certainly,  Struthers  Theatre  was  a  fine  enough  venue,  and  I’d  been there since my grandmother had introduced me to Marve almost five years ago,  but  it  wasn’t  the  Theatre-Royal.  I  envisioned  the  well-dressed  lords and  ladies  in  their  boxes.  Everywhere,  and  everything,  in  that  theatre glimmered under the massive crystal chandelier. I envisioned myself center stage  in  a  proper  ballet  costume  with  my  pink  slippers  shimmering  under the  theatre  lights.  No,  that  dream  was  too  big.  Winning  a  lord  with  my pretty face was far more likely. 

Sighing, I slipped on my coat then headed out. 

“Goodnight, Elyse,” Marve said. He was standing between the dressing tent and the stage lighting a pipe. “Very well done.” 

“Thank you. Are you spending the night on the ice?” 

He nodded. “Hobbs, Robert, me, and my pistol.” 

The  Frost  Fair  was  certainly  festive,  but  also  highly  unregulated.  By now  the  city  would  have  assigned  some  officials  to  keep  watch  over  the festivities, but still, it didn’t pay to take chances with the Struthers Theatre’s goods. 

“Can I go get you some dinner, something to drink?” I offered. 

Marve shook his head. “I sent Skippy along. It was a good show. You played very well tonight.” 

“Like an angel?” 

“Exactly like an angel.” 

I laughed. “Goodnight, Marve.” 

“Night. See you bright and early tomorrow, right?” 

“Of course.” 

I waved then headed toward the front of the theatre. The moon was high in  the  sky,  but  the  Thames  was  anything  but  dark.  Torches  and  braziers illuminated  the  ice  with  orange  light.  As  I  turned  the  corner,  I  eyed  the small crowd gathered there. Where was John? 

Suddenly, a boy ran up to me. “Miss McKenna?” he asked, tugging on my arm. 

“Yes?” 

“A message,” he said, handing me a slip of paper. 

Confused,  I  opened  the  paper  to  find  a  note.  The  message  was  from John. He’d been called away on urgent business. He had to miss the show but promised to return tomorrow afternoon. 

“Elyse?” Kai’s voice pulled me away as I read the hastily-written lines for the fourth time. “Elyse?” he asked again, his voice softening. He set his hand on my arm. “Ah, good. You got the roses.” 

I looked up at my old friend. In light of the nearby torch fire, his hazel-colored eyes shimmered green. 

“The…the roses?” 

Kai studied my face then frowned. “What’s wrong?” 

I  suddenly  felt  embarrassed.  “Nothing.  I’m  fine.  The  roses  are  from you?” 

“Did you like them?” 

I smiled down at the bundle in my arms. “They’re beautiful. But they’re so very expensive. You shouldn’t have wasted your money on me.” 

Kai  looked  perplexed.  He  shrugged.  “I’m  glad  you  liked  them.  Your performance  was…Elyse,  you  were  wonderful.  This  was  your  best  show yet.” 

“Better than my Ophelia?” 

“By  far.  Ophelia  is  too  sad  for  you.  A  half-fey  thing  yourself,  Titania fits  you  better.  Now,  come  on.  I’ll  buy  you  dinner.  Or,  at  least,  I’ll  try.  I think half of the men at the Frost Fair are in love with you.” 

I  laughed.  “Then  let’s  go  to  The  Frozen  Mermaid  and  see  how  many pints my pretty face can win us.” 

Kai smiled then looped his arm in mine. “You really were wonderful.” 

“Flatterer.” 

“When have you known me to flatter anyone?” 

“Never.” 

“Then that should tell you something,” he said, then led us toward the pub. 

I  smiled  at  him.  As  we  stepped  away  from  the  theatre,  I  noticed something lying on the ground. I looked down to see a single Frost Fair rose lying there, the pale blue petals crushed and scattered on the snow-covered ice. 

“Pity,” Kai said, following my glance. 

I  frowned  but  said  nothing  even  though  I  knew  where  the  discarded blossom had come from: Marion. 

I  cast  a  glance  back  at  the  theatre.  John  had  missed  my  best performance.  Well,  there  would  be  others.  I  hoped  he  was  all  right. 

Something important must have pulled him away. Otherwise, why would he leave  like  that?  A  pang  of  doubt  racked  my  heart,  but  I  pushed  it  away. 

There  was  no  room  for  doubt  in  love.  I  turned  my  attention  back  to  the moment and smiled up at Kai, who was beaming down at me. 

“Truly, a wonderful performance,” he said, patting my hand. Then we turned and headed toward the festivities. 
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T H E   F R O Z E N   M E R M A I D

T he thoroughfare between the tents, dubbed Freezeland Lane, was crowded. It seemed like all of London had come out to play on the frozen Thames. It had been years since the river had  frozen  solid,  but  this  winter  had  been  exceptionally  cold.  The  water running  under  London  Bridge  moved  so  slowly  that  the  ice  had  jammed, allowing the rest of the river to freeze. Out of inconvenience, an impromptu carnival on the ice was born. 

“Do you want some ice cream?” Kai asked, motioning to a stand where a  woman  whipped  cream  and  currants  together.  Several  drums  of  the  ice cream  in  all  flavors  sat  on  the  ice  keeping  cool.  A  crowd  of  children gathered around. 

“Honey,” one called. 

“Lemon,” another shouted. 

The workers spooned the frozen confections into small bowls. 

I shook my head. “I’m already cold enough. You?” 

“The same. Oysters?” he asked, pointing to another stall. 

I  wrinkled  up  my  nose,  catching  the  briny  scent  on  the  breeze.  “I’ve been dreaming of a glass of mulled wine since act three.” 

Kai grinned. “The tavern it is then.” 

We  moved  down  the  icy  path  toward  the  tavern.  Rowdy  laughter abounded. We passed vendors selling roasted nuts, hot oil cakes, coffee, and hot chocolate. People pushed past, many of them on ice skates, pulling sleds heaped  with  goods.  Gaming  tents  thronged  with  people  playing  dice  or taking their chance at the Wheel of Fortune. 

“Look,”  I  said,  grabbing  Kai  by  the  arm  as  we  passed  a  group  of artisans carving sculptures out of ice. 

“Ah, yes. They’ve been working since this morning on their creations. 

See,”  Kai  said,  pointing  to  the  tent  which  housed  the  makeshift  tavern called  The  Frozen  Mermaid.  Sitting  just  outside  the  tent  door  was  a mermaid carved entirely of ice. 

I smiled. “I’m freezing. Let’s go get some wine.” 

Kai nodded, and we headed inside. 

“Titania!” one of the patrons called when I entered. 

His  attention  stirred  the  rest  of  the  crowd  who  looked  at  Kai  and  me. 

The crowd erupted in whistles and cheers. 

I waved to them, feeling my cheeks redden with pride. It was one thing to  get  applause  at  the  theatre,  but  being  recognized  out  of  costume  was surely a sign of some skill, I hoped. My stomach knotted with butterflies. 

“See, you’re the most famous actress on the ice,” Kai teased. 

I rolled my eyes at him. “There,” I said, spotting a table for the two of us at the back. 

Even though there were braziers inside to ward off the chill, it was still desperately  cold.  I  slipped  into  my  seat  and  rubbed  my  hands  together, blowing on my fingertips. 

“Your nose is red,” Kai said. 

“You’d think I’ve been swimming in wine all night.” 

Kai smiled. “Then we best get you started.” 

The barmaid came to our table. “Drinks?” 

“Let’s begin with two mulled wines,” Kai told her. 

The girl smiled coquettishly at him. “As you wish, sir.” 

I  rolled  my  eyes.  It  had  almost  become  commonplace  to  see  the  girls flirt shamelessly with Kai. Of course, he was handsome, but the physician’s bag  also  worked  as  bait.  He  was  an  excellent  catch.  But  what  they  didn’t know  was  that  he  seemed  to  have  no  intentions  of  marrying.  Though women always flirted with him, I wasn’t sure he even noticed. 

“How did the rest of the performers do? Did you like the play?” I asked. 

Kai  nodded.  “The  Rude  Mechanicals  were  amusing.  Hippolyta, however, was far too serious. You did a very fine job, but they didn’t let you dance enough.” 

“There’s hardly any dancing in Shakespeare.” 

“I  thought,  perhaps,  Lord  Waldegrave  would  come  see  you  perform,” 

Kai said. I couldn’t help but hear the stiffness in his voice. 

John and I had, albeit covertly, been seeing one another for the last two months. He’d spotted me in a showing of  Hamlet  and was, at least per his own accord, enchanted at once. 

“He  was  there  before  the  performance  but  was  called  away  at  the  last moment,” I said, pulling the note from inside my sleeve where I’d stashed it. I handed it to Kai. 

Kai  read  the  note—twice—then  slid  it  back  across  the  table  to  me. 

Hooking  his  thumb  under  his  chin,  he  curled  his  finger  on  his  lips  and looked pensive. 

“Don’t  say  anything,”  I  told  him.  “It’s  not  what  you’re  thinking.  John isn’t like that.” 

“Like what?” 

“A rake.” 

“Elyse, you are beautiful and talented. And despite the fact that you are also  stubborn  and  relentless,  I  am  sure  many  young  men  will  see  beyond those flaws,” he said, trying to lighten the mood before he added, “but as much as I esteem you, you are also below Lord Waldegrave’s station. Even a hint at an inappropriate association with you would tarnish his reputation. 

Surely you must—” 

“That’s not true. Actresses marry above their stations all the time. Last year,  Miss  Prynn,  an  actress  from  the  Lyceum  Theatre,  married  Lord Roberts. And two years back, an actress at the Adelphi caught the eye of a Bohemian gentleman. They, too, were married.” 

“I’m not bringing this up to hurt you. I just want you to be caut—” 

“Here you are,” the barmaid said, setting down our cups. She lingered an extra moment to smile at Kai before walking away, swinging her hips in an  obvious  fashion.  She  looked  back  over  her  shoulder  at  Kai,  frowning when she saw he was not looking in her direction. 

“You were saying?” I bit my lip. Kai was right. John had asked me to keep our liaison a secret—for now. But it still hurt to hear it, and especially to hear it from Kai, whose opinion mattered most to me. 

“I just want to protect your heart. Forget I mentioned it. Now, let’s toast. 

Cheers to your excellent performance,” he said, lifting his cup. 

I clinked my mug against his. “And to your health.” 

We both drank. I let the warm wine slip down my throat. It eased the ache  that  lingered  there  after  a  performance.  The  wine  had  been  spiced beautifully. I tasted orange, anise, and cinnamon brewed into the dark red liquid. 

“The  girls  said  the  stage  manager  from  the  Theatre-Royal  in  Covent Garden was in the audience,” I said after I swallowed. 

“Excellent. Did he come backstage?” Kai asked. 

I shook my head. Kai was right to ask. If the stage manager had seen something he liked, he would have inquired with Marve. But he hadn’t. 

“No  matter.  I’m  sure  he’ll  be  back,”  Kai  said,  giving  my  hand  a reassuring squeeze. 

Just then, a man rushed into the tent. “I need a surgeon. Someone said Doctor  Murray  came  in  here.  Doctor  Murray?”  the  man  called,  looking around the tavern. 

The patrons went silent. 

Kai rose. “What’s the matter?” 

“Are you Doctor Murray?” 

“Yes.” 

“We’ve found a man in the river. We thought he’d drowned. But, sir…

well, you should come.” 

Kai dropped two coins on the table, grabbed his bag, and looked at me. 

“I need to—” 

“I’m coming.” 

Kai  nodded  then  we  both  turned  and  followed  the  man  back  into  the frozen night. 
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O N I O N   S O U P

T he young man who’d come to fetch Kai led us from The Frozen  Mermaid  to  a  spot  on  the  Thames  away  from  the tents. We rushed across the ice toward a group of men who stood with torches in hand. 

“Someone noticed a stick poking out of the ice. It had a cravat attached to  it.  A  bank  of  ice  concealed  him,  but  his  head  and  shoulders  were  just above the water.” 

“How long ago?” Kai asked. 

“About fifteen minutes. By chance, one of the lads remembered seeing you enter The Frozen Mermaid with Miss McKenna. Sir, I’m not sure he’s alive. His skin…” the man said then paused to look back at me. 

“Don’t worry, she’s quite used to medical ministry,” Kai said. 

While Kai was the one who’d taken the formal training as a doctor, he never shied away from showing me what he had learned. At this point, if my  career  as  an  actress  or  a  dancer  faltered,  I’d  make  a  good  physician’s assistant. 

“His skin was blue in the manner of death. We thought he was gone, but then he took a breath.” 

“Any heartbeat?” 

“We couldn’t tell. Some of the lads were trying to give him some Scotch to revive him.” 

“Fools,” Kai muttered then hurried his step. I followed quickly behind him. 

Kai  rushed  forward  as  we  drew  close.  Five  men  stood  around  another man who lay on the ice. His skin had paled to an ashen color tinged with the

same blue as the Frost Fair roses. The man’s black hair was washed back in straight lines; the damp hair at the base of his neck appeared to be frozen to the  river’s  icy  surface.  His  lips  were  blue.  The  man,  I  noticed,  wore  an expensive suit. He was a gentleman of some distinction. How odd that he would be found in this condition. Kai dropped to his knees as he pulled his instruments from his bag. He did it with so swift a motion that it seemed natural. Mixed emotions of worry for the frozen man and pride in my oldest friend  swelled  in  my  heart.  For  many  years  I  had  watched  Kai  study, advancing  from  apothecary  to  surgeon,  then  his  years  in  service  as  an apprentice until he became a doctor. I was fairly sure there was no man in London as brilliant as Kai. 

“Quickly,  gentlemen.  Your  coats,”  Kai  called  to  the  others.  At  once, each man pulled off his jacket and laid it on the frozen man as Kai pressed his ear to the man’s chest, searching for a heartbeat. 

Shaking his head, Kai grabbed the man’s shirt and ripped it open down the front. The silver buttons snapped off the garment. They flew through the air, shimmering like diamonds, then fell on the ice, twinkling dimly in the torchlight.  The  effect  of  it  enraptured  me  so  that  I  stared  at  the  brilliant pieces. A moment later, a swirl of snow rose off the surface of the Thames. 

It glimmered crystalline as it swept toward the buttons. The light must have struck the powdered snow just right, because amongst the frozen powder, I could have sworn I’d seen something thumb-sized and brilliant blue zipping to and fro. Perhaps the moonlight was being reflected in the swirl of snow? 

A  moment  later,  however,  the  snow  settled.  When  I  looked  once  more,  I realized that the silver buttons were gone. Had they been blown away? 

“Shh,” Kai hissed, motioning for the men to be silent. 

The men muttered quietly. 

Kai frowned as he strained to listen. 

“Be silent, gentlemen,” I told them. 

Rightly chastised, they quieted. 

Kai listened intently then sat up. 

Frustrated, he pushed his hair back. When he went to lean in again, he spied  a  boy  standing  beside  his  father.  The  child  held  a  cone  with  a  ball attached. 

“May I use that?” Kai asked him. 

The boy nodded absently then handed the cone to Kai. 

Kai set the wide part of the cone on the man’s chest and gently placed his ear on the smaller end. A moment later, his eyebrows arched and a wisp of  a  smile  crossed  his  face.  He  sat  up.  “There  is  still  a  chance.  You,”  he said, turning to the boy. “Run to the soup maker. Tell her to prepare a barrel of warm water. Go quickly. This man may yet survive, but we need to move him.” 

“Grab his legs, boys,” one of the men said to his comrades in a slurred voice. 

“No,” Kai said. “We need a stretcher.” 

The men looked around, puzzled. 

“Here,” I said, unfastening the tie at the neck of my long winter coat. I unbuttoned the garment and pressed it toward Kai. 

Kai  motioned  to  the  men  to  lay  my  coat  on  the  ice  while  he  absent-mindedly pulled off his jacket. Without another word, he handed it to me. I slid into the coat. It was still warm from his body heat. I was overcome with his familiar scent. I caught a hint of the spicy shaving soap he preferred and the sharp, tangy smells of medicines. But more than that, I could smell him, the deep scent a person’s body carries that you recognize with familiarity. 

To me, Kai’s very essence carried the smells of sunshine and summer. And after a lifetime of being with him, it was an essence I knew as well as my own. 

Kai moved to help the others lift the man from the ice onto my coat. I could  not  help  but  notice  how  the  man’s  clothes  and  hair  stuck  to  the surface of the river. The Thames seemed unwilling to let go of what she’d won. 

The  men  dashed  quickly  across  the  ice,  carrying  the  man  toward  the soup maker’s tent. 

“Clear the way,” a man yelled, moving the crowd aside. 

As we approached the tent, an old woman stepped into the lane. “Here, here,” she called, motioning us forward. 

We rushed ahead. 

The woman directed us to a large barrel. 

Kai motioned to the other men, and on the count of three, they lifted the drowned man and slid him into the barrel of warm water. The man bobbed oddly in the barrel, the water reaching his chest. 

“We must heat his trunk uniformly, or the icy blood will stop his heart. 

Do you have anything else? Anything?” Kai asked the cook urgently. 

“Kai,” I said, pointing to a pot heating over a stove. 

“Madame, is it boiling?” he asked her. 

“No, Doctor. It’s just…it’s stock, beef and onions.” 

“Help  me,”  Kai  said  and  moving  quickly,  the  three  of  us  lifted  the cauldron.  Careful  not  to  burn  ourselves,  the  cook  handling  the  pot  with covered  hands,  we  poured  the  hot  broth  into  the  barrel  where  the unconscious man slumped weirdly. 

Keeping  Kai’s  words  in  mind,  I  grabbed  a  bundle  of  linens  from  the nearby table, dashed them into the hot water, and covered the man’s head with the steaming towels. 

Kai stood behind the man and pressed him into the water as deeply as possible, pushing him down until just a little of his face protruded from the steaming liquid. 

Bits of meat and onions bobbed at the top of the barrel. 

A moment later, the man’s eyelashes fluttered. 

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

He nodded. “Madame, please ask the others to bring blankets and warm wraps, as many as can be spared,” Kai told the cook who went to the door of her tent and relayed the request to the crowd. 

“A few more minutes in the hot liquid. Then, once the wraps are here, we must get him dry and close to a hearth,” Kai told me. 

“He needs to get off the Thames,” I said. 

Kai nodded. 

A moment later, Kai and I both paused when we heard the man whisper. 

“Mother? Are we having onion soup?” 

I suppressed a laugh. 

“Sir? Sir, can you hear me?” Kai called. 

The  man’s  eyes  fluttered  open  for  a  moment.  A  confused  expression crossed  his  face.  “I  don’t  like  onion  soup,”  he  whispered  then  closed  his eyes once more. 

I smiled gently at him and mopped his head once more with the heated cloths. “So quick bright things come to confusion,” I whispered, stealing a line from Shakespeare’s play. 

A  few  minutes  later,  the  cook  returned,  men  following  behind  her carrying heaps of blankets. 

“Gentlemen,  please  stay.  Ladies,  I  must  ask  you  to  step  out,”  he  said, motioning to the cook and me. 

“I can help,” I offered. 

Kai shook his head. “He must be undressed.” 

Nodding, I stepped outside. 

A large crowd had gathered around. 

“Miss? Is he dead? What’s happening?” someone called. 

“He  did  wake  for  just  a  moment,  but  he  is  not  clear  of  danger  yet,”  I informed them. 

“Miss,”  the  young  boy,  whose  toy  had  been  such  aid,  tugged  at  the sleeve of Kai’s jacket. “You dropped these,” he said, handing me my roses. 

I  bent  down  and  kissed  the  boy  on  the  forehead.  “Thank  you.  What  a help you are, young man.” 

He smiled. Even in the dim evening light, I could see his cheeks burn red. He bowed to me then ran off. 

I waited by the brazier just outside the tent. My chest ached. I realized then that tension had racked at me. I’d been holding my breath in fits and spurts. I stared at the tent flap, wishing for Kai to reappear. 

A moment later, one of the men quickly exited the tent and ran into the night. After him, another man rushed out, calling for a wagon. 

Cautiously, I stepped back inside. The man lay on the table covered in blankets. His eyes were open, but he babbled incoherently. 

“He’s alive,” Kai told me. “But his wit’s diseased. I’ve sent a messenger to Master Hawking. It is the nearest amiable place I can think of.” 

I  nodded  but  said  nothing.  I  was  very  certain  that  amiable  was  an understatement  of  Kai’s  esteem  for  the  tinker,  Master  Hawking,  and  his daughter, Isabelle. 

I moved to the table where the man lay staring at some unknown point in the distance. “Does anyone know who he is?” I asked. 

Kai shook his head. 

“Sir, what is your name?” I asked him. 

He turned and looked at me. “Titania?” 

I looked up at Kai. “He must have been at the play.” 

“Titania, tell mother I don’t like onion soup,” he whispered. 

“I will remind her,” I said, smiling softly at him. Unsure what to do, I pulled  a  stool  out  and  sat  beside  the  man,  and  gently  set  my  hand  on  his arm. “Shall I sing for you?” I asked. 

I looked to Kai who nodded in approval as he checked the man’s feet. 

When the man made no other comment, I began singing lightly. An old tune my granny used to sing to me, the song of two lovers who met in secret in  a  rose  garden,  came  to  mind.  The  song,  which  took  place  in  summer, reminded  me  of  warmer  days  and  bright  sunshine.  I  closed  my  eyes  and imagined bright light beaming down on the man, filling his entire body with sunshine and warmth. 

It  felt  like  an  eternity  passed  before  one  of  the  men  returned.  “Master Hawking is expecting you, Doctor,” the man said as he held open the tent door just as I warbled the last line of my song. 

I  looked  past  the  man  and  outside.  Amongst  the  crowd,  I  spotted  the fair-haired foreign gentleman in the blue suit. 

I smiled at him. 

He  returned  my  smile,  tipping  the  brim  of  his  top  hat  toward  me,  but then others crowded around, and I couldn’t see him anymore. 

Kai nodded. “The wagon?” 

“Just pulled up.” 

“We’re ready, Doctor Murray,” another man called as he appeared at the tent door. 

I  stepped  aside  as  the  men  moved  to  carefully  carry  the  insensible gentleman  to  the  wagon.  It  was  just  a  short  ride  along  the  Thames  to  the Hawkings’ workshop. 

“Elyse, why don’t you go home,” Kai suggested, gently taking my hand in his. “Your hands are freezing. This has been quite enough for you for one night, I think.” 

“You may need my help,” I offered. 

“I may need to spend the night unless we can call in the local surgeon to look after him.” 

I nodded. Still, I hated to let him go alone. 

Kai squeezed my hand. “Have someone walk you home.” 

“I will. Be safe.” 

Kai  nodded  then  slid  into  the  back  of  the  wagon  with  his  patient.  He passed a word to the driver, then they headed down Freezeland Lane out of sight. 

I stared in the distance at London Bridge. They said the old bridge was falling apart. There was already talk of tearing her down. Light shone from the gas lamps lining the bridge. From my point of view on the river, they shimmered like gaudy stars. 

“Miss McKenna,” the cook said. 

I turned to look at her. 

“How about a bowl of soup to warm you before you leave?” 

I smiled and nodded. “Thank you. Yes. Anything but onion,” I said with a laugh which she joined. 
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“H ere you are, Miss McKenna,” Old Master Williams said, slowing his carriage in front of my door. He slipped out of the carriage to help me down. 

“Thank you again, sir.” Taking his hand, I stepped onto the street. The fog was so thick that I couldn’t see the buildings at the end of the row. 

“Think  nothing  of  it,”  he  said  with  a  tip  of  the  hat.  “Such  strange weather, isn’t it? I don’t remember seeing such fog before.” 

I nodded. “Strange, indeed.” 

“You haven’t enchanted it, have you, faerie queen?” 

I laughed. “Perhaps. But I would never tell if I had.” 

The man grinned then bowed. 

“Again,  my  thanks,”  I  told  him  then  reached  into  my  reticule  for  my key. “Good night.” 

“And  to  you,”  he  said  then  got  into  his  carriage  once  more.  Clicking lightly at his horse, he drove off. 

Unlocking  the  door,  I  headed  inside.  The  stairs  wound  upward  to  my small flat in the third-floor garret at the top of the building. Once inside, I set  about  getting  my  fireplace  going.  Grabbing  a  vase,  I  placed  the  Frost Fair  roses  close  to  the  window.  Marion’s  snarky,  but  true  words  came  to mind.  They  would  fade  in  the  heat.  Perhaps  the  chill  from  the  window would  keep  them  blue  a  bit  longer.  Only  when  the  orange  light  filled  the room, the flames fighting off the chill, did I pull off Kai’s coat. I slid a chair close  to  the  fire  and  slipped  off  my  boots,  setting  my  feet  as  close  to  the flames as I dared. I closed my eyes, soaking in the warmth. My mind drifted to thoughts of Granny. How empty the small apartment seemed without her. 

It  had  been  three  years  since  she’d  died,  but  her  touches  were  still everywhere. From the watercolor paintings on the wall to the embroidered pillows, I felt her presence. I wished she’s been there tonight to see the play. 

She would have loved it. And she would have been proud of Kai as well. 

I  smiled  when  I  thought  about  Granny  and  Kai’s  grandmother,  Gerda, whom  I’d  called  Gram.  I  sighed,  thinking  about  Granny  and  Gram,  and looked out the window of the garret. Though the window was trimmed with ice,  I  spied  the  window  frame  to  Kai’s  garret  apartment.  How  our grandmothers used to love to sit by their windows and talk the whole day long. Though misfortune brought both Kai and me under our grandmothers’

care, it had also brought us one another in the process. 

My eyes drooped closed. While it was exciting to be the only players on the Thames, it had made for a long day exposed to the chill. Now, the small room  was  cozy  and  warm.  As  I  rested,  I  envisioned  John’s  estate  in Twickenham  with  its  exquisite  parlors  and  bed  chambers.  My  little  garret was probably the size of his butler’s pantry. How nice it would be to win such  a  fine  man’s  heart  and  live  in  a  fine  house  with  fine  things.  I  knew very  well  that  actresses  were  often  the  playthings  of  gentlemen,  but  it wasn’t that way with John. From the first moment I’d met him, he’d been nothing but proper. 

About two months earlier, after a performance of  Hamlet, I’d received a note  that  a  Lord  Waldegrave  wanted  to  meet  me  to  express  his compliments. 

“A lord?” Amy had said, her eyes wide, when I shared the note with the girls. Lizzie and Hannah had crowded behind me to look over my shoulder at the paper. We were in the ladies’ dressing room backstage. 

Marion snorted. “Not hard to guess what he’s interested in. You already have a doctor. Do you need a nobleman too? And didn’t you just scuttle off a different lord the other night?” she asked. While she attempted to mask it, there was no denying the envy that tinged her voice. 

“First,  Doctor  Murray  is  just  my  friend.  And  yes,  but  that  was  Lord Byron, and everyone knows what he’s about.” 

Lizzie  squeezed  my  arm  playfully.  “And  still  you  said  no.  Elyse,  how could  you?  Reputation  or  no,  Lord  Byron  is  an  Adonis.  And  so  very famous. Even fine ladies chase him.” 

“Such as Lady Caroline Lamb, who went mad and attempted to take her own life over their broken affair?” 

Lizzie sighed dreamily. “Yes…what passion the poet must provoke.” 

“Then  I  shall  point  him  your  direction  next  time,  my  Cassandra-like warnings unheeded.” 

Lizzie laughed. 

Marion rolled her eyes, picked up her coat, and left. 

“Lord  Waldegrave.  That  name  is  not  familiar  to  me.”  I  looked  at  the other  girls,  who  shrugged.  What  did  we,  low-born  as  we  were,  know  of lords?  Many  dazzling  names  circled  the  aether  over  our  heads.  Only because  Byron  was  so  scandalous,  and  well  known  amongst  the  London actresses for his carousing, was he well-noted. Lord Waldegrave? I had no idea who he was. “Well, I shall meet him and see. Knowing my luck, he is some merry old curmudgeon, and I remind him of his granddaughter.” 

At  that,  the  girls  laughed.  Chatting  merrily  amongst  themselves,  they quickly changed then left the theatre. 

I sat down at my dressing table and looked into the mirror. I was tired. I had been ill with a fever over Christmas and had just recovered. My already pale skin looked whiter than usual, and the performance had drained me. I hardly  would  have  tried  a  role  as  taxing  as  Ophelia  except  Marion  had commented that I wasn’t good enough for the part. 


I  quickly  removed  my  stage  makeup  and  fixed  my  hair.  I  had  worn  a simple  day  gown  to  the  theatre  that  day,  not  thinking  I  would  be  seeing anyone  other  than  Kai  after  the  performance.  Though  he  was  often  busy working, Kai would always meet me after a performance to walk me home. 

I  slipped  on  my  plum-colored  dress.  While  it  was  hardly  fashionable,  the color was flattering. I took my pelisse from the peg and headed back into the theatre. I paused a moment when I got to the empty stage. Aside from Marve and Skippy, there was no one left at the Struthers Theatre. The seats were  all  vacant,  and  only  a  few  lights  glowed.  I  set  down  my  basket  and coat. Taking just a moment before I headed to the lobby, I closed my eyes and breathed in the stage. 

The  scent  of  the  timbers,  the  dust,  the  smell  of  the  upholstery,  the perfume that was the stage filled my nose. I closed my eyes and centered myself. Then, wanting to feel the joy of it for just a moment, I moved into first position then pirouetted across the stage. Grabbing my skirt and lifting it a bit to free my legs, I turned and danced a petit allegro. The joy I felt in the movements, the quick leaps, which I felt landed in perfect succession, filled my heart with joy. 

When  I  was  finished,  I  smiled  widely  then  exhaled  deeply,  my  breath quickening at the task. 

I  was  taken  by  surprise,  however,  when  applause  came  from  the audience. 

I  looked  into  the  darkened  theatre  and  spotted  a  gentleman  wearing  a green coat walking toward the stage. 

“Forgive me, Miss McKenna, isn’t it?” he asked, removing his top hat. 

“I was in the lobby when I realized I’d forgotten my walking stick,” he said, stepping into a row of seats to retrieve the stick. “I did not mean to intrude.” 

My cheeks flushed red. It was one thing to be seen on the stage when you were expecting it. It was quite another to dance, unbridled, legs over-exposed. Trying to hide my embarrassment, I smiled confidently, picked up my basket and headed down the steps into the house. 

“I’m afraid you have the better of me,” I said, curtseying politely when I met the gentleman mid-aisle. 

He bowed. “Lord John Waldegrave.” 

No,  no  elderly  curmudgeon.  A  tall  man  about  my  age  with  reddish brown hair, soft brown eyes, and a very nice cut, Lord Waldegrave was a handsome young gentleman. 

“Pleased  to  make  your  acquaintance.  I’m  Elyse  McKenna.  Shall  we remove  to  the  lobby?  The  lighting  is  dreadful  here.”  And  it  was  very inappropriate to meet with his lordship in a darkened theatre. 

He nodded, and we headed toward the front of the house. 

“Miss McKenna, I am astounded at the range of your skills. I knew you to be a talented actress. I hadn’t known you were also gifted in ballet.” 

My  cheeks  reddened  again.  “I  am  not  formally  trained,  sir.  My grandmother, however, was a ballerina. She taught me.” 

“I must apologize for intruding again. But I must admit, it was a delight to watch. Do you perform ballet elsewhere?” 

“No,”  I  said,  suddenly  feeling  embarrassed.  In  truth,  it  was  tough  to gain the attention of a larger, more famous company. I was settled with my troupe, but my heart still aspired higher. 

“Well,”  he  said,  seeming  to  understand  the  problem,  “I  am  confident that  given  time,  you  will  catch  the  attention  of  anyone  who  is  able  to recognize natural talent.” Lord Waldegrave opened the door, and we entered the lobby. “Do you perform every night?” he asked. 

I nodded. “Yes.” 

“And during the day?” 

“We vary our matinees. At present, I am not on the stage on Tuesdays and Thursdays.” 

“I…” he began, then twisted his hat in his hands. “Might I call on you? 

This Thursday?” 

I bit the inside of my cheek. There was no way I could accept such a fine  gentleman  caller  at  my  garret  apartment.  Aside  from  that,  I  had  no proper chaperone. A girl who didn’t care much about her reputation would have accepted the invitation with no regard to either. But I was not such a girl, and I wanted to make that abundantly clear. 

“I’m afraid…I do not have…You see, my home…Lord Waldegrave, I’m afraid I—” I began then burst out laughing at the absurdity of the situation. 

I covered my mouth with my hands then looked at him. 

He  smiled  softly,  seeming  to  understand.  “Miss  McKenna,  may  I propose  that  we  take  a  tour  of  the  British  Museum  this  Thursday?  I  can meet you there, perhaps?” 

I exhaled a sigh of relief. “Thank you. I would love that.” 

With a bow, Lord Waldegrave put on his top hat once more. “It was a pleasure to meet you. I look forward to seeing you on Thursday,” he said, and with a smile, he exited the lobby. 

I stood a moment trying to catch my breath. 

“I am amazed and know not what to say,” I said to no one in particular, snatching  a  line  from  Shakespeare’s  Hermia.  He  had  understood  my situation and had, in the kindest of ways, sought to remedy my discomfort. 

And with that, his behavior suggested that this gentleman was not merely looking for carnal entertainment. I scarcely knew what to think. 

I  slipped  on  my  pelisse.  I  was  buttoning  it  up  when  Kai  entered  the lobby. 

“Ah, sorry I’m late. The Haughton’s son had a terrible cough. How was it?” 

“Amazing.” 

“Amazing?” 

“You  won’t  believe  what  just  happened,”  I  said  then  shared  the exchange with Kai, whose face grew darker, or so it seemed, with my every word. 

“Go cautiously. He may be ill-intended.” 

“Must you assume the worst of everyone?” 

“Seems prudent to do so.” 

“Perhaps I’m so ugly that you can’t imagine a fine man courting me?” I teased. 

“On the contrary. I can imagine all men, fine or not, trying to court you. 

That’s what has me worried.” 

“You jest.” 

“Do  I?”  he  said.  “No.  I  worry.  Such  a  man  cannot  court  you  without scandal. So either he is braced for a liaison that may call into question his reputation or he doesn’t have honest intentions.” 

“Kai,” I said in an exhausted huff. I reached out and tickled his ribs. He yelped, evoking a boyish squeal. 

I giggled. 

“Don’t do that again,” Kai said with a smile, snatching hold my hand to prevent me from pestering him again. 

“Or what?” 

“Or I’ll forbid you from meeting your fancy gentleman.” 

“And just how do you propose to enforce that?” 

“Hum,” Kai said then looked thoughtful. “I’ll find a way.” 

I blew air through my lips. “Instead, wish me well.” 

“You know I do. Speaking of, how are you feeling? Is the performance taxing you too much?” 

“A little, but I’ll never admit it to anyone but you.” 

“Be sure you rest tonight. You’re just getting well.” 

I squeezed Kai’s hand, grateful that he watched over me as he always had. 

My  mind  drifted  back  to  the  present.  If  John  formed  a  genuine attachment  to  me,  if  there  was  a  chance  I  could  marry  him,  then  what? 

What of Kai? He had been in my life all my life. How would I live without Kai  across  from  my  window?  As  I  drifted  off  to  sleep,  a  single  thought pricked at my heart. How could I live without Kai? 

I t was some time in the middle of the night when I heard the latch on my window rattle. Sleepy eyed, having been lost in a

dream, I looked up. A moment later, the panes opened, letting in a gust of cold winter wind. Feet first, Kai slipped into my flat. 

I smiled sleepily at him. “What time is it?” 

“Nearly three o’clock.” 

“You’re just getting in now?” 

“Obviously,”  he  said  with  a  grin.  Kneeling  before  my  fireplace,  he banked up the flames. 

“How is the gentleman?” 

“Alive. He’s still out of his mind, but his heart is steady, and the color has come back to his extremities. The local surgeon will look after him for a few days. Master Hawking was very obliging.” 

“He’s a kind man,” I said, feeling my eyes shut once more. “I’d like to visit the gentleman tomorrow. Will you take me when you go?” 

“Of course. Are you performing in the morning?” 

“At  ten.  I’ll  play  the  role  of  the  faerie  godmother  in  the  morning pantomime.” 

“Fitting.” 

“The godmother and not the maiden? Have I lost my bloom already?” 

Kai  smiled.  “Hardly.  By  playing  the  faerie  once  more,  you’ll  steep yourself in a mystique for the fairgoers.” 

“Mystique. I like that.” 

Kai covered me with a thick blanket. “You should get into your cot.” 

“I’m far too comfortable here. You take it. It will take too long for you to get your fire going at this time of night.” 

“Stay here? Are you certain? It’s not entirely prop—” 

“Proper,  proper,  always  on  with  what  is  proper.  Kai,  you  are  like  my own blood and know me as well as I know myself. Since we were children

—” 

“But we aren’t children anymore. And we are not brother and sister.” 

“Indeed.  But  who  knows  you  are  here  save  the  mice  and  me?  Stop arguing with me and lie down. I’m going back to my dream.” 

Kai  sighed  then  I  heard  the  frame  of  my  cot  creak  as  it  took  on  his weight. “What were you dreaming about?” 

“I was in a forest. It was very green.” 

“Most forests are.” 

“Tease. I mean, it was very green, lush, with leaves and flowers galore, and someone was playing a harp. People were dancing around a maypole,” 

I said with a yawn, feeling myself slip back to sleep. 

“Sounds nice. I’ll try to meet you there.” 

I chuckled, or at least I tried to, as I was half asleep once more. “Nosy boy. Go have your own dreams.” 

“Yours are much better than mine. And I want to see you dance in the forest, nymph.” 

“Rogue.” 

Kai laughed softly. “Goodnight, Elyse.” 

“Goodnight, Kai.” 
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I S A B E L L E   H A W K I N G

T he following morning, after we shared breakfast, Kai retreated  to  his  flat  to  get  ready  for  the  day.  I  closed  the curtains  on  the  garret  window,  refreshed  myself,  and  then waited  for  Kai.  As  I  sat  at  my  small  kitchen  table  stirring  my  tea,  I wondered for the hundredth time why Kai still kept a residence in his little garret  apartment.  He  didn’t  have  the  money  for  anything  better  when  he was an apprentice, but now that he earned a doctor’s wages, he could afford a modest home. Indeed, if he went into the country, he would likely be able to find a position and fine house. I frowned. Was he, like me, attached to the space out of sentiment? 

I heard a tap at the window. 

Kai and I kept an endless supply of pebbles at the window sill. I rose and went to the window. Pushing the curtains aside, I expected to see Kai leaning out his window waiting for me. Instead, I found a mourning dove on the ledge. When I opened the curtains, I startled the poor creature, and it flew  away,  leaving  behind  what  I’d  thought  was  a  twig.  Then  I  noticed  a splash  of  purple  color.  I  opened  the  window  and  discovered  that  the  twig was  not  a  twig  at  all  but  a  lovely  spring  crocus,  deep  purple  and  vibrant yellow in color. 

I turned to call to Kai when I noticed that his window was still shut. I looked through the glass and caught sight of him as he buttoned the top of his  trousers.  Shirtless,  he  stood  adjusting  his  trousers.  His  undershirt  and shirt  sat  on  the  chair  nearby.  I  moved  to  go  back  inside  but  paused  a moment. I hadn’t remembered Kai being so fit. Granted, it had been years since I’d seen Gram scrub him down, complaining that he smelled of dirt, 

but  I  had  not  realized  he  was  so  muscular.  His  chest  had  a  smattering  of dark hair. His stomach was firm. Trailing down from his belly button was a line of dark hair that led to—

Gasping, surprised by and embarrassed of, myself, I closed the window. 

I felt my cheeks redden. I closed my eyes and tried to shut out the images that played across my mind. The thought of Kai naked had made my heart quicken. 

“Elyse,  you  need  to  get  married  soon  before  you  sully  your  virtue,”  I berated myself as I pushed the last of the lustful thoughts away. 

Keeping  myself  busy,  I  turned  to  examine  the  Frost  Fair  roses. 

Overnight, they had warmed to a pale purple color. The smell coming off the blossoms was heavenly. 

A few moments later, I heard a tap on my window once more. I waited, listening for a second tap. This time I wanted to be certain it was Kai’s call before  I  called  my  modesty  into  question  again.  A  stone  tapped  on  the window again. 

I opened the curtains. Kai was leaning in the opposite window frame. I pushed open the latch. 

“Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou, Romeo?” I called lightly, making Kai smile. 

“Are you ready, Juliet?” 

“I am.” 

“You know they both die in that play, right?” 

I laughed. “But what a romance first. Meet you below?” 

Kai nodded. 

I  latched  the  window  then  turned  and  pulled  on  my  heavy  jacket. 

Bundled in layers of clothing, I headed outside. 

By  the  time  I  got  downstairs,  Kai  was  already  waiting  for  me.  As always, he carried his doctor’s bag. Offering me his arm, we headed out. A light  snow  had  started  to  fall.  Given  it  was  early  morning,  the  new  dust covered everything with a beautiful shimmer of white. 

As  we  headed  in  the  direction  of  London  Bridge,  I  said,  “Kai,  I  was thinking—” 

“Oh dear. So much mischief has always followed those words.” 

“Not always.” 

“Kai, I was thinking, why don’t we make dinner for our grannies? Kai, I was  thinking,  should  we  try  to  crawl  down  the  drain  spout?  Kai,  I  was

thinking you would look very fetching without any hair. Let me see: fire, a broken arm, and a bald head, complete with several small cuts, which also earned me a switching.” 

I laughed. “Yes, but wasn’t it the broken arm which introduced you to Doctor  Thompson  who  later  supported  you  in  your  studies?  You  see,  if  it weren’t for me, you would never have studied medicine.” 

“Because you talked me into breaking my arm?” 

“I did not talk you into breaking your arm. And if it had worked, sliding down  the  drain  spout   would   have  been  much  faster  than  the  stairs.  But anyway, I was thinking, why do you still live in the flat? I mean, it’s not my business, but haven’t you saved enough from your practice to afford a nicer home? Something larger? In a better neighborhood?” 

I felt Kai’s muscles tense under my arm. “I have been saving my money, you  are  right.  And  I  do  have  enough  saved  so  I  could  do  as  you  suggest. 

But…” 

“But?” 

“Now is not the time.” 

“I see.” 

Kai laughed lightly. “You see, meaning that you will think it over then quiz me later.” 

“Precisely. You know, it’s very annoying that I’m so predictable.” 

“Only to me.” 

“That’s true. John has told me that I am very clever. He finds it quite surprising and not at all predictable,” I said teasingly. 

“Interesting. Your wit doesn’t come as a surprise to me at all,” Kai said stiffly. 

“He doesn’t mean it the way you are suggesting.” 

“No. I’m sure he doesn’t.” 

“You know, you could try to like him.” 

“I could. But I will wait to ensure that I  should first.” 

“Kai, you are a grumpy old bear,” I said, reaching up to ruffle his dark hair sticking out just from under the back of his top hat. 

He grinned then caught my fingers. “It’s not wise to provoke a bear,” he said, setting the lightest of kisses on my gloved fingers before he returned my hand to me. 

It was a movement he must have made a hundred times in the past, a familiarity  I’d  never  thought  anything  of  before,  but  given  my  immodest

thoughts,  the  gesture  struck  me  oddly.  I  felt  a  strange  stirring  in  my stomach. 

“Careful  here,”  Kai  said,  setting  his  hand  on  my  lower  back  as  he guided me around a patch of ice. 

“Thank you,” I replied nicely. 

Kai smiled. “Of course.” 

We  worked  our  way  through  the  streets  until  we  reached  London Bridge. Turning down the narrow riverside road, we soon came to the home and workshop of Master Hawking. 

Kai  rang  for  the  footman  while  I  looked  out  on  the  frozen  Thames. 

Already the river was busy with activity. I still had time, however, before I needed  to  join  my  company  to  prepare  the  morning’s  performance.  And  I hoped,  above  all,  that  John  would  come  today.  I  hated  to  think  that something had happened to him. 

“Doctor Murray. Do come in,” I heard the footman say. 

Turning, I joined them. 

“Master Hawking is in his workshop. I’ll inform him you’re here.” 

“Is the surgeon still here?” Kai asked as we entered. 

“Yes, sir. Miss Hawking convinced him to stay for breakfast. He is in the dining room.” 

Kai  nodded,  and  we  followed  the  footman  to  the  parlor.  The  room, while  properly  adorned,  reminded  me  much  of  the  rest  of  Master Hawkings’ home, which I had visited but twice before—full of his tinkered contraptions. On the wall, a framed picture depicting a waterfall ticked like a clock as blue-colored balls rolled down the river and over the waterfall. 

The effect of the moving image was enchanting. An elaborate grandfather clock  stood  at  one  end  of  the  room.  Rather  than  having  a  single  face,  the clock  showed  several  times  in  several  locations  from  London  to Constantinople to Bombay to New York City and even more. Every piece of furniture  was  stacked  with  books.  I  smiled  when  I  realized  that  there  was nowhere to sit. 

“Look,”  Kai  said  then  turned  the  windup  key  on  what  looked  like  a music box. A moment later, the box opened to reveal a stage. Metal drapes drew back to reveal a tiny clockwork ballerina. The ballerina pirouetted via a groove in the metal. Music played, giving an added grace to her steps. 

I gasped. 

“Miss  Hawking  has  been  working  on  pairing  clockwork  and  tone.  I believe this is one of her works.” 

I was about to reply when a voice interrupted me. 

“Indeed it is,” a man called. 

I turned to find Master Hawking. Dressed in a wool suit covered by a leather apron, it appeared that the tinker had already been hard at work that morning. 

“Good  morning,  Doctor  Murray.  And  Miss  McKenna.  Always  a pleasure to see you,” Master Hawking said. 

“Sir,” I replied, curtseying. 

Master Hawking smiled. 

“You must be here to see your patient. Shall we?” Master Hawking said, motioning to the stairs. 

Kai nodded to me, indicating I should follow. 

“I’m  sure  my  footman  informed  Mister  Blackwell  that  you’re  here. 

We’ll  have  him  come  up  after  breakfast.  Your  drowned  man  slept  well through the night. He had a spot of tea and bread with jam this morning.” 

“Have his senses returned?” 

Master Hawking shook his head. “I’m afraid not.” He led us to the door of a bedchamber then knocked on the door. 

A maid appeared. 

“Is he awake?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Very good,” Master Hawking said then motioned for us to follow him. 

The man who had quite nearly drowned the evening before was sitting upright  in  bed.  He’d  been  changed  into  a  nightdress.  To  my  surprise,  he appeared  much  younger  than  he  had  the  night  before.  Apparently  being near-death  gave  one  the  hue  of  middle-age,  which  did  not  speak  well,  of course, of the middle years. This morning, I would guess him to be a man in his late twenties. The fire in the room burned brightly. In my outdoor wraps, the room felt over-warm. Kai must have thought the same as he loosened the top button of his jacket. The man was sipping a cup of tea, which he set aside when we entered. 

“Sir,” Kai said, nodding politely to him. “Do you remember me?” 

The man coughed in an attempt to clear his throat. He motioned for us to wait a moment as he sipped his tea once more, then he said, “Yes, sir. I believe you are the doctor to whom I owe my life.” 

Kai bowed his head politely. “I am Doctor Murray.” 

The man looked around Kai and stared at me. “I…I know you, I think,” 

he told me. 

“This is Miss Elyse McKenna,” Kai introduced. 

The man furrowed his brow. “Onion soup,” he said then shook his head. 

“But  I  do  recall  you  from  elsewhere.  Sounds  silly,  but  I  keep  thinking  of faeries,” he said with an awkward smile. 

“I am an actress, sir. We believe you saw me perform yesterday night before  your  accident.  I  was  playing  the  role  of  Titania  at  the  Ice  House Theatre on the Thames.” 

The man lifted the cup of tea and took a sip. “Yes. I…I do remember something of the play.” 

“Something of it?” 

“I  remember  you  kissing…pardon  me,  Miss.  I  don’t  mean  to  be  rude, and I know this sounds absurd, but I remember you kissing a donkey. That, and onion soup.” 

I smiled. “There is no offense on your part, sir. It is Master Shakespeare who is at fault.” 

The man chuckled. 

“Miss McKenna, I would like to examine Mister…our guest,” Kai told me. 

“Master  Hawking,  perhaps  you  would  be  kind  enough  to  take  me  to your daughter?” I said, turning to the tinker. 

He nodded, and I followed him out of the room. 

Kai closed the door behind us. 

“Poor chap,” Master Hawking said as we headed back downstairs. “The Thames  took  his  memory,  but  it  seems  she  was  cold  enough  to  save  his life.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Ah, well, a man may fall into the water and die of cold, that is certain, but if the water is frozen enough, cold enough, his body goes into a kind of slumber.” 

“How very odd.” 

“Isn’t  it?  Now,  my  daughter  is  in  her  workshop.  This  way,”  Master Hawking said, leading me toward the back of the house. 

Opening a set of double doors, Master Hawking led me into a room that appeared  to  be  half  library,  half  workshop.  Tables  were  heaped  with  cogs

and contraptions, tools and wire, and books were strewn everywhere. There was  a  sharp  clatter  followed  by  a  stream  of  obscenities  in  a  distinctly feminine voice. 

“Isabelle?”  Master  Hawking  called,  peering  around  the  room.  “Doctor Murray’s friend, Miss Elyse McKenna, is here to see you.” 

“Doctor  Murray  is  here?”  I  heard  the  girl  exclaim  with  the  tone  of excitement. Metal clattered once more. 

“Yes, and his friend, Miss McKenna.” 

A  moment  later,  the  girl  appeared  before  me.  Wearing  a  wool  skirt,  a long-sleeved  shirt,  and  a  leather  apron,  the  girl  was  dressed  to  work.  She pushed a pair of goggles onto her head then wiped a gloved hand across her chin, leaving a smear of grease in its wake. With her long, dark-brown braid and wide brown eyes, she was decidedly attractive. 

“Miss  McKenna,”  she  chirped,  curtsying  to  me.  “So  nice  to  see  you again.  I  have  to  apologize,”  she  said,  motioning  to  her  dress.  “I  was working. Would you like to see?” 

“Oh yes,” I replied. 

“Very  good,”  Master  Hawking  said.  “I’ll  leave  you  to  it  then.  Miss McKenna,” he said, nodding politely, then he excused himself. 

Miss Hawking waved to me to follow her. “You’re just in time, in fact. I was filing down the last bit. Nearly broke the piece, but cut me instead,” she said, looking at her finger, which was wrapped in cloth stained with blood. 

“Are you all right?” 

“Fine, fine. Just made me mad. Come see. You’ll be the very first!” 

She led me to her workbench. There, I saw the amazing sculpture she’d been working on. She’d sculpted a tree branch from metal, and on it sat six little songbirds. 

“Oh, it’s so lovely,” I told her. 

“Wait,” she said. She reached forward and pressed down on one of the leaves.  A  moment  later,  the  birds  began  to  warble.  One  at  a  time,  they chirped gaily. 

I clasped my hands together. “That’s—” I began, but she lifted a finger for me to wait once more and pressed another leaf. 

A  moment  later,  the  birds  began  in  earnest,  warbling  out  Vivaldi’s Allegro-Largo-Allegro.  I stood staring at the little birds as they chirped in chorus, turning their heads and ruffling the wings and tail feathers as they vocalized  the  first  minute  of  the  piece.  A  moment  later,  they  went  silent. 

They  shook  their  metal  bodies  as  if  roosting  and  settled  into  place  once more. 

“I’m still working on a way to integrate the full movement, but this is a start. What do you think?” Isabelle asked, turning to me. 

I stared wide-eyed at her. 

She laughed. “You like it, then?” 

“Miss Hawking, you’re quite brilliant.” 

“Papa  is  the  brilliant  one.  He’s  working  on  quite  serious  projects.  A clockwork eye, for example,” she said, motioning to the workbench behind her  where  several  metal  and  glass  eyes  lay  scattered.  “I’m  more  for frivolity.” 

“You do remember that you’re talking to an actress.” 

She laughed. “And ballerina. Or so I was told.” 

“Yes.  My  grandmother  was  a  dancer  in  her  youth.  She  taught  me.  All my gifts come from her effort and patience.” 

Isabelle smiled, but I noticed a sadness to her smile, and I recognized it. 

It is the smile of a girl who was raised without a mother. “And mine from Papa’s.” 

“Well, this work is stunning,” I said, turning back to the birds. “You’ll need to show this to Kai—Doctor Murray.” 

“Do you think he’ll like it?” she asked, her expression brightening. “It’s so hard to know what pleases him. He’s always so dour.” 

I  smiled  at  her,  looking  at  her  once  more  in  a  new  light.  She  was, perhaps, seventeen or so. Was she looking for a husband? Kai would be a fine catch for a quirky tinker’s daughter. And he could certainly appreciate a clever and talented girl, whereas others might find her lacking in manners. 

Perhaps  it  would  be  a  good  match.  Perhaps,  except  the  idea  of  it  made something in my stomach harden. 

“I’m sure he will.” 

Miss Hawking set her gloves on the table then turned her attention back to the birds, but I could see that even as she spoke, she was distracted. “I’m not quite done with them yet. I’ll add colored glass for the eyes and just a bit of color on the leaves.” 

“Is it a commission?” 

She nodded. “A wedding gift. Some Scottish lord ordered it. I still have time. The wedding is not until May.” 

“What a lovely gift.” 

“Elyse?” I heard Kai call from the front of the workshop. 

“I’m  here,  Doctor  Murray,”  I  called,  reminding  Kai  that  we  were  not alone. 

I  heard  him  cough.  “Yes.  Right.  Miss  McKenna.  Is  Miss  Hawking here?” 

Miss  Hawking  leaped  away  from  her  table.  On  second  thought, however, she pulled off her goggles, removed her apron, and smoothed her long wool skirt. 

Her primping was not lost on me. Pulling a handkerchief from my bag, I handed it to her. “Your chin,” I said. I really did need to carry a hand mirror. 

Smiling  at  me  in  a  very  sisterly  way,  she  tidied  up,  handing  me  the soiled handkerchief, then headed back toward the door. I hid my frown as I tucked the cloth back inside my bag. It was going to take a hard soaking to get that grease out. 

“Doctor Murray,” she called with a wave. 

To my surprise, Kai brightened when he saw her. 

Once more, that strange knot formed in my stomach. 

“Miss Hawking. How are you this morning?” 

“Very well.” 

“I was just checking on my patient.” 

“He’s a very amiable man. You know, I think he might be a gentleman of some station.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“Well,” she said, looking a bit embarrassed. “It seems best for a lady to show refined conduct around him so as not to upset his sensibilities,” she said  with  a  cough.  “But  aside  from  that,  it  was  his  manner.  He’s  clearly well-educated, sophisticated, and he ate very properly. And he commented on our sugar. He was confused as to why the sugar wasn’t white.” 

I shook my head and looked at Kai. 

“The wealthy use refined white sugar,” Kai explained. 

“Oh,”  I  said,  suddenly  feeling  foolish  for  not  knowing.  Lady Waldegrave I certainly was not. 

“Mister Blackwell said he filed a report with the Bow Street Runners on the gentleman’s behalf. Have they been by?” 

Miss Hawking shook her head. 

“Perhaps later. If he is a man of consequence, someone will be looking for him.” 

“What a funny thing to say,” Miss Hawking said then. 

“Why?” 

“Well, he need not be a man of consequence for someone to miss him.” 

Kai nodded. “Quite right. I guess I was just thinking—” 

Miss Hawking laughed. “I only jest. I understood your meaning. Now, if you have a moment more, may I show you my latest creation?” 

Kai nodded. 

I followed behind them as Miss Hawking led Kai to her workstation. As she had with me, she delighted him with her design. Staying a bit back, I watched  the  exchange  with  curiosity.  Miss  Hawking’s  eyes  almost  never left Kai’s face as she hunted for a sign of approval. Kai rewarded her with a full smile which pleased her to no end…until Kai turned that smile on me. 

Forgetting  himself  once  more,  he  said,  “Elyse?  Did  you  see?  Isn’t  it marvelous?” 

At once, Miss Hawking’s expression deflated. 

“I  think  Miss  Hawking  is  the  cleverest  tinker  I’ve  ever  met,”  I  said, linking my arm in hers, drawing Kai’s attention to her once more. 

Kai  frowned  a  little,  looking  confused.  He  turned  to  her  and  nodded. 

“Indeed. It’s very remarkable, Miss Hawking.” 

“You’re very kind.” 

Kai pulled out his pocket watch. “I’m afraid the time is slipping away from us. I don’t want you to be late,” he said, turning to me. 

“I have a performance this morning,” I explained to Miss Hawking. 

She smiled. “Then let me see you both out.” 

We stopped a moment in the parlor to bid Master Hawking farewell, Kai promising to return again in the evening to check on the patient. 

“Father,  why  doesn’t  Doctor  Murray  come  for  dinner,”  Miss  Hawking suggested. “And Miss McKenna too, if you are free.” 

“Thank you. I’m sorry I must decline. I have an engagement at that time today,” Kai said. 

“Miss McKenna?” 

“I too must decline. I will be getting ready for a performance.” 

“They  must  have  heard  how  terrible  our  cook  is.  Can’t  blame  them,” 

Master  Hawking  said  with  a  smile.  “Another  time,  another  time.  Come later, if you can. We’ll have a spot of brandy.” 

Kai nodded. 

I  waved  nicely  to  them,  and  then  Kai  and  I  headed  back  toward  the Frost Fair. 

Kai held out his arm which I took. 

“You’re terrible,” I told him as we walked. 

“Terrible?” Kai asked, sounding truly alarmed. “How so?” 

“At being a bachelor.” 

Kai  was  quiet  for  a  moment  then  said.  “I’m  afraid  I  miss  your meaning.” 

“And that is the problem. I believe Miss Hawking is quite fond of you. 

Haven’t you noticed?” 

“Is she?” Kai asked, considering. 

“Well? 

“Well, what?” 

“And you? Do you have any…attachment to her?” 

Kai laughed. “Elyse. Seriously?” 

“Yes, seriously.” 

“She is very pretty. And very clever.” 

“So then?” 

“So then nothing.” 

“So, she is attractive and intelligent. And, I believe, you like and respect her father. You don’t find her a good match?” 

Kai was quiet. His reply was so long in coming that I was confounded. 

“Kai?” I asked. 

“I’m not interested in her. Now, stop playing faerie godmother. You’re not on the stage yet,” he said, his voice light with jest. 

“Bear,” I murmured. 

“Faerie,”  he  retorted,  making  me  laugh.  Suddenly,  the  knot  that  had lodged itself in my stomach untied. 
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J U S T   A N O T H E R   W H I R L W I N D

W e’d hardly reached the first of the Frost Fair tents when a boy came running up to us. 

“Doctor  Murray?”  he  asked,  his  cheeks  red,  his  breath forming a cloud of steam. I couldn’t help but notice his heavy accent. He wore a bearskin coat and cap. Dark, curling hair escaped from under his hat. 

His eyes were so deep brown that they seemed almost black. 

“Yes?” 

“The  captain,”  he  said,  pointing  to  one  of  the  ships  frozen  in  the  ice. 

“Will you come?” 

I smiled at Kai. “Well, you were right about one thing. In this weather, you’ll certainly be needed here.” 

“I’ll come see you when I can,” Kai said, patting my arm. 

“Titania will be ready,” I replied with a grin. I waved to Kai, watching him follow the boy to the ship, then turned toward the theatre. 

I  walked  down  Freezeland  Lane.  The  vendors  were  just  opening  their tents for the day. The smells of oil cakes and fried pork perfumed the air. 

A sharp wind blew across the Thames, carrying with it a light dusting of snow. It shimmered as it blew around me like crystal dust. The strange wind so encompassed me that I stopped. The wind, shimmering in the morning sunlight, spiraled around me. The light struck the sand-fine ice so that blobs of  light  shimmered  incandescently.  I  removed  my  glove  and  held  out  my hand, feeling the icy wind. The strange torrent slid through my fingers like silk. It pulled my hair free from its binds. Long strands of my pale blonde locks swirled around me. 

A  moment  later,  I  heard  a  sound  like  the  tinkling  of  tiny  silver  bells, then  the  wind  dissipated.  Once  the  torrent  had  cleared,  I  found  myself standing  across  from  the  fine  gentleman  I  had  seen  the  night  before.  He wore  a  blue  coat  trimmed  with  ermine  and  silver  buttons.  His  hair  was pulled back at the nape, and he sported a top hat. His fair locks were very long and not of the London fashion. 

He stood staring at me longer than was appropriate, but his manner was not menacing. More, he seemed transfixed. It happened from time to time, fans of the theatre forgetting that we were mere performers, after all. 

“Good morning, sir. Such an odd wind, wasn’t it? Did you see it?” 

At  this,  he  smiled,  his  blue  eyes  shimmering  brightly.  “It  was  a whirlwind.” 

“Quite  magical,”  I  said,  “but  I  fear  my  hair  fared  the  worse  for  it.”  I tried to smooth my wild locks. “I really need to carry a hand mirror.” 

The  man  smiled.  “The  wind  only  teased  awake  your  beauty.  Such  a natural grace. You should let it hang long, not hide it with pins.” 

His  flattery  and  frankness  confirmed  he  was  definitely  not  an Englishman. But aside from that, his voice held an accent that was not quite Welsh,  not  quite  Irish,  but  something  altogether  different.  I  couldn’t  help but feel the effect of his compliment. He was certainly a gentleman and a handsome one at that. But I was also well aware of the fact that actresses had a reputation for being easily won. And if I had any hopes of making a case  for  myself  with  the  Waldegraves,  I  needed  to  keep  my  reputation above ill-repute. 

“Thank you,” I said, feeling my cheeks redden. 

“You  are  very  welcome.  You  are,  by  far,  the  fairest  maiden  on  the Thames, Miss McKenna.” 

“Sir…” I protested politely. 

When he did not respond, I looked up only to see he was gone. I looked around  but  saw  nothing  but  the  frozen  Thames.  Odd  manners,  indeed! 

Shaking off the encounter, I headed toward the theatre once more. 

When  I  arrived,  I  heard  the  voices  of  my  troupe  members  in  the  tent backstage.  Clearest  of  all  was  Marion  complaining  bitterly  about something.  Harold,  one  of  the  stagehands,  was  busy  lighting  the  braziers around the benches. He looked up when I approached. 

“What’s Marion on about?” I asked. 

He  screwed  up  his  face  to  show  his  annoyance.  “Oh,  she’s  mad  that Lizzie is playing the cinder girl. Best let her get it out before you go back. 

Besides,  an  admirer  has  been  waiting  for  you  this  half  hour,”  he  said, pointing to a figure sitting on the front bench near the brazier. John. 

I nodded in thanks then hurried to him. 

“Good morning,” I called gaily, burying all feelings of worry. 

John  rose  to  his  feet.  When  he  turned,  a  look  of  apology  crossed  his handsome features. He moved to meet me. 

“Miss McKenna,” he said, fully aware that we were in plain sight. 

“My Lord.” 

“Please  accept  my  apologies.  I  am  so  sorry  I  was  unable  to  stay  last night,” he said then held out a bundle he carried: Frost Fair roses. 

“They are calling them Frost Fair roses. In Spain, they were pale purple. 

London’s ice has turned them blue. Please, accept them with my apologies.” 

I took the roses from his hand. The small bundle was a petite version of Kai’s gift but every bit as lovely. “Thank you,” I said with a curtsey, though my heart bid me to take him into my arms. 

“Just  as  I  left  you  last  night  I  was  met  with  an  urgent  message.  Word came that my father had taken a turn for the worse. I had to go at once. I returned later, but you were no longer here.” 

“Oh dear! How is your father?” 

“Elys—Miss  McKenna,  would  you  care  to  sit  near  the  fire.  It  is  quite cold,” he said, motioning toward the brazier. 

And if we sat, we may speak more freely. Our backs to the crowd, the tent drapes sheltering us from the common eye, we’d also go unrecognized. 

I nodded then we took our seats. 

Once our backs were turned, he took my hand in his then reached out to touch my hair. So surprised to see him, I’d forgotten that the icy whirlwind had teased it into a wild mess. 

“Oh dear,” I said, lifting a hand to brush my locks back. “I got caught in the wind.” 

“You  look  very  beautiful,”  he  said.  He  took  a  lock  of  my  pale  hair between his fingers and stroked it gently. “I…I am so sorry I missed your show. You must have worried.” 

I nodded. 

John smiled, his cheeks dimpling. He reached out and touched my chin. 

“Pretty lady,” he said then smiled. “My father is a very proper man. We are

not  close,  but  I  am  his  only  son.  My  father  doesn’t  have  modern sensibilities  in  many  matters.”  His  meaning  was  plain.  If  there  was  an obstacle to our match, it was his father. “But my father is unwell. I do not expect him to last out the spring. I will inherit his title after him, then my path  is  my  own.  Elyse,  I  am  sorry  to  ask  this  of  you,  but  would  you  be willing to keep our mutual attachment quiet for a time longer until I can sort out the best course for us?” 

“Of course,” I said, feeling my heart beating hard in my chest. 

“It’s just my father…to him, our mutual fondness would be considered a scandal, and I fear my inheritance would be at stake if he knew how sincere my affections are toward you. He may do something rash. I’m sorry. This is such a serious talk so early in the morning. I just wanted to reassure you of my intent.” 

“John,” I whispered softly. “It’s all right. I understand.” 

He smiled, albeit sadly. “I hate the thought that you feel mistreated.” 

I  shook  my  head.  “Not  at  all.  I  know  my  heart  has  leaped  above  its station. I must follow your lead here.” 

John  sighed  heavily.  “I  hate  that  you  think  like  that.  Your  heart  has leaped into my hand, and for that, I am eternally grateful. You know how much I adore you,” he said with a soft whisper. Looking over his shoulder, and seeing no one save Harold nearby, he leaned in and set a sweet kiss on my lips. His mouth carried the taste of anise, which seemed unusual for this hour of the day, but I fell into his kiss all the same. My heart beat hard in my chest as I felt his hand undo the button on my coat near my waist. He slipped  his  hand  inside  my  coat  and  gently  stroked  my  waist,  his  fingers grazing the bottom of my breast. 

Gasping, I leaned back. 

“Elyse,” he groaned softly, leaning his forehead against mine. 

My  emotions  tumbled  over  themselves.  The  deep  affection  I  held  for him was undeniable. And the stirring between my legs made me ache, but I also  felt…embarrassed.  Would  he  touch  a  fine  lady  so?  Maybe  I  was  just being silly. He touched me like that because he felt as passionate for me as I felt for him. 

Not seeming to notice my confusion, he whispered, “I must apologize, but I have some business in the city today. When will you be free?” 

“There is a pantomime this morning, then we break and set up for the evening performance.” 

“Then I will be back around noon. Wait for me?” 

I nodded. 

“What part will you play this morning?” he asked, gently touching my chin once more. 

“Columbine fashioned as Persephone.” 

John clapped his hands in delight. “I will clear my schedule and be here for the show tomorrow morning.” He rose. “Let me get on with my affairs so I may return by midday.” 

“Thank you again,” I said, looking down at the Frost Fair roses. 

“They are beautiful, but nowhere near as lovely as you.” He put on his hat and with a soft smile, took his leave. 

I  lifted  the  roses  and  tried  to  breathe  in  their  scent.  They  carried  no perfume. It was as if the smell had been arrested in ice. 

I sighed. 

Lady Waldegrave. 

That was certainly a title worth waiting for. 
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O F   P O M E G R A N A T E S ,   O I L   C A K E S ,   A N D   B I T T E R

C H O C O L A T E

A s I approached the tent backstage, I heard Marion’s high-pitched tone  matched  in  passion  with  Lizzie’s  angry  voice.  Lizzie,  from what  I  could  tell,  was  beyond  frustrated.  When  I  rounded  the corner,  I  found  Marve  standing  between  Lizzie  and  Marion  while  Hobbs, who  would  play  Hades  to  my  Persephone,  stood  in  the  background listening. 

“You’ve given Lizzie and Elyse the best parts in  Midwinter. And now in the pantomime too. Given my years with the company, and my far superior talent to any actress in this troupe, it’s unfair,” Marion said. 

Her  dark  eyes  flicked  toward  me.  I  could  see  her  calculating, determining  if  I  had  heard  her  last  comment.  Deciding  that  I  had,  she smirked. “At least you could have given me Persephone,” she added then glared at me. 

Marve sighed then following Marion’s gaze. 

“What’s the matter?” I asked. 

Lizzie, Marion, and Marve all spoke at once. And of course, it was the expected argument. 

The  truth  of  the  matter  was  that  Marion  was  a  very  good  actress.  She was  better  than  Amy  and  Hannah  who  were  still  more  enthusiastic  than talented.  But  she  was  not  better  than  Lizzie.  And  she  was  not  better  than me. She was also the oldest woman in our company, and her roles reflected that. 

Marve raised his hands. “You know Elyse gets all the dancing parts. She is the only trained ballerina in our troupe.” 

“Trained by her grandmother, which hardly counts,” Marion protested. 

“My grandmother was a ballerina for—” I began in protest but was cut off. 

“We are at the Frost Fair but a week, maybe not even that long, before the Thames takes the river back. Can’t you, not even for one performance, give me a lead role?” Marion demanded angrily. But this time, I saw a flash behind her eyes. Certainly, she was jealous. But it was more than that. She truly found it unfair. And maybe it was. I might be a better dancer, and our presence on the stage was very different, but she was a very good actress. 

I opened my mouth to offer her the role of Persephone, but the words stuck  in  my  throat.  Hobbs,  seeing  me  move  to  speak,  shook  his  head. 

Offering  it  would  have  been  the  right,  the  generous,  thing  to  do.  But somehow,  I  couldn’t  bring  myself  to  give  up  the  role.  My  chances  to  do ballet on stage were so few, and if managers for the other stages were at the fair, it would be my chance to shine. Ever since I stepped foot on stage, I had wanted to act for one of the big houses. Being part of a troupe at a more reputable house made me a more reputable woman, which was something I needed more than anything at the moment. 

Marion  slammed  down  the  faerie  godmother’s  wand  then  turned  and headed  deeper  into  the  tent.  “Ridiculous.  All  of  you  are  ridiculous, talentless hacks. I have half a mind to quit!” 

Marve sighed heavily then pinched his brow. 

“You were right not to give in,” Hobbs told him. “If you give in now, she’ll try to pressure you every time.” 

“She’s terribly good at drama, but all we are staging is comedy,” Lizzie said. 

Marion played the darker ladies like Gertrude, Lady MacBeth, and the Duchess  of  Malfi.  Drama  was  her  specialty.  But  for  the  fair,  Marve  had planned only comedies to keep things light. Lizzie was right. 

Marve  sighed  once  more.  And  this  time,  that  sigh  was  pregnant  with unspoken words. He turned and looked at me. 

“Elyse,” he began gently. “Marion cannot play the cinder girl. She is too old.  But  she  has  studied  as  Columbine  and  can  play  Persephone.  Maybe, just this once, on account of the fair…” 

“Marve,” Hobbs exclaimed. “She doesn’t dance anywhere near as well as Elyse, and her timing for humor is off.” 

“True. But, as she said, we’ll be back to our playhouse in a week. And Elyse  knows  the  faerie  godmother  lines.  As  well,  you  can  wear  Titania’s

costume  for  the  part.  I’d  rather  return  with  a  sullen  and  snobbish  actress rather than have her leave our company.” 

I  steeled  myself  against  the  frustration  and  jealousy  that  splashed  up inside me. I strongly suspected that I was feeling exactly how Marion felt. 

“I can do what’s best for our troupe.” 

“This is poorly done,” Hobbs told Marve. 

“Maybe,” he said. “But it must be done. Thank you, Elyse.” 

I nodded then sat down on a barrel and started to pull my hair back into a braid while Marve went to find Marion. 

Hobbs shook his head in frustration then headed back to his section to get ready. 

“We don’t go on until after their set, and I’ve been smelling oil cakes all morning. Join me, faerie godmother?” Lizzie asked, extending her hand. 

I nodded. “After I get my hair in place.” 

“Are those more Frost Fair roses?” she asked, looking at the bundle in my hand. 

I grinned. 

“Would I get wooed as often as you. Your gentleman caller…I saw him waiting for you in the front. Handsome rake.” 

“Rake? On no. He is quite sincere, I assure you.” 

Lizzie  lifted  an  eyebrow  at  me.  The  expression  was  charming.  I remembered her using it on stage before. “Are you—please forgive me for asking—but are you certain? You know how some gentlemen look at us—” 

“Very certain.” 

“Oh!” Lizzie exclaimed, her other eyebrow joining the first in surprise. 

“Oh, that is good news. But what about Doctor Murray?” 

“What about him?” 

“I just thought…” 

“Heavens, no. He is like my brother.” 

Lizzie pursed her lips. “Well, if that’s the case.” 

I laughed. “He’s far too sullen for you.” 

She  grinned.  “I  expected  as  much.  What  happened  to  your  hair, anyway?” 

“A  wind  snarled  it.  Do  you  remember  a  gentleman  at  the  show  last night? You might have marked him. He wore a blue suit and coat. His hair was  very  pale  blond,  long,  and  not  in  the  London  fashion.  He  was  very handsome.” 

Lizzie shook her head. “No. I don’t. But from the sound of it, I’m sorry I missed him.” 

“Perhaps  he’ll  be  back  today.”  Odd.  Lizzie  always  noticed  the handsome  attendees,  which  was,  no  doubt,  how  Kai  had  gotten  her attention.  Surly  though  he  was,  women  always  found  his  dark  hair  and hazel eyes very appealing. 

I finished tying off my braid then nodded to Lizzie that I was ready to go just as Marion appeared. Paying no attention to us, she was smiling at the  ground.  When  she  realized  we  were  there,  she  quickly  made  her expression blank. 

“Have you been informed?” she asked, a smug look on her face. 

Informed? As if I had not acquiesced. Informed, indeed! 

Her cheeks flushing red with anger, Lizzie opened her mouth to speak, but I took her arm and squeezed it gently. 

“Yes, I have. You’ll find Persephone’s costume in my trunk.” 

Marion  nodded,  gave  me  a  half-snort,  then  turned  and  walked  toward my section. 

“Whey-faced adder,” Lizzie grumbled in her direction. 

I elbowed her gently in the ribs. “Forget her. Let’s go.” 

Lizzie and I turned back toward Freezeland Lane and headed out in the direction of the oil cake vendor. The thoroughfare was getting very crowded as even more Londoners joined the revelry on the ice. The scent of oil cakes perfumed the chilly air. We approached the vendor. 

“Ladies,” the vendor called happily. “How many?” 

“One for each of us,” Lizzie said. 

“Shall I add some snow?” he asked, motioning to some powdered sugar. 

At  the  mention  of  the  sugar,  I  was  reminded  of  the  gentleman  who’d fallen into the ice. I’d have to stop by and check on him later that day. I’m sure  Kai  would  not  be  opposed  to  visiting  the  Hawkings’  workshop  once more. 

“Oh, please,” Lizzie replied, eyeing the cake hungrily. 

Trading coins for the cakes, we moved back into the gathering crowd. 

“There  is  a  tent  two  rows  over  where  they  are  selling  handbills  to commemorate the fair. Let’s get one,” Lizzie said, directing me once more. 

Though it was still morning, the crowd was already beginning to pick up. Slender rays of sunlight shone down on the Thames. If it warmed up, the fair would be over before it started. This, of course, was good news to

all the sailors trapped in the ice. But my troupe, and many other vendors, were set to make a fat stack of coins from the impromptu festivities. 

A small crowd gathered around a painter who had set up his easel and was  painting  one  of  the  ships  trapped  in  the  ice.  We  passed  vendor  tents where  frozen  meats,  fish,  and  other  goods  were  for  sale.  One  baker  sold gingerbread.  The  scents  of  the  baking  bread,  cinnamon,  anise,  and  other spices  wafted  through  the  air.  Children  laughed  loudly  as  a  man  swung them  on  a  massive  swing  built  from  tall  timbers  frozen  into  the  ice,  the swing made from a sleigh. Four children sat laughing, their cheeks red, as those around cheered and waved to them as they swung. Not far from them, the  usual  debauchery  also  found  its  home  at  The  Frozen  Mushroom.  I caught the scent of opium on the wind and noticed people sipping gin. 

The first day of the Frost Fair had seen mostly commoners on the ice. 

Now,  however,  I  noted  more  fine  ladies  and  gentlemen  in  the  crowd. 

Perhaps this was why Marion was so insistent on having a larger role. She knew the audience would be of a better sort today. This also meant that at tonight’s  performance  I  would  have  to  play  Titania  with  renewed  vigor.  I was suddenly sorry I’d let Marion take the role of Persephone. I rarely had a chance to show off my skills in ballet, and Marve had written the script for me for that express purpose. Tomorrow, I would insist on having my role back. 

We approached the other end of the Frost Fair. The fair, situated on the ice  between  London  and  Blackfriars  Bridges,  thinned  out  near  the Blackfriars end where the ice was said to be thinnest. 

“There,”  Lizzie  said,  pointing  to  a  line  of  people  waiting  to  get  a handbill. 

“Get  one  for  me?  I’ll  get  us  both  a  hot  chocolate,”  I  said,  pointing  to another vendor across the lane. 

I  joined  the  long  queue  of  people  waiting  to  get  a  cup  of  steaming chocolate. The copper kettle from which the vendor was ladling the drink effervesced  the  sweetest  perfume.  The  scent  of  cocoa  filled  the  air.  The delicious aroma fought off the smells coming from a makeshift tavern and gaming tent nearby. Someone had written  City of Moscow on a board and had hung it over the entrance. The smells of ale and smoke billowed from the tent. 

I  looked  back  at  Lizzie,  who  was  chatting  with  two  young  women  in line behind her. 

I  finished  off  the  last  bite  of  oil  cake  then  clapped  my  hands,  freeing them  of  the  loose  sugar,  as  I  waited.  Once  more,  a  strong  wind  whipped across the ice. The tents’ walls, many of which had been made from sails, snapped and shifted in the hard breeze. 

I  pulled  up  my  hood,  afraid  the  wind  would  take  my  hair  apart  once more. Holding my cape shut at the neck, I turned from the wind and found myself facing the City of Moscow tent. The wind blew insistently around me, and with my other hand, I held down the skirts of my dress to fight off the unexpected updraft. The sharp wind pulled a peg from the ground, and one  corner  of  the  tent  at  the  City  of  Moscow  pulled  free,  revealing  the revelers inside. 

“Next,” the gentleman at the hot chocolate stand called. 

With  the  tent  flap  pulled  aside,  I  looked  into  the  City  of  Moscow  and spotted  several  gentlemen  sitting  at  a  makeshift  gaming  table,  all  of  them drinking. And for a brief moment, I swore I saw John. He tipped his head back and laughed loudly. What was he doing here? Hadn’t he said he had some business in town? 

“Next! You, Miss. In the blue coat.” 

I turned to see it was my turn. 

“Sorry.  Two,  please,”  I  told  the  man,  opening  my  bag  to  retrieve  my coins. 

I  set  the  coins  on  the  table  then  looked  back  at  the  gaming  tent.  A worker had come to fix the tent flap, obscuring my view. 

Turning  back,  I  took  the  steaming  cups  of  dark  chocolate  from  the vendor.  “Thank  you,”  I  said  with  a  polite  smile.  The  dark  liquid,  almost black in color, looked as thick as mud. 

“I got them!” Lizzie called, crossing the ice toward me. 

I handed her a drink. 

“I put them in my bag so the wind didn’t take them. Such an odd wind, wasn’t it? My dress blew up, almost showed a glimpse of my knickers. No wonder your hair came undone. Elyse? What’s wrong?” 

“Can you hold this a moment?” I asked, handing her my drink. 

Confused, she nodded. 

I  went  to  the  entrance  of  the  City  of  Moscow    and  looked  toward  the table where I thought I’d seen John. Another man sat in his place wearing a coat that was the same deep green color. The man also had the same sandy-colored hair. 

“Miss?” a man said, meeting me at the entrance. 

“Is…is Lord Waldegrave within?” 

The  man  scrunched  up  his  face  and  thought  back.  “Lord  Waldegrave? 

No. Haven’t seen him since last night.” 

“Last night?” 

The man shrugged. “He was by for a few drinks.” 

Well,  that  was  to  be  expected.  It  was  a  Frost  Fair,  after  all.  If  he  was partial to drink, that explained the taste of anise on his tongue: absinthe. 

“But not this morning?” 

“No, Miss.” 

“Very well. Thank you,” I said. 

I’d  been  mistaken.  I  chided  myself  for  my  distrust.  What  was  I  doing acting so suspicious? I turned and rejoined Lizzie. 

“Everything all right?” she asked, handing me the cup of hot chocolate. 

I nodded. “It was nothing. How is it?” I asked, motioning to the drink. 

“Ambrosia!” she exclaimed. 

Taking her word for it, I took a sip. She was right. The drink had been brewed  thick,  and  it  carried  a  hint  of  spice.  It  was  an  unusual  but  well-matched flavor. 

“Should we head back?” Lizzie asked. 

I  nodded,  and  we  turned  back  toward  the  Ice  House.  As  we  walked, Lizzie chatted happily, pointing out all the sights. My mind, however, was busy. What kind of woman was I to doubt my love at the first opportunity? 

Not a very true one. I had no reason to doubt John. He’d been nothing but forthcoming with me. I sighed. It had been an odd morning. As we passed the row where Kai and I had been met by the boy that morning, I paused. 

“Why don’t you go ahead? I want to check on Doctor Murray.” 

Lizzie raised one eyebrow at me again. “Do you want me to come with you?” 

“No, I’ll be fine. Kai—Doctor Murray went to check on a patient. I just thought I’d see if he needs anything.” 

Lizzie smirked but said nothing. “Don’t be long.” 

With a wave, I turned and headed across the ice toward the ship where the  boy  had  led  Kai.  My  nerves  were  rattled.  Had  I  really  seen  John?  I wasn’t  sure.  What  I  did  know,  however,  was  that  nothing  comforted  me more than Kai’s advice and opinion. I knew that spending just a moment or two with Kai would make everything right again. 
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T H E   C A P T A I N

O utside the ship, a small area of the ice had been swept of snow. I wasn’t sure how they’d done it, but the ice appeared to have been washed. Its surface was an oval of glass upon which some of the sailors  were  skating.  Their  moves  were  sublime.  They  skated  with  such ease, moving around each other in a pattern that reminded me of a quadrille. 

Nearby,  someone  had  carved  a  lovely  castle  made  of  ice.  It  seemed  the sailors  had  decided  to  make  their  ship  as  festive  as  possible.  Lanterns  sat along the rail, and from inside the galley, I heard music. 

I  approached  carefully.  I  looked  over  the  skaters  and  the  other  merry-makers  but  didn’t  see  Kai.  A  moment  later,  the  boy  who’d  asked  Kai  to come with him appeared on deck. He grabbed a rope and slid down to the surface of the frozen Thames then ran over to me. 

“Miss?” 

“I was looking for Doctor Murray. Is he still here?” 

The boy scrunched up his brow as if he was not sure what to say. “Yes. 

He is still with the captain.” 

“May  I  see  him?  I  just  wanted  a  word.”  A  word.  A  comfort.  A reassurance. A…something. 

The  boy  thought  over  my  request  for  longer  than  seemed  needed. 

“Certainly,” he said. He smiled then, both cheeks dimpling in a mischievous grin. Waving to me, he beckoned me to follow him. 

The skaters slowed as I approached. I noticed that, like the boy, many of them had long dark hair which they let hang loose down their backs. They were a very attractive group of men. The leatherworking on their attire was

remarkable.  Where  were  they  from?  They  nodded  to  me  then  went  back about their business. 

“This way, Miss,” the boy said. 

I  walked  up  a  plank  onto  the  deck  of  the  ship.  There,  several  of  the sailors  sat  around  a  brazier  while  they  played  unusual  instruments:  long-necked lutes, oddly-shaped harps, and one man even played what appeared to be a flute made of…ice? I stopped when I saw it. 

“Is that…Is that made of ice?” I asked, unable to stop myself. 

The boy smiled. “Indeed.” 

“But how?” 

“Magic, of course,” the boy replied with a wink then waved for me to follow him to the captain’s quarters. When he reached the door, he knocked. 

At  first,  there  was  no  answer.  I  heard  muffled  voices  and  movement inside. I frowned, conscious that time was passing quickly. I needed to get back soon. Maybe I should have come later. 

The boy knocked again. “Captain? Doctor Murray’s friend is here.” 

The voices on the other side of the door fell silent. 

A moment later, a man in a wolf pelt coat opened the door. He gave me a hard look which unnerved me. I looked around him hoping to catch sight of Kai. I spotted Kai’s boots. 

“Doctor Murray?” I called. 

The man at the door frowned then stepped aside to let me in. 

The cabin within was nothing like what I expected. Rather than finding a captain’s lodging complete with a table, desk, or rough cot, the room was very  finely  appointed  with  rich  furniture.  Colorful  tapestries  hung  on  the walls and bear furs covered the floor. The furniture appeared to have been made by artisans with great craft, each piece adorned with figures and old Celtic knots. Even the moulding around the ceiling had been carved to look like a line of leaves. The room was warm and softly perfumed like lavender. 

In  the  midst  of  this  unexpected  scene  was  Kai,  who  was  wrapping  a bandage  around  a  strikingly  beautiful  woman’s  ankle.  The  woman,  I realized, was staring at me. She had long, curly dark hair, wide dark eyes, and  red  lips.  Her  face  was  very  pale  and  so  perfect  she  looked  like  she’d been carved of marble. She wore a green gown trimmed with ermine. She’d pulled up her dress to her knee, a scandalous amount of leg exposed. 

“Doctor Murray?” I said again, calling to Kai who still, or so it seemed, had not noticed me. 

“Doctor, your friend is here,” the woman said then smirked. The strange expression  on  her  face  froze  my  heart.  Her  look  was  full  of  so  much unexpected malice it surprised me. 

Kai stopped and looked up at me. “Miss McKenna? What are you doing here?” 

The sharpness of his question confused me. “I thought…I wondered…I just wanted to see if you need anything. Can I can assist you?” 

Kai frowned in confusion, his forehead furrowing. 

“Doctor Murray has been very good to me. You see,” the woman said, waving to her ankle. “I twisted my ankle while skating.” 

“Oh, I thought the boy said the captain was injured,” I replied, realizing then that no one had introduced me to the woman. 

“I am the captain,” she replied. 

I choked down a gasp. “My apologies, Captain. Are you…are you well now?” 

The  woman  huffed  then  suppressed  a  sneer.  “So,  you  are  the  actress everyone is talking about. The girl who plays at being the faerie queen.” 

The man in the wolf pelt chuckled. 

“I’m  Miss  Elyse  McKenna,”  I  said,  looking  toward  Kai.  Why  was  he being so rude? I hated when Kai was so focused on his work that he forgot his manners. “I’m an actress at the Ice House Theatre. We normally perform at Struthers Theatre but have come for the Frost Fair.” 

“You don’t look like I thought you would,” she said then rolled her eyes toward her companion. “He oversold her a bit, I think.” 

The man sniggered. 

Having  had  enough  of  the  captain  who  clearly  had  the  manners  of  a pirate, I turned to Kai. “Doctor Murray, do you need any assistance or are you finished here?” 

Kai paused then looked up at me. “Elyse? What? No…no…I think I’m almost done,” he said, looking confused. 

“Excellent.  Then  I’ll  see  you  at  this  morning’s  show.”  I  ladened  my voice with unspoken words, hoping Kai would take the hint that he really ought to get out of there, but he didn’t look back. 

I  bobbed  a  curtsey  to  the  captain.  “I  wish  you  a  speedy  recovery, Captain,” I said. “And I hope that the ice melts soon.” 

“That, at least, is something I can agree upon.” 

I curtseyed again then turned to exit. 

The gentleman in wolf furs held the door for me. 

Without another word, I left. 

Outside,  the  little  boy  sat  on  the  deck  of  the  ship  listening  to  the musicians. The ice flute produced such an unusual sounding reel. The music had such a lovely sound and vibration to it. It was enchanting. Despite the sour  mood  that  had  settled  over  me,  the  beautiful  music  was  delightful. 

When the boy spotted me, he stood up. 

“This  way,  Miss.  Careful  on  the  plank.  The  ice  is  slippery,”  he  said. 

Taking me gently by the elbow, he led me across the deck of the ship and down the plank. 

The skaters still spun as we passed. The boy walked me back to the lane closest to the tents. 

“Thank  you,”  I  said,  smiling  down  at  him.  “I’m  sorry,  I  didn’t  catch your name.” 

“Robin.” 

“Robin.  Thank  you,  Robin.  And  your  captain…I’m  afraid  Doctor Murray  was  so  busy  he  forgot  his  manners.  I  was  unable  to  learn  your captain’s name.” 

“Captain Behra.” 

“Captain Behra,” I repeated. “Very good. Thank you, Robin.” 

“Miss,”  he  said  with  a  bow  then  turned  and  headed  back  toward  the ship. 

Frustrated, and feeling more ill-at-ease than ever, I headed back toward the  theatre.  At  least  there,  I  knew  my  place.  At  least  there,  I  knew  who  I was. I was no one and everyone. And right now, getting lost to who I was sounded like a very good thing. 
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S O M E T H I N G   L I K E   A   F A I R Y   T A L E

W hen I arrived at the Ice House Theatre, the patrons were already  being  seated  for  the  pantomime  of  Hades  and Persephone. I passed Marion as I headed toward my section of  the  large  tent  behind  our  makeshift  stage.  She  was  dressed  in  my Persephone costume, looking like the perfect image of spring, silk flowers in her hair, wearing a belt of ivy. She carried a pair of dancing slippers,  my dancing slippers. 

“Marion…those  are  not  part  of  the  costume.  They  actually  belong  to me. They were a gift.” 

She looked down at the slippers. I could see the wash of confusion then frustration pass over her face. “These old things? I almost left them, ragged as they are. I thought Marve had assigned them for the costume. I don’t care about your precious slippers, Elyse.” 

I bit the inside of my cheek then said. “It’s just that they were—” 

“A gift. I heard you. I have my own slippers anyway, and not old rags like these,” she said, practically tossing the ballet shoes to me. She turned toward her own section of the tent. 

I  clutched  my  pale  pink  ballet  slippers.  She  was  right.  They  were  old and ragged, but they were also a gift from my grandmother. She’d bought me the pair when I’d joined the company five years back. 

I hugged the slippers to my chest then went to my station and sat down. 

The  tent  was  heated  by  braziers,  the  floor  strewn  with  hay  for  warmth. 

Partitions  offered  a  little  privacy.  I  slipped  off  my  cloak,  shivering  in  the cold, then began working on my hair. For the faerie godmother, I would pull it up in a bun to create a different effect from Titania, who wore long, loose

locks  trimmed  with  feathers,  flowers,  and  sparkles.  I  wouldn’t  use  the glimmer cream either. Instead, I’d seek to look more matronly. 

As I worked my hair, I heard the sound of trumpets and flutes marking the  beginning  of  the  show.  My  heartbeat  quickened,  and  once  more  I  felt deeply annoyed with Marion. With so many important people on the ice this morning, she’d stolen my chance. 

 For the good of the troupe. 

 For the good of the troupe. 

I reminded myself over and over again. 

T he pantomime of Hades and Persephone finished within an hour. By the time it was done, I had transformed myself once again into a faerie. Rather than Titania, I was the benevolent faerie godmother ready to bestow gifts on the sweet cinder maid. 

I heard the applause from the crowd. The performance had been well-received, and from the sound of it, the crowd was quite large. 

It would take a few moments to change the set. 

Giving  my  hair  one  last  look,  I  grabbed  the  faerie  godmother’s  wand and headed out of the tent to the backstage area. 

Lizzie, dressed as the cinder girl, Amy as one of the stepsisters, Hannah as  a  second  stepsister,  and  Agnes  as  the  stepmother,  prepared  to  take  the stage alongside Robert, who would play the father who perished in act one, leaving Lizzie to the cruel care of her stepmother. 

“Elyse, you look lovely,” Lizzie said, smiling at me. “Is that really the same costume?” 

I nodded. “I removed the wings, and added a shawl,” I said, motioning to the soft pink wrap. 

“Marion tripped…twice,” she whispered, leaning toward me. 

“They made it look like part of the act,” Amy added, clearly clued into the gossip. 

I forced myself not to smile then chided myself for my pettiness. “How is  the  crowd?”  I  asked,  winking  knowingly  to  Lizzie  as  I  changed  the subject. 

“Elyse, you’re too good,” Hannah said with a giggle. 

“Not really. I’m just trying to be good,” I replied. 

The girls chuckled. 

“The crowd is bigger than last night,” Robert said. “It’s…there are a lot of lords and ladies in attendance.” 

This made Lizzie and Amy go silent. 

“No matter, girls,” Agnes said. “We’ll do our best no matter the manner of the crowd.” 

“But  they…these  fine  folk  usually  go  to  the  big  theatres.  They’ll  be expecting…” Amy began but trailed off. 

“We are all very fine actors,” I said reassuringly. “Simply because we didn’t have connections to get us into a grand playhouse does not mean we lack in skill. All of us are masters at our craft. We know our work. We will, as always, transport them,” I said, sounding more confident than I felt. In reality, I had never even practiced the role of the faerie godmother. I knew the lines, and I’d seen the marks, but had not practiced them. My stomach quaked. 

Lizzie, Amy, and Hannah looked reassured. Robert and Agnes nodded to me. 

Flutes sounded once more, and the others headed out on stage. 

Robert  went  to  the  front  and  began  to  address  the  audience  as  the prologue. 

“In a fine chateau lived a gentleman of means with a loving wife and a fair  daughter  who  was  a  mirror  reflection  of  her  mother.  Tragically,  the young wife died, but the gentleman—that is me—found a new love. Upon his  marriage,  he  returned  once  more  to  his  country  estate  to  introduce  his new wife, and her daughters, to his blessed child. The rest, as they say…” 

he said, and here I knew he would flourish his arm toward the stage behind him  as  a  harp  sounded  in  time.  The  curtain  drew  back  to  reveal  the actresses. 

“My  dear  family,”  Robert  said.  I  caught  just  a  glimpse  of  him  as  he passed across the stage holding a letter. “My travel is set. I am to leave on the ‘morrow. What can I bring you all upon my return?” 

“Jewels!” Hannah shouted. 

“Silk, gowns, ribbons,” Amy shouted. 

“A hat of the new fashion,” Agnes added. 

Robert laughed. “Girls, girls, I shall endeavor to do my best. But what of my Ella? What would you like, my dear?” 

“Bring me…bring me the first branch that touches your hat on your way home  to  me,”  Lizzie  said  with  such  earnest  sweetness  that  I  raised  my

eyebrows. She was playing her best that morning. 

At  that,  the  other  actresses  laughed  meanly.  Marion  had  certainly missed her calling, I thought then turned and looked through a crack in the wood at the audience. I scanned over the benches which were crowded with fine lords and ladies. They watched attentively, lost in one of their favorite tales. I looked for a familiar green coat in the crowd. Finally, I spotted him. 

John stood toward the rear of the audience with two other young men who looked  familiar.  I  smiled  when  I  saw  him,  my  heart  quickening.  Oh  no! 

He’d come to see my Persephone but found Marion instead. 

I bit my bottom lip then looked for Kai. He was not beside the brazier where he’d been standing last night. In fact, I didn’t see him anywhere. His manner  had  been  so  odd.  Was  the  injury  worse  than  it  looked?  Maybe  he was  so  fixed  on  setting  her  ankle  to  right  that  he’d  forgotten  himself.  It wasn’t unusual for him to be distracted with a patient, but it was unusual for him to be rude. Had Kai ever been rude to me before? I couldn’t remember a time. 

Robert passed me as he left the stage, and the harp fluttered as the scene changed. 

“Dead already?” I whispered. 

Robert nodded. “Now to get a pint or two before faerie time,” he said with a wink then left. 

I watched John as he stood with his fellows. They spoke in low tones, smiling and jostling one another. Who were these other young gentlemen? 

They  seemed  quite…jovial.  Were  they  simply  merry  or  were  they intoxicated?  I  scanned  the  crowd  once  more.  My  eyes  stopped,  however, when  I  spotted  the  fine  foreign  gentleman.  He  stood  in  the  middle  of  the crowd, seemingly unaware of the crush of people around him. Both of his hands  rested  on  his  walking  stick  in  front  of  him  as  he  watched  the  tale unfold. 

I  smiled.  He  really  was  very  handsome.  His  features  were  fine,  not  a hint of a beard on him, his lips curving perfectly. 

Even as I thought it, the gentleman’s gaze shifted. He turned and looked at me. He smiled. 

Gasping, I leaned back from the open cranny in the slab. 

“Cinder wench!” 

“Cinder ella!” 

I turned back toward the stage and watched as the tragedy unfolded. Her father  lost,  left  to  the  devices  of  her  stepmother,  Ella’s  life  began  to crumble. The play moved forward, and finally, fate had bruised Cinderella enough. 

Alone on stage, Lizzie wept with her head in her arms before a mock fireplace. “Oh, mother. Oh, father. Oh, wicked fate,” she wailed. 

Holding  my  wand,  I  moved  nimbly,  floating  onto  the  stage  with  a dancer’s  grace.  Skippy  strummed  the  harp  lightly,  a  tinkling  of  sound enchanting the space. 

The audience held its breath. 

Moving  carefully,  I  let  myself  dissolve  into  the  character.  I  let  myself feel the godmother’s concern, love, and pity for the sweet maiden. I also felt a little sting of anger, wanting to take revenge on the jealous stepmother and sisters. 

“Like an airy spirit, I

Granting wishes as I pass by

How now, sweet young thing

A face far fairer than the spring

Do not weep, do not cry

Let me, your faerie godmother, dry thy eye.” 

“Did  you  say…did  you  say   faerie  godmother?”  Lizzie,  as  Ella,  asked with a sniff. She sat up and looked at me, wiping real tears from her eyes. 

 Impressive. 

I smiled nicely and curtseyed to her. 

“Do not despair, my precious dear. 

Your faerie godmother is now here

And to the ball, you’ll swiftly go

A maiden more of joy than woe.” 

And  on  we  went.  A  pumpkin,  four  stuffed  mice,  two  clay  lizards,  a gown, and a pair of glittery shoes later, my scene ended, and Lizzie was off to the ball. 

As  I  made  my  exit,  I  heard  a  whistle  from  the  back  of  the  crowd.  I looked  back  to  see  John  smiling  and  clapping  for  me.  His  chaps  grinned from him to me. 

I cast my eyes across the audience once more. 

Kai had not come. 

The foreign gentleman, however, inclined his head to me. 

Blushing, I headed backstage to wait until the final curtain call. 

“Well done,” Marve whispered. “And don’t worry. We’ll have you back as Persephone tomorrow. Marion was a disaster.” 

Behind us, someone cleared their throat. 

It was Marion. 

“Ah, Marion,” Marve said, a guilty look crossing his face. 

“I  wanted  to  talk  to  you  about  my  costume  in   Midwinter’s  wedding scene,”  she  said,  frowning.  It  was  clear  she  heard  but  was  pretending  she had not. 

Marve nodded to me then headed to the backstage tent with Marion. 

I  smiled  as  I  watched  Lizzie  in  the  ballroom  scene.  Her  dazzling  blue and gold ball gown shimmered in the morning sunlight. Her curls, twisted into ringlets, bounced nicely as she and her prince danced. 

I peered out at the audience through the crack in the wood once more. 

The ladies’ eyes sparkled with delight as they saw the cinder girl win her prince  at  the  ball.  Alas,  when  the  clock  struck  twelve,  Cinderella  had  to flee, her slipper left behind. 

James, playing the role of the prince, searched desperately for the girl with the glass slipper. The ladies in the audience winced, hiding their faces in their fur muffs as the stepsisters sliced off their toes to try to fit their feet into  the  dainty  slipper.  One  lady  swooned  when  Amy  took  a  knife  to  her toes,  dropping  a  red  handkerchief  filled  with  wooden  toes  onto  the  stage. 

Despite Amy’s and Hannah’s best efforts, they could not fit the shoe that I had created just for the cinder girl. 

“Perhaps I can try,” Lizzie said demurely. 

Hannah and Amy laughed. 

James slid the slipper on Lizzie’s dainty foot. 

“A perfect fit,” he said with a gasp. 

At that, Lizzie slid on her second slipper and was led off stage, leaving Hannah  and  Amy  to  weep.  Lizzie  quickly  stripped  off  the  cinder  girl’s humble frock and slid on a wedding gown. I hurriedly laced the back while Agnes tidied her hair and set a ring of flowers on her head. 

The  others  exited  the  other  side  of  the  stage,  and  soon  the  wedding march sounded. Remodeled into a bride, Lizzie and James joined hands and took the stage. With a few sweet words and kisses, the play ended. 

It had gone well, but I was very glad it was done. I spied out the crack once more. John and his companions were gone. Perhaps he was waiting at

the back? My heart beat a little harder. Surely he would not leave again. I scanned  around  for  Kai.  Neither  he  nor  the  foreign  gentleman  were anywhere to be seen. 

Suddenly, I was all out of suitors. 

I chuckled, chiding myself. Kai was, most certainly, not a suitor. 

And the foreign gentleman? Well, maybe next time it wouldn’t hurt to ask his name. 

Once  the  story  concluded,  we  waited  for  a  final  curtain  call.  Then,  at last, we would break until the evening’s performance. I’d have a whole day to  spend  with  John,  assuming  he  hadn’t  run  into  any  emergency  errands again.  But  even  as  I  thought  it,  I  knew  I  was  being  unfair.  After  all,  his father was ill. But if his father was ill, why was he in London rather than at their home in Twickenham? I frowned. 

Gathering together, we took the stage once more to cheers and calls of bravo. It seemed to me that the crowd, merry from their enjoyment of being at the fair, was far more enthusiastic than the simple play warranted. But, all the  same,  they  seemed  to  be  pleased  with  the  performance.  And  in  truth, Lizzie had played her part very well. 

At last, they let us go. 

“Well done,” I cheered Lizzie, linking my arm in hers. 

“I think it went over well. I felt the character—as you are always telling me to try to—and it did change my performance, I think.” 

“You did wonderfully,” Agnes told her with a smile. 

“Nice work, Lizzie,” Marve told her. 

“Sir,  Miss  Lizzie,”  Harold  said,  approaching  Marve  and  Lizzie.  He handed Lizzie a copy of the playbill on which I saw some handwriting. 

Lizzie took it from him. Her hand trembling, she read: “For the cinder girl. Very notably enacted. I invite you to call on me. Master James Grady, Sadler’s Wells Theatre.” 

Everyone went silent. 

When Lizzie looked up, her eyes were wet with tears. 

“Oh, Lizzie,” I whispered. “Sadler’s Wells! That’s…remarkable,” I said then pulled her into an embrace. 

The others soon wrapped their arms around her as well and all at once, we fell into a crushing hug, everyone giggling and laughing, Lizzie in tears at the center. 

When  we  finally  let  her  go,  Marve  cleared  his  throat.  “I’m  making buckets  of  money  at  this  fair,  but  it  hardly  seems  worth  the  expense  of losing a wonderful actress.” 

“Well, I’m not lost yet,” Lizzie said. 

“Dear  girl,  we  all  know  what  a  note  like  that  means.  Call  on  him tomorrow morning. Amy can play the role of Cinderella for you. We’ll have Skippy play the other sister,” Marve said. 

I laughed. Skippy, our young errand boy, would not be in a good mood after learning this news. 

“Come on. Let’s go celebrate. Elyse?” Amy said. 

“Sorry. I’m meeting someone.” 

“Elyse and her gentleman,” Lizzie said with a roll of the eyes, teasing me. 

I smiled at her. 

“Let’s  go,”  she  said  to  the  other  girls  and  they  headed  to  the  tent, leaving Marve and me alone. 

“I’m sorry, Elyse,” Marve said. 

“Sorry? Whatever for?” 

“Marion…if you had played Persephone this morning, there would have been  two  notes.  The  faerie  godmother  was  well-played,  but  it’s  such  a small, trifling part.” 

“If I was the suspicious type, I’d say you sabotaged me on purpose,” I jested. 

Marve went pale. “Elyse, I’d never—” 

I grinned then kissed him on the cheek. “I know, I know. Granny used to say there was no more honest man of the stage in London than you.” 

Marve wrapped his arm around me then, patting me on the back. 

“Now, let me see about my gentleman.” With a wave, I headed toward my  small  dressing  area.  On  the  other  side  of  the  tent,  I  heard  the  girls gushing loudly, all excited for Lizzie’s great news. I pulled my hair out of its  bun.  Sighing,  I  rested  my  elbows  on  my  knees,  my  forehead  on  my hands. I was a fool to chase love when what I should have been chasing was my career. I should never have let Marion take my part. I was too nice, and it  had  cost  me.  Tomorrow,  I  would  not  be  so  nice.  And  if  John  was  not waiting for me at the front of the Ice House, I didn’t know what I was going to do. 

I looked back into the mirror and rearranged my hair once more. I then took  my  ballet  slippers,  which  I  had  left  sitting  on  my  trunk,  and  placed them  back  inside  with  the  rest  of  my  costumes.  I  noticed  then  that  the Persephone  costume  had  not  been  returned.  I  slipped  out  of  my  costume, laying it in the trunk, then pulled back on my winter gown and blue coat. 

If John was not there, I’d go find Kai. I had to tell him about what had happened with Marion and Lizzie. If anyone could advise me, it was him. 

I headed out of the tent toward the entrance of the Ice House Theatre. 

There  I  found  a  carriage  waiting.  A  black  horse,  its  mane  decorated  with bells, exhaled deeply, creating huge clouds of steam. John was sitting in the driver’s seat. 

I smiled when I saw him. 

Slipping out of his seat, he offered me his hand. 

“Come, faerie godmother, and grant me three wishes.” 

“I am a faerie, not a genie,” I replied, placing my hand in his. 

He laughed. “Then grant me just one wish,” he said, stepping close. 

“And what might that be?” I asked. 

“A kiss,” he whispered. 

Hidden  behind  the  steed,  I  leaned  toward  him.  John  lowered  his  lips onto mine. They were warm. A heady scent of sherry clung to him. I leaned into his kiss, tasting the sharp herbal and salty flavors in his mouth. 

When we broke apart, my heart was beating hard. “Let’s go,” he said, helping me into the carriage. 

“Go where?” I asked. 

“And ruin the surprise? Never,” he replied with a laugh. 

I  joined  him  on  the  seat  of  the  carriage.  He  pulled  a  blanket  over  our legs,  and  with  a  click  to  his  horse,  he  turned  the  carriage  away  from  the Frost Fair toward the city. Under the cover of the blanket, I set my hand on his knee. John grinned, and we headed off on an adventure. 
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“W here are we going?” I asked with a laugh as we headed away from the frozen Thames and back into the city. 

“It’s a surprise,” John replied. 

I held my hood and looked back toward Captain Behra’s frozen ship. I bit my lower lip. 

The  carriage  rolled  off  the  Thames  and  onto  the  cobblestone  London street.  A  gust  blew  up  from  behind  us,  the  wind  whipping  angrily  off  the Thames. Angry snowflakes swirled around us then died down as we made our first turn into the city. 

“Strange weather on the Thames this morning,” I said. 

“How so?” John asked. 

“The wind…one would think it has a mind of its own. It seems to whip with such purpose.” 

John  grinned.  “You  have  a  very  healthy  imagination,  Miss  McKenna. 

Perhaps that’s how you play so well.” 

I smiled. “I do try to take on the emotions of my characters, to feel what they feel.” 

He looked at me, an odd expression on his face. “You deceive with great craft.” 

“What can I say, I am an artisan,” I said with exaggerated drama. 

John laughed. 

I  snuggled  closer  to  him  as  we  turned  through  the  London  streets.  At that moment, I hardly cared where we were headed. I loved that we were close  to  one  another,  that  I  felt  the  warmth  of  his  body.  All  my  worries melted away. Lizzie’s warning, while well-intended, had stirred my worries

and had my imagination going at the City of Moscow that morning. But as I leaned into John, all those fears disappeared. 

We  were  getting  quite  close  to  Buckingham  Palace  when  John  turned the carriage on a side road. Unfamiliar with this part of town, I had no idea where we were headed. What I could discern, however, was that we were driving  down  a  path  through  a  very  elaborate  garden.  A  moment  later,  I spied  a  metal  and  glass  roof.  The  white  metal  frame  of  the  building  was interspersed with panes of glass that glinted in the sunlight. The place was shaped like a series of domes. 

“Oh my,” I exclaimed, placing my fingers against my lips. “What is this place?” 

“Rose  House,”  John  said  with  a  smile.  “The  only  warm  place  left  in London,” he added with a laugh. 

“It’s a herbarium?” 

He nodded. “You will see. Rose House is no false moniker.” 

“To whom does it belong?” 

“The crown, of course.” 

“But  John…”  I  started,  thinking  to  ask  how  in  the  world  he  would manage entry into such a place but stopped my words short. A gentleman would know such ways. An artisan would not. 

He pulled the carriage to a stop outside the elaborate greenhouse. The carriage  drive  circled  around  a  fountain.  At  its  center,  a  marble  lord  and lady danced, their garlands of flowers made of stone. Ice clung to their arms and faces, and their heads were covered in inches of snow. 

John  slid  out  of  the  carriage  then  took  my  hand  and  helped  me  out. 

Given its appeal on such a cold day, I was surprised to see there were no other visitors. The path had not been cleared. Only a single set of footprints heading inside marred the snowy ground. 

I stepped lightly through the snow, John holding my hand, as we went to the door. John rapped lightly on the door then called a “hello?” 

A moment later, an old man wearing a heavy coat came to the door. He was the gruff sort, his face squinting with annoyance at everything he saw. 

“You  got  it?”  he  asked  John  from  the  other  side  of  the  door,  not bothering to even respond with the appropriate courtesy. 

John  nodded  then  lifted  a  small  packet  to  show  the  man.  “And  your touring fee,” John added. 

The old man raised an eyebrow at him then looked at me. He snorted then turned and unlocked the door. 

John handed him the package and some coin. 

“You have an hour. No more,” the old man told him. 

John nodded, took my hand, and then led me inside. 

“How very discourteous,” I whispered. I tried to think of a way to ask what was in the package, but finding none, I let the matter lie. 

John shrugged. “Age wears courtesy to the bone.” 

We passed from the outer chamber through the second set of doors into the herbarium. All at once, I was overcome with warmth and the moist air of summer. The smell of roses, water, grass, and sunshine on green leaves perfumed the space. 

I  gasped.  “It  is  summer  captured  in  glass.”  A  butterfly  passed  by.  I reached out, beckoning it to come to me, but it fluttered away. 

John  smiled  and  removed  his  top  hat  and  gloves,  setting  them  on  a bench just inside the door. “You have such a lovely mind. Others might say

‘it’s so charming’ whereas you find summer trapped in glass.” 

I giggled. “I almost said I felt trapped in a terrarium,” I said as I pushed my hood back and pulled off my gloves. “But I thought that might sound strange.” 

He chuckled. “May I take your coat?” 

I  nodded  then  undid  the  fastens.  I  handed  it  to  him.  He  draped  the garment over his arm then motioned for me to follow. 

“I  enjoyed  your  faerie  godmother,”  he  told  me  as  we  made  our  way down the twisting path through the green. Palm trees and other wide leafy greens grew all around. “Were you not to play Persephone as well?” 

I  nodded.  “There  was  some…conversation,”  I  said,  unsure  how  much squabbling amongst actors he’d want to hear, “and we decided that Marion would take the role for today.” 

“Conversation? I take that to mean argument.” 

“Marion was upset.” 

“So she stole your role.” 

“For a day.” 

John looked thoughtful. “You’re too kind, Elyse.” 

I didn’t reply. I might have given Marion the role, but I hadn’t wanted to and was completely vexed about the whole thing. That didn’t feel very kind to me. 

“Look,” John said then, pointing to a path that led through an arbor of roses.  The  red  blossoms  perfumed  the  air  around  us.  From  somewhere inside the herbarium, a bird chirped happily. 

“It  sounds  like  someone  has  found  somewhere  warm  to  shelter  this winter,” I said, listening to the sweet song. 

We  passed  under  the  arbor  of  roses  and  entered  a  rose  garden.  At  the center of the space was a tall fountain. Around it sat four benches, and on every side, roses blossomed in a variety of hues. Blossoms in yellow, pale pink, fiery red, and even a soft white with a pale pink hue, grew all around. 

“Amazing how one can fool Mother Nature,” I said, stopping to smell one of the yellow roses. 

John leaned in beside me to smell one of the blossoms. When he pulled back, he set a quick kiss on my cheek. 

Taking  my  hand,  he  led  me  to  a  bench.  With  his  free  hand,  he unbuttoned  his  coat.  “What  do  you  think?”  he  asked,  stroking  his  finger across my knuckles. 

“I  love  it,”  I  said  wistfully.  If  this  place  truly  belonged  to  the  crown, then I was enjoying the garden of a king. Such a thing was…unthinkable. 

“Are you fond of flowers?” 

I smiled. “Aren’t all women?” 

He laughed. “You’re right. I just…I hoped you would enjoy this place.” 

Oh no. I bit my lip. Stupid, Elyse. “John, it’s remarkable. I only meant to say that all women—” 

He chuckled then set his finger on my lips, silencing me. “My dear, no apology  is  needed.  I  understood  your  jest.  I  just  hope  you  are  happy.  I’m quite fond of gardens, of flowers. I hate winter.” 

I  smiled.  “My  grandmother  grew  a  beautiful  flower  box  outside  the window of our flat. She and Missus Murray, Doctor Murray’s grandmother, worked the whole spring and summer to grow the most beautiful flowers. 

My grandmother nursed roses around the window of my garret. I remember their fragrance, and their thorns, very well.” 

“Your grandmother. The ballerina?” 

I nodded. 

“Your parents?” 

“They…they  died  when  I  was  very  young.  I  was  raised  by  my grandmother.” 

“How long have you been on your own?” 

“Three years. My grandmother passed away, and then Doctor Murray’s grandmother passed a month after. Doctor Murray and I helped one another after that.” 

“But you and Doctor Murray are not related.” 

I chuckled. “Oh, no. We are friends. More like family. We support one another.” 

John nodded, a slight squint creeping across his face. Was he worried I had a romantic attachment to Kai? Perhaps he thought our friendship was beyond  propriety?  I  chewed  my  lip  again.  What  would  someone  like  him think of a low-born girl like me and her friendship and, really, dependency on a man to whom she was not related? 

“It  is  good  of  Doctor  Murray  to  watch  over  you.  As  young  and  as beautiful as you are and without family…” he said, his words faltering at the end as if he wanted to say more but did not. “Shall we go around more? 

I understand there is some exquisite statuary.” 

I nodded. 

Linking  his  arm  in  mine,  we  toured  the  place,  pausing,  it  seemed,  to smell every flower. It was such a heavenly escape, and the time passed very quickly. 

John took out his pocket watch. “I’m sorry. We have to go now.” 

We  walked  back  to  the  door  of  the  herbarium,  stopping  to  button  up once more. 

“The warmth was wonderful, but we’ll feel ten times colder once we go outside now,” John said. 

“Well, we’ll carry that sunshine in our hearts, like a little ember to keep us warm until spring.” 

John paused and gently pulled me toward him. “Ember? No. Since the moment I laid eyes on you, a torrent has swept through my heart. The mere thought of you provokes an inferno,” he said then leaned toward me. 

I returned his kiss, letting the passion I’d been holding inside me loose. 

I fell into the softness of his mouth, felt the heat emanating from his body, and pulled him close to me. The feel of my breasts pressed against him, the curves  of  my  hips  pressed  toward  him…it  was  terrible  to  bear.  Longing made me ache. 

“But  infernos  devour  you,”  I  said  between  kisses,  my  heart  beating hard. 

He  kissed  my  face,  then  his  lips  moved  lower,  and  he  drizzled  kisses down my neck. 

A soft groan escaped my lips. “John…John, I—” 

He  covered  my  mouth  with  his  once  more.  Between  kisses,  he  asked, 

“Will you meet with me…will you…will you come to me?” 

I  understood  his  question.  He  wanted  me,  and  I  could  not  deny  that  I wanted him as well. “Yes,” I whispered. 

“Shall I come to you tonight?” he asked. 

“No,” I said, suddenly feeling alarmed. The thought of Kai seeing John in my garret apartment filled me with intense shame. All at once, I realized I’d made a mistake. “I…I’m sorry. I spoke hastily. I cannot,” I said, feeling embarrassed. 

John, who’d gone back to kissing my neck, stopped. He exhaled deeply then set his forehead against my shoulder. “You’re right,” he said. “I don’t know  what  I  was  thinking.  I…I  cannot  afford  the  scandal  if  we  are discovered, and I was wrong to push. You know my intentions toward you are honorable. It…it can wait a bit more.” 

“Barely,” I said with a soft smile, stroking his hair. 

“Indeed,” he said with a laugh. “Barely.” 

He took my hand and kissed it. “Best put on your gloves.” 

I nodded and pulled them from my pocket while John pulled on his hat and gloves. Holding the door open for me, we headed through the second set  of  doors  then  outside.  There,  the  old  gardener  waited.  His  eyes  were focused down the lane. 

We turned to see another carriage pulling up behind ours. 

I looked at John who squinted at the newcomers, an irritated expression on his face. 

“Come on,” he said. Taking my hand, he led me toward the carriage. 

Behind  us,  the  new  arrivals  laughed  merrily  as  they  got  out  of  their carriage. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a well-dressed man and woman approach. The man, who had a slight limp, walked with a cane. His voice, a sultry baritone, sounded familiar. 

John  got  into  the  carriage  beside  me  and  took  up  the  reins.  Was  he trying to leave quickly? 

The man and woman stopped beside our carriage. 

“Good afternoon,” the woman called, giggling merrily. 

Frowning, John lowered the reins. 

I turned and found myself staring into the face of a tall, slender woman in an expensive-looking coat. Straw-colored curls stuck out from under her bonnet.  She  smiled  at  me,  a  wide  toothy  grin.  Her  round  stomach  gave away that she was with child. Beside her stood Lord Byron. 

“Good  afternoon,”  I  said  politely,  quickly  turning  my  attention  away from the poet. I hoped he would not remember me. 

“I see we aren’t the only ones looking for a little warmth today,” Byron said,  a  smirk  in  his  voice.  “Lord  Byron,  and  this  is  my  sister,  Augusta Leigh. How do you do?” Byron said, tipping his hat politely. 

I turned to John. 

“Lord  Waldegrave,  and  this  is  Miss  McKenna,”  he  said  as  he  fussed with the reins. 

“Miss McKenna,” Byron said, considering. “Ah, Miss Elyse McKenna. 

Of  course.  How  could  I  forget  such  a  beauty?  I  simply  struggled  to  place you. You are an actress at the Struthers Theatre, no?” 

“Yes, My Lord.” 

“Isn’t she lovely?” Byron asked his sister who continued to give me her toothy grin. “I saw her enact Ophelia. Not just a beauty, but she is also an artist. I had tears in my eyes when you drowned, Miss McKenna,” he said with a smile. Lord Byron seemed to have forgotten that he’d also met me on the street after that show and tried to persuade me to come with him for a drink. 

“I thank you for your mourning,” I said with a wry grin. 

Byron smiled at that. “Oh, indeed. Your beauty has given me much to mourn,” he said then winked at me. No. He had not forgotten. “And did you say…Lord Waldegrave?” Byron asked, looking past me to John. 

John nodded. “Indeed.” 

Byron  seemed  to  study  his  face  closely.  He  lifted  one  eyebrow  then smirked. “Indeed.” 

“I’m  afraid  Miss  McKenna  has  a  performance  so  we  must  be  on  our way.  Do  enjoy  the  roses,”  John  said,  gripping  the  reins  once  more.  “Lord Byron. Miss Leigh.” 

Byron nodded to me then turned with his sister to speak to the gardener. 

We rode away from the herbarium down the long, snowy drive. The sun shone softly, casting a glimmer on the snow and ice making it shine with incandescent hues. 

“Isn’t it beautiful?” I said, motioning to the snow. 

John nodded, but he had a distracted look on his face. 

Did  Byron  know  his  family?  Was  he  worried  that  Byron  would  talk behind  him?  Surely  not.  The  infamous  Lord  Byron,  whom  Lady  Caroline Lamb  had  called  mad,  bad,  and  dangerous  to  know,  was  hardly  one  to spread rumors when his own behavior was so ill-reputed. 

“John?” I said, setting my hand on his knee. “Is anything the matter?” 

“Not at all,” he said, exhaling deeply. “Lord Bryon is just…well, it’s no matter.” 

I laughed. “Oh my dear, don’t worry. Lord Byron is such a rogue. Did you know he asked me to join him for a drink once? As if I were that type of  lady.  Don’t  worry  about  him.  I  am  very  certain  he  won’t  gossip  about you. Men like that know how to keep quiet,” I said, guessing at his concern. 

“I’m counting on it,” John replied, then snapped the reins once more. 
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T H E   B A I T

I t was late afternoon when we returned to the Ice House Theatre. 

The crowd at the Frost Fair seemed even larger. That night, we were  going  to  have  a  packed  show.  I  just  hoped  the  Thames could  hold  everyone  in  one  place.  I  suddenly  envisioned  the  river  giving way underneath us and the lot of us going down. It was an image that made me laugh and sent a shiver down my spine. 

“Will  you  be  by  for  the  performance  tonight?”  I  asked  John  as  he lowered me from the carriage. 

“I’m afraid I have to go into the city to check on my father. I may not be able to make it, but I’ll see you as soon as I can,” he said earnestly, brushing a stray strand of my hair behind my ear. 

“Promise?” 

“Promise,” he replied, squeezing my hand. 

I looked deeply into his eyes. “Thank you for today, for sharing summer in winter with me.” 

“Did  you  really  like  it?”  he  asked,  a  tremor  of  excitement—or nervousness—in his voice. 

I nodded. 

He  smiled  happily.  “Then  we’ll  have  to  go  again.  But  for  now…”  he said, looking back toward the carriage. 

“I’ll see you soon,” I said then stepped back. 

John got back into the carriage, and with a wave, he drove off. 

I

headed  back  to  the  tent  to  get  ready.  My  stomach  growled  hungrily, reminding me that I had not yet had dinner. 

I  stopped  by  Lizzie’s  changing  area  before  I  went  to  my section. “Lizzie, has Doctor Murray been by?” I asked. 

She cocked her head in thought. “No. I haven’t seen him.” 

I frowned. Certainly, he wasn’t still with the pretty captain, was he? The thought  annoyed  me.  No,  surely  he  wasn’t.  Maybe  he’d  gone  by  to  the Hawkings’ workshop to see the man who’d fallen into the river. 

I was turning to leave when Amy and Hannah ran into the tent, both of them breathless. 

“Elyse! Lizzie! Look, look,” Amy gushed, pushing a piece of paper at me. 

Lizzie stood up. 

Scanning the pamphlet, I read aloud. 

“By the proclamation of Lord Winter

And the authority of Jack Frost

We do hereby declare

The Frost Fair shall crown a winter queen

The most noted lady on the ice

Fairest of this frozen land

Shall be crowned Frostiana

At noon tomorrow

She shall take her throne in the castle of ice

And lord over our kegs, cakes, and meats

All eligible snow maidens should attend

The Frost Fair Prince will choose his Queen

She shall win our admiration and good will

And a trove of the treasures from our frozen land.” 

“How delightful,” Amy shrieked happily. “We should all go. Surely, we are the most well-known maidens on the Thames.” 

“Us and the tarts at The Frozen Mushroom,” Hannah said with a wicked grin, referring to the brothel that had opened on the ice. 

“What are you on about now?” Marion asked, joining us. 

I looked up at her. It was very obvious she had heard us and her interest was piqued, but she was too sour to say so. 

I handed the pamphlet to her. 

After reading it over, she puffed her breath through her lips. “Silliness.” 

“Except that part about a trove of treasures,” Lizzie said. “What do you think the prize might be?” 

I shook my head. 

“Wait, who is the Frost Fair Prince?” Hannah asked. 

“Probably some fat lub who concocted this thing just to get silly girls to kiss him,” Marion said. She pushed the pamphlet to Lizzie then went back to her wardrobe. 

Amy rolled her eyes. “Shall we go?” she asked Lizzie, Hannah, and me. 

“I…I will go to Saddlers in the morning, but I should be back by then,” 

Lizzie said, apprehension in her voice. I could tell she was trying not to hurt us by reminding us of her good fortune. 

“Perfect,”  I  said  with  a  smile.  “With  Lizzie’s  luck  this  week,  perhaps she can win us a case of frozen tripe.” 

Lizzie smiled at me. 

Amy laughed. “We’ll have a fish fry to celebrate our Frost Queen.” 

“And all the land rejoiced when chips were added,” I said. 

Everyone giggled. 

“Ladies, thirty minutes until curtain,” Marve called from the front of the tent. 

I  gave  Lizzie’s  arm  a  squeeze  and  with  a  smile,  headed  back  to  my section. I sat down in front of the mirror and looked at my reflection. Again, my hair had been pulled into a mess from the wind. 

“Oh,  Elyse.  Did  you  dance  with  the  mice  all  night?”    I  could  hear  my Granny  say.  It  was  the  stock  line  she  uttered  every  time  she  sat  down  to comb my wild tresses in the morning. 

Sadness swept over me. It was a fond memory and a bittersweet one all the same. With Granny gone, I had no other living relative. Well, except for Kai. But Kai was not, in truth, really my relation. One day I would have a family again, my own family. 

As my hair fell around my shoulders, I thought about John. The hunger between us had almost caused us to do something terribly rash. One lesson Granny had told me that wasn’t so sweet was that gentlemen might dream of  bedding  an  actress,  but  none  would  wed  her  thereafter.  I  was  right  to deny John, but how did he feel about it? I hoped it had earned me respect and had not frustrated him too much. 

I picked up my brush and ran it through my hair. It was odd how John felt  both  so  close  to  me  and  also  very  distant.  The  secrecy  around  our

relationship created both allure and tension. I hated to think it, but I would be glad when John’s father had passed. If his mother held no reservations, as he said she did not, then there would be no barrier to marriage. 

Once more, I set about fixing my hair in the fashion of a winter Titania. 

Feathers, jewels, and silver flowers adorned my locks. Shivering with cold, I  slipped  out  of  my  dress  and  into  the  blue,  silver,  and  white  frock  of Titania.  Up  close,  I  could  see  the  rips  in  the  cheaply  made  cloth.  The audience,  however,  could  detect  none  of  these  imperfections  in  the  faerie queen’s  wardrobe.  I  slid  on  the  gossamer  wings  Marve  had  fashioned, lovely  things  made  of  thin  paper.  They  shimmered  beautifully  under  the lights at Struthers Theatre. 

“Hermia,” Marve called to the back. “Hippolyta.” 

I sat down once more to apply my makeup. Marion’s voice rose from the front of the tent. I could hear the conversation. 

“I  want  to  change  Persephone’s  wardrobe  for  tomorrow  morning,”  I heard  Marion  tell  Marve.  “The  dress  is  too  limiting  during  the  dances.  It caused…complications.” 

Marve  coughed.  I  could  hear  the  discomfort  in  his  voice.  “No  need. 

Elyse  will  have  the  role  again  tomorrow.  You  can  go  back  to  the  faerie godmother.” 

There  was  silence  for  a  moment  then  Marion  said.  “And  that  is  your final decision?” 

“Yes.” 

There  was  no  further  reply.  Marion,  who  knew  very  well  she  had mangled  the  part,  would  not  argue.  Her  pride  would  not  let  her  hear  the words spoken aloud. 

“Hermia?” Marve called to Lizzie. 

“Coming,” she called. 

I  finished  up  my  makeup  then  opened  my  trunk  to  take  out  Titania’s silver slippers. I smiled at my pale pink ballet shoes sitting inside. I missed Granny  terribly.  What  would  she  think  of  John  and  the  situation  I  found myself in? What would she advise? It was then I realized that maybe it was fortunate  I  had  not  talked  to  Kai  about  my  worries  that  morning.  If  he’d thought  John  was  off  gaming  and  drinking  when  he  told  me  he’d  be elsewhere,  Kai  would  have  tracked  him  down  to  demand  answers.  That would not have gone well at all. 

I  slipped  on  Titania’s  slippers  then  headed  backstage  just  as  the  flutes announced the opening of act one. 

“Ah, here you are,” Marve said. “The crowd is very big tonight. There are many notables out there. Just do your very best, Elyse. Surely someone will  notice  you  and  refer  you,”  he  said  then  paused,  smiling  at  me  in  a fatherly way. “I remember when your grandmother first brought you around for an introduction. I think I’d miss you too much, Elyse. I have half a mind not to let you go on,” he said with a soft laugh. 

I smiled. “How could I ever leave you? Why don’t you amend Puck’s epilogue and invite them to visit us at Struthers after the thaw?” 

Marve  raised  his  eyebrows  and  nodded  excitedly.  “Excellent  idea,”  he said then hurried off to find Anderson. 

I  tiptoed  to  my  spot  just  off  stage.  Hermia  was  in  the  midst  of  an impassioned  plea  to  King  Theseus  that  she  be  able  to  wed  Lysander. 

Hippolyta  glared  at  her  betrothed  from  stage  right.  Well,  at  least  Marion played the defeated Amazon queen very well. 

I peered out through the slat in the wood then suppressed a gasp. The crowd  extended  to  the  very  edges  of  the  audience  boundary,  and  others watched  through  the  open  entrance.  Seated  at  the  front,  the  gentry glimmered in their fine gowns and suits. They were out en masse. I scanned the rows for John but didn’t see him. 

My  eyes  then  flicked  to  the  pole  by  which  Kai  had  been  standing sentinel. 

He  wasn’t  there  either.  I  searched  the  crowd  for  his  familiar  brooding face but didn’t see him anywhere. 

Sighing, I looked away and closed my eyes. No more Elyse. Now I was Titania. I was Titania. My husband and I were in the midst of a quarrel. I had come to see King Theseus wed and only encountered Oberon here by chance. I let myself slip into the role of Titania, so lost in my thoughts that when I took the stage, Elyse had disappeared. 

Out of sight, Skippy and Marve worked their wonders, creating a crack of lightning and the roll of thunder as I entered stage left. 

As if working in tandem, a sharp wind blew across the frozen Thames. 

The gust carried crystals of ice. Under the moonlight, they shimmered like prisms  of  colorful  light.  From  my  position  on  the  stage,  I  saw  the  wind whip across the crowd. The audience murmured quietly as they held onto their caps. The timing of the effect was perfect. 

Oberon, already on stage, scowled angrily at me. 

“Ill met by moonlight, proud Titania,” Robert growled. 

“What,  jealous  Oberon?”    I  seethed  at  him,  turning  to  the  audience  so they  could  see  my  frustrated  expression.  When  I  did  so,  I  noticed  the foreign  gentleman  standing  just  behind  the  gentry  at  the  center  of  the audience in his regular spot, his hands resting on his walking stick. Surely he had not been there earlier. Such a striking figure, I was amazed to think I could have missed him. 

He nodded to me, just the slightest of movements. 

I  pulled  my  attention  away  before  Elyse’s  interests  came  too  much  to the surface. I was not Elyse, I was Titania. 

I  turned  back  to  the  faeries  who  carried  the  long  train  of  my  dress. 

 “ Faeries, skip away. I have forsworn his love and company.” 

Oberon laughed ruefully. “Rash woman. Aren’t I your lord?” 

“Then I must be your lady,” I said with a sardonic smirk. 

And then, I was lost to the faerie queen’s devices. 

I kept my focus on my lines, my moves, and my mood. I was Titania. 

My only concerns were that of Titania’s. More than once I had to redirect myself as I sought Kai in the crowd, but he was not there. And more than once,  I  had  to  force  away  a  blush  of  pride  when  the  foreign  gentleman smiled, laughed, or looked moved by the way I’d tossed a line. 

Out  of  breath,  when  my  final  act  came  once  more,  I  could  scarcely believe it. Again, the three pairs of lovers lay on stage. I prepared my pouch of faerie dust and waited for Oberon to signal my cue. 

“Sing and dance,” Oberon called to the faeries assembled. 


I pirouetted onto the stage then stopped and turned to my faeries. 

“Hand in hand, faeries, let us spread our grace

We shall sing and bless this place.” 

With that, I moved again through the sleeping pairs, twirling on the tips of my toes until it hurt, casting Titania’s blessings on all the lovers. 

When  I  was  done,  the  faerie  train  retreated  once  more,  leaving  wily Puck on stage to deliver the final speech. 

We waited backstage and listened. 

I mouthed the words along with Puck. His lines were my favorite in the entire play. I smiled, listening as Puck’s final lines came to a close and he called the fine crowd to meet us again:

“Give me your hands, if we be friends, 

And Robin shall make amends

And if you delight in our players

Meet us in London at the theatre Struthers” 

At that, the crowd broke into applause. We waited for several moments, reveling in the hearty applause, before we all went back on stage to accept our reward. Hand in hand with Robert, I approached the front of the stage and curtseyed. No Kai. No John. The foreign gentleman, however, removed his top hat and bowed to me. 

I smiled at him. 

After that, we headed to the tent backstage. 

“Elyse,”  Lizzie  said,  rushing  up  toward  me.  “Who  is  that  handsome man with the pale blond hair? Is that the one you mentioned earlier?” 

“The rich one,” Amy added, joining her. 

“His eyes never left you,” Lizzie added. 

I nodded to Lizzie. “I don’t know. I spoke with him but didn’t catch his name. He’s not an Englishman.” 

“A foreign lord,” Amy said, her eyes looking soft and dreamy. “Maybe his ship is trapped in the Thames.” 

“I thought the same,” I told her. 

“But you didn’t get his name?” Lizzie asked. 

I smiled. “Tomorrow. Tomorrow, I will ask.” 

“Oh, Elyse. You have all the luck with the gentlemen,” Amy said with a sigh. 

“It only takes one,” I said, setting my hand on her shoulder. “The right one.” 

Marve arrived backstage. He looked pale. “I’m going to close down the Ice House. I don’t care how much I’m making,” he said, shaking his head. 

“What is it?” Amy and Lizzie asked at once. 

Marve looked down at his hand. Therein, he had two slips of paper. 

“Robert?” he called. 

Robert, who must have already been on his way to see what the matter was, came from the right of the tent where his changing area was located. 

“Drury Lane,” he said, handing a note to the actor. 

I  looked  at  the  paper  in  Marve’s  hands.  My  stomach  shook  with excitement. Surely there was a note for me. 

“Amy,” he said, passing her the other note. “Covent Garden.” 

Amy gasped then took the paper. 

“And for Miss Hannah,” Marve said, passing her a bouquet of Frost Fair roses.  “There  is  a  gentleman  outside  who’d  like  to  make  your acquaintance.” 

I smiled at my friends. A terrible sense of jealousy swept over me, but I pushed it down. 

“Congratulations,” I told Amy and Robert. 

“Elyse, tomorrow, surely, someone will—” Lizzie began, but I raised a hand to stop her. 

“Someone has to look after Marve,” I said. “I can’t leave him all alone with Marion.” 

“Speaking of, where is she?” Robert asked. 

“She stormed off right after the play finished,” Hannah said. 

“I  let  her  know  she  would  not  play  Persephone  tomorrow,”  Marve explained. “She was angry.” 

“Forget her. How exciting for you both,” I said. “But now, I need to get dressed and find Doctor Murray. He’ll want to check on his patient who fell through the ice.” 

The others nodded then let me go, knowing I was more upset than I let show. I headed back to my area then began pulling off my wardrobe. What did it matter? If I was to wed John, I would likely leave the theatre anyway. 

It didn’t really matter. Maybe I wasn’t as talented an actress as I thought I was. I slipped off Titania’s gown and opened the trunk to lay it inside when something odd caught my eye. 

My pink satin slippers were inside the trunk, but they looked…wrong. I lifted  one  of  the  ballet  slippers  to  inspect  it.  The  stitches  at  the  side  had frayed apart. When had it worn so thin? But then I looked more closely. No. 

It was not frayed. Someone had cut a massive hole in the side. I looked at the other slipper. The pink satin ankle sash had been ripped off. 

No. Oh no. 

I hugged the slippers to my chest. 

No. 

Marion. 

It had to have been Marion. 

How  could  she  be  so  jealous  about  something  so  small?  To  ruin something so precious to me was just…unthinkable. 

I tossed the rest of my wardrobe into the chest and locked it. Slipping on my regular clothes and a coat, and pulling on a pair of boots, I got ready to

go.  I  slid  my  slippers  into  my  bag.  They  could  be  repaired,  but  the  toe would never hold steady now. How could she? 

I blinked back my tears. On the other side of the tent, Lizzie and Amy were gushing excitedly. I steeled my heart, forcing myself not to envy them, then  headed  outside.  There,  I  spotted  Hannah  on  the  arm  of  a  handsome looking  gentleman.  From  his  dress,  he  looked  to  be  a  tradesman  of  some sort, a man of means but also the kind of man who could marry an actress without any shame, and walk about with her in public without fear of being spotted. 

My  stomach  churned.  I  headed  toward  the  front  of  the  theatre  to  look for  Kai.  There  was  no  one  there.  I  gripped  my  bag  then  walked  down Freezeland Lane toward The Frozen Mermaid. 

The  crowd  on  the  Thames  was  merry.  Everyone  seemed  joyful. 

Laughing couples, families, groups of young people together, everyone was having fun. 

And what about me? Who did I have? 

A lover who was ashamed of me. 

A friend who was missing. 

And no family. 

I was an orphan and a Cheapside actress with no talent and no future. 

I stopped at the entrance to The Frozen Mermaid and looked inside. 

“Miss McKenna?” one of the serving girls said, seeing me linger at the entry. 

“Is Doctor Murray here?” 

The girl shook her head. “I haven’t seen him today.” 

I nodded politely. “Thank you,” I said, and with a frown, I turned and headed in the direction of Captain Behra’s ship. 
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I L L   M E T   B Y   M O O N L I G H T

T he scene outside the ship would have rivaled a festival to Bacchus.  All  around,  the  sailors  danced  with  pretty  girls while  others  played  the  strange  assortment  of  instruments. 

The  music  was  unlike  any  I  had  ever  heard  before.  Torches  lit  the  area surrounding the ship, and wine was being passed around in plenty. 

I  balked  as  I  neared  the  scene.  It  was  a  rowdy  sight.  The  dancing couples  were  certainly  not  keeping  within  the  bounds  of  propriety.  The sailors’  hands  roved  across  their  partners’  breasts  and  backsides.  In  the shadow  of  night  amongst  the  casks,  I  saw  two  lovers  in  the  throes  of passion. Their soft moans carried on the wind. 

“Miss McKenna,” a soft voice called. 

The  young  boy,  Robin,  bounded  off  the  ship  toward  me.  He’d  been playing a pan-flute. He was still holding it when he rushed over to me. The glimmer of excitement shone in his eyes. 

“Robin,” I said with a smile. “I am sorry to bother your…crew.” 

“Troupe.” 

“Sorry?” 

“We’re a troupe. What did you need, Miss McKenna?” 

“I was planning to head back into the city, but I’m trying to find Doctor Murray.  Do  you  happen  to  know  where  he  went  when  he  left  Captain Behra?” 

“Left? Why, he never left. He’s still inside. Shall we check on him?” 

“He…he never left?” 

Robin  smiled  mischievously  then  took  my  hand.  “Come  on,”  he  said, leading me back up the plank. 

The  others  gathered  there  smiled  happily  at  me  but  kept  to  their merrymaking. Robin led me on deck to the captain’s quarters. 

“Captain?”  he  called,  opening  the  door  ajar  just  slightly.  “Miss McKenna wants to see Doctor Murray.” 

From inside, I heard what sounded like a muffled laugh. 

“Send Miss McKenna in,” I heard the captain call. 

Inside the captain’s quarters, the lamps had been dimmed. It was very warm. 

“What can I do for you, Miss McKenna?” the captain asked. 

It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the light. When I finally got a fix on her, I saw that she was lying on her cot. I was shocked to see that she was topless. She smiled at me then reached out for a fur coat lying on the floor. 

I averted my eyes as she rose, seeing from the periphery that she had, in fact, been entirely naked. She wrapped the coat around her then went to her desk. 

“I…I was looking for—” 

“Wine?” she asked. She poured a goblet then handed it to me. She had the  oddest  expression  on  her  face.  Though  she  was  smiling,  there  was  so much anger buried behind that smile that I couldn’t quite understand how the two emotions could be contained on one visage. 

“I…no…is…was Doctor—” 

“Kai?” the captain said, turning back toward her cot. 

I turned then to see Kai lying there nestled under the blankets. His coat was off, the front of his shirt undone. He was fast asleep. 

“Kai?” I whispered. 

“He’s not used to our wine,” the captain said, setting down the goblet she’d offered to me. “He’ll need some sleep, I think. He’s quite worn thin.” 

I could feel the flush on my cheeks, anger and embarrassment mixing together. 

“Kai,”  I  demanded.  “Have  you  lost  your  mind?”  Fury  swept  over  me. 

What was he…what had he done? 

“Elyse?” he called sleepily, but he didn’t rise. He sounded confused. 

“Best let him sleep it off,” the captain said. “Unless you might like to stay  as  well,”  she  said,  letting  her  coat  slip  casually  from  her  shoulder, giving the briefest glimpse of her breast. “I suspect he might enjoy that.” 

I  gasped.  Furious,  I  turned  and  stormed  out  of  the  captain’s  cabin. 

Outside, the revelry continued, but Robin was nowhere to be seen. 

Behind me, the captain laughed. 

My cheeks burned. I headed down the plank and back onto the ice. As I walked back into the darkness, hot tears trailed down my cheeks. 

Kai  had  a  right  to  his  own  life.  He  could  do  whatever  he  wanted,  but still. It was…I was…I felt sick. I moved quickly through the crowd, tears wetting my cheeks. My emotions tumbled over themselves. How could Kai just  bed  that  woman  like  that?  Apparently,  I  didn’t  know  him  at  all.  I’d always thought he was too fine a man for something like that. And for that woman  to  ask  me  to  join  them…well,  I  could  barely  believe  what  I  had heard.  Fury  and  sorrow  racked  me.  I  gripped  my  bag,  the  ruined  slippers inside, then headed back toward town. At the very least, I could make some use of myself and attend to his patient. Clearly Kai had been unable to do so.  At  that  moment,  I  was  so  very  sorry  that  I  didn’t  know  how  to  reach John. I needed him. I needed someone. 

My  eyes  wet  with  tears,  I  walked  blindly.  My  mind  was  reeling  so feverishly that I was lost to myself. I came to a sharp halt, however, when I walked right into someone. 

I staggered backward, more mortified than ever. 

“Oh  my  goodness.  I’m  so  sorry.  I  was—”  I  began,  but  then  stopped when  I  realized  who  I’d  crashed  into.  The  foreign  gentleman  was  there, steadying me by the arms so I wouldn’t fall. 

“Miss McKenna,” he said, looking surprised. He looked closely at my face, seeming to take in my distress. “What’s happened?” 

“I…”  I  began,  looking  back  in  the  direction  of  the  ship.  “Nothing,”  I said, dashing the tears from my cheeks. 

The foreign gentleman followed my gaze. He frowned hard. “Are you hurt?” 

“Oh,  no,”  I  said  with  a  gasp.  “Just  a  bit  upset.  My  friend…”  I  said, looking back once more. “It’s nothing.” 

“You’ve had an argument with your friend?” 

“Just…a misunderstanding. It’s nothing. I’m terribly sorry.” 

The foreign gentleman glared at the ship once more then offered me his arm. “Miss McKenna, I believe I failed to make an introduction. I’m Baron Moren,” he said. “And it would be my pleasure to escort you home.” 

I took a deep, shuddering breath. A baron? The girls were right, I was swimming in gentlemen…all the wrong gentlemen. 

“Thank you. I…I was planning to visit some friends who live along the Thames. It’s not a far walk. Would you mind?” 

“Not  at  all.  I’m  sorry  to  see  you  in  such  a  state,  Miss  McKenna. 

Especially after your fine performance tonight.” 

I took the baron’s arm. “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I said, trying to calm myself.  The  last  thing  I  needed  to  do  was  make  any  more  of  a  fool  of myself. 

“You play Titania very well. Her words evoke sympathy when coming from your lips. A trick unfamiliar to most Titanias. You play her earnestly.” 

“I try to imagine her sorrow at the quarrel between her and her king.” 

“Does she feel sorrow? I always thought her argument to be petty.” 

“Oh, no,” I said. “At the end of the play, she professes her deep love for Oberon. I think she appears so angry because she loves him so deeply and their quarrel wounds her. In my mind, she wants nothing more than to be with him but is too prideful to find a way.” 

“I never considered it from that point of view.” 

“Of  course,  Oberon  is  no  better.  He  loves  her  as  well.  His  spite  hurts them both.” 

The baron nodded thoughtfully but said nothing. 

“Do  they  enact  much  of  the  Bard’s  work  where  you  live?”  I  asked, hoping my ignorance of his barony wasn’t completely obvious. I still had no idea where, exactly, the gentleman was from. 

“No,” he said with a smile. “But we are quite familiar with Titania.” 

I nodded, unsure what to make of his comment. 

“Perhaps we shall see you as Persephone tomorrow?” 

“Yes. In the morning,” I said, gripping my bag once more. “Assuming the river is still frozen,” I added, trying to soften the mood. 

He smiled. “She’ll hold at least another two days, I believe.” 

“And  will  you  return  home  then  or  do  you  have  more  business  in London?” 

“We shall see.” 

It was clear then that I’d found the limit of that conversation. 

We turned off the ice and walked down the cobblestone road toward the Hawkings’  workshop.  I  cast  a  look  out  at  the  Frost  Fair.  The  whole  river

was  alive  with  excitement.  Laughter,  music,  and  lights  danced  across  the frozen Thames. 

“It is a lovely scene,” I said, casting my hand toward the river. 

“The Thames is beautiful in all her seasons. But this is a sight to behold. 

It’s  been  nineteen  years  since  the  last  Frost  Fair.  It’s  amazing  how  much merrymaking a bit of ice can provide. Though I think your company is the first ever to perform on the river. It’s splendid.” 

I  smiled  at  him.  “We  play  at  the  Struthers  Theatre  year  round.  You’ll have to visit us there after the ice melts.” 

At that, he smiled but said nothing. 

Shortly  thereafter,  we  arrived  at  the  Hawkings’  workshop.  The  entire house was lit up, and from inside, I heard the sounds of clanging metal and an odd popping sound. 

“My friends are tinkers. Quite skilled, really, if a bit eccentric.” 

“All the best people are,” he said then let me go. 

He waited while I inquired at the door. A moment later, the Hawkings’

footman waved me inside. 

“Thank you so much for escorting me,” I told the baron. I didn’t know how to express to him how much his kindness meant to me after such an upsetting night. 

He  removed  his  hat  and  bowed  to  me,  his  long  blond  hair  falling forward when he did so. “It was my pleasure,” he said. “I hope to see you again, Miss McKenna. And, next time, with a smile rather than tears.” 

He had seen my distress, and he had cared. It moved me greatly. “Thank you.” 

With a nod, he turned and headed back into the night. 
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M A N N E R L Y   G E N T L E M A N

“M iss McKenna,” Isabelle called happily from the top of the staircase.  She  waved  then  came  thundering  down  the steps. I had to look twice when I realized that under her apron she was, in fact, wearing trousers. As she descended, she craned her neck to look around me. Not seeing Kai there, she frowned but then quickly smothered her disappointment. 

“How  good  of  you  to  come,”  she  said,  panting  when  she  got  to  the bottom  of  the  stairs.  “Father  is  working  in  the  basement.  Is…will  Doctor Murray be joining you? We haven’t seen him today.” 

“One of the ship captains was injured. He’s needed on the ice,” I said, masking my worry. It was not quite the truth but good enough. “I came in his stead. I thought I could call on the gentleman.” 

“Oh,  you  should.  He’s  making  a  marvelous  recovery.  The  Bow  Street Runners  were  here  today.  They  think  we  may  have  a  lead  on  identifying him. Someone is coming in the morning to pay him a visit.” 

“Really?” 

Isabelle  nodded.  “A  gentleman  went  missing  some  days  back.  His family  has  been  searching  for  him.  We’ll  see  in  the  morning.  Now  come, you’ll want to say hello to my father,” she said, pulling me by the arm. She headed toward a door leading to the basement, pausing to scoop up a pile of books sitting on the floor by the door. “Watch your step, and don’t mind the smell.” 

“Smell?” 

Without  another  word,  Isabelle  led  us  downstairs.  “Papa?”  she  called. 

“Papa, we have a visitor.” 

“Ah, Doctor Murray at last,” Master Hawking replied followed by the sound  of  metal  clattering.  There  was  a  strange  odor  coming  from  the basement, an odd mix of sulfur and vinegar. 

“Oh, no. He’s not here. Miss McKenna has come.” 

“She’s not…you didn’t bring here down here, did you?” I heard him ask a second before I turned the corner. 

I  understood  his  hesitation  the  moment  I  did  so.  On  two  long  slabs, Master Hawking had cadavers laid out. Their delicate parts were covered, but the pale corpses lay exposed to the open air. That, at least, explained the smell. 

“Isabelle,” Master Hawking said, chiding his daughter softly. “You must remember  that  not  all  ladies—”  he  began  then  sighed.  “Some  ladies  have softer sensibilities, my dear. Miss McKenna,” he said, bowing to me. 

“I may be an artist, sir, but I assure you that the human body does not frighten me. I’m afraid I’ve spent too many years at Doctor Murray’s side. 

I’ve quite gotten over any nerves.” Despite my bravado, I swallowed hard. 

Master  Hawking  smiled  then  turned  to  the  tables  and  his  nearby workbench.  “Doctor  Murray  and  I  have  been  working  many  months  on ways to help the wounded,” he said then waved me to his workbench. 

Isabelle hopped up on a nearby table to watch. “Do you remember the optics I showed you upstairs?” she asked. 

I nodded. 

Master Hawking tapped a glass jar filled with eyeballs then reached out and picked up one of the optics Isabelle had shown me. “Better than a glass eye, but not yet as effective as I had hoped,” he said then set it down. “This, however,”  he  said,  picking  up  an  odd-looking  ball  inside  a  joint,  “has shown promise.” 

“What is it?” I asked. 

“A  knee,”  he  replied.  “Well,  at  least  the  knee  joint.  Two  canine  trials have already proven successful.” 

I stared from the machine to the man. “How?” 

He  laughed  heartily  and  set  the  tinkered  contraption  back  down. 

“Imagine it like this. Once the new, metal bones are set, the body will grow vines  around  it,  holding  it  in  place.  That  is  the  beauty.  We  also  use  nuts, bolts, screws, and clamping.” He then lifted an odd-looking bagpipe. “And this. Can you guess?” 

I shook my head. 

He inhaled deeply, let out a big breath, then breathed in again. After he exhaled he said, “No more death by consumption. I can repair or replace the lungs.” 

“But Master Hawking…that’s impossible.” 

“Oh  no,  my  dear.  I  assure  you,  it’s  quite  possible.  Doctor  Murray understands the body. I understand the machine. When the two meet…” 

“It’s a perfect match,” Isabelle said, and this time I heard a wistfulness in her voice that made something mean in me tighten. Perhaps she wouldn’t think  Kai  was  so  perfect  if  she  knew  he  was  passed  out  drunk,  and  half naked, in the ship of a foreign captain. 

“It is truly a marvel,” I said then turned and looked at the bodies. The two men, both young, gone before their years, were pale as milk, their skin blue all around the edges. 

“Ah,  my  subjects,”  Master  Hawking  said.  “I’d  appreciate  your discretion  on  that  matter,  Miss  McKenna.  I’m  sure  you  know  acquiring subjects for research is a delicate matter.” 

By delicate, of course, he meant illegal. I had to wonder what role Kai might have taken in procuring the bodies. 

“Of course,” I said with a smile. 

“Will we be expecting Doctor Murray tonight?” Master Hawking asked. 

“He’s busy on the ice,” Isabelle explained then jumped back down. 

I nodded. “I wanted to come check on his patient.” 

“Fine  man.  He’s  recovering  very  well,”  Master  Hawking  said  then turned to Isabelle. “Be sure to have some tea made for Miss McKenna. You must be frozen to the bone.” 

“Thank you. That’s very kind.” 

Isabelle waved for me to follow her. “Come on,” she said with a smile. 

“Thank  you  for  showing  me  your  work,  Master  Hawking.  It’s  quite amazing.” 

The old man smiled a wide and toothy grin. He nodded to me. 

Following Isabelle back upstairs, I pressed my gloved hand to my nose and  tried  to  root  out  the  smell,  replacing  it  with  the  soft  perfume  that scented my clothes. 

“Why don’t you go up?” Isabelle said, pointing to the stairs. “I’ll come in a few minutes with some tea.” 

I smiled. The Hawkings were very charming, but their manners were so out of the ordinary that I hardly knew what to do. 

Without waiting for me to reply, Isabelle turned toward the kitchen. 

I went upstairs and down the hallway to the room where the gentleman was resting. I paused when I got to the door. It was highly irregular for a lady to enter a gentleman’s chamber unchaperoned. I knocked softly on the door. 

“Sir?” I called. 

“Yes?” 

“Sir, it’s Miss McKenna. If you are up for a visit, I thought to check on you. I’m very sorry, but I have no chaperone. I wasn’t sure…” 

On the other side of the door, the gentleman laughed. “Come in, Miss McKenna.” 

I opened the door carefully and went inside. The room was well-lit. The gentleman sat in his bed, a book lying open on his lap. His color was much improved, a blush of pink in his cheeks. 

“Sir,” I said, curtseying when I entered. 

He  smiled  and  waved  for  me  to  draw  close.  “Kind  people,  the Hawkings. Not the most formal, I must admit.” 

“No,  sir,”  I  said  with  a  smile  then  pulled  a  chair  alongside  his  bed. 

“You’re looking much better.” 

“I’m  feeling  much  better.  The  feeling  in  my  legs  has  returned.  I  even had  a  turn  about  the  room  today.  The  local  surgeon  Doctor  Murray  has checking on me is very knowledgeable. I had hoped to see Doctor Murray today. Is he here?” 

“I’m sorry, he is attending to an injured patient on the Thames,” I lied again.  Once  more,  my  stomach  clenched  hard.  I  swallowed  my  upset  and smiled serenely. 

The man nodded. “And you, Miss McKenna, how was your day? What did you enact?” 

“This  evening,  I  played  the  role  of  Titania.  This  morning,  however,  I took on the role of the faerie godmother in  Glass Slipper Girl.” 

“Ah,  yes.  I  remember  that  tale  well.  My  governess  used  to  read  it  to me.” 

“You had a governess?” I asked. 

He raised an eyebrow. “Apparently so,” he said in surprise which made us both laugh. “But Miss McKenna, why do I remember you as a ballerina? 

Do you dance?” 

“I do indeed,” I replied. I opened my bag and pulled out one of my soft pink ballet slippers. “I was trained in ballet by my grandmother.” 

“May I?” he asked, reaching out for the slipper. 

I handed it to him. As he looked it over, he smiled. “The material is silk. 

It is old, but a fine quality. The dye is well done. The stitches…did someone do this to your slipper intentionally?” 

“Isn’t  it  interesting  that  you  know  so  much  on  the  fabrics?”  I  said, avoiding  the  question.  I  felt  embarrassed  and  annoyed  that  I  was embarrassed. It wasn’t my fault Marion was an evil shrew. 

The  gentleman  raised  an  inquisitive  eyebrow  at  me  but  said  nothing. 

“I’ve spent all day noticing each piece of linen in this room, examining its weave and color. Much to my surprise, I can tell you everything about these fabrics and where many of the bolts came from.” 

“Then we must put out a call amongst the haberdashers and hosiers.” 

“Master Hawking was kind enough to send out inquiries earlier today. I don’t mean to press, but I notice that you did not answer my other inquiry, Miss McKenna,” he said, looking at the rip on the side of my slipper. 

“You’re  right.  My  apologies.  I  felt  a  bit  embarrassed.  Alas,  that  is  the handiwork of a rival actress,” I explained. 

He  signed  heavily.  “I  am  sorry  to  hear  such  an  injustice  was  done  to you.” 

“Thank you, sir. It’s no matter. They are very old and worn and needed to be replaced anyway.” 

“Indeed, which makes me suspect you kept them for a reason.” 

“Whomever you are, sir, you are quite perceptive,” I said with a smile which made him laugh. 

“Only  concerned.  I  owe  you  and  Doctor  Murray  my  life,  Miss McKenna. It pains me to think anyone would harm you. Once I remember who I am, I am very certain I shall have quite the debt to repay.” 

“Think nothing of it,” I said, setting my hand gently on his arm. I was surprised to find the muscles underneath were very firm. 

He took my hand and squeezed it very gently, his blue eyes soft as he smiled at me. 

“Tea?” Isabelle called from the doorway as she entered with a tray. 

I pulled my hand back. 

“Is she wearing trousers?” the gentleman asked under his breath. 

I chuckled. 

“No, thank you, Miss Hawking. I’ll never sleep if I take tea so late,” he told her. 

“Miss McKenna.” 

“Please. After spending all day on the ice, I still feel chilled.” 

Isabelle  poured  a  cup,  ladened  it  with  sugar,  then  handed  it  to  me. 

Taking a cup for herself, she sat on the end of the bed and took a sip. “Is that your ballet slipper?” she asked, looking at the gentleman’s hands. 

I nodded. 

Setting her cup down, she rose. She took my cup from my hand and set it aside. 

“You  must  teach  me  a  step  or  two,”  she  said,  pulling  me  to  an  open space. 

“Now?” 

“Why not?” 

The gentleman chuckled. 

“Very  well,”  I  said.  “Let’s  begin.  Take  your  first  position  like  this,”  I said, modeling the arrangement of my feet. 

Isabelle copied my movements. 

“Now,  let  me  show  you  a  simple  plié,”  I  said,  showing  her  the  move which  she  imitated  in  a  graceful  manner.  Despite  her  unkempt  attire,  she really was a lovely girl. Her curling dark hair was accentuated by her wide, dark eyes. 

“How is that?” she asked. 

The gentleman clapped. “You have it, Miss Hawking.” 

“If  you  should  ever  like  a  real  lesson,  we  can  arrange  it.  You  could come to Struthers Theatre.” 

She smiled. “What a sweet offer. I am so busy right now helping Papa work on the wedding commissions but maybe afterward.” 

I nodded then lifted my cup of tea once more, this time polishing it off. 

My stomach full of the warm liquid, I determined it was time to take my leave. 

“I must be heading home before it gets too late,” I said. 

The gentleman smiled. “It was very kind of you to stop by. Thank you.” 

“I’ll return tomorrow. Can I bring you anything?” 

He shook his head. “No. Thank you.” 

“Some onion soup, perhaps?” 

He laughed. “I think I’ve had a lifetime’s worth.” 

Grinning,  I  curtseyed  to  him,  and  turning  to  Isabelle,  we  both  headed back downstairs. 

“You will tell Doctor Murray we were sorry we didn’t see him today?” 

Isabelle said as she followed me to the door. 

“Of course. I’m sure he’s sorry he was not able to make a call.” 

She  nodded,  her  expression  hiding  her  disappointment  very  poorly. 

Perhaps she would make a graceful dancer, but her face was far too honest for the theatre. 

I fastened my coat once more, and with a wave, I headed back out into the  night.  The  chilly  air  bit  my  nose.  All  at  once,  I  was  overcome  with tiredness.  I  wanted  nothing  more  than  to  be  back  in  my  little  garret apartment. 

Following the twisting cobblestones, I finally found my way home once more. It was so foggy, I hadn’t seen a soul on my path there. The loneliness of it filled me with disquiet. Once I was inside my flat, the feeling did not ease.  I  lit  the  fire  then  pulled  off  my  day  clothes  in  favor  of  a  dressing gown.  The  window  of  Kai’s  garret  was  dark.  He  wasn’t  home.  Soon,  my fire  was  burning  warmly.  Wrapping  my  blanket  around  my  shoulders,  I crawled up on the little ledge beside the window and stared at the darkened frame of Kai’s window. A sick feeling racked my stomach. I closed my eyes and tried to remember all the good that had happened today, to remember the  summer  in  winter  John  had  shown  me,  the  taste  of  his  kiss,  and  the sweetness of his words. But no matter how hard I tried to focus on him, my eyes returned again and again to the dark window and the terrible sense of dread that washed over me. 
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D I S T I N C T L Y   F E M I N I N E   D R A G O N S

I woke the next morning feeling tired after a night full of fitful dreams.  The  sun  had  just  risen  over  the  horizon.  My  fire  had burnt low, and it was terribly cold in the apartment. I pulled my blankets  around  me.  Rubbing  my  hands  together,  I  knelt  by  the  stove  to rekindle the fire. When the work was done, I rose and went to the window. 

Kai’s flat was still dark. I slipped on my boots, not bothering to lace them, then pulled on my coat. I went to the window and undid the latch. Moving carefully, I crawled out onto the roof. 

A wind whipped hard across the London rooftops, carrying with it the terrible chill that had frozen the Thames. I went to Kai’s window. Grabbing the  metal  handle,  the  deep  chill  of  the  freezing  metal  biting  my  hand,  I pushed the window open and looked inside. 

“Kai?”  I  called.  The  flat,  which  was  no  larger  than  my  own,  could  be taken  in  in  one  glance.  But  still,  it  unnerved  and  surprised  me  to  find  it empty. I slipped inside. 

His little garret apartment was a mirror of my own. The only difference was that his grandmother, who had been talented with art, had painted the walls with flowers, birds, and swirling designs. I glanced around the room to find Kai’s small bed was still made. 

My  hand  dancing  close  to  his  stove,  I  felt  no  heat.  I  opened  the  grate and looked inside. There wasn’t even an ember still warm within. The fire had grown cold. Kai had not been home since we’d left yesterday morning. 

Panic swept over me, and my heart beat hard. It was unlike Kai to be so impulsive.  He  was  a  man  whose  days  ran  like  a  clock.  As  a  girl,  I  had chided him because he would never dare risky adventures. Kai was serious

and thoughtful. Maybe I flattered myself to think he wouldn’t be so callous as to leave me worrying about him like this. Maybe I didn’t fall as high in his esteem as I thought. Was I simply his childhood playmate? A neighbor? 

A poor orphaned girl for whom he felt sympathy? Maybe now that John had made  his  intentions  clear,  Kai  didn’t  feel  like  he  had  to  worry  about  me anymore. The captain  was very attractive, and Kai was unattached. Surely he had a right to his dalliances. What business was it of mine anyway? But if it wasn’t my business, why did I feel so miserable? 

A tear slipped down my cheek. 

The image of Kai lying on the captain’s cot, his shirt undone, and the captain  naked,  rolled  through  my  mind.  My  stomach  clenched.  It  seemed unthinkable that Kai had been intimate with another woman. 

Another woman? 

Other than me. 

What? 

I lay down on his cot. What a ridiculous notion. I didn’t own Kai. He was like a brother to me. I just wanted the best for him, that was all. I just wanted him to be happy, but getting drunk and rolling around with a lusty ship captain was just so out of character and entirely unacceptable. Kai was so  much  better  than  that.  He  was  smart,  handsome,  kind,  and  loving.  He was quite perfect, his surly nature aside. But I loved him for that. It was part of what made him who he was. How could he just throw himself away on a wanton  woman  instead  of  someone  proper,  someone  who  truly  cared  for him? 

Someone like me. 

The thought struck me hard. 

No. No, it was not like that. I was in love with John. John had set my world afire. His love was like an inferno burning its way through my life. 

We were just waiting for the moment to be together. 

But if my love was so absolute, why did my feelings for Kai seem so confused? Was I just being jealous? That was ridiculous, wasn’t it? 

I  breathed  in  deeply.  I  could  still  smell  Kai’s  cherry-scented  soap clinging  to  his  bed  linens.  The  smell,  mixed  with  the  heady  masculine musk, was divine. It was like being with him. 

It occurred to me then that if I married John, I would rarely see Kai. I wouldn’t  have  his  company,  his  garret  window  across  from  my  own,  his smell to comfort me. 

I rolled onto my back and looked up at the images painted on the ceiling above  Kai’s  bed.  His  grandmother  had  painted  a  window  trimmed  all around with vining red roses. And outside his window, she had painted an elaborate dragon perched on top of a castle, a plume of fire rolling from his mouth.  Standing  before  the  castle  was  a  boy  holding  a  wooden  sword. 

Gram had painted Kai’s nine-year-old likeness. 

I smiled at the image. A tear slipped from the corner of my eye into my ear.  If  I  couldn’t  stand  one  night  without  Kai  across  from  my  garret window, how could I stand a lifetime? 

I rose and wiped away my tear. Maybe Kai was entitled to his own life, but not like this. If Gram were here, she would take Kai by the ear and drag him away from Captain Behra’s ship. But since she wasn’t here, it was up to me  to  keep  Kai  from  danger.  That  woman  was  like  the  dragon  breathing fire, a dangerous inferno. Kai was too good to see the evil and mischief in others. But to me, her ill-intentions were all too apparent. It was time to put out the flames. 
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W H A T   E L Y S E   H E A R D

T he early morning sunrise lit the sky with shades of pink and purple.  The  ice  on  the  Thames  glimmered  beautifully, reflecting  the  opalescent  rays  of  the  sun.  The  image  of  it reminded me of the inside of a clam shell, pearly white with a rainbow of pastel  hues.  The  magnificence  of  the  image,  as  if  the  Thames  had  been dipped into an enchanted glow, could not have been more in contrast with my  sour  mood.  Inside  me,  I  railed  back  and  forth  between  Kai  and  the captain, then at myself for my senseless fury, then back again. At times, my anger even levied itself at John, who seemed to have no good reason to treat me like some tart he should keep secret. I might have been a woman with a profession, but that did not make me a harlot. My bitterness spilled over to Marion  and  her  petty  jealousies.  And  once  more,  my  anger  would  shift again to Kai. 

Since  it  was  early  in  the  morning,  life  on  the  icy  Thames  was  just beginning to stir. Fires were being rekindled, wagons with fresh loads of ale were rolling in from the city, and the vendors opening their tents for the day yawned open-mouthed as they nursed steaming cups of tea. I frowned at the pleasant  images,  angry  with  them  for  being  in  such  sharp  contrast  to  my anger, then set my sights on the foreign ship. If Kai was still there, I would take him by the scruff and drag him home. 

Overnight, several more tents had cropped up on the ice near where the ship  was  docked.  I  dodged  through  a  row  of  tents  which  lined  the  space, stepping over piles of timber and rope. I was just about to exit the narrow alleyway between the tents when I heard the sound of voices. A man and woman were having a heated argument. 

No, not just any man and woman. It was Captain Behra. But the other voice struck me as familiar as well. 

Standing beside one of the tents, I stopped for a moment and listened. 

“I’ll have no more of this, Tia. Send him away,” the gentleman said. 

“Or  what?”  the  captain  replied  with  a  snort.  Tia?  Was  that  her  first name? 

“Or you know what. Two can play at this game.” 

“You started this in the first place, mooning over her. Did you want to make me jealous? You didn’t even think about me until I took a lover.” 

“Took a lover?” the man said with a hard laugh. “You have taken a love, which is far crueler.” 

“What do you know of love?” 

“Much. Which is why you need to let him go.” 

“Then you must agree to cease your affections as well.” 

“There is no affection, merely admiration. If you were not so proud, you would be able to see that. Are you so low that you cannot admire another woman’s gifts?” 

“Gifts?  Is  that  what  you’re  calling  those  pert  breasts?  Those  pale cheeks?” 

“I have no interest in her breasts, cheeks, or anything else. Jealous, Tia, you’re making excuses so you can delight in mortal flesh. And how have you  come  by  it?  Through  trickery  and  drunkenness  and  for  what,  a  petty slight?” 

“Petty? Petty? You call me petty? You are the one who is petty. You are the one who has done wrong.” 

“Again, I have no affection for any woman save my wife. Admiration, yes? Esteem, yes? But no one owns my love save you.” 

“Pretty words.” 

“Truth, my Tia. Let us make amends. Give me what I want and I shall leave this place.” 

“What you want?” 

“My son.” 

The  woman  laughed.  “You  lost  him  fairly.  Is  all  this…are  all  these games, these taunts, because of Robin?” 

There was no reply. 

“How dare you,” the woman stammered. “How dare you play with me over such a thing? I will not be ruled by you, not now, and never again. I do

not believe your pretty words. I will crush you and your  esteemed girl. And I will break her love between my thighs until he has forgotten her.” 

The  captain  said  no  more.  I  caught  sight  of  her  as  she  headed  back across the ice toward her ship. 

Left behind, the unseen gentleman sighed then turned. From the sound of his footfalls, he was headed my way. 

I  suppressed  a  yelp  then  turned  and  ducked  into  one  of  the  tents.  My heart thundered in my chest as I gripped the fabric of the tent door. I cast a hasty  glance  behind  me  to  find  two  workmen  fast  asleep  inside.  The  tent stank of ale and body odor. 

Taking a deep breath, I peered out the crack of the tent door. 

I bit my lip when the baron walked by. 

The  captain  and  the  baron  were  lovers?  Were  married?  And  for  some reason still unclear to me, they were quarreling. The child, Robin, seemed to be the reason. Was he really their son? But more, were they talking about Kai  and  me?  Was  I  the  girl  the  baron  esteemed?  Had  she  trapped  Kai because of me? A dragon indeed, and a dangerous one at that. 

I needed to get Kai out of there. But I would need help. 

Making sure that the baron was far out of sight, I dashed out of the tent. 

Happy to take in a breath of unspoiled air, I filled my lungs with the frosty morning scent then turned and headed toward the Ice House Theatre. The men in my company were not soldiers, but they were not to be trifled with either. I would have to enlist their help if I had any hope of retrieving Kai. 

The  captain’s  plan  exposed,  I  knew  my  old  friend  needed  my  help  more than ever. 

As I headed back toward the Ice House, I replayed the conversation I’d overheard again and again in my mind. The captain had been so cruel to the baron  who  had  been  nothing  but  kind  and  gentle.  Why  did  some  women become  so  rough?  What  happened  to  make  them  lose  their  softness?  Was there any way to mend their frozen hearts? Perhaps the answer to retrieving Kai was not in a show of force. I stopped then turned around, heading back in  the  direction  toward  which  I’d  seen  the  baron  travel.  Even  the  Thames would  eventually  melt  under  the  warmth  of  the  sun.  Maybe  the  captain could as well. The gentleman had been nothing but kind to me. Was there a way I could help him make amends? 

I  rushed  down  the  ice.  I  turned  a  corner  and  spotted  the  baron.  He marched angrily toward the other end of the river, away from the captain. 

Lifting  my  skirts,  I  rushed  to  catch  him,  but  a  pair  of  hands  suddenly stopped me. 

“Elyse? Elyse, is everything all right?” 

I turned and looked to find John holding on to me. 

“John?” I asked, blinking hard. “John? What are you doing here?” 

He  shook  his  head  then  smiled  softly  at  me.  “Perhaps  you  would  not believe me if I told you. You look frightened, Elyse. What’s wrong?” 

The foreign gentleman was now out of sight. Where had he gone? 

I sighed heavily. “It’s Kai.” 

“Ah,”  John  said,  looking  annoyed  for  a  moment.  “Then  you  must  tell me all about it, but first, I have something I must ask you.” 

“Ask me?” 

Then,  quite  unexpectedly,  John  took  my  hand  and  knelt  on  the  ice before me. 

“Miss Elyse McKenna, will you be my wife?” 
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I stared at John. He handed me a small clutch of yellow roses that I hadn’t even noticed before then pulled a ring from his pocket. 

It was a small gold band. I stared at it then looked back at him. 

His honey-colored eyes shimmered in the morning sunlight. 

John  was  grinning,  but  after  a  few  moments  passed,  his  smiled  faded. 

“Elyse, you haven’t said anything.” 

“Kai,”  I  whispered,  looking  back  over  my  shoulder  toward  the  ship. 

Only the masts were still visible. 

“Kai.  Kai?  Doctor  Murray?”  There  was  an  edge  to  John’s  voice  I  had not  heard  before.  That  edge  brought  me  back  to  the  moment.  John  had proposed.  John  had  just  proposed.  And  in  reply,  I  had  said  “Kai.”  At  the mere  thought  of  it,  I  burst  out  laughing.  My  overly-loud  laugh  echoed across the frozen river. I knelt and met John’s eyes. 

“Oh, my dearest. I think I’ve quite lost my mind. Please, please forgive me. It was just such a shock. I was distressed and…and, of course, I will marry you!” 

John smiled, and reaching out, he slid off my glove. Moving carefully, he slipped the dainty gold ring on my finger. 

The  metal  was  cold  against  my  skin.  “It’s  beautiful.  Oh,  John,”  I whispered  then  threw  myself  at  him,  falling  into  his  embrace.  “I  am  so sorry,” I said with a laugh. 

“No, I am quite at fault. I…I wanted to ask you yesterday morning but I lost my nerve. I set my resolve this morning and came here with only one goal stubbornly in mind. As soon as I saw you, I knew I had to say it or I would lose my nerve again.” 

I  giggled.  “But  why  would  you  ever  worry?  You  know  that  I  care  for you.” 

“Because…because  when  I  asked  you  to  marry  me  just  now,  you responded by speaking another man’s name.” 

I balked. He was right. “Doctor Murray is like a brother to me. He is in trouble. My mind is in a fit over it.” 

John nodded. “And, because, perhaps it sounds silly, but I know many other fine gentlemen have tried for your attention, but you rebuked them. A beautiful and talented woman like you could have any man you wanted, no matter his station. Even Byron could not take his eyes from you.” 

“Byron cannot take his eyes off any woman. John, I would love you if you  were  a  cobbler’s  son.  It  doesn’t  matter  to  me  that  you  are  Lord Waldegrave. To me, you are only John.” 

“Do you really mean that?” John exhaled so deeply that he shuddered. 

“John?” I asked. He looked like he might be ill. Had his nerves been so awry? 

“I…there is something more I must explain. My father’s health is nearly spent. But I have learned something of his will,” he said then reached out to touch my cheek. “He has written contingencies into the inheritance of his estate. Upon his death, I will take over his title only on the condition that I marry my cousin, Miss Harold.” 

I gasped. 

“But  if  I  am  married  before  my  father  passes,  this  will  void  this condition  of  his  will.  I’ve  met  with  my  lawyer  about  the  matter.  He  has confirmed it in light of the laws of heredity.” 

Something about this struck me as odd. The thought passed, however, when a new realization dawned on me. “Then we must wed at once.” 

John smiled brightly. “Yes. That’s right. So, how does tonight suit you?” 

“Tonight?  I…please  forgive  me,  I  do  understand  the  need  for expedience, but I must make some arrangements. Do you think your father will last the week? I will need to arrange it with my company, and I need to acquire  something  proper  to  wear.  And…”  I  said  then  paused.  John’s startling proposal had quite caught me off guard. More than ever, I needed Kai’s  advice.  How  could  I  elope  with  Lord  Waldegrave  without  Kai’s opinion on the matter? And how could I just leave Kai in this state? No. It wasn’t right. 

“And  there  is  the  matter  of  your  friend,”  John  said  with  a  sigh.  For  a brief  moment,  I  saw  him  smother  what  appeared  to  be  exasperation.  He took a breath then said, “Very well, tell me what has happened.” 

I opened my mouth to speak, but suddenly the whole tale felt very silly. 

I  was  concerned  because…because  Kai  had  fallen  into  a  liaison  with  an unseemly  lover  and  was  acting  out  of  character.  Kai,  I  had  to  remember, was a young, single man. How could I explain to John that it was more than just random carousing? Something was seriously wrong. 

“You’ve met Doctor Murray. How would you describe his character?” I asked John. 

“Dreadfully serious. Intellectual. Kind, of course, at least to you, but far too dour for my taste.” 

“Yes. That is him exactly. I’m afraid Doctor Murray has gotten himself caught up with Captain Behra, a lady captain on one of the ships frozen into the Thames. She and her crew are of the wildest sort, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say she was holding him captive. I need someone to retrieve him. 

I went myself, but he was quite insensible.” 

“You mean disagreeable?” 

“I mean drunk and, perhaps, under the influence of the poppy.” 

At that, John laughed. But when he saw the expression on my face he said, “You cannot be serious? Him? Why that’s impossible.” 

“Yes.  This  was  why  I  was  so  flustered.  Really,  Doctor  Murray  is  the only  person  I  have  in  this  world.  If  we  are  to  wed,  even  an  elopement,  I cannot leave without his blessing. And I certainly cannot leave him there in this condition. And now…what is the time?” 

“Nearly nine.” 

“I’m  supposed  to  be  on  stage  in  an  hour!”  My  stomach  quaked. 

Suddenly I felt like my world was turning upside down. So many different emotions  washed  over  me.  I  was  elated  by  John’s  proposal,  furious  with Captain Behra, or Tia, or whatever her name was, perplexed by and feeling annoyed with the baron, and still angry with Marion. And, above all, I was frightened for and upset with Kai. I sighed heavily. 

“Tomorrow night will work fine, my love. I will make the arrangements for us, and you may settle your affairs. For now, please be at ease. But do keep  your  discretion  in  this  matter.  We  can’t  have  gossip  reaching  my family’s ear before we are married.” 

“Of course,” I said. 

“Now, go prepare for your performance and don’t worry. I shall chase Doctor  Murray  off  the  captain’s  ship.  Nothing  a  stiff  cup  of  coffee  and  a good kick in the arse won’t fix.” 

I  laughed  out  loud,  surprised  by  his  informality.  “Really?  You  will  do that for me?” 

“Elyse,  it  has  been  clear  to  me  from  the  start  that  you  and  Doctor Murray are very close. I can see that he will always be a part of your life. 

And if he is like a brother to you, then he is a brother to me as well. And I know how to deal with a rowdy and out of sorts brother who is too deep in his cups and lost to the enchantments of a lovely woman.” 

“You really are too good to me.” 

“As I promise to be all your life. If you will have me, beggar that I am.” 

“With my body and soul.” 

“Promise?” 

“I do.” 

John looked quickly around us. Seeing no one close by, he leaned in for a kiss. His lips brushed mine, and I caught the taste of anise in his mouth once  more.  “Now,  go  and  play  your  Persephone.  Put  that  wrinkled  hag Marion to shame. Show them what my future wife is made of. As for me,” 

he said, then nodded with his chin toward the ships. 

“Thank you.” 

“Anything  for  you,  my  love,”  he  whispered  then  kissed  me  on  my forehead. “I’ll come as soon as I have the issue settled for you.” 

Setting a kiss on my cheek once more, he turned and headed toward the ships. 

I  moved  in  the  direction  of  the  Ice  House  Theatre  once  more.  Now, however,  my  heart  was  light.  Of  course,  John  would  help  me  with  Kai. 

Now, Kai would be safe, and I could revel in the fact that I was about to become a bride. 
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A s I made my way back to the theatre, my heart beat hard in my chest. I’d stuffed my gloves into my pocket. I inhaled the perfume of the roses. Their sweet scent carried the smell of summer. As I walked, I twisted my ring around my finger. It felt so odd to be wearing it. I looked  down,  realizing  that  I  hadn’t  even  had  a  chance  to  examine  it closely. The petite golden band shimmered an orange color in the morning sunlight. 

My thoughts were disordered. But the further I walked, the deeper the realization  came  over  me  that  tomorrow  night,  I  would  become  Lady Waldegrave.  John’s  father’s  will  perplexed  me.  If  the  will  stipulated  that John  should  marry  Miss-Whomever  after  his  death,  then  what  would happen when a marriage license was revealed dating before the death? John said his lawyer confirmed it would be all right. But did that make sense? I knew very little of the law. And if his estate did not pass to his only son, if there was some problem, then what would be done? John had no siblings…

or did he? Now I wasn’t sure. Regardless, tomorrow night, I would be wed. 

I  would  need  to  stop  by  the  dressmaker  and  see  if  she  could  fashion  me something  suitable  by  tomorrow.  I  sighed  a  little,  lamenting  for  just  a fleeting  moment  the  lack  of  a  charming  church  wedding  in  Twickenham. 

But it didn’t matter. What mattered was that I was going to wed the man I loved. 

What also mattered was Kai. I had faith in John, and this matter seemed better handled between men. I could hardly tell if Kai was insensible or just being capricious. Had he been jealous of John and me? Was he acting this way just to get my attention? Did he know that the captain was married to

the  baron?  Surely  he  knew  that,  right?  If  he  was,  indeed,  amorous  with her…well, I hardly knew what to make of it, but the idea of it filled me with loathsome anger. 

Before I knew it, I had reached the Ice House Theatre once more. 

“Elyse,” Lizzie called the moment I stepped into the tent. She ran to the front  of  the  tent  and  grabbed  me  by  my  arms.  “Elyse,  it’s  settled.  I’m accepted at Saddler’s Wells. I begin with their company next week. Can you believe it?” 

Shaken from my thoughts, I smiled at the girl. I could hardly be jealous of her good fortune. A whole new future had just opened before me as well. 

“What wonderful news,” I said then pulled her into a hug. “How did Marve take the news?” 

“Well, he was sad but also pleased for me. I think he fancies it is his job to nurture talent. And I think he is right. Oh, Elyse, surely you will be next. 

Are  you  playing  Persephone  this  morning?  When  I  came  in,  the  ice  was getting  quite  crowded.  It  was  a  bit  warmer  today  so  more  people  will  be out.” 

“I  am,  but…”  I  said,  unable  to  bite  back  the   but   before  it  slipped  my lips. 

“But?” 

“May  I  borrow  your  ballet  slippers?  Titania’s  are  too  weak  for Columbine, and I think mice got into mine.” 

“Mice?” 

“Yes. Unfortunately, they got chewed, and I didn’t have time to repair them properly last night.” 

Lizzie’s eyes narrowed. “That’s peculiar…about the mice.” 

“Foul  rodents  lurk  everywhere,”  I  said,  looking  toward  Marion’s section. 

Lizzie’s face hardened. “Indeed they are. Were those the slippers your grandmother gave you?” 

“Sadly, yes,” I said, then gave a cursory glance Marion’s way. I could see her shadow against her partition. “They really were my most precious possession.” 

“Of  course  you  can  borrow  mine.  I’m  so  sorry,  Elyse.  If  it  is  any comfort, rodents seem to always get what’s coming to them.” 

“Thank you. I intend to throttle the creature to death if I ever get ahold of it. Such a heartless and vindictive little vermin.” 

At that, Marion’s silhouette paused. For a moment, I imagined her like a shadow play. I envisioned a knight creeping up behind her and lopping off her head. The image of it playing through my mind gave me such intense glee I smiled. 

“Let me get mine for you. I’ll bring them in a moment,” she said then rushed off. 

I went then to my own section and pulled the Persephone costume from my  trunk.  It,  at  least,  was  still  intact.  It  was  always  a  joy  to  play  in  the comedia  dell’arte.  The  comedia  of  Hades  and  Persephone  was  perfect  for the Frost Fair and had, in truth, been my idea. Had the position of theatre manager not been prohibited to women, I often thought I would be very deft at  the  craft.  But  Isabelle  Hawking  had  also  inspired  me.  As  Lady Waldegrave, I might have to give up acting, but I could certainly start my own ballet academy. There could hardly be any shame in teaching dance to young ladies. I mean, I hardly knew if such things were acceptable in higher circles, but I guessed they might be. Surely John’s mother would guide me. 

I shimmied out of my clothes and into the Persephone costume. It felt nice to wear a proper ballet costume. I then worked on my hair, pulling it back  into  a  tight  bun.  Columbine’s  makeup  was  always  very  bright  so  I mellowed it some to give myself a more maidenly countenance. Given my pale cheeks, it only took a little makeup to do the job. 

“Elyse, five minutes,” Marve called from the front of the tent. 

“Here you go,” Lizzie said, appearing at the entrance of my section. She handed me her slippers. 

“Thank you,” I replied, smiling at her with gratitude. 

“You should tell Marve,” Lizzie whispered. 

I  shook  my  head.  I  was  angry  at  Marion,  but  pitied  her  all  the  same. 

Like the rest of us, she had always dreamed of acting on a grand stage. For her, it was too late. Actresses never advanced after a certain age. She was jealous,  and  what  she  had  done  was  cruel,  but  still,  I  could  not  hate  her. 

After all, when my grandmother had died, Marion had sat with me and held my  hand  while  I  wept.  That  unexpected  kindness  had  lodged  itself  in  my memory. 

Lizzie sighed. “You’re too sweet, Elyse,” she said with a soft smile then left. 

Maybe she was right. 

I finished off the last of the makeup, slipped my feet into my boots, then headed toward the stage, Lizzie’s slippers in hand. I was delighted for the girl and couldn’t wait to tell her my own news…the day after tomorrow. 

As I turned the corner to exit the tent, I nearly ran into Marion. 

“Elyse, I—” she began, but I pushed past her, saying nothing. Maybe I didn’t  want  to  ruin  her  over  what  she  had  done,  but  that  didn’t  mean  I forgave her. To destroy my slippers was a new low even for her. 

I headed backstage. Sitting on a trunk, I pulled off my boots and slipped on the slippers. Marve stood watching as the final props were set up. 

“Very  good  crowd,  very  good,”  he  said  then  turned  toward  me.  “Ah, here is the Persephone I know,” he said with a smile, but then he paused. As I  bent  to  tie  up  the  laces  on  Lizzie’s  slippers,  I  felt  Marve’s  eyes  on  me. 

“Elyse, did you get new slippers?” 

“No.” 

“No?” 

“These are Lizzie’s slippers.” 

“What happened to the slippers your grandmother gave you?” 

“Oh, just…a few stitches came loose, and I didn’t have time to repair them.  I’ll  work  on  them  tonight  and  be  ready  for  tomorrow  morning. 

Marve, after the morning performance, may I have a word with you?” 

“What about? Don’t tell me you’re leaving me for another troupe too.” 

I  shook  my  head.  “No,  only  a  pressing  obligation  I  must  attend  to tomorrow night.” 

“Very well,” he said, “we can talk it over.” He began rocking back and forth on his feet, a move I recognized well. He did it when he was nervous. 

Hobbs, dressed as Harlequin, joined me backstage. “Ah, now, this will be a performance,” he said, smiling at me. “Well, dear Persephone, are you ready to be snatched into the underworld?” 

“I can’t wait.” 

Playing  the  serious  story  of  the  abduction  of  Persephone  as  a  comedy took a little skill. Since neither Hobbs nor I had more than ten lines in the entire skit, it was all in the delivery of the scene that made the set. While the  commedia  was  stunningly  simple  to  the  viewer,  to  the  artist,  the  face must express everything. I was glad to be playing across from Hobbs, who was a master at the pantomime. 

A  few  moments  later,  Marve  went  out  to  welcome  the  audience, preparing the way for Hannah’s brief prologue. I peered out the crack in the

wall. The crowd was even larger than the night before. The sun was shining brightly.  It  was  still  very  cold,  but  under  such  sun,  surely  the  ice  would begin to melt. I shook my head. I was still too lost in my own world, my own  mind.  I  was  still  Elyse,  and  inside  my  head,  names  rattled  around  in circles—Kai,  John,  Captain  Behra,  the  Baron,  Kai,  Marion,  Kai—around and around they went. 

I closed my eyes and squinted hard. 

 Silence! 

 Silence! 

I inhaled deeply. I was not Elyse. I was the maiden of the spring setting out to pick some flowers. My life was nothing but joy and light. 

And  then  Hades  would  come.  First,  he  would  woo  with  sweet  words, and then he would woo with lies, and then he would try to ravish me, which I would cunningly avoid. 

But before that, I was a simple, innocent girl. 

The curtain lifted. 

The strings on the harp sounded. 

And on the tips of my toes, I pirouetted onto the stage. 
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H obbs and I were taking the final curtain call when we heard angry voices backstage. Over their applause and whistles, the audience  would  not  have  been  able  to  hear,  but  I  could distinctly  make  out  Lizzie’s,  Marve’s,  and  Marion’s  voices.  Hobbs  and  I looked  at  one  another  out  of  the  corner  of  our  eyes,  but  our  smiles  never cracked. Hand in hand, we bowed once more and the curtain closed. 

Hannah  came  out  on  stage  to  advise  the  audience  of  a  ten-minute intermission before the story of  Glass Slipper Girl began. 

“What  in  the  world?”  Hobbs  whispered  to  me  as  we  both  looked backstage. “Part of me is dying to know what the matter is. The other half of me is filled with dread.” 

“I couldn’t have said it better,” I agreed. Too curious to wait any longer, Hobbs and I headed back. 

Outside the tent, Marve was shouting at Marion, his hand full of some odd bits of straw and string. Lizzie was holding my ballet slipper. Marion had turned an odd, ashen shade. She was so pale that I wondered if she was ill. 

“What’s happening?” Hobbs asked. 

“Marion  is  leaving,”  Marve  said  then  turned  to  me.  He  held  out  his hand.  In  it,  intermingled  with  straw,  I  saw  pink  strings  and  a  bit  of  silk. 

“Lizzie told me about your ballet slippers. I found this amongst the straw in Marion’s section. It is very clearly from your slippers though Marion denies it.” 

“You cheap adder,” Hobbs spat at Marion. 

“There is no proof save a handful of string that could have fallen off any of our costumes,” Marion retorted, but there was no heat behind her words. 

Robert  emerged  from  the  tent  and  dropped  a  bag  at  Marion’s  feet. 

“That’s all of it,” he told Marve. 

Marve nodded. “Leave. Now.” 

“Marve, I have been with this company for—” 

“And all that time, jealous of every actress who has come and gone. But this is a new low, even for you. Do not even ask for a recommendation. I don’t want to see or hear from you again.” 

Marion  looked  around  at  the  assembled  crowd,  who  was  glowering  at her.  When  her  eyes  rested  on  me,  she  sneered.  “This  is  your  fault,”  she hissed. 

“My fault? Did I tell you to reward my kindness with ruining the single most important possession I own?” 

“You have no proof!” 

Marve threw the straw at her feet. “Leave. Now!” 

Marion glared at me. “You will pay for this,” she seethed then grabbed her bag and left. 

For a moment, we all stood there, none of us breathing. 

At the front of the theatre, a chime sounded. Five minutes until curtain. 

“Good  lord,  I’ve  forgotten  all  about  the  play.  Elyse,  can  you  play  the role of the faerie godmother again?” Marve said. 

I nodded. “Of course.” 

“Quickly  then,  get  in  costume.  Let’s  just  put  this  behind  us  for  the moment, and we’ll go for a pint afterward. We are professionals. Marion’s unprofessional  behavior  cannot  touch  my  troupe.  Let’s  go  out  there  and give them a great show,” Marve said. 

We all grinned at one another then dispersed. 

I stopped by Marion’s section and grabbed the faerie queen costume. As I exited the space, I looked down at the ground. There, just under the corner of a trunk, I spotted a scrap of pink ribbon. Part of me wondered if I had been  paranoid,  but  the  truth  was  evident  enough.  She  had  ruined  my slippers. Well, it hardly mattered now. Marion was gone. The thought sent a wave of relief through my body. 

I  washed  Persephone’s  makeup  off  then  slipped  on  the  silver  faerie godmother costume. Digging through my trunk, I found an old silver wreath we’d used in a Christmas show. I didn’t have enough time to redo my hair, 

but with just a few pins, I was able to affix the wreath and give myself an entirely different look. I then grabbed my wand and headed back toward the stage. 

Marion was finally gone. 

Good. 

Justice had been served by those who loved me and were loyal to me. 

And they had also saved countless young actresses the burden of having to deal with her in the future. Despite the fact that Marion had, on occasion, treated me decently, it didn’t excuse her petty behavior. I was sorry that she was unhappy, but it was not my fault. Marion had not settled into the parts of the middle-aged women with grace. It was too hard for her to let go the illusion of her own youth. And we had paid the price. But no more. 

Rushing quickly, I found myself backstage once more. 

The  play  had  already  begun,  but  my  part  was  still  some  time  away.  I took  my  spot  against  the  wall.  As  I  did  up  the  final  ties  on  my  gown,  I looked out at the audience. 

No John. 

No Kai. 

No  baron.  This  was  the  first  day  he’d  missed  a  performance.  Perhaps the scolding from his wife had dulled his appetite for the theatre. That was a good thing. With their quarrel settled, the captain wouldn’t have reason to toy with Kai any longer. 

I  frowned.  Unless,  of  course,  Kai  wanted  to  be  played  with.  No.  He wasn’t like that. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see him become attached to Miss Hawking, but a lusty ship captain? No. That was too much. 

All I could do was hope was that John had already taken Kai home and that Kai was in his own bed in his little garret apartment nursing a headache and a healthy sense of shame. 

After all, Lady Justice was being very good to me today. 

If only she could work for me a little longer. 
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T he performance of the  Glass Slipper Girl seemed to fly by. 

When  the  show  had  ended,  we  all  headed  backstage  to change. 

“Elyse?  Are  you  still  going  to  come  with  us  to  the  crowning?”  Lizzie called from the opposite side of the tent. 

“Crowning?” 

“The Frostiana event, for the Frost Fair Queen,” Amy answered. 

“Say yes!” Hannah added. 

“I  thought  we  were  going  for  a  pint,”  Hobbs  called  from  the gentleman’s section. 

The girls laughed. 

“Stay out of this. We’ll go after,” Lizzie called. “Please, Elyse. Please come.” 

“Sure. I’ll come.” It had been an odd day. I started the morning in a fit of  rage  and  fear,  made  a  startling  discovery  about  the  baron,  was  now affianced and planning to elope, saw my nemesis fired, and now I was on my way to a Frost Fair Queen crowning. 

The girls cheered. 

“But we are going for a pint afterward,” Hobbs insisted. 

“Of  course,  of  course,”  Lizzie  called  to  him  in  reply.  I  could  hear  the smile in her voice. 

A short while later, our troupe met at the front of the Ice House. 

“Gentlemen,” Marve said, turning to the men in our troupe, “the ladies will see about the Frost Fair Queen crowning, then they will join us at the

City of Moscow for drinks. Lizzie was kind enough to permit us to go on ahead without them.” 

“Oh,  Marve,”  she  said,  playfully  squeezing  his  arm.  “It’s  almost  as  if you don’t want one of us to win a case of tripe.” 

Marve laughed. 

At that, the gentlemen headed in one direction while the ladies headed in the other. 

“Elyse,” Lizzie said then, taking my arm. “Please forgive me for telling Marve  about  your  slippers.  I  was  so  angry  I  couldn’t  control  my  tongue. 

Sweet and forgiving as you are, I knew you would never say anything. I had to  bring  the  matter  to  Marve’s  attention.  Marion,  the  witch,  needed  her due.” 

“Marion  deserved  what  she  got,”  Agnes  said  with  stern  authority.  “I have  been  acting  for  thirty  years,  and  I  have  never  seen  a  less  gracious performer in all my life. Add to that, she was not very good.” 

Everyone laughed. 

I patted Lizzie’s hand. “Don’t apologize. I should thank you.” 

She smiled warmly at me. 

“I do worry for Marve, though,” Amy said. “If we are all hired off, he’ll have no company left.” 

“I’m not going anywhere,” Agnes said. “He’ll always have a crone in the troupe. But this morning, all eyes were on Elyse. Was there a letter for you after this morning’s show?” she asked. 

In all of the excitement, I hadn’t even thought of it. “No. I don’t think so.” 

“No worries, my girl. Soon enough,” Agnes said with authority. 

“I don’t know. Lately, I’ve been thinking of something new, something different, like a ballet academy for girls.” 

“An academy?” Lizzie asked excitedly. “That would be amazing.” 

“It would be a proper place for young women to study the craft, like the schools they have in Paris,” I said. 

Agnes nodded. “That is something much needed.” 

“Such  a  charming  idea,”  Lizzie  said.  “And  a  very  respectable  trade,” 

she added with a knowing wink. “Suitable for a lady,” she whispered in my ear. 

“Do you think so?” I asked her, my voice low. 

“Absolutely.” 

I hoped she was right. And I also very much hoped to win over John’s mother.  I  would  be  in  desperate  need  of  guidance  once  John  and  I  were married. I knew that our marriage was not that desirable, but, perhaps, when they  got  to  know  me,  when  they  learned  of  my  character,  John’s  family would change any pre-conceived notions they might have of actresses and see that I was a very sensible and moral young lady. Or so I hoped. 

We turned off Freezeland Lane toward a section of the fair I had not yet visited.  Here,  someone  had  carved  the  massive  sheets  of  ice  jutting sideways  out  of  the  Thames  into  a  frozen  wonderland.  Mermaids,  water sprites, and seahorses had been carved as if they were arrested in motion, leaping  from  the  magical  kingdom  below  the  ice.  A  strange  ship  with elaborate carvings sat trapped in the ice behind the display. In front of the ship where the ice had jammed, the artisans had chiseled a massive palace out  of  ice.  Pillars  carved  into  arching  designs  and  faux  stone  walls surrounded two high thrones made of ice. 

“It’s nearly noon,” Lizzie said. “Let’s push through.” 

“I’ll  be  fine  right  here,”  Agnes  said,  pausing  to  rest  against  a  wine barrel. 

Lizzie,  Hannah,  Amy,  and  I  headed  toward  the  front  of  the  crowd. 

There,  the  tavern  girls  and  shopkeeps,  presumably  the  other  contestants, waited for instruction. Their hair pulled back in neat coifs, lips stained red, looking as pretty as they could, they were ready for the competition. 

“Maidens, maidens, gather around. Ladies, come this way,” a merry lad in  a  bright  blue  coat  said,  motioning  for  the  women  to  come  forward.  I noticed a familiar soft lilt in his voice, and his long yellow hair waved in the wind. 

“Is that…” Lizzie asked, turning to me. 

I looked the man over then shook my head. It was not the baron, though he looked very much like him. 

Nearby,  musicians  played  unusual  stringed  instruments.  They  rang silver bells, causing a sweet tune to carry across the ice. Someone had hung a garland of colorful cloths between the arches of ice. 

A few moments later, the London marshall who was keeping watch over the Frost Fair came to the front of the crowd. From the red of his nose and cheeks, one could see he’d been deep in his cups. 

“Ladies of the Frozen Fair,” he said, his voice slurring. “Join us here in this palace of ice so we may delight in the treasures the Thames. We shall

deliberate  on  your  beauty,  and  in  a  few  moments,  your  thoughts  on  this winter  splendor.  Our  Frost  Fair  Prince,  who  has  generously  provided  the awards  for  this  debacle—debate—debut—pageant—will  judge  which maiden is the fairest in our frozen kingdom,” the marshall called. 

“How ridiculous,” Hannah said with a snort. 

“He’s completely sauced,” Lizzie added with a laugh. 

“Doesn’t  matter.  Come  along,  ladies.  We  have  tripe  to  win,”  Hannah replied, pulling us into line with the other girls. 

At that, we all laughed. 

Lizzie, Hannah, Amy, and I joined the line of girls standing before the icy throne. When the ladies queued up, a cheer erupted from the crowd. The men called loudly when one of the tarts from The Frozen Mushroom lifted her coat to show off a very attractive leg. 

“Come on, that’s not fair,” Lizzie called good-naturedly to her. 

“Use what God gave you, marionette,” the tart yelled back with a laugh. 

“She has knobby knees anyway,” Lizzie told me. 

“I suspect it wasn’t her knees they were looking at. Her arse was half-hanging out,” Amy replied. 

I  giggled.  Hannah  was  right.  This  was  ridiculous.  No  one  seemed  to know  what  was  going  on.  Regardless,  we  ladies  waited  patiently  for  the pageant. 

I  scanned  over  the  crowd  as  the  marshall  and  the  strangers  finished organizing the ladies. Quite a throng had assembled. I recognized many of them as attendees at the Ice House Theatre. It seemed like the audience on the ice simply moved from wonder to wonder. 

And  the  scene  around  me  was,  in  fact,  a  wonder.  The  artisans  had carved an elaborate castle. The sharp contrasts of crystalline ice shot with flecks of blue, glowing golden on the edges under the sun, was a sight to behold. On the upper peak, someone had carved a dragon clutching the roof of the castle. I couldn’t help but notice the water dripping off its wing as the sun beat down on the fierce creature. 

Movement on the ship behind me caught my attention. A moment later, three  men  made  their  way  from  the  ship,  through  the  ice  palace,  to  the judging area where we ladies waited. 

“And here is our Frost Fair Prince,” the marshall called. 

Rather than a blast of trumpets, a lovely chime announced their arrival. 

Two of the men, each of whom carried wooden chests, held back to allow

the third man, in his fine blue suit trimmed with ermine, walking with his cane,  to  come  forward.  His  pale  yellow  hair  shimmered  almost incandescently surrounded by the icy palace of wonders. He turned to the crowd and bowed. Then he turned to us and made a similar bow. After that, he sat down on his throne of ice. 

I locked my eyes on the baron. 

When he met my gaze, he smiled. 

My expression went hard. 

In return, a look of worry crossed his face. 

“Elyse?” Lizzie whispered, looking at me. “What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing,” I replied. Remembering myself, I pulled on a serenely sweet false face. Lady MacBeth could not have done better. 

The baron’s surprised expression eased, but I saw his forehead furrow with confusion. 

I looked away. 

“Now, ladies, let us begin. As I come around, please tell us your names and give us a spin so we may observe your finery,” the marshall called with a naughty laugh, raising and lowering his eyebrows. 

“Finery, indeed!” Hannah said with a giggle. 

At the sound of a gong, we began. 

First,  there  was  Elizabeth.  The  buxom  girl,  who  I’d  seen  at  the fishmonger’s  tent,  stepped  forward  and  curtseyed  first  to  the  foreign gentleman and then to the crowd. “My name is Elizabeth Adams,” she said. 

Taking her skirt by her fingertips, she bowed to the crowd, giving her ample bosom a shake. 

“She’s about to pop out,” Lizzie whispered. 

“Then she’ll win for sure,” Hannah added, causing us all to suppress a laugh. 

The crowd roared with delight. 

The  baron  merely  smiled,  nodded  to  her,  then  motioned  with  just  the slightest gesture of his hand for the next woman to come forward. 

There was Daphne, Lara, Mary, Claudia, another Mary, Beth, Charlotte, Rosie—the  girl  who’d  shown  her  leg—Katie,  Poppy,  Penny,  Jane,  and Frances. In turn, each lady had stepped forward, shared her name, and gave the loveliest, or bawdiest, turn. Rosie, who introduced herself as a tart from The Frozen Mushroom, treated the audience with a shimmy of her backside, and  accidently exposed her knickers, as she showed off her finery. 

As  she  clowned,  I  glanced  at  the  baron.  He  had  a  slightly  bored expression  on  his  face.  His  eyes  darted  toward  me,  and  he  raised  an eyebrow. The sudden expression of concern melted my anger. After all, it was not his fault that his wife was a jealous whore. In fact, more was the pity.  Nor  was  it  my  fault  that  Kai  decided  to  run  amok.  I  was  simply  an actress, and like so many others, the baron was simply an admirer. Captain Behra  was  a  very  jealous  and  petty  woman.  The  quarrel  was  not  between the  baron  and  me.  I  had  no  right  to  be  angry  with  him.  And  more,  with John’s help, the problem was done. By now, John had pumped Kai full of coffee and good advice. 

I  smiled  softly  at  the  baron  then  turned  my  attention  to  the  marshall. 

He’d finally reached us. 

“Come along, young lady,” he said, motioning to me. This close, I could smell the stench of wine wafting off him. 

Even before I said a word, the audience broke into applause. 

“Titania! Titania!” several people in the audience called. 

I smiled and dropped a nice curtsey. Once they fell silent, I turned to the crowd  and  put  on  my  best  smile.  “I  see  I  am  known  to  many  of  you  as Titania. We are all players at the Ice House Theatre, the temporary home for the players at Struthers Theatre,” I said, motioning to my friends. “While I play Titania, my real name is Elyse McKenna.” 

Moving carefully in my winter boots, I took my long skirts in one hand, and  raised  my  other  arm  above  me  in  the  most  graceful  pose  I  could, bending with the arch, and then moving deftly, I gave the crowd the nicest fouetté spin I could manage in winter boots and a long coat. 

A  hush  fell  over  the  crowd  for  a  moment  and  then  they  broke  into  a cheer. 

“A case of tripe for Elyse for sure,” Amy said with a laugh. 

“Show off,” Rosie called, sticking her tongue out at me. 

I bowed to her, winking playfully, then stepped back in line. My eyes quickly darted to the baron who nodded to me. 

After me, Lizzie was introduced. 

“Cinderella! Cinderella!” the audience called. 

I smiled, pleased for Lizzie that she too was so well-recognized. Lizzie made her introduction with Amy and Hannah following thereafter. 

“What  lovely,  lovely  girls.  Such  finery  as  the  Thames  has  never  seen before. Wouldn’t you agree?” the marshall called. 

The crowd cheered. 

“Now, ladies, before we have a final judging, let’s see how well you can answer a question. Your lordship,” the marshall said, turning to the baron. 

“Ladies,  let  us  hear  your  thoughts,”  he  said,  leaning  forward  on  his walking stick that was braced between his legs. “Describe for us the wonder of the frozen Thames. Give us your verses.” 

Once more, the marshall worked his way down the lines. 

Elizabeth  said,  “The  Thames  has  been  transformed  to  mountains  of frozen cream.” 

“Tasty image,” Lizzie said as she clapped. 

“Fish-flavored ice cream?” Hannah asked. 

“The  Thames  is  shimmering  like  the  clouds  of  heaven,”  Daphne,  a tavern wench at The Frozen Mermaid, said. 

“Not bad, not bad,” Lizzie said, clapping. 

“Nice turn of a line,” Amy agreed. 

“The Thames may be hard as a woman’s nipples on a winter’s morning, but she’ll still soften to a man’s warm touch,” Rosie said, earning her a loud cheer and boisterous laughter. 

We clapped loudly. 

“Clever tart,” Hannah said, whooping for her. 

Lizzie stuck her fingers in her mouth and let out a whistle of approval. 

I looked at the baron. Even he was chuckling at that one. 

On down the row they went until it was my turn. 

“And you, Titania?” the marshall asked when he came to me once more. 

I looked up toward the melting dragon. “I say jealous winter froze the Thames  so  she  could  play  faerie  games  upon  its  surface.  Frosty  but  kind, she will stay until she’s soothed to peace by the loving sun.” 

A round of heavy applause rewarded my line. I felt pleased with myself, yet  at  the  same  time,  a  strange  emptiness  washed  over  me.  It  had  been  a nice line, and Kai had not been there to hear it. The hollowness I felt at his absence disquieted me. Shouldn’t I have thought of John? 

The marshall turned to Lizzie. “And you, Cinderella?” 

Lizzie  grinned  and  in  her  stage  voice,  she  pronounced,  “Now  is  the winter  of  my  discontent…my  discontent  that  it’s  still  winter,”  she  said, playing with Shakespeare’s famous lines. 

Recognizing the turn of phrase, several people in the audience laughed and cheered for her. Amy and Hannah followed Lizzie. 

“Now,  ladies  and  gentlemen,  let’s  bring  forth  the  Frost  Fair  Prince  to rule over the judging.” 

At that, the baron rose. His two attendants also came forward carrying the chests. 

He walked down the line, smiling at each girl in turn as she gave him a polite curtsey. When he reached me, he met my eyes. He smiled softly at me then moved past. Lizzie jabbed me in the ribs with her elbow. Then, in his role as Frost Fair Prince, the baron went back to the front of the crowd. 

“What is the best measure of beauty?” he asked the crowd. 

They flung a variety of answers at him, from nice legs to a round arse to a pretty face to a good cook. 

Smiling, he lifted his cane to silence them. “You are right, my friends, that a fair face is a thing to behold. And, true, that a nice round bottom is a pleasure on a warm night. Loyalty, honesty, and warmth of heart are, I say, worth far more than these. But that, my friends, is the most difficult to see. 

“I have three prizes to share today. The first prize goes to she is who is fair of face. I call Lizzie Montgomery, your Cinderella, to claim her prize. 

Was there ever a lady fairer than the princess of the glass slipper?” 

At that, the crowd cheered wildly. 

The  baron  motioned  for  one  of  his  men  to  step  forward  while  he  also beckoned to Lizzie. 

We cheered our friend on as she went to collect her prize. I suppressed the  sharp  pang  of  jealousy  that  tripped  at  my  breast.  Lizzie  really  was pretty,  and  she  had  a  lightness  and  sweetness  of  spirit  that  radiated  from inside her. I reminded myself to be pleased for her. 

The baron opened one of the chests. From inside, he pulled out a small object. He lifted it for everyone to see. On a bright red ribbon hung a crystal snowflake pendant. It shimmered in the sunlight, casting blobs of rainbows around the crowd. 

The crowd cheered excitedly. 

Moving carefully, he slipped it over Lizzie’s neck then bowed to her in congratulations. 

One of the baron’s attending gentlemen took Lizzie by the arm and led her to stand with him near the thrones of ice. 

The baron turned back to the crowd. “Beauty also lies in the flesh. The warmth of a woman’s skin, the softness of her lips, and the lustiness of her

eyes  are  all  treasures  to  behold,”  he  said  then  smiled.  “I  do  believe  fair Rosie from The Frozen Mushroom must have this prize.” 

Whistles and applause sprang from the crowd. 

The  baron  motioned  for  a  second  chest  to  be  opened.  From  inside,  he pulled  forth  a  hair  comb  made  of  silver  and  trimmed  with  flowers  and sparkling gems. He gently slid the comb into the tart’s hair. A hush seemed to  fall  over  Rosie’s  spirit  as  she  was  awarded  such  a  fine  thing.  It glimmered in her dark hair, a thing of pure goodness that seemed to cast its glow onto the wearer. 

The baron leaned forward, whispering something in her ear. 

To my surprise, Rosie blushed. 

She curtseyed to him, and then his attendant led her to join Lizzie. 

“Ah, gentlemen, it is hard to find a woman who has pure beauty and a pure  heart,  isn’t  it?  Such  rare  queens  are  a  true  treasure.  But  there  is  one lady here who surpasses all the rest. She is the loveliest, warmest of heart, and the most elegant creature I have  ever  seen. Miss Elyse McKenna, come forward and be my queen.” 

The crowd broke into elated cheers and applause. 

While the wildness and excitement of the crowd impressed itself upon me, I couldn’t help but take a second to ruminate on his words. Given the nature  of  his  quarrel  with  his  wife,  selecting  me  his  queen  was  most certainly going to annoy Captain Behra even more. Add that to John taking Kai from her clutches, I strongly suspected the captain was going to be very unhappy with me. 

Regardless,  I  moved  forward,  joining  the  baron.  “For  the  Frost  Fair Queen.”  From  within  his  jacket,  he  pulled  out  a  magnificent  silver  hand mirror. The piece, elaborately crafted, was a thing of beauty. The mirror was no larger around than my palm, but the back of the mirror and all the edges had  been  trimmed  in  silverwork  like  I’d  never  seen  before.  Images  of nymphs and satyrs, vines, flowers, and birds trimmed the mirror. 

“In case the wind ever plays with your hair again, you’ll have this on hand,” he said in a low voice. 

I  looked  up  at  him.  The  prize  was  too  perfect.  How  had  he  known  I would come? Had he intended this for me all along? 

“Thank you,” I whispered. 

“There is more to this mirror than meets the eye, but first, do come,” he said, offering me his arm. 

As the crowd cheered, the baron led me to the thrones of ice. 

“Ladies and gentlemen of the Thames, may I introduce your King and Queen!” the London marshall called. 

At that, the crowd erupted into a cheer. 

From behind me, one of the attendants set a ring of Frost Fair roses on my head, and the baron and I sunk into our seats. 

A moment later, however, there was a sharp cracking sound. 

The crowd stilled. 

The wind blew harshly, and the sun was occluded as dark clouds moved in. Thunder rolled and lightning cracked. 

“What was that? Is the ice cracking?” someone asked, their voice lifting above the dead silence of the crowd. 

We were all frozen as we listened. A moment later, there was a terrible cracking sound, and the ice below our feet trembled. Everyone stood still, gripped  by  fear  as  a  crack  appeared  in  the  ice  under  the  crowd’s  feet. 

Gasping, they backed away in horror as they watched the long crack travel the length of the Thames like a vase that has been nicked on its edge but not shattered. 

“Sunny morning,” the London marshall called out with a nervous laugh. 

“No doubt the Thames is getting ready to take the river back. My friends, one more round of applause for our king and queen then go on and enjoy and be merry. I fear the Frost Fair may be reaching its end.” 

I turned to look at the baron who had an odd expression on his face. He was  looking  in  the  direction  of  Captain  Behra’s  ship.  After  a  moment,  he turned and looked at me. 

“Miss McKenna, I am sorry, but I must leave you now. I have a matter I must  attend  to.  I  may  have  overplayed  a  hand  and  need  to  ensure  no  one gets hurt.” 

“Of course,” I said, rising. 

Already, the crowd at the fair began to disperse, worried conversations springing up amongst the revelers as to how long the ice was going to hold. 

“But wait…the mirror. You said—” 

The baron was motioning to his attendants to join him. 

“Ah, yes, the mirror. I did select it especially for you,” he said with a smile. “A special gift for a very special woman.” 

I was right. “I…” I began, but I didn’t know what to say. 

“Say nothing. It has been many years since I’ve met a woman as fair as you. You remind me of someone…in better days. As for the mirror, it will keep your hair in order but also do much more. Under the light of the moon, all your heart’s desires will be revealed,” he said then bowed to me. “I’m sorry, I must be going.” 

At  that,  he  waved  to  the  others  and  the  three  of  them  departed  in  the direction of Captain Behra’s ship. 

“Elyse! Congratulations! Oh, let me see,” Lizzie said, joining me. 

“A hand mirror,” I told her. 

“It’s beautiful. And look at this,” she added. 

I admired the snowflake necklace. It shimmered with a rainbow of light. 

It  was  so  beautiful.  As  I  stared  at  it,  I  found  myself  momentarily  lost, thinking once more of the ballet academy I wished to create. 

“You  know,”  Lizzie  said,  interrupting  my  thoughts,  “this  lovely  thing has given me some ideas of how we should change tonight’s performance. I was thinking, I’ve been throwing Hermia’s lines all wrong. I suspect I never fully appreciated Master Shakespeare’s character, but it just struck me that Hermia  is  actually  to  be  pitied,”  she  began,  her  voice  trailing  off  as  she talked over her new interpretation of the Bard’s work. 

I turned from her for just a moment, my eyes following the baron as he receded through the crowd. 

“Lizzie. Elyse. I’m very disappointed,” Agnes called as she approached. 

“Agnes?” 

“What? No tripe?” 

At that, Amy and Hannah, who had also joined us, laughed. 

“No,  but  we’d  better  get  the  Frost  Fair  Queen  over  to  the  City  of Moscow for a pint with the boys before they give up on us,” Hannah said. 

“May we see?” Amy asked, looking at the mirror. 

I handed it to her. 

“Oh, it’s magnificent,” Agnes breathed. 

I turned my attention from them to find that Rosie, the tart, had taken off her hair comb and was sitting on the ice throne, turning the piece around in her hand. 

“Excuse  me  for  a  moment,”  I  said  then  went  to  her.  “Rosie,  I  just wanted to offer my congratulations.” 

She looked up at me. Her dark eyes were brimming with unshed tears. 

“It’s  so  lovely,  isn’t  it?”  she  said  then  turned  her  eyes  to  the  comb  once

more. Her expression unguarded, I could see how truly pretty she was under all the makeup and pretense of a whore. 

“It is. Truly pretty.” 

She frowned then looked up at me. “Elyse, right?” 

I nodded. 

“I need some money.” 

I cocked my head and looked at her. 

A single tear rolled down her cheek. “I want to go home.” 

I reached into my small purse to give her some of the coins I carried but then thought better of it. I handed my purse to her. “Then go home,” I told her. 

“Thank  you,”  she  said.  She  took  my  purse,  slipped  it  inside  her  coat, reaffixed the comb in her hair, and then turned and headed away from the Frost Fair toward the city. 

“Elyse? Are you ready?” Amy called. 

I turned back to my friends, pausing for just a moment to watch Rosie walk  away,  her  hair  comb  glimmering  brightly  under  the  scant  rays  of sunlight that fought their way through the dark clouds. 
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T he tavern on the ice, dubbed the City of Moscow, was completely  packed.  It  seemed  like  all  the  patrons  had  come for a pint and a bit of bread and cheese. 

There  was  barely  space  to  sit  when  we  finally  found  Robert,  Hobbs, Marve, James, and Skippy. 

“What, no case of tripe?” Robert called as we approached. 

Skippy  immediately  ran  off  to  procure  more  chairs,  and  the  other gentlemen moved to make space for us. 

“Lizzie and Elyse both won prizes,” Agnes said. 

“And  Elyse  is  the  Frost  Fair  Queen,”  Lizzie  said  very  loudly,  causing the other patrons to turn and look. 

Upon  seeing  the  crown  of  Frost  Fair  roses  I  wore  and  ruminating  on Lizzie’s words, the crowd put the two together and let out a cheer. 

I  smiled  and  waved  then  sat  down.  What  an  odd,  odd  day.  I  was beginning to wonder what else could possibly happen. At this rate, I’d be having tea with the real queen by late afternoon. 

The  gentlemen  congratulated  me,  and  soon  I  found  myself  holding  a mug of mulled wine. I took a sip, letting the hot, spicy wine warm my body, then set the mug down. 

“Did you hear that crack in the ice?” Amy asked the gentlemen. 

“I’m going to have the wagon brought around and load up the first of our belongings tonight. Tomorrow, we’ll perform on a bare stage,” Marve said. 

“If there is a stage by morning,” Hobbs added. 

“It’s still cold,” Agnes said. “The ice will refreeze overnight.” 

“True, it is cold, but not as chilled as it has been,” Robert replied. 

“Such a pity,” Lizzie lamented. “The fair has been a treat. I hate to see it end.” 

“No doubt the marshalls will have us off the ice if it begins to weaken along the edges,” Marve said. “But just in case, we’ll be cautious. With the crowd we gather, all that weight, we must be wary.” 

The others nodded then fell further into the discussion. 

I leaned back in my seat and surveyed the space, looking for a young man in a green coat. My eyes had played tricks on me the day Lizzie and I had come for the Frost Fair handbill. As I looked around the room, I noticed several  young  men  of  John’s  build  in  green  coats.  I  was  a  very  silly  girl. 

How could I think so badly of him? 

“Marve,” I said, touching his arm. “I had meant to tell you that I will not be able to perform in  Midwinter tomorrow night.” 

“No?” he said, raising an eyebrow. “Is something wrong?” 

In  that  moment,  I  realized  I  had  not  come  up  with  a  suitable  excuse. 

“I…my friends, the Hawkings, are having some problems and need help. I told them I would see if I would be missed.” 

“Of course you will be missed,” he said with a smile. “But Hannah can take your role for the night.” 

Lizzie was listening with interest. “Is everything all right?” 

I nodded, choking the telling expression that wanted to creep up on my face. 

Lizzie raised an eyebrow at me. 

I looked away from her, realizing she knew me far too well. 

“Miss McKenna?” someone asked from behind me. 

I turned to find one of the Frost Fair pamphlet makers standing behind me. I recognized him from the booth, as if his ink-stained smock was not telling enough. 

“Yes?” 

“I’m sorry to bother you, Miss. Someone told me you were here. Would I be able to steal a few minutes of your time? We would very much like to have your autograph on the Frostiana announcements. It is too much to ask, I  know,  but  your  signature  would  add  value  to  the  papers.  Now  that  the event is over, and the ice is beginning to soften, it’s our last chance to sell,” 

the man said as he awkwardly rubbed the back of his neck. 

I smiled softly at him. “Certainly. I’ll be back in ten minutes,” I told the others. 

“Farewell, your Majesty,” Lizzie called with a laugh. 

I followed the man outside. 

“Thank you, Miss,” he said, leading me to his tent. “I was afraid we’d lose  our  investment  on  those  flyers,  but  the  autograph  of  the  Frost  Fair Queen will sell.” 

“A queen can do no less than aid her subjects,” I said with a laugh. 

He  grinned.  “No  wonder  people  say  such  nice  things  about  you,  Miss McKenna, you and Doctor Murray. Everyone knows how you both worked to save that man from the ice. How is he, anyway?” 

“Recovering very well.” 

The other two men inside the tent rose when I entered. 

“Told you she would come,” the man at my side said. “I’m Tom, by the way. And that’s Nick and Peter,” he said, pointing to the men. 

“Well, hand me a stack, gentlemen,” I said, pulling off my gloves. 

Taking  a  seat  by  their  brazier,  I  settled  in  and  began  signing,  Elyse McKenna, Frostiana, Frost Fair Queen, 1814 on the flyers. The men joked merrily  as  they  worked  on  their  prints.  After  I  finished  the  first  handful, Tom went out front and began barking down the lane:

“Frost Fair handbills! Get your Frost Fair handbills signed by Frostiana, our Frost Fair Queen, the talented Elyse McKenna.” 

To my surprise, a crowd gathered to purchase the papers. 

I worked busily, signing paper after paper. On occasion, I would smile and wave to the crowd. It was funny how I had achieved instant celebrity status. I had been there at least half an hour when I looked up once more, fully  expecting  to  see  Lizzie  and  Marve,  but  then  I  spotted  yet  another young man in a green jacket. He was purchasing hot chocolate for a pretty, and very giggly, young woman in a red bonnet. The crowd milled between us, obscuring my view, but the cut of the young man looked so much like John that it fully took up my attention. When the crowd moved on, I leaned in my seat to look once more. The young man’s back was toward me. He pulled off the lady’s glove and kissed her hand before handing her a mug of hot chocolate. She blushed and giggled once more. When he returned her glove, he leaned in and put a kiss on her cheek. He then turned to put on his top hat. And in that moment, I got a good look at him. 

 John?  I stood. “John?” I called. My stomach felt like it had fallen to my feet. 

The man turned toward the sound of my voice. When he met my eyes, the expression on his face fell flat, and he quickly turned away. The crowd moved in between us. 

“There she is. Elyse,” I heard Lizzie call from the crowd. “We need to go, love.” 

I rose, trying to get a better look at the man…at John. This time, I was certain it was him. 

“Miss?” Peter asked. 

“Gentlemen,  I  am  very  sorry.  I  need  to  go,”  I  said.  I  bit  my  lip.  My hands  were  shaking.  Was  it  him?  Had  it  really  been  him?  Who  was  that girl? 

“Thank you for your time, Miss McKenna. We’re very grateful,” Peter told me. “Tom, Miss McKenna needs to leave,” he called to his friend. 

“One moment, people, one moment,” Tom called to the crowd. 

I  was  already  moving  toward  the  chocolate  vendor  when  Tom intercepted me. 

“You all right, Miss McKenna?” Tom asked. 

“Yes.  Fine.  I…I  left  you  a  healthy  stack  on  the  table.  I  do  hope  my signature  fetches  you  some  coin,”  I  told  him  and  with  a  nod,  I  moved through  the  crowd  toward  the  chocolate  vendor.  My  heart  beating  hard  in my chest, I looked frantically around for John and that girl. There was no one. They were gone. 

Lizzie came up to me. “What’s wrong?” 

“Lizzie,”  I  said,  taking  her  by  the  arm.  “Did  you  see  Joh—Lord Waldegrave?” 

She looked confused. “No, I don’t think so.” 

“There,” I said, pointing to the chocolate stand, “with a woman in a red bonnet.” 

She frowned hard. For the second time that day, her face flushed with anger.  “No,  I  did  not.  I  would  certainly  say  so  if  I  had…right  after  I smacked him in the face. Was it him? Are you certain?” 

“I think so. Yes, I’m certain. He was there with a lady in a red bonnet.” 

Lizzie  and  I  both  looked  around  the  crowd.  There  was  no  one  nearby wearing red. 

“Maybe…maybe she was a friend?” Lizzie offered. 

“No. He kissed her cheek in a tender way, like a lover.” 

“Then it wasn’t him. He’s devoted to you, Elyse. I’m sure of it.” 

I  slipped  off  my  glove  and  showed  her  my  hand.  “Tomorrow  night. 

We’re planning to elope tomorrow night.” 

“Then it wasn’t him. The crowd is large. It was not him.” 

And if it was? If it was John, then he was not with Kai. That could mean Kai was still in danger. 

“When are you planning to see him again?” Lizzie asked. 

“I…I’m not sure.” 

“Then send word for him to come meet you.” 

“I cannot.” 

“Why not?” 

“His family…his father is very ill, and I don’t exactly know where he is staying.” 

“You  don’t  know  where  he  is  staying?”  Lizzie  asked,  her  eyes narrowing. She fingered the crystal pendant she was wearing. “Doesn’t that strike you as odd, especially if you are intended to be his wife?” 

“I  know  his  estate  is  in  Twickenham.  He’s  just  in  London  for  a  short while because his father is ill.” 

“If  his  father  is  ill,  why  is  he  here  in  London  and  not  at  their  estate? 

Waldegrave…aren’t  the  Waldegraves  connected  to  Smallbridge  Hall  in Suffolk? My grandmother lived not far—” 

“Oh no, he said his estate is in Twickenham. It was inherited from Lord Walpole.” 

Lizzie’s forehead furrowed as she thought it over. She shook her head. 

“I confess, I don’t know. Such people are like the stars above us. Only Lord Byron  bothers  to  roll  around  at  our  level,”  she  said  with  a  laugh.  Despite my upset mood, I couldn’t help but smile. 

“Roll around, eh?” I asked. 

Lizzie’s cheeks burned very red very quickly. “I, um, well. Marve said we  need  to  get  back.  We  need  to  pack  up  our  supplies  before  the performance. Please don’t worry. If he loves you enough to wed you, then all is well. Just…just ask him and measure his honesty with an open mind.” 

“As you measured Byron’s?” 

Lizzie  laughed.  “That  man  has  no  honesty.  At  least,  not  with  me. 

Perhaps not with anyone.” 

“Oh, someday he’ll meet his match. Men like that always do. But tell me, does he roll around well?” 

“The best,” she said wistfully. 

I sighed, my thoughts momentarily drifting to the handsome poet. “So I imagined.” 

Lizzie laughed, and at that, I set my worries aside. No. It could not have been  John.  It  wasn’t  possible.  It  just  wasn’t  possible.  No  one  who  truly loved me could ever betray me like that. John had done as he’d promised. 

He’d gotten Kai safely home. All would be well. 
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Back at the Ice House, we worked busily packing up our belongings. Skippy brought the wagon from the theatre, and we soon began stripping anything of value. If the Thames reclaimed the river overnight, she would not take all of Struthers Theatre’s hard-won belongings  with  it.  I  stuffed  the  Persephone  costume  into  my  bag  then quickly dressed as Titania as I prepared for the evening performance. 

The crowd that gathered outside that night was much smaller than it had been  the  night  before.  From  the  number  of  wagons  going  back  and  forth between the river and the city, it was clear that crack in the ice had made people  nervous.  From  my  spot  backstage,  peering  through  the  theatre entrance, I saw that at least two of the tents that had been across from the theatre were now gone. 

“Thinning out,” Marve said as we peered through the slats. 

“They’re frightened.” 

“It’s cold tonight, though. Colder than last night, I think.” 

I nodded. 

I scanned the crowd. No Kai. No John. Not even the baron was there. 

Onstage, Hermia pleaded with Theseus for the right to marry the man she truly loved. 

I  frowned.  Where  was  John?  For  that  matter,  where  was  Kai?  I  was impatient for the play to be done. I wanted to go home and talk to Kai. He had a lot of explaining to do, and I desperately needed his advice. What if I had  seen  John  today?  I  bit  my  lip  and  tried  to  rein  in  my  frustrations.  I would channel them to Titania. 

Hermia’s scene ended, and I took to the stage. 

“Ill met by moonlight, proud Titania,” Robert called. 

“What, jealous Oberon?”    I retorted bitterly, loving him and hating him all  at  once.  I  looked  back  to  Hannah  and  the  others  who  were  dressed  as faeries. “Faeries, skip away. I have forsworn his love and company.” 

“Rash woman. Aren’t I your lord?” 

“Then I must be your lady.” 

Once  more,  Master  Shakespeare  took  control.  Letting  my  anger  and frustration  roll  out  of  me  through  Titania’s  lines,  I  diced  Oberon  with  my words until he turned the tables on me, making me fall in love with a man who was an ass. 

Before  I  knew  it,  the  play  was  done  and  once  more  I  was  backstage listening as Anderson delivered Puck’s final words. I mouthed my favorite lines along with him. “If we shadows have offended, think but this and all is mended, that you have but slumbered here while these visions did appear.” 

Finally, curtain call came. 

While the others were in a jovial mood, I couldn’t wait to leave. 

“Elyse, want to come for dinner?” Lizzie asked me. I could see by the expression on her face that she knew something was wrong. 

“No, thank you. It’s been a long and very odd day. I’m going to stop by the Hawkings’ then head home. I think I need some sleep.” 

“All  right,”  she  said  with  a  careful  smile.  “We’ll  see  you  in  the morning.” 

I nodded then went back out into the night. The river was much quieter than  it  had  been  the  evening  before.  The  families  and  fine  ladies  and gentlemen  were  notably  absent.  Debauchery  was  in  full  swing,  but  the better class of people had gone. I eyed the masts of Captain Behra’s ship as I  made  my  way  off  the  ice.  Her  lanterns  were  still  burning  brightly.  My stomach flopped. But I reminded myself that it didn’t matter. She could be annoyed  with  me  as  much  as  she  wanted.  As  long  as  Kai  was  out  of  her grasp, I didn’t care if she was jealous and angry with her husband. That was her problem. I was an innocent. How was I to know he was married? How was I to know he was the Frost Fair Prince? Surely she could not begrudge me that. 

I  felt  at  my  inside  pocket.  The  mirror  was  still  there.  Later  tonight,  I would test it, see what moonlit enchantment it held. Part of me fancied that it would really work, but there was no such thing as magic. 

I  turned  in  the  direction  of  the  Hawkings’  workshop.  As  I  went,  I realized I had not done as I had originally planned and gone to the millinery between  shows.  I  had  no  dress  to  wear  tomorrow  night.  I  sighed  heavily. 

How  could  I  forget  such  a  thing?  I  would  go  first  thing  in  the  morning before I returned to the Ice House. 

As  I  neared  the  Hawkings’  workshop,  I  slowed.  The  house  was  dark. 

That  was  odd.  It  was  not  late.  Surely  they  would  still  be  awake.  Maybe Master  Hawking  and  Isabelle  were  out.  I  could  still  stop  and  see  the gentleman. 

I knocked on the door. 

A few moments later, the footman opened it. “Miss McKenna,” he said nicely. “I’m very sorry, but the master and Miss Isabelle are not in.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear it. Perhaps…perhaps I can see Doctor Murray’s patient if he is still awake.” 

At that, the servant smiled. “Ah, we have good news there and the very reason the Hawkings are out. The gentleman recovered his memory. Master Hawking and Miss Isabelle went with him to the Bow Street Runners and to meet with the gentleman’s family.” 

“Oh, that is good news. Well then, I’ll be sure to stop in the morning.” 

“Very  good,  Miss  McKenna.  I’ll  be  sure  to  let  Master  Hawking  know you were by. Goodnight,” he said and moved to close the door. 

“I’m sorry, just one more question. Was Doctor Murray here today?” 

“Doctor Murray?” 

“Yes.” 

“I’m sorry, we haven’t seen him today.” 

“Not at all?” 

“No, Miss McKenna.” 

“Very well. Thank you very much.” 

He nodded then closed the door. 

My mind lost in the circus of confusion that surrounded me, I hurried home. At least it was good news that the gentleman was well. I would have to inquire again and see if I could learn his real name and the circumstances that found him in the river. The matter set aside for the moment, I turned and headed home. All my thoughts bent on Kai. I had no right to begrudge him  a  fling  with  a  foreign  beauty.  After  all,  I  didn’t  own  him  in  any  way save  the  familial  love  between  us.  But  still.  He  had  no  right  to  make  me worry, and it wasn’t right for him to have a liaison with a married woman. 

When I reached the front door of my home, I looked up. I could not see our garret windows from the ground. I hastily let myself inside and raced up the steps. Panting and out of breath, I flung open the door of my flat hoping the light would be on and the fire lit, a guilt-ridden Kai sitting at my table nursing a headache. But the room was cold and dark. 

I  swung  the  door  shut  behind  me  and  rushed  to  the  window,  drawing back the curtains. A waft of cold air rolled off the glass window pane. The Frost Fair roses Kai had given me sat wilted in the vase. Kai’s window was dark. I opened the latch. Crawling out, I stepped carefully across the roof to Kai’s window and opened it. 

I looked inside to find the loft was entirely dark and freezing cold. 

“Kai?” I whispered into the darkness. 

There was no answer. 

Frowning, I closed the window then sat down on the roof between our garrets.  The  flower  pots  between  the  windows  sat  empty,  the  dead  plants clinging  lifelessly  to  the  sides.  I  looked  up  at  the  sky.  The  moon  was shining. How many summer nights had Kai and I spread out a blanket on the roof and lay looking at the stars? And before it was just the two of us, our  grandmothers  sat  with  us,  giving  us  lemonade  and  sweets  as  we watched the moon drift across the night’s sky. And now, where was Kai? 

I stared at the moon. And then I remembered the baron’s gift. 

I pulled the mirror from my pocket. I looked into it, seeing a look on my face that I didn’t recognize. I looked very sad. “Why so sad, Elyse? You’ll be Lady Waldegrave by tomorrow night.” 

As the moonlight shimmered down onto the mirror, the sparkling silver took on a strange hue. The looking glass glowed with a blue light. 

“Isn’t  that  what  you  want,  Lady  Waldegrave?”  I  whispered  to  myself then looked back at Kai’s dark window. 

I looked once more into the mirror. The image therein surprised me. I saw  myself,  smiling  as  if  the  sun  shone  down  on  me.  For  a  moment,  the image  fogged  and  a  hand  appeared  on  my  shoulder,  another  face  coming into  frame  behind  me.  Kai  set  a  sweet  kiss  on  my  bare  neck  before  he looked up at me through the mirror and smiled. 

Yelping, I dropped the mirror into my lap. 

My hands trembled. 

I  squeezed  my  eyes  closed  and  drowned  out  the  voice  inside  me  that yelled  things  that  did  not  make  sense.  I  loved  John.  Surely  I  did.  I  loved

him,  didn’t  I?  But  if  I  did,  if  I  truly  did,  then  why  could  I  not  shake  the sense that my affection for John was nothing more than a whim, no stronger than  Kai’s  attraction  to  the  captain?  If  I  truly  loved  him,  why  couldn’t  I shake the sense that marrying John would cost me the one thing I valued the most? Kai. 

Moving  carefully,  I  picked  up  the  mirror  and  slipped  it  back  into  my pocket. I didn’t dare look at again. I went back inside my garret apartment and locked the window behind me. I lay down on my bed, sliding the mirror under my pillow. I could hear Granny nagging at me to remove my coat and boots, but I couldn’t get up. I closed my eyes, feeling the tears prick at the corners. The hot tears slid down my cheeks, and sobs followed. I wept so hard my body shook. 

I  groaned  then  clutched  the  blankets  with  my  hands,  squeezing  them into fists. 

“Kai, where are you?” 
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I woke the next morning in the hope that Kai had returned during the  night,  but  still,  his  window  was  dark.  Had  John  failed  to retrieve  him?  Was  he  ill?  Hurt?  Had  Kai  sent  John  away, preferring  to  stay  with  the  captain?  A  dark  mood  fell  over  me  as  I considered that the captain’s jealousness might cause her to do something rash. Surely, I was being paranoid. 

In a wretched mood, I dressed and headed back to the river. My stomach felt like someone had tied it into knots. I needed to do something. Things couldn’t drag on like this with me not knowing what had befallen Kai, even if it was just a lusty interlude. 

When I arrived at the Ice House Theatre, I found that the backstage tent had been stripped down to her bare bones. The wagon waited outside so it could be loaded at the first warning that the Frost Fair was done. Inside the tent,  I  heard  the  voices  of  my  fellow  players  as  they  prepared  for  the morning show. 

I went to my section and began preparing for the morning pantomime. I slipped on Persephone’s costume then worked on fixing my hair. 

I knew I should feel excited, but I could not. Instead, I felt frightened. I was  supposed  to  get  married  tonight,  to  elope  with  a  man  I  loved.  It  was everything a girl like me should have wanted. But if so, why did I feel so sad? 

I picked up the makeup brush to line my eyes when Marve called me. 

“Elyse? Are you in yet?” 

“Yes, I’m here.” 

A moment later, Marve arrived at my partition. I could see his shadow on the other side of the dressing screen as he hesitated. 

“I’m dressed.” 

Marve chuckled then turned the corner. “Ah, yes. Here is Persephone. 

You were so quiet this morning that I thought you were running late.” 

I gave him a half-smile. 

“What’s the matter?” Marve asked, his forehead furrowing. 

I shook my head. “It’s nothing.” 

“My dear, you have been in my company for five years. Don’t tell me it’s nothing.” 

“I’m all right, just distracted.” 

Marve  nodded  then  began  rocking  back  and  forth  on  his  heels.  “Well, perhaps this will cheer you. A gentleman in the audience asked me to send you this before the performance,” he said then handed me a box. 

“A gentleman?” 

Marve nodded. “He said there is a note inside.” 

“What’s in it?” I asked. 

“I have no idea,” Marve replied then pulled out his pocket watch. “But I do know we are on in ten,” he said with a smile then turned and headed to the stage. 

I slid open the box. Gently, I lifted a pair of new ballerina slippers from the box. The shocking red of the silk thereon was unlike anything I had ever seen. It was the red of a brand new rose, a heady, luxurious color. 

At the bottom of the box was a folded note:

 For Miss McKenna, 

 A small token of my gratitude and esteem. 

 Lord John Waldegrave. 

I  chuckled.  A  light  in  the  darkness,  here  was  an  unexpected  gift  from John. Why hadn’t Marve just told me it was from him? Perhaps he didn’t want to ruin the surprise. 

I slid off my boots and slipped on the red slippers. They were perfect. I tied the long red ribbons around my ankles. 

“Oh, Elyse,” Lizzie said in an excited gasp. 

I turned to find her standing at the entrance of my section. 

“They’re so beautiful. Who are they from?” she asked. 

“John.”  But  I  hadn’t  told  him  about  what  had  happened  to  my  old slippers, had I? I couldn’t remember. Perhaps he just wanted to surprise me. 

I tied the other red silk ribbon into a neat bow then admired my feet. 

“Such a fine gift. They’re so lovely,” she said with a smile. “So tonight is the night,” she whispered in a low voice. 

I nodded, feeling that terrible sense of dread once more. 

Lizzie eyed me curiously, then her forehead furrowed. “Here, let me do your makeup,” she said, lifting the blush brush. 

I turned and faced her. 

“Are you nervous?” Lizzie asked lightly, but there was an odd catch in her voice. 

“I…I don’t know what I am feeling today.” 

“And Doctor Murray? What has he to say on this matter?” 

“He…he doesn’t know.” 

At  that,  Lizzie  stopped.  “Elyse,  are  you  very  sure  this  is  what  you want?” 

I looked down at the red slippers. 

“Not the title, not the red slippers, is  he the man you want? Do you love him?” Lizzie asked. 

“I…it’s what any of us dream of, isn’t it? A fine title? A man of station? 


An estate and life of ease?” 

“Maybe,” Lizzie said. “Maybe, but if this is what you really want, why do you look so sad? Is it the elopement? We are actresses. An attachment with  women  of  our  station  is  always  undesirable.  Has  he  made  you  feel embarrassed?” 

“No. He told me he was prepared for some gossip but that it would pass. 

No. It’s not that, it’s just…” 

Lizzie looked at me. “Doctor Murray?” 

I nodded. I felt my tears threaten. 

“Don’t cry. You’ll ruin your makeup,” Lizzie said with a soft smile. 

I took a deep breath and steadied myself. 

“Ah, my dear, what can we ladies do? I do not envy you this trouble, but if I can help you, you must tell me,” Lizzie said. 

“Thank you.” 

“Five minutes,” Marve called. 

Lizzie picked up the eye makeup brush. “Close your eyes, Persephone. 

It’s almost time to be dragged to hell.” 

O

nce  Lizzie  and  I  were  done,  I  hurried  backstage  where  the  others  waited. 

Upon seeing me, Marve signaled to Skippy and a flutter of chimes sounded indicating that the show was about to begin. 

I slipped off my coat, pulled my red slipper-covered feet from inside my boots, which I’d worn to protect the slippers from the snow, then straightened my costume. 

“In  a  sunny  meadow  outside  Athens,  the  Goddess  Persephone  brings forth spring’s delights,” Hannah, speaking as the chorus, announced. With a tinkle of chimes, the curtain opened. 

I  closed  my  eyes  and  tried  to  shut  all  my  worries  away.  I  was Persephone, the Goddess of spring. It was a sunny morning, and I was out picking flowers for my mother. Taking a deep breath, I took my first step in the red slippers. The shoes molded to my feet, the soft silk covering the stiff bones  of  the  slipper  keeping  the  foot  in  shape.  I  spun  onto  the  stage, bending with graceful shapes, trying to echo the beauty of flowers growing in the meadow. 

Dancing  in  the  pantomimes  was  one  of  my  favorite  things  to  do  on stage. Save the chorus, it was up to the actors to make the scenes work since there  was  little  to  no  dialogue.  All  expression  came  from  the  face  and movements of the actors. Bending gracefully, I pretended to pick flowers as Josiah played a light tune on a harp. I bent and danced, twirling on my new slippers which held my feet perfectly. How had John even known my size? 

The  movement  of  the  scene  was  such  that  I  hardly  had  a  moment  to pause. Only when the faux wind started to blow after I’d followed a random line  of  narcissus  blossoms,  leading  me  to  the  section  of  the  stage  where Hobbs as Hades waited for me, did I have a chance to scan the audience. 

I  looked  quickly  and  in  earnest  for  John  but  did  not  spy  his  familiar green  jacket.  The  audience  was  mostly  full,  the  rough  benches  lined  with people, but it was not overflowing. It was not nearly as cold as it had been on prior days. I glanced out over the ice. Many more tents were gone. 

The harp chimed a menacing tone, and I turned to see Hades, dressed in the  mask  of  a  plague  doctor,  emerge  from  his  underground  lair.  He  had come for me. 

Slipping back into character, I was, once more, lost to Persephone. 

Hades and I then raced about the stage, a commedia in truth, until I was taken  to  hell  where  I  moped  unhappily  while  the  world  above  me  froze. 

Only  when  my  mother  Demeter,  as  played  by  Agnes,  came  for  me  did  I

shine  once  more.  Add  in  a  scene  with  the  juggling  of  pomegranates,  a slapstick battle between Hades and Demeter, and the commedia was over. 

There was only a fifteen-minute intermission until the showing of  Glass Slipper Girl. I rushed to our backstage to slip into the costume of the faerie godmother.  By  the  time  I  had  finally  changed,  it  was  nearly  time  for  the second performance to begin. When I returned to the backstage area, Lizzie had taken up my spot by the gap in the wooden slat and was looking out. 

“Lizzie,” I whispered. “Do you see John anywhere?” 

She held up a finger then looked in earnest. “No,” she whispered back to me, “but look just outside the tent.” She leaned back so I could see. 

Standing  just  outside  was  Marve  and  the  Frost  Fair  marshall.  The marshall was motioning to the stage while Marve listened, rocking back and forth on his feet. 

“A  large  section  of  the  ice  below  London  Bridge  cracked  open.  I overheard  some  people  talking  in  line  when  I  stopped  for  a  bun  this morning,” Lizzie whispered. 

“Looks like we’re being closed down,” I said then leaned back. 

Lizzie  sighed.  It  was  then  that  I  noticed  she  was  still  wearing  her snowflake  pendant.  It  shimmered  in  the  morning  sunlight.  A  prism  of rainbows cast all around the stage near us. I lifted my hand, letting the light refract on my palm. 

Lizzie smiled. “You’ve caught a rainbow. And what about your mirror? 

Do you have it with you?” 

“In my coat pocket.” 

“I didn’t see your Frost Fair Prince this morning. He usually attends the shows.” 

I nodded. 

Where had John gone? Was he planning to come back after the show? 

We needed to talk about what had happened with Kai and the plan for the evening.  I  still  had  no  notion  of  when  and  where  to  meet  him.  Did  he presume I would just get dolled up as a bride and sit and wait for him at the theatre?  No.  That  was  not  his  way.  It  was  wrong  of  me  to  think  so  ill  of him. But once more I remembered the man at the chocolate stand with the girl with the red bonnet. I was so certain it had been John. 

“Elyse?” Lizzie said then, and I could tell by the sound of her voice it was not the first time she’d called my name. 

I looked at my outstretched hand which still held the blob of rainbow-colored hues. 

Lizzie  slipped  the  pendant  back  inside  her  gown.  The  rainbows disappeared. 

Marve was standing there. I realized then that I had missed the first part of the conversation. 

“…so  tonight  will  be  the  last  performance.  They’re  moving  everyone off  after  ten.  They  expect  the  ice  to  start  flowing  in  earnest  by  midday tomorrow if the warm weather persists.” 

The other actors moaned softly in protest. 

A  terrible  thought  gripped  my  heart.  If  the  ice  began  to  flow  and  Kai was still aboard Captain Behra’s ship, then what? Would he leave with her? 

I bit my lip so hard it hurt. 

“…nevertheless, the show must go on, but the Frost Fair is done after tonight’s performance,” Marve said. 

At  that,  the  company  got  busy  preparing  for  our  final  performance  of Glass Slipper Girl. I took the spot by the gap in the slat as the play began. 

Lizzie took center stage and prepared to be mistreated by Agnes, who now played the role of the wicked stepmother in Marion’s absence. 

I  watched  the  commotion  outside  the  Ice  House  Theatre.  Wagons moved to and fro on the ice as everyone began to leave. The crowd, I noted, had thinned out for the second performance. 

In no time, the poor cinder girl’s wicked family had reduced her to tears and despair just hours before the ball was set to begin. Picking up my wand and  readying  myself  in  my  red  slippers,  I  once  more  took  to  the  stage  to give my faerie goddaughter a healthy dose of friendly faerie advice and a new  pair  of  shoes.  Before  I  knew  it,  the  performance  was  done.  I  hurried backstage  to  change,  leaving  my  Titania  costume  in  Hannah’s  section before I headed back out onto the ice. 

“Elyse,”  Skippy  said,  running  up  to  me  as  I  exited  the  tent.  “A message.” 

I took the paper from him. 

 “Miss McKenna, may I request a few moments of your time? With my sincere thanks, Lord John Waldegrave.” 

“Where is he?” I asked Skippy, my brows furrowing. Was John trying to be funny? 

“The gentleman? He’s still inside,” he said, motioning to the theatre. 

Nodding, I put the note in my pocket and headed back into the theatre. 

When I arrived, the theatre was empty save Josiah clearing the last of the props from the stage. Tonight’s performance would certainly be bare. Aside from  Josiah,  a  gentleman  stood  in  the  middle  of  the  theatre,  his  hands behind his back in the most proper of stances, as he watched Josiah work. 

He  wore  a  fine  top  hat  and  a  black  coat  cut  from  expensive-looking material. He had a fine cut and dark, curly hair, but he was not John. 

“See you later, Elyse,” Josiah called from the stage as he pushed one of the props, a snowy tree from the Forest of Arden, backstage. 

At that, the gentleman turned. 

Surprising  me,  the  man  smiled  then  removed  his  top  hat.  He  bowed nicely then looked up at me. After a moment, he chuckled. 

“Miss McKenna, I do believe you don’t recognize me,” he said. 

“I’m…I’m sorry. I was looking for someone. My apologies. Do I…do I know you?” 

He  nodded  and  moved  toward  me.  “Yes,  indeed.  Perhaps  you’d recognize me better if I had a cloud of onion soup perfume hanging around me.” 

I gasped, realizing then that the gentleman was, in fact, the man who’d fallen into the ice. It was an exciting discovery, but where was John? 

“Oh  my  goodness,”  I  said.  “It  is  so  good  to  see  you  about,  sir.  I  had inquired yesterday at the Hawkings’ workshop but you were not in. I was relieved to hear you’d recovered yourself.” 

“Indeed,  I  have.  And  just  in  time,  from  what  I  have  learned.  Let  me properly introduce myself, Miss McKenna. I am Lord John Waldegrave.” 

I felt my knees go soft. “Sorry?” 

“Miss McKenna?” the man said, taking a step toward me. “Are you…

are you all right?” 

“What…what did you say your name is?” 

“John Waldegrave,” he said then moved forward to take my arm. “You look very pale. Please sit,” he said. Leading me gently by the arm, he sat me down on a bench. 

“That’s not possible. Lord Waldegrave…I…” 

Not understanding my confusion, the gentleman began. “Ah, yes. Well, the  long  story  short  of  it  was  that  I  was  on  commission  in  France  as  a member  of  the  twelfth  light  Dragoons,  but  our  mission  ended  so  I’ve returned to England. I was in London to look after my family’s investments

in a mercantile venture which is, apparently, how I understood the fabric of your slipper so well. Unfortunately, someone used my absence to make use of my name and bank account. Apparently, some rogue has been running up debts  in  my  name.  I  was  here  at  the  Frost  Fair  making  inquiries  into  the matter.  The  last  things  I  recall  are  stopping  here  to  see  your  show. 

Thereafter,  I  went  to  the  City  of  Moscow  for  a  drink,  where  some  rowdy chaps rewarded my service to the crown with more Scotch than was fitting. 

The next thing I knew, I woke up in a barrel of onion soup with your pretty face looking at me in a fit of concern. As near as we can tell, my counterfeit saw fit to put me underwater when he discovered I’d returned from abroad and  was  inquiring  behind  him.  The  rogue  wearing  my  name  and  title  has racked up a fortune in gambling debts and other expenses, and from what the constables have been able to tell, a few broken hearts have been left in his  wake.  My  mother  had  a  pretty  young  lass  turn  up  at  her  doorstep looking for her husband, Lord Waldegrave, only to find out the truth. Poor girl. I say, Miss McKenna, are you quite all right?” 

“Yes. Yes, I’m fine. The story is…shocking, that is all. And have they caught the rogue?” 

“I am afraid not. But we’ll have him in no time. The young lady helped us track him back to a minister who has been blessing his false unions for a few coins. Apparently, he’s scheduled to bring another maid by tonight.” 

“But…why? Why wed the girl then abandon her? Was she well-off?” 

The  gentleman  stiffened.  “Alas,  Miss  McKenna,  it  seems  some  men’s devices are more devious than that. The most devilish of men will stoop to the lowest levels to win the hearts of otherwise virtuous and unobtainable ladies.  And  to  think  that  such  deeds  were  done  in  my  name.  I…I  cannot bear the thought. But let’s turn to something less odious. How do you find your slippers? I say, you turned very prettily in them.” 

I  looked  up  at  him.  Taking  a  deep  breath,  I  pulled  on  the  face  of  a woman who had no cares in the world. I did not want him to see the terror that was about to break through the surface. I pressed my emotions down and felt nothing, only shaped myself as the mask of a calm theatre actress who has just been paid a very nice compliment from a proper gentleman. 

“I thank you, sir. They are very beautiful and fit so perfectly. How did you ever guess my size?” 

He smiled, then from his pocket he pulled one of the pink slippers my grandmother had given me. “You forgot your slipper, Cinderella.” 

I gasped. 

“I thought it was very…fortuitous,” he said, handing the slipper back to me. 

I reached out and took it then looked up at him. Lord John Waldegrave

—the real Lord John Waldegrave—smiled nicely at me. He was everything a  gentleman  should  be.  Well-dressed,  eloquently  spoken,  and  very  proper. 

But there was a hopeful look in his countenance that was more than I could bear. 

I rose. 

“Miss McKenna,” he said, rising along with me. 

“I…I’m very sorry, Lord Waldegrave, but I’m afraid you’re right. I am not feeling well. I should very much like to talk over this matter with you at another  time.  I  think  I  have  some  infor—I  have  something  I  must  see  to first,  and  I  am  not  quite  myself  at  the  moment.  Please  forgive  me.  May  I send you a note and call later?” 

He nodded. Taking a card from his pocket, he handed it to me. “Please. 

Whenever you’re feeling up to it. I owe my life to you and Doctor Murray. 

My family, as well, is keen to meet you both. My mother is such a fan of the theatre. Really, the Waldegraves are all quite indebted to you.” 

My  stomach  churned,  and  I  almost  vomited.  Taking  a  deep  breath,  I said,  “I  do  so  appreciate  the  slippers.  They  are…they  are  truly  beautiful. 

Thank  you  so  very  much.  Now,  I  must—if  you  will  please  excuse  me,  I must—I—I’ll  be  in  touch  very  soon,”  I  said,  then  curtseyed.  I  turned  and headed away from the theatre in the direction of Captain Behra’s ship. 
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O N   N O T   L E T T I N G   I T   G O

A s I approached the ship, I saw that the sailors were moving busily. 

It  looked  like  they  were  preparing  for  the  inevitable  departure. 

They eyed me skeptically as I neared but didn’t say a word. One man looked me over then went inside the captain’s quarters. Not waiting for permission,  I  walked  up  the  plank  and  headed  toward  the  door  to  the captain’s cabin. The sailors stopped to watch. 

I had just reached the door when one of the men stepped out, blocking my way. I peered through the open door of the captain’s cabin. There, I saw Kai  sitting  on  the  floor,  his  back  resting  against  the  bed,  his  chin  on  his chest. His hair was a tousled mess that hung over his face. 

“Kai,” I yelled. “Kai!” 

At  the  sound  of  my  voice,  Kai  looked  up.  His  eyes  met  mine,  but  he didn’t seem to recognize me. 

The sailor closed the door behind him. “The captain said you should go away.” 

“I will not,” I said sharply then tried to push the man aside. “Kai? Kai! 

Kai, do you hear me? Kai?” I yelled. 

The large man grabbed me by the waist and set me down in front of him once more. 

“The  captain  said  that  you  should  leave,  and  if  you  do  not,  I  should remove you.” 

“Tell  your  captain  to  come  out  here  and  move  me  herself,  if  she  is woman  enough,”  I  shouted  toward  the  door,  hoping  to  provoke  Captain Behra’s ire. “Kai! Kai, come out here right now! Kai, I need you. Kai, get up and get out here!” 

The  sailor  laughed.  “Silly  little  ballerina,”  he  said  then  picked  me  up and  threw  me  over  his  shoulder.  “You  don’t  know  who  you  are  dealing with.” 

“Kai!  Kai!  Help  me,”  I  yelled,  hoping  the  panic  in  my  voice  would rouse him. 

The  sailors  stood  watching,  mixed  expressions  of  empathy  and annoyance on their faces. Amongst them, I spotted Robin. My eyes met his, and through the windows of our souls, I pleaded with him. 

“Put her down,” Robin called to the sailor. 

The sailor laughed and walked down the plank. 

“Kai! Kai, do you hear me?” I yelled, looking back at the cabin. 

There was no movement from inside. 

I looked back toward where Robin was standing, but the boy was gone. 

“I’m going to bring the Bow Street Runners,” I told the sailor. “I’ll have you all arrested for abduction. Doctor Murray is a well-respected physician in this city. They won’t let you hold him hostage like this.” 

“The only thing he is hostage to is what’s between the captain’s thighs. 

A beautiful prison at that, and he doesn’t seem to mind,” the sailor said with a laugh. 

I  scanned  the  crowd  of  men,  expecting  to  see  them  laughing,  but instead, I found worried expressions on their faces. 

“Liar,” I said. “Put me down right now.” 

When  we  reached  the  end  of  the  plank,  the  sailor  deposited  me  back onto the ice. “The river will flow by morning. Your doctor is with us now. 

Don’t come back, ballerina.” 

Furious,  I  reached  down  and  grabbed  a  handful  of  snow.  Clenching  it into  a  ball,  I  hurled  it  at  the  man.  “You  won’t  get  away  with  this,”  I  told him. 

He laughed, brushing the snow off his shoulder. 

Frowning,  I  turned  and  stormed  away.  I  could  go  to  the  Bow  Street Runners. Certainly, they would come to investigate, but they might also be easily convinced that Kai wanted to be there. No. There was still one card left to play, and with any luck, it was the best card in the deck. 

A king always trumps a queen. 

2 5

F R O Z E N   H E A R T S

I wove my way down Freezeland Lane. Carts and wagons waited as tents were struck down. No more oil cakes nor ice cream was to  be  had.  Even  The  Frozen  Mushroom  had  closed  up  shop. 

When the bawds moved out, it was surely time to go. 

I headed in the direction of the ice castle and the other ship frozen into the  Thames.  If  I  was  going  to  find  the  baron,  certainly  that  would  be  my best bet. Out of options, I could only hope he would be willing to contend with his quarreling wife on my behalf. 

I was just passing the City of Moscow when someone called my name. 

“Elyse? Is that you? Elyse?” I stopped and looked back. To my shock, John—and not the real John, of course, but the rake—stood there, a smile on his face. “My dear, I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” 

Caught up in a torrent of fury, I turned on my heel, crossed the ice, and then promptly smacked John across the face. I ripped off my glove then tore the ring from my finger and threw it in his face. 

John clutched his face where I struck him. “Elyse?” 

“Don’t even speak my name, you liar,” I spat angrily. 

“What are you talking about? Whatever’s the matter? I was looking for you. I wanted to talk to you about tonig—” 

“Shut your lying mouth,” I replied. 

“Elyse? What happen—” 

“What  happened?  What  happened?  This  morning  I  met  the  real  Lord John  Waldegrave.  In  fact,  Doctor  Murray  and  I  saved  Lord  Waldegrave’s life after a rogue, a pretender, tried to murder him. That same pretender has

been  roaming  around  London  racking  up  debts  and  breaking  hearts.  How could you? How could you do that to me?” 

“But how—what did you—did you tell him about me?” he stammered. 

His face had gone completely pale. 

“And what, exactly, would I tell him? That I am just as much of a fool as every other girl you’ve been lying to? That I believed you actually loved me? That I trusted you? Why me? Why in the world would you play such a game with me? Who am I to you? I’m no one. I never did anything to you, to anyone. Was all this just to…merely because you wanted to bed me? Was that all? Why not just spend the coin and ride a whore? Why bother me?” 

“Because someone like you would never look at a man like me without a fancy title. You, who denies the likes of Lord Byron, would never accept a low-born gardener’s son. I’m nothing. No one. If you’ll deny Byron, why would you love me?” 

“Byron? What does Byron have to do with it?” 

“I  saw  him  at  the  theatre  when  he  propositioned  you.  You  would  not have him. And if you would not have him, why would you ever take a man like me?” John said. The look on his face was a mix of shame and anger. By all  appearances,  he  was  a  man  shattered,  but  his  excuses  hurt  almost  as much as his lies. How could he think so low of me? 

“I didn’t accept Byron because he is a bawd and because I do not love him. I am an actress, John—or whatever your name is—I’m not some fine lady. I can love an honest man no matter his station, high or low, but not a rogue or a liar.” 

He laughed ruefully. “You won’t even accept your doctor friend. Do you really expect me to believe you’d let someone like me bed you? Now, who is lying?” 

“Don’t turn this on me. My heart is open to an honest man. If you really cared  for  me,  you  never  would  have  tricked  me.  At  what  point  were  you planning to tell me who you really are? Once you had my maidenhead? Is that all this is about to you? A game to win a place in my bed for the night? 

No doubt you would have rid of me once you’d bedded me as you did with that other girl.” 

John paled even further, revealing I had come close to the truth. “Wh—

what other girl?” 

“Perhaps the girl you were with at the chocolate stand? The girl with the red  bonnet?  I  imagine  she  must  be  the  ruined  girl  who  appeared  to  the

Waldegraves in search of her husband.” 

John laughed. “Fine, Elyse. Have it your way. But you fell for the title, didn’t you? How else could I ever get your attention? I wanted you, Elyse. I did  what  I  had  to  in  order  make  you  mine.  Judge  yourself  for  being  so shallow.” 

“The  title  never  mattered  to  me.  It  was  your  words,  your  lies,  that  I loved.” 

“That’s rich.” 

I  shook  my  head,  choking  down  my  tears.  “If  you  had  treated  me honestly, everything would have been different. But it was never about that. 

I was only a prize for you.” 

“A  prize?  Oh  yes,  you’re  Frostiana,  aren’t  you,  queen  of  the  frozen Thames? Indeed, there was quite a wager as to whether or not I would win your frozen heart and see if you were just as cold between your legs.” 

“Liar. You first saw me at Struthers Theatre at Christmastime. This has nothing to do with the Frost Fair. Why lie now? You know very well that I came to love you. I believed your lies, and I loved you,” I said. The tears I had fought so hard finally choked me. 

He blew air between his lips in an attitude of dismissal, but the tremble of his chin told another story. 

“And  you  loved  me  too.  Despite  the  lie,”  I  added.  “In  fact,  you  were trapped by the lie, weren’t you? You fell in love with me, but didn’t know how to tell me the truth.” 

At that, he paused. I was right. He had lied to win me in the first place, and  that  lie  had  been  motivated  out  of  carnal  desire.  Perhaps  he’d  only hoped to win me for the night, but I could see from the expression on his face that it had gone beyond that. 

“Elyse,” he said softly, a guilty expression on his face. 

“Go away. Leave the ice. Even if you did love me, you still played with that  other  woman.  Aside  from  what  happened  between  us,  there  is  the matter  of  what  you  did  to  the  real  Lord  Waldegrave.  Go.  Go  back  to wherever you came from, or I’ll call the Bow Street Runners right now and turn you in.” 

“You wouldn’t do that.” 

“I  would.  Your  lies,  including  your  promise  to  help  Doctor  Murray, have left my friend in danger. I trusted you blindly, and my heart will pay

for that. But through me, you struck at someone I care about, and I cannot forgive you that. Leave. Now.” 

“You won’t turn me in, will you? They’ll send me to the Tower if they find me.” 

“Leave. Now.” 

“Elyse—” 

“Never speak my name again. Now go.” 

At  that,  the  man  I  knew  as  John,  turned.  He  stopped  for  a  moment, looking  down  at  the  engagement  ring  which  had  fallen  to  the  ice,  then turned and walked away. 

I looked down at the glittering piece of jewelry. It lay there, an innocent victim in our feud. After a moment’s hesitation, I scooped it up. It was very pretty, shimmering in the afternoon sun. I sighed. At least I could give it to the  real  Lord  Waldegrave  so  he  could  recoup  some  of  his  lost  fortunes. 

After all, it was not fair that he—the innocent person in all this mess—be harmed anymore. As much as I never wanted to see the ring again, I slipped it into my pocket then turned once more in the direction of the baron’s ship, my heart completely shattered. 
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T H E   B A R O N

M y hands trembled as I neared the ship. A single gentleman lingered  on  board.  He  smoked  a  pipe  and  watched  as  I approached. When I drew close, the man rose and went to the  captain’s  cabin.  A  moment  later,  the  baron  appeared  on  the  deck.  He held the rail tightly, a bit too tightly, as he watched me approach. 

“Miss McKenna?” he called. 

“You  wife  has  taken  my  friend  prisoner.  I  need  your  help  to  get  him back.” 

“My…my wife?” 

“Captain Behra. I know about the two of you. Somehow Kai and I have fallen in the middle of whatever marital discord you are experiencing, but I don’t  care  anything  about  it.  I  don’t  care  that  she  is  angry  at  you.  I  don’t care  who  hurt  whom  first.  I  don’t  care  about  anything  but  Kai.  And  right now, you are the only one who can help me.” 

The  baron  grabbed  a  rope  and  slid  down  to  the  ice,  a  flourish  of  fine velvet fabric twirling around him. 

The baron’s man tossed him down his walking stick. 

He straightened his clothes then turned and joined me, the picture of a gentlemanly figure. 

“Let’s walk,” he said, taking my arm. “You…you are right. By chance, Captain Behra and I both found ourselves in port when the Thames froze, trapping  us  and  our  problems  here.  The  captain  became  aware  that  I admired  your  performance  so  sought  to  punish  you  by  corrupting  your friend.  I  must  apologize  that  you’ve  been  pulled  into  this  petty disagreement between my wife and me. She struck at you unfairly, and I am

ashamed to say I sought to hurt her further when she turned her affections toward your friend. But this has gone too far. Soon the river will thaw. This must come to an end.” 

“They told me she’s going to take Kai with her. I don’t understand. Kai would never leave me like this.” 

“He is under her influence and unable to act of his own accord.” 

“Then you must help me recover him before it’s too late. You must take him from the ship.” 

“I cannot.” 

“Then you have to talk to her, reason with her, lie to her. I don’t care what you need to do, but you need to do it.” 

The baron smiled. “You misunderstood my meaning. I cannot get your friend off the ship, but you can.” 

“Me?  How  can  I  possibly  do  that?  Her  henchman  carried  me  off  the ship by force today.” 

“I have a plan.” 

“A plan?” 

“Your troupe…do you have access to the men’s costumes? Perhaps the cinder girl’s father’s attire?” 

“Men’s costumes? Why?” 

The baron smiled. “Because at dusk, we shall get Doctor Murray off my wife’s ship.” 
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H O N E S T   I A G O

By the time the baron and I finalized the plan, it was nearly dusk. 

I  headed  back  to  the  Ice  House  Theatre  where  the  others  were preparing  for  the  final  performance  of   A  Midwinter  Night’s Dream. 

“Elyse?” Marve said when he saw me approached the tent. “We weren’t expecting you. Hannah is inside preparing for the part of Titania. Should I tell her to—” 

“No. But I need your wagon, and I need one of Robert’s costumes.” 

“My wagon and—what? Elyse, what’s going on?” 

Hearing my voice, Lizzie came out of the tent, half prepared for her role as Hermia. 

“Elyse?  What  are  you  doing  here?”  The  expression  on  her  face  was  a storm of questions. If I was at the Ice House then I wasn’t busy eloping. 

By way of explanation, I shook my head then said, “Change of plans, I’m afraid.” 

“Change of plans? What happened?” Lizzie asked. 

“I’ll  tell  you  tomorrow.  Right  now,  I  need  your  help.  Can  I  have  the wagon? I’ll be back with it before the show ends,” I said, turning to Marve. 

“Of  course.  Elyse,  are  you  in  trouble?”  Marve  asked,  his  forehead furrowing. 

“I just need the wagon…and the costume.” 

“Certainly,” Marve said. 

Taking Lizzie by the arm, I said, “Will you help me?” 

She nodded. 

With a smile of appreciation to Marve, Lizzie and I turned and headed into the dressing tent. 

“Robert?” I called. 

He stepped out from behind his dressing curtain. He was already ready for the night’s performance. “Elyse? What is it?” 

“I need your matinee costume,” I said as we joined him in his section. 

“And  your  beard,”  I  added,  pointing  to  the  hairpiece  that  sat  waiting alongside his stage makeup. 

“My beard? Why?” Robert asked. 

“I  am  Viola  turned  Cesario  tonight,”  I  said,  referring  to  Master Shakespeare’s ill-fated heroine who disguised herself as a man to survive in a foreign country in his play  Twelfth Night. 

Clearly concerned, Robert frowned but said nothing more. “Very well. 

Let’s make with the masculine trappings then. Sit,” he added, motioning for me to take a seat. 

A few moments later, Robert got to work applying the sticky resin that would hold the beard onto my face. 

“Elyse, what happened?” Lizzie asked as Robert got the costume ready. 

“John  was  a  liar,  no  more,  no  less,”  I  said.  My  heart  ached,  and  yet  I chided myself. My instincts had been screaming at me from the start that he was not to be trusted, but still, I wanted to believe him. Why? Was he right? 

Was  I  so  desperate  for  a  title?  How  had  I  been  so  stupidly  duped?  I  felt ridiculous.  But  John  was  wrong  about  one  thing,  it  was  not  the  title  I’d wanted. I’d wanted a faerie tale. The love affair had all the usual trappings: poor  orphaned  girl  meets  a  rich  handsome  gentleman,  rich  handsome gentleman sweeps her off her feet, rich handsome gentleman proposes. And then, the happily ever after, right? But nothing really works like that. Not even  the  real  faerie  tales.  After  all,  Snow  White  had  to  die  to  find  a  man who really loved her. I should have known better. I should have trusted the voice inside me that knew John was false. And worse, I should not have left Kai’s fate in the hands of a man I’d loved quickly and foolishly. 

Lizzie  sighed.  “So  many  times  we  are  played  the  fool.  When  will  we ever learn we shouldn’t fall in love with a man we just met?” 

“Such  men  ruin  the  name  of  honest  gentlemen.  Speaking  of  which, honest Iago,” Richard said, lifting the beard. 

I nodded. 

Robert worked quickly applying it to my face. After a few moments, he stood back then nodded. “You make a very ugly man, Miss McKenna.” 

In spite of myself, I laughed. Remembering the mirror in my pocket, I pulled  it  out  and  looked  at  my  reflection.  The  beard  looked  a  bit  like  I’d glued a beaver to my face. He was right, I was a very ugly man. But in the dim twilight, it would do its job. 

“Let  me  brush  your  hair  back,”  Lizzie  said.  She  pulled  my  hair  back into a tight coif like gentlemen sometimes wore. 

Robert handed me the costume then turned to go, but he paused first and said, “Elyse, I don’t know what manner of trouble you’re in, but please be careful.” 

“Thank you,” I said with a soft smile. 

He nodded then left. 

“He’s  right,  you  know.  And  just  where  are  you  going  with  this  manly costume and Marve’s wagon?” Lizzie asked. 

My heart slammed hard in my chest. I didn’t have time to be afraid. I fought  off  the  fear  that  wanted  to  overwhelm  me.  There  was  nothing  I wouldn’t do for Kai. 

“I’m going to save my friend.” 

“Your friend?” 

“Doctor Murray.” 

“Ah, so you’re going to save the man you really love,” Lizzie said. 

I  froze  in  place  at  her  words  then  looked  into  the  little  hand  mirror, remembering the fleeting vision I’d seen there the night before. The man I really loved? Was she right? I bit my bottom lip then nodded. 

“Yes,” I whispered, the word seeming like an admission that had come from deep within my heart. “Yes.” 
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W H A T   E L Y S E   S A I D

Dressed as the cinder girl’s father, my fake beard itching, I drove the  wagon  toward  The  Frozen  Mermaid.  There,  one  of  the baron’s men stood outside waiting. When I first arrived, the man did  not  recognize  me.  Only  when  I  signaled  to  him  did  he  nod  in affirmation then went inside. I waited a few moments more. Then the baron and ten of his gentlemen emerged. Upon seeing me, the baron smirked. He tipped the brim of his hat toward me then turned and headed toward Captain Behra’s ship. 

Taking  my  cue,  I  clicked  to  Marve’s  mule,  then  directed  the  wagon across the ice. As I drove near the captain’s ship, a few of the sailors gave me a hard look. It was the moment of truth. I drove, looking as though I was intent  on  a  destination  somewhere  further  down  the  ice,  and  tried  to  hold my  body  in  a  manly  posture.  Not  finding  me  of  interest,  the  men  looked away. I rode into the dark then slowed the wagon. 

“Tia!” I heard the baron yell. I looked back. He and his men stood at the end of the plank. “Tia, come out here.” His voice sounded far sterner than I had ever heard it in the past. 

The  sailors  on  Captain  Behra’s  ship  moved  down  the  plank,  their weapons drawn. 

I  kept  my  face  shadowed  but  watched  as  a  very  annoyed  looking Captain Behra finally appeared on deck. 

“Ill met by moonlight, proud Tia,” the baron called. 

“What,  jealous  baron?  Get  hence.  You  know  I’ve  forsworn  your company.” 

“Perhaps, but would you hear my apology?” the baron called in reply. 

That was my cue. Snapping the reigns, I moved the mule cart in a wide arch that circled back to the far side of the Captain’s ship. I spared just one last glance back. 

Captain Behra smirked. Gripping her sword, she pushed past her men as she made her way down the plank. 

I inhaled deeply and drove the cart to the back of the captain’s ship. 

I listened as the baron and the captain exchanging barbs. 

And I waited. 

The baron would keep his promise. 

Everything would go as planned. 

He owed it to me. 

He would keep his promise. 

A few moments later, there was a cheer from the other side of the ship. 

I waited. 

One of the torches on my side of the ship suddenly went dark. A rope ladder dropped over the rail. 

I looked up to see the smiling face of the boy, Robin, looking down at me.  He  winked  at  me  then  disappeared.  I  waited  a  few  more  moments, listening  as  the  sound  of  voices  faded  into  the  night.  It  had  worked.  The captain  and  her  men  had  joined  with  the  baron’s  and  were  moving  away from the ship. 

Hands  shaking,  I  tied  off  the  reins  then  crawled  into  the  back  of  the wagon.  Taking  hold  of  the  rope  ladder,  I  gave  it  a  tug.  It  seemed  to  be securely attached. I bit my lip, steeled my nerve, and climbed up. When I reached the rail, I peered on board. There was no one on deck. At the end of the plank, one of the captain’s men stood sentinel. 

Moving quietly, I slipped onto the ship. Keeping low, I sneaked toward the door of the captain’s cabin. I carefully lifted the latch and snuck inside. 

My heart pounded in my chest. The room within was very dim. It took my eyes a moment to adjust to the light. Only a few candles lit the space. The heavy  scents  of  alcohol  and  opium  lingered  in  the  air.  Plates  with pomegranates  and  other  fruits  sat  half-eaten.  Moving  quickly,  I  rushed toward the captain’s bed where Kai lay half unconscious. 

“Kai,” I whispered, rolling him over. 

His shirt was undone. He looked like he’d been sweating, and his skin was very pale. The scents of smoke and drink wafted off of him. 

“Kai,” I said, shaking his shoulder. 

He frowned at that. “Don’t touch me. I told you I do not want you. Stop touching me.” 

My stomach churned hard. Tears pricked the corners of my eyes. “For the love of all things holy, Kai. Please, wake up.” 

This  time,  he  opened  his  eyes.  When  he  looked  at  me,  he  frowned. 

“Captain, the fungi you gave me is having the strangest effect on me. I see Elyse  in  the  face  of  your  sailor.  You  know,  I  really  must  be  going  soon. 

She’ll  be  worried,”  he  said  then  closed  his  eyes  once  more,  chuckling stupidly. 

His words and the terrible condition he was in evoked such a rage in me that I wanted to choke the captain to death. 

“Kai, it’s me. I’m disguised. You need to come with me. Kai, wake up,” 

I said, shaking him again. 

Kai’s eyes opened momentarily. He studied my face. “Elyse?” 

“It’s me. Now, you need to get up before the captain returns. We need to go. Now.” 

“I feel sick. Elyse, tell Gram to come get me,” he said then closed his eyes once more. 

At that, I grabbed him by the arms and tried to pull him from the bed. 

He was limp and heavy. I slid his legs to the side of the bed then tried to lift him. It was no use. I tugged hard, trying to lift him, but we both ended up on the floor. I set my head on his chest. 

“Kai.  Kai,  please.  I  cannot  do  this  alone,”  I  whispered.  “You  are  not yourself. You need to leave with me now, or we will never see one another again.  We  will  lose  one  another  forever.”  Reaching  up,  I  pulled  off  my beard and stuck it into my pocket. Everything was in ruins. If I couldn’t get Kai to leave with me, then I would have to stay and face the captain. 

“It’s  okay,”  I  said  then,  brushing  a  lock  of  his  hair  away  from  his forehead. “It’s okay. I’ll stay with you. I won’t leave you here. If you can’t leave, then neither will I,” I said. “Kai, do you hear me?” 

“Elyse?” he whispered softly. “My stomach feels strange.” 

I set my head on his shoulder. Tears rolled down my cheeks, wetting his shirt. Taking a deep breath, I looked up. I wiped my tears then reached up and touched his cheek. “Kai, I love you,” I whispered. “I love you with all of my heart and all my soul. I’ve been a very foolish girl. The idea of losing you…I  cannot  live  without  you.  Kai,  I  love  you,”  I  said.  Leaning  in,  I placed a soft kiss on his lips. 

At  first,  there  was  no  reaction.  His  lips  were  warm  and  soft,  but  he didn’t return my kiss. 

I kissed him harder then, putting my hands on his cheeks, pressing his body closer to mine. 

This time, however, he pulled back. 

“No,” he said, a sharp, angry tone in his voice. “No. You have no right. 

Get away from me. My heart belongs to only one woman.” 

My stomach clenched into a hard ball. 

I was too late. 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered then pulled back. 

At  the  sound  of  my  voice,  he  looked  up  at  me  once  more.  This  time, however, his eyes were clear. His brow furrowed deeply as though he was just coming to himself. 

“Elyse?” he whispered. 

He  looked  around,  a  confused  expression  on  his  face.  “The  captain? 

Where did that whore go? She was just here. She tried to—Elyse?” 

“Yes.  Yes,  I  know.  And  we  need  to  go.  Now.  Before  she  returns.  Can you stand up?” I asked. Rising to my feet, I reached down for him. 

“I’ll bloody well try.” 

Steadying myself, I helped Kai stand. Once he was firmly on his feet, I led  him  to  the  door.  Moving  quietly,  I  unlatched  the  door  and  peered outside. The captain’s man was no longer at the end of the platform. I didn’t see him anywhere on the ship. 

Wrapping my arm around Kai’s waist, I nodded to him. “Come with me. 

Quiet.” 

Wordlessly, Kai followed me to the rail of the ship. I could tell he was weak on his feet, but there was no helping it. I had the baron’s word that he would keep the captain away, but he may not be able to manage for long. 

What  would  happen  when  the  captain  realized  she  had  been  fooled?  We needed to hurry. 

“There is a ladder here. You’ll have to climb down. Can you make it?” I whispered. 

“Yes.”  I  could  tell  from  the  sound  of  his  voice  that  he  was  trying  to sound confident, but his slumping body told a different tale. 

“I’ll go first and try to steady you,” I said. Making sure Kai had hold of the rail, I swung over the side of the ship and started down the rope, moving quickly to the wagon below. 

“Kai. Now you,” I said. 

Moving slowly, Kai crawled over the rail. 

My heart slammed in my chest as I watched him struggle to hold on to the ropes. His foot slipped as he tried to feel for the rung. 

I tugged on the rope ladder, guiding the rung under his foot. 

“Doctor?  Where  are  you  going?”  the  captain’s  henchman  yelled  from the deck of the ship. 

Kai moved with purpose then, trying to get down the ladder. 

The sailor appeared at the side of the ship above us, glaring down. He stared  at  Kai,  then  me,  his  eyes  narrowing.  He  pulled  his  sword  from  his belt and lifted it. 

“Kai! Jump,” I called. 

Kai turned and leaped into the wagon. He grunted a little as he landed, but landed all the same. 

A second later, the sailor dropped his sword on the rope ladder. It fell half in and half out of the wagon. 

“Go,” Kai called weakly. 

I snatched up the reins and snapped them, clicking loudly to the mule who must have been dozing. 

From the deck of the ship, an odd-sounding trumpet signaled loudly. Its warning sound echoed across the ice. 

“Oh,  Bottom.  Move,  please,”  I  called  to  the  mule,  snapping  the  reins again.  This  time,  the  mule  got  some  spring  in  his  step,  and  he  rushed quickly away. I moved the mule carefully across the ice at a quick clip. We were already a good distance from the ship when I heard shouting. 

A sharp wind blew, and with it, a fog seemed to roll across the Thames, enveloping  the  space  between  the  Frost  Fair  and  the  riverside  in  a  thick mist. I clicked at the mule and drove the wagon off the ice toward the city. 

Only once we were off the ice did I look back at Kai. He sat slumped along the side of the wagon. He was not himself, but he was there. That was all that mattered. I needed to get him somewhere safe quickly. 

I turned the cart in the direction of the Hawkings’ workshop. He could rest  there  until  he  regained  his  composure.  I  drove  down  the  bumpy cobblestone  street,  focusing  so  completely  on  my  task  that  I  didn’t  stop until the wagon pulled in front of the Hawkings’ home. 

I rapped loudly on the door then waited, staring pensively back out at the  ice.  My  heart  thundered  in  my  chest  for  fear  that  the  captain  would

chase  me  here  to  seek  out  her  revenge.  Perhaps  Master  Shakespeare  had taught me to expect too much drama. This wasn’t  Hamlet,  after all. 

“Miss McKenna?” the footman said. 

Master Hawking and Isabelle appeared in the foyer behind the servant. 

“Miss McKenna?” Master Hawking said, coming to the door. 

“It’s Doctor Murray,” I said, turning toward the cart. “He’s unwell.” 

Without  another  word,  Master  Hawking,  Isabelle,  the  servant,  and  I went  to  the  wagon  where  Kai  sat  staring  at  the  frozen  river,  his  brow furrowed in anger. 

“Kai,” I said, setting my hand on his shoulder. He was startled by my touch but then softened when he looked at me. “Kai. Come inside. Master Hawking will see to you. You’ll be safe here,” I said, whispering the last. 

He nodded grimly then slid off the back of the wagon. I slipped one of his arms over my shoulder while Master Hawking took the other. I noticed that he was walking with a limp. 

“What  happened?”  Isabelle  asked,  her  wide  dark  eyes  taking  in  the situation. 

“Bad people doing bad things,” I answered. 

Isabelle led us to the parlor just off the main foyer. She moved a stack of books from a chaise, and Master Hawking and I lowered Kai into the seat. 

“Elyse,  my  ankle,”  he  whispered,  seemingly  embarrassed.  “Can  you remove my boot?” 

I nodded then unlaced his boot, slipping it off. It was already swelling. 

I turned to Isabelle. “Can you bring some ice?” 

She nodded then rushed out of the room. 

“Kai,  are  you  all  right?  Shall  I  call  the  Bow  Street  Runners?”  Master Hawking asked, a distressed look on his face. 

Kai shook his head. “No. I’ll be fine now.” 

“I  am  so  very  sorry  to  bring  another  problem  to  your  door,  Master Hawking. It seemed urgent to get Kai somewhere safe,” I said. 

Master  Hawking  placed  his  hands  behind  his  back  then  nodded affirmatively.  “From  the  smell  of  you,  Kai,  I’d  almost  think  Elyse  just pulled you out of an opium den.” 

Kai  frowned.  “There  has  been  some  subterfuge  done  to  me,  I  am ashamed to say.” 

Master  Hawking  nodded  as  he  rubbed  his  chin.  “I  think  I  have something that will help if that is the case. I’ll be back in a moment,” he

said, leaving us alone. 

I sat down on the chaise beside Kai then stared into my hands as I bit my bottom lip, trying to think of what to say. So much had happened. So much had gone awry. I shook my head and blinked back my tears. 

“Elyse?” Kai finally whispered. 

I took a deep breath then looked up at him. 

“I  love  you  too.  With  all  my  soul.  My  mind  is  cloudy.  I  don’t  quite understand what has happened, but I do remember some things. I…I, too, have been a very silly man. And, I admit, a jealous man. I don’t know how to  live  without  you.  I  can’t.  Don’t…please  don’t  leave  me.  Elyse,  I  love you,” he whispered then reached out and wiped a tear off my cheek. “I can’t live without you.” 

“I love you too.” I leaned in and placed the gentlest of kisses on his lips. 

This  time,  I  was  met  with  the  full  force  of  the  man  I’d  known  my  whole life. I’d spent each day at his side, a friend, a companion. But it had always been more. He had always been a part of me. Why didn’t I see that it was more than friendship? It had always been the deepest of loves. 

“Oh,” a little voice squeaked from the door. 

Reluctantly, I pulled back and looked to find Isabelle standing there. 

A  wave  of  emotions  washed  over  her  face:  frustration,  jealousy, understanding,  and  then  acceptance.  In  one  swift  moment,  it  seemed  that Miss Hawking had accepted that any hopes she’d had for her and Kai were not meant to be. She beamed a bright and honest smile toward us. 

“Here is the ice,” she said, holding a cloth. “I went outside for it. A man passed by, told me the Thames is breaking up below the bridge. They are evacuating the ice as quickly as possible,” she said, seeming to look for any bit  of  conversation  to  change  the  subject.  “It’s  like  a  parade  passing  out there.” 

“Oh no,” I whispered, turning back to Kai. “I have Marve’s wagon. My troupe.” 

Kai nodded, understanding at once. “Don’t leave me long, and please be careful.” 

“Don’t worry. Just stay here and rest. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 

Kai  kissed  my  hand  then  nodded  to  me  as  I  turned  and  rushed  to  the door. If I didn’t hurry, the Ice House and all of her belongings would sink into the Thames. 

I slipped into the wagon once more and grabbed the reins. Clicking at the mule, I turned the cart and headed quickly back to the ice. 
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S E E I N G   S T A R S

M y hands shook as I drove the wagon back onto the river. 

Everything  was  in  commotion  as  the  Bow  Street  Runners had joined the Frost Fair officials in hurrying everyone off the ice. Rows of carts rushed both on and off the ice. I snapped the reins and pushed Bottom toward the Ice House. My eyes scanned the crowd for the baron and the captain. With the river cracking open, surely the captain had better things to do than worry about Kai and me. 

Speeding quickly down the ice, I soon reached the Ice House. I pulled the wagon up to the tent. 

Marve, Hobbs, and Amy were rushing from the back of the theatre to the tents, their arms loaded, when I arrived. 

“Oh, Elyse. Thank god,” Marve exclaimed when he saw me. 

“I’m so sorry. I just heard. I came as quick as I could,” I said. I eyed the others.  They  were  all  still  dressed  in  costume.  “Did  they  stop  you  mid-performance?” 

Marve  nodded.  “Titania’s  bower  scene.  And  we  really  had  the  crowd too. But come. Quickly. We must load everything that’s left at once and get off  the  ice.  They  said  the  first  few  ships  nearest  the  bridge  have  already started to drift, some of the vendors’ tents went under the ice.” 

And then, as if on cue, we heard a loud crack in the ice in the distance. 

The frozen river under our feet seemed to lurch. 

The four of us exchanged glances. They headed toward the wagon while I rushed into the tent. 

“The wagon is here. Everyone. Quickly,” I called. 

Upon hearing my voice, Lizzie and Robert ran toward the front of the tent. 

“Elyse,” Lizzie said, dropping the bundle of costumes she was holding. 

She  pulled  me  into  an  embrace.  “Are  you  all  right?  Did  everything  go  as planned?” 

“Yes, yes. Thank you, both. Kai is safe. Now, we must hurry.” 

They nodded. 

Lizzie  squeezed  my  arms,  bent  to  pick  up  her  bundle,  then  rushed toward the wagon. I headed into the back, passing Hannah and Skippy as they  rushed  out  with  a  trunk.  After  them,  James  and  Josiah  toted  mirrors toward the wagon. 

“What can I do?” I asked. 

“In the very back, the last of Marion’s old wardrobe,” Josiah said. 

Taking a lantern, I headed toward the back of the tent. 

There,  I  found  the  last  trunk  of  clothes.  It  was  open.  The  elaborate costumes Marion had worn lay spilled in the straw. I righted the chest then stuffed the costumes back inside. 

I  shivered  as  a  hard  wind  kicked  open  the  back  flap  of  the  tent.  The chilled air swirled around me. For a brief moment, I felt the dark presence of someone standing behind me. 

And then, I felt a terrible searing pain on my skull. 

After that, there was only the stars. 
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T H E   C L O S I N G   C U R T A I N

I woke, my head aching. I felt terribly dizzy. 

There was an odd sound like someone was chopping wood. 

Sprays of cold water splashed onto my face. I winced. 

“You’re  to  blame.  You.  Not  me.  This  is  your  fault,”  a  muddled  voice growled at me. 

I  opened  my  eyes  a  crack  to  see  a  figure  driving  a  pick-axe  into  the frozen river. We were on a dark section of the frozen river. I looked up and saw London Bridge near us. 

Water splashed onto my face again. 

“You  couldn’t  just  let  him  go,  could  you?  Don’t  lie  and  tell  me  you didn’t want him. I know you did. All along, it was him you wanted.” 

I squinted, trying to see, but my head ached miserably. The bitter taste of  salt  and  metal  tinged  my  mouth.  Blood?  I  tried  to  make  out  the  figure standing above me, but my eyes fluttered closed. 

There was a sharp tug on my foot then a curse as the large man’s boot I was wearing came off. 

“Red  slippers,”  the  figure  growled,  then  grabbed  me  by  the  ankle  and pulled  me  across  the  ice.  I  felt  the  chill  on  the  back  of  my  neck,  and something inside me screamed that I should wake up. 

When I opened my eyes, I was looking up at the moon. 

I tried to jerk my leg away from the rough hand that held it. 

The figure stopped. 

I shuddered with cold, and fear, and pain. 

“Awake? No matter. It’s done now.” 

The figure bent down and grabbed me roughly by the arm. 

John. 

“J—J—John?” I said through chattering teeth. 

“Jacob,  actually,”  he  said.  “Not  that  it  would  have  mattered  to  you. 

You’re such a whore. You ran from me right to him, didn’t you? You were the liar all along, Elyse. Not me. You did this. You forced this on me. You. 

This is your fault,” he said then tugged my arm. “You deserve this.” 

“What? No,” I whispered. 

“And now, after all your pretty talk, you’ll give me up. You led me on. 

You spurned me. And now, no doubt, you’ll turn me over to the law. Oh no. 

I won’t die just because you couldn’t love me as I was. It was your fault I lied. I won’t go to the Tower for your pretty face.” 

He tugged hard. The cold river water hit me with such terrible force that it knocked the wind out of me. Yet at the same time, something very mean in me took over. I knew that if I didn’t act, and act now, I would die. 

I reached out and felt for something, anything, to hold on to. There was nothing but water. 

I opened my eyes. I was under the waves. Everything was black. 

The  movement  of  the  Thames  below  the  ice  tugged  at  me,  pulled  me down. 

I fought it. I gazed up through the water. I saw John’s distorted image, the moon at his back, as he stood over the crack in the ice watching me die. 

Kicking hard, I reached out and grabbed at the edge of the ice. It was sharp  as  glass.  I  pulled,  trying  to  lift  myself  out  of  the  water,  but  the Thames  would  not  have  it.  I  felt  the  dark  water  drag  at  me  as  my  lungs burned. 

I  pulled  myself  toward  the  surface,  but  the  ice  I  held  onto  gave  way, coming off in a frozen chunk. I began slipping underwater. 

I kicked hard, feeling the other boot give way. I kicked my legs like my life depended on it, and grabbed for the edge once more. But missed. My head hit the ice hard and I saw stars. 

My lungs burned. 

And it grew dark. 

And cold. 

And still. 

 If we shadows have offended…

 If we shadows have offended…

 If we shadows have offended…
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T H E   C U R T A I N   C A L L

A s the last breath of air left me, I opened my eyes once more. 

John stood above me, watching me drown. 

But a moment later, another figure appeared behind him. They lifted something large and dropped it on John’s head. He crumpled. 

Hands plunged into the water. 

I kicked hard, reaching upward. 

My hands connected with another’s. Someone took me by the hands and pulled me from the river. I coughed hard, retching river water. The unseen person knelt behind me, patting my back as I wheezed, gasping for air. 

“Elyse, breathe. Breathe! Cough out the water.” 

In the distance, I heard the whistle of one of the Bow Street Runners. 

I coughed, water clearing from my lungs. It burned as it expelled from my nose and mouth. It hurt, but I was alive. 

I opened my eyes just a crack and saw people carrying torches rushing toward me. In the crowd was one of the uniformed lawmen. 

“What’s happened here? Is she alive?” the Bow Street Runner asked in an authoritative voice. 

“Barely.  This  man  tried  to  drown  her.  I  plucked  her  out  in  time,”  a feminine voice replied. 

“What happened to him?” 

“I  cracked  him  on  the  head  with  guard  of  this  sword.  He’s  out,”  the person replied matter-of-factly. 

“Arrest him. You there, lift the girl. She needs to be taken somewhere warm. Let’s get her off the ice.” 

Strong hands lifted me. My head bobbed drowsily then leaned against a barrel-chested gentleman I didn’t know. 

“Your name, Madame?” 

I opened my mouth to speak, but could only cough. 

“My  name  is  Marion  Stovall.  This  is  Miss  Elyse  McKenna.  We  are players at the Ice House Theatre.” 

I  forced  myself  to  open  my  eyes.  Marion  was  standing  beside  the constable,  a  frustrated  and  upset  look  on  her  face.  Her  gown  was completely soaked. In her hand, she was holding one of our stage swords. I cast  a  glance  down  at  the  ice  where  John—no,  Jacob—lay  sprawled.  The officers were securing his hands with rope. 

“That  explains  why  she’s  dressed  in  men’s  clothes.  And  the  man  who shoved her in. Who is he?” 

“I believe he is Lord John Waldegrave,” Marion answered. 

“No,” I rasped out. My throat burned. “No. He is the pretender.” 

“Ah,”  the  officer  mused  loudly.  “We’ve  been  looking  for  him.  Don’t worry, Miss McKenna. We’ll get you off the ice and warm in no time. And we’ll deal with this piece of rubbish.” The officer blew his whistle, calling over some of the other Bow Street Runners to take Jacob into custody. 

Marion bent and picked up a bag that had been sitting on the ice. A tuft of dark purple silk stuck out of the bag. It was her Lady MacBeth costume. 

She’d once told me it was the first role she’d ever played, her first costume, and her very favorite. She always wore the same purple dress whenever she played the part. She’d come back for the costume. To my luck, she’d seen what had happened and, for once, she’d done the right thing. She’d saved me. 

“Marion,” I whispered. 

She shook her head. “Rest, Elyse,” she said then smiled softly at me, a million honest apologies in her expression. 

“The  Hawkings’  Workshop,”  I  whispered  up  to  the  man  who  carried me. 

“Hawkings’  Workshop?”  the  man  asked,  looking  to  his  commanding officer. 

“Just  off  the  Thames.  There,”  Marion  said,  pointing.  “Miss  McKenna has friends there.” 

The  commanding  officer  nodded.  “Very  good.  Take  her  there.  Quick about it now. And you, Miss Stovall, I need you to come with me.” 

“Very well,” Marion replied. 

She set her hand on my shoulder for just a moment. 

“Marion…” I whispered. 

“I owed you. I’m sorry for what happened,” she said with a soft smile then turned and left with the Bow Street Runners. 

I closed my eyes. 

Hands moved me from person to person, and soon, I was on horseback. 

I  could  feel  the  rocking  movement  as  the  horse  trotted  across  the cobblestones. Someone held me tight against them. 

Then, I heard voices. 

I  heard  the  Hawkings’  footman.  Then  I  heard  Isabelle  and  Master Hawking. 

The last voice I heard was Kai’s. 

“I’ve got her,” Kai said. I felt Kai hold me, carrying me. “I love you, Elyse. Rest and get well. I love you.” 

Those sweet words rocked me to sleep. 

T hat night, I had a vivid dream. In my dream, the icy Thames had broken up and the river began to flow once more. 

Two  ships  sailed  away  from  London,  their  sails illuminated by moonlight. 

Standing at the prow of one of the ships was a handsome couple. The man  had  flowing  blond  hair.  He  was  joined  by  a  beautiful  dark-haired woman.  They  wore  elaborate  clothes  that  were  silver  and  white  and trimmed with fine furs and jewels. On their heads, they wore crowns of ice. 

At  the  stern  stood  a  boy  with  dark  hair  and  twinkling  eyes.  He  waved goodbye. 

The ships slipped down the Thames, gliding over the dark waves which glimmered  with  sparkling  silver  moonlight.  They  floated  downriver  until the ships met the moon’s reflection. There, the vessels were swallowed by the moon. The fair-haired man and his dark-haired beauty disappeared into the other realm. 

E P I L O G U E

K ai and I stood on the dock watching the final boxes being loaded onto the ship. 

Dressed in a pale yellow gown covered in a blue coat, her hair pulled into a long brown braid, Isabelle rushed down the plank of the ship toward us. She smiled happily. 

“We are nearly ready. I’ve never been at sea before. Papa tells me I will adore it. But I will miss you both,” she said happily. 

“I  have  a  small  gift  for  you.  For  luck,”  I  said,  handing  her  an  item wrapped in a scarf. 

Isabelle opened the gift at once. 

I smiled as her face lit up when she saw the small hand mirror. 

“This  workmanship,”  she  said,  touching  the  elaborate  silver  filigree. 

“I’ve never seen anything like it!” 

“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.” 

Isabelle looked up at me, her curious eyes wide. “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,” I said, beaming up at Kai who was doing his best to look serious. He was failing miserably. 

“Safe travels, Miss Hawking,” Kai told her. 

“Isabelle!  We’re  ready,”  Master  Hawking  called  from  the  ship.  He turned and waved farewell to us. 

“Time to go,” she said, clutching the mirror to her chest. “I promise to keep your magic mirror with me at all times,” she said with a light laugh

then she turned to Kai. “Doctor Murray,” she said with a curtsey. “Missus Murray,” she added, curtseying to me. 

Still getting used to the title, my cheeks burned. 

Isabelle ran back aboard the ship. 

Kai and I waited, pausing to wave farewell once more, then we headed to our waiting carriage. 

“Please take us to the Red Slipper Ballet Academy,” Kai told the driver as he helped me climb inside. 

The man nodded. 

Slipping  in  beside  me,  and  safely  out  of  sight  of  prying  eyes,  Kai slipped his arm around me and pulled me close. 

“What is it?” I asked, sensing his discomfort. 

“Nothing. I don’t like to be near the Thames, that’s all.” 

“Near is one thing. On, or under, is quite something else.” 

“Quite.” 

I  smiled  then  stuck  my  hand  out  of  the  window  of  the  carriage.  “But today is a warm spring day.” 

“Yes, Missus Murray, it is. And a fine day for ballet. What time will the Waldegraves be by to inspect the academy?” 

“Three.  They  won’t  be  longer  than  an  hour.  Lord  Waldegrave  just wanted  to  see  the  finished  studio.  Marve  and  Lizzie  will  be  there  for  the tour as well.” 

“Very  well.  I  read  in  the  morning  paper  that  more  shooting  stars  are expected tonight.” 

“A picnic on the roof then?” 

“Shall we make wishes?” 

“Of course. But what will you wish for?” 

Kai  thought  deeply  then  said,  “That  the  Thames  never  freezes  again. 

And you?” 

I reached out and touched his cheek. “Like I told Isabelle, I have all I could have wished for. The course of true love never did run smooth, yet, at last, here we are.” 

“And here we shall always be,” he said, setting a soft kiss on my cheek. 

I smiled then looked out the carriage window as we made the final turn away  from  the  Thames.  A  soft,  sweet  breeze  whisked  across  the  river, carrying with it the scent of new leaves and spring flowers. I stared out at the  water.  The  wave  caps  shimmered  with  golden  light  as  if  a  thousand

faeries  danced  amongst  the  sprays.  I  closed  my  eyes  and  breathed  in  the perfume  of  spring,  felt  the  warmth  of  Kai’s  body  beside  me,  and  felt  the steady beat of my happy heart. 
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N O V E L   D E S C R I P T I O N

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. 

 In loving memory of Edward and Margaret Kernick
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B O N J O U R

“I sabelle, 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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L E B O E U F

I t 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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L O V E ’ S   B L O O M

A fter 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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T H E   P R O S P E R O

A fter 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. 

A fter 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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T H E   M I R R O R

T here 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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T H E   T E M P E S T

T he 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. 

I t 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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S H I P W R E C K E D

“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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T H E   I S L A N D

I t 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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A R R E S T E D   P E R F E C T I O N

“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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B I T T E R S W E E T   R E U N I O N S

“M istress, 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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T H E   L O R D   A N D   T H E   A I R S H I P

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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F A R E W E L L

“P apa,” 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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T H E   G R E A T   E S C A P E

M issus 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. 
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I N T O   T H E   G R E E N

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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S U R E L Y   H E   H A S   A   S C R E W   L O O S E

R eluctantly, 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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B E   O U R   G U E S T

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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A L M O S T   K I N D

M oving 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. 

O nce 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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K elly 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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M ister 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. 

ands trembling, my breath quick, I went to the window and set my forehead H

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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M A T I L D A

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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C L A N D E S T I N E   A F F A I R S

A fter 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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R E U N I O N S

T here 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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A   T A L E   A S   O L D   A S   T I M E

A lone 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. 

M y 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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I  sabelle.  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. 

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. 

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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V oices 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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I N T O   T H E   C L O U D S

I t 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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R E A L L Y ,   G E R A R D ? 

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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T here 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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W E   H A V E   T O   G O   B A C K

I t 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.” 
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T H E   D E I R D R E

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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T H E   K E Y   T O   M Y   H E A R T

T he 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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H A P P I L Y   E V E R   A F T E R ,   O F   C O U R S E

“M y 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. 

E P I L O G U E

“W hat 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. 

A U T H O R ’ S   N O T E

I hope you enjoyed this steampunk twist on the classic  Beauty and the Beast tale.  I  had  a  ton  of  fun  reading  the  many  different  versions  of  the  classic fairy tale in preparation for writing my own  Beauty and the Beast book. Of course, I think we all know the Disney classic which I played on just a bit here. The original tale has a lot of similarities to Cinderella and offered a wide  range  of  Beauties,  Beasts,  and  a  cast  of  evil  sisters  and  loathsome brothers for Beauty. I loved the idea that Beauty’s father was a merchant, and refashioning him as a tinker was a delight. But one thing I have always hated  about   Beauty  and  the  Beast  is  the  Stockholm  Syndrome  element. 

Beast’s  behavior  is  often  abusive  or  borderline  abusive.  No  one  needs  to encourage  women  to  fall  in  love  with  their  abusers.  I  hoped  to  cast  that dynamic  in  a  new  light  here.  What  I  most  enjoyed  about  writing  this retelling was placing Isabelle and her father in a steampunk environment. I think  the  pair  fits  nicely  in  my  steampunk  universe.  Belle  is  my  favorite Disney princess because she is the intellectual. I wanted to keep that quality but mold it. I hope you enjoyed my twist on her character. 

If you have read  Ice and Embers: Steampunk Snow Queen, you already got  a  look  at  Isabelle  and  her  papa  through  the  eyes  of  Elyse  McKenna (Murray).  I  enjoyed  rewriting  the  scene  at  the  dock  from  Isabelle’s perspective. We leave  Ice and Embers feeling happy for Elyse and Kai and their  HEA.  But  what  about  Isabelle?  How  did  she  feel  about  losing  a potential beau? It was fun to consider. If you’d like a closer look at Elyse and Doctor Kai Murray, please check out  Ice and Embers: Steampunk Snow Queen. 

I  hope  my  fans  of  the   Airship  Racing  Chronicles   series  enjoyed  the cameo  of  a  young  Lily  and  Angus.  I  LOVED  writing  the  scene  on  the Deirdre.   It  was  like  spending  time  with  old  friends.  The  Airship  Racing Chronicles is my first steampunk series. It is definitely an adult series (sex, drugs,  and  airships),  but  if  you’re  interested  in  reading  Lily  and  Angus’s story, check out  Chasing the Star Garden. 

As for the other fun pieces in the book, fans of  Lost might have noticed a few iconic lines from that series floating around this book. As a Lostie, I’ve always wanted to write a “lost island” book. I gave it a shot. Hey, it’s a leap of faith, right? 

I also really had fun writing Kelly, who is named and modeled after a dog I had as a child. 

There are a few more Easter Eggs in here that will make sense as you read  the  entire   Steampunk  Fairy  Tales  series  and   The  Airship  Racing Chronicles. Both series are set in the same steampunk universe. 

Thank you for taking the time to read  Beauty and Beastly. I hope you enjoyed the novel. 

R E A D Y   F O R   M O R E   F A I R Y   T A L E S ? 

CONTINUE THE STEAMPUNK FAIRY TALES SERIES WITH THESE BOOKS:

GOLDEN BRAIDS AND DRAGON BLADES: STEAMPUNK RAPUNZEL

THE STEAMPUNK RED RIDING HOOD SERIES, BOOKS 1-6

GOBLINS AND SNOWFLAKES: A STEAMPUNK CHRISTMAS FAIRY TALE

HAUNTINGS AND HUMBUG: A STEAMPUNK CHRISTMAS FAIRY TALE

A B O U T   T H E   A U T H O R

 New  York  Times  and   USA  Today   bestselling  author  Melanie  Karsak  is  the  author  of  The  Airship Racing Chronicles, The Harvesting Series, The Celtic Blood Series, Steampunk Red Riding Hood, and Steampunk Fairy Tales. The author currently lives in Florida with her husband and two children. 

She is an Instructor of English at Southern New Hampshire University. 
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