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 Curiouser and Curiouser Novel Description 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes love is mad. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1: The Pocket Watch 
 
      
 
    “Curious.” I strained to look out the window of the carriage at the crowd thronging toward Hyde Park. A man on a Daedalus steam-powered buggy motored past. The well-dressed ladies in the back seat, their parasols shading them from the late afternoon sun, laughed wildly as they sped by. “Where are they all going?” 
 
    “The Crystal Palace,” Lord Dodgson pronounced grandly. “The Great Exhibition opened this week. I was planning to have a look myself,” he said, snapping the paper he was trying to read in an effort to straighten it, a motion he’d made ten times already since we’d left Hungerford Market. It was starting to get on my nerves. 
 
    “Her Majesty already opened the exhibit?” I asked, trying to hide the disappointment in my voice. 
 
    Lord Dodgson laughed. “Don’t you keep up on the local gossip, Alice? The whole town is talking about the Crystal Palace’s opening. A whole building made of glass and filled with mechanical inventions and wonders from the world afar…what a sight. I heard the opening was grand. Crowded but grand.” 
 
    I frowned. I’d thought the opening was next week. The park was located close to Lord Dodgson’s London home. I’d hoped to catch a glimpse of Queen Victoria but had missed my chance once again. 
 
    Half hanging out the carriage window, I strained to get a look at the festivities. The revelers had cleared a path and stood to watch as a man led a clockwork horse, its steel and copper body glinting in the sunlight, into the park. I could just make out tents sitting in Hyde Park’s green space. “Then I guess that means the airship races have started,” I said. In fact, the Great Exhibition’s opening had been timed to the British Airship Qualifying races. 
 
    “I didn’t fancy you a fan of the aether sports,” Lord Dodgson said. 
 
    “I’m not. But I have a friend who adores them.” 
 
    Adores, of course, was the wrong word. I tried to calm the uneasy feeling that rocked my stomach. It was Friday. If the races had opened on Monday, then Henry might already be in trouble. Had I seen him that morning? Had he gone to the shop? I tried to think back but couldn’t remember. Last race season he’d gambled away everything he owned down to the clothes on his back. Even his favorite top hat had gone to some bloody airship pirate. Race season always equaled trouble for my dear friend who couldn’t help but try to hedge his bets. His reasons for trying were honorable. His methods, however, were suspect. 
 
    “I’m not for any of that nonsense either,” Lord Dodgson proclaimed. “Racing around the sky like we were meant to have wings. No, no. My carriage will do just fine. It gets us where we need to go, doesn’t it, Alice?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” 
 
    Lord Dodgson laughed. “When you use formal address, you sound trite.” 
 
    I grinned. “What an odd thing to say. Shouldn’t one try to adopt manners?” 
 
    “Perhaps. But perhaps not when they are completely contradictory to that person’s general nature.” 
 
    “But aren’t manners completely contradictory to all of mankind’s nature? If, in essence, we are little more than creatures who are brutish and sinful, then manners are merely a mask for the base matter that lives within us all. And if that’s the case, we’d be wise to drop them entirely, if we wanted to be more honest. Or should we all lie and adopt the best of manners, thus go around being false? At least we’d all be equally false.” 
 
    Lord Dodgson laughed again then removed his monocle and looked at me. “Alice Lewis, you might be the brightest girl I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment, mister,” I replied with a wink. 
 
    “Now, there’s the scruffy guttersnipe I hired,” he said then snapped his paper once more. “Is there another way to take that comment as anything but a compliment?” 
 
    “At least five. Possibly more.” 
 
    “Alice,” he said, shaking his head. He looked back at his reading. 
 
    Well, it was true. Did he mean to imply he’d met only a few women of intelligence, or that most women were unintelligent, or that he thought he would meet wittier girls in the future, or when he said I might be bright did that mean he was uncertain, and how did he define bright anyway? Was he referring to my hair? Or maybe my eyes? Or did he just mean he found me intelligent? Thinking about it gave me a headache, and I was already a mess of nerves worrying that Henry had already gambled away every shilling he had. Come to think of it, Bess said he hadn’t been by for dinner last night. 
 
    The carriage rolled to a stop outside Lord Dodgson’s home. I smoothed my white apron and grabbed the packages sitting on the seat beside me. 
 
    “Your Grace,” the footman said, opening the door. 
 
    Lord Dodgson sighed heavily, folded his paper under his arm, and grabbed his cane. His bad knee would be aching after his walk through the market, but I guessed he wouldn’t complain. He’d had too much fun shopping for his niece’s birthday. The parcels I juggled were proof of that. I don’t think there was an item left at the market suitable for a girl around the age of six. What would other six-year-old girls receive for their birthday now that His Grace had purchased the lot? Of course, when I was six, I’d been at the workhouse laboring on a machine until I’d found different employment in the city. It’s amazing how quickly little fingers can learn to do very evil deeds. But young Charlotte Dodgson, the lord’s niece, would never have to worry about learning how to pick a pocket. A better life was reserved for her, and I didn’t begrudge her for it. 
 
    “Your Grace,” the footman called, his voice full of alarm. 
 
    A moment later, Lord Dodgson cried out in pain. 
 
    I emerged from the carriage to see that he’d slipped on the cobblestone, landing on his bad knee. 
 
    I dropped the packages, cringing when I heard the telltale clatter of broken glass, then rushed to help him up. 
 
    “Steady him,” I told the footman. “Easy, Your Grace. We’ve got you.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Lord Dodgson muttered. 
 
    “Manners, Your Grace,” I said as I gently lifted him. 
 
    Despite himself, Lord Dodgson laughed. “Ow,” he said, then laughed again. “Ow…oh, Alice.” 
 
    Steadying him, the footman and I helped our master stand up. 
 
    A moment later, I heard feet rushing quickly down the cobblestone toward us. The sound of it set my nerves on edge, and my old instincts kicked in. The runner didn’t slow as the footsteps approached. I moved to grab the knife hidden out of sight under my apron, but my hands were all tied up with Lord Dodgson. If I let go, he would fall. 
 
    “Watch yourself, boy. What? Hey,” the footman called. 
 
    A boy with a mop of striking white hair, wearing an expensive but oversized waistcoat, slipped between us and was gone again in a flash. 
 
    “My pocket watch! My grandfather’s pocket watch,” Lord Dodgson cried, clutching his vest where he always kept his pocket watch. “Stop that boy. He stole my pocket watch. Alice!” 
 
    I glanced up the street to see the boy dangle the pocket watch teasingly before us. 
 
    “Rabbit,” I hissed. 
 
    “Your Grace…I need to—” 
 
    “Go, Alice. Go.” 
 
    The footman held tightly onto Lord Dodgson so I could let go. I turned and faced the boy. Rabbit, the little albino street rat, was grinning at me. Sneaky little pickpocket. What was he doing in my part of town? He’d grabbed the watch so deftly. Not bad. Some people said he was almost as good as I used to be. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: Chasing Rabbits 
 
      
 
    “Rabbit,” I called. 
 
    The boy grinned, stuffed the pocket watch inside his coat, then turned and raced off. 
 
    “Dammit,” I whispered then dashed after him. 
 
    My legs pumping hard, I pounded down the cobblestone street behind him. The boy dodged across the road, startling a horse who nearly threw his rider. If I lost Rabbit in the crowd, I’d end up having to search the entire city for him. Rabbit rushed toward the park. He moved quickly between the finely dressed gentlemen and ladies making their way toward the Crystal Palace for the exhibition. 
 
    From somewhere in the distance, I heard the boom of a cannon. An airship race was starting. I frowned again. Henry better be at his shop. He’d promised me and Bess he was done with gambling. And he’d said he meant it. But making promises is easy when temptation is out of sight. And he’d made that promise when it wasn't racing season. 
 
    I rushed through the crowd. Rabbit was fast. If it weren’t for the startled proclamations of “I say” or the tiny shrieks of fine ladies as Rabbit pushed past, I’d hardly know which way he’d gone. 
 
    The walkway emptied out into the wide, green expanse of Hyde Park. The magnificent Crystal Palace, an ornate building made of glass and wrought iron, constructed just for the Great Exhibition, shimmered like a gem in the sunlight. I’d seen it under construction but hadn’t been that way since. I could see why it had earned its name. The beveled glass panes shimmered with tints of blue, pink, and yellow under the warm sunlight. Inside, I saw a dizzying display of oddities. Between me and the palace, the green space was filled with tents, vendors, revelers, and race aficionados. 
 
    I glanced upward. The first of the airships, its brightly painted balloon holding the wooden gondola aloft, was speeding overhead. 
 
    Ahead of me, I heard a shriek followed by the sound of glass shattering. I turned the corner to find a display of jars of orange marmalade shattered on the ground. The strong scent of orange peel perfumed the air. An angry-faced merchant shouted in the direction of Rabbit, shaking her fist. 
 
    I raced after him. 
 
    Rabbit rushed through another vendor tent, this one selling cupboards displaying finely painted china. I followed. The vendor was too busy yelling at Rabbit to curse me. 
 
    “Two bulls passing through,” I said with a laugh at the shocked merchant who stared at us. 
 
    I turned the corner to nearly trip over one of what looked like a hundred rocking chairs in time to see Rabbit race away from the vendors toward the food stalls and makeshift taverns. 
 
    The crowd oohed and ahhed as the airships passed overhead. I heard the airship captains barking orders to their crews as the ships jockeyed for position. 
 
    I chased Rabbit down tavern row. We were in the thick of my old world, my old life. Tarts lingered, half-dressed, outside sumptuously decorated tents. The strong scents of drink and opium smoke perfumed the air. The crowd became rough and rowdy. The fine ladies wouldn’t be found anywhere near here. Their gentleman, of course, darted into the opium tents, makeshift brothels, and wagering places. Typical. 
 
    I turned the last corner and lost sight of Rabbit. But it didn’t matter. At the end of the row was a massive tent. The fabric door wagged. A guard stood at the door. I was in the right place. A mushroom was painted on the tent door. 
 
    I tried to quell the terrible ache that rocked my stomach. I clenched my hands, took a deep breath, then almost turned to leave. 
 
    “Anything the matter, Alice?” the guard finally asked. 
 
    I turned my attention to him. “Frog? What happened to your eye?” I motioned to the eyepatch hiding one of his baby blues. Frog, as they’d called him due to his harsh voice—a blessing, actually, in that he’d survived a throat infection that had killed the rest of his family—grinned. 
 
    “Rough job a few months back.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’d say. Sorry to hear it. I’m after Rabbit. He stole something from me.” 
 
    Without another word, Frog held open the flap to the tent and motioned for me to enter. 
 
    Curious again.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3: The Caterpillar 
 
      
 
    My heart beat quickly. This was the last place I wanted to be. The tent was dark, lit only by flickering candles in colorful glass lamps from the Orient. The scents of opium and tobacco, and the tang of alcohol, filled the air. Thieves made deals in shadowed corners, tarts displayed their pert breasts to willing customers, and tinkers traded their deadly creations for illicitly-won coin. Almost nothing had changed in the year since I’d left. Except now Caterpillar was at the helm of one of London’s largest crime syndicates. And therein lay my biggest problem. 
 
    I moved toward the shimmering golden curtain at the back of the tent. Rabbit was whispering in Caterpillar’s ear. He nodded then waved the boy away. Rabbit slipped between the bodyguards and went to the back. 
 
    Caterpillar. Of course, that wasn’t his real name. I’d known and loved him as William. But he wasn’t William anymore. Now he was a peddler of opium and flesh. He was a crime lord, a dealer of dark deeds, and a man who’d broken my heart. 
 
    I hated the scene, hated that I would have to go talk to him, and hated that his blue eyes were still quick and shining. His eyes were lined with dark charcoal, ears trimmed with dangling pearls. I hated that his hair still fell over his left brow in the most charming manner and that when he smirked, one eyebrow raised. I hated that it made my stomach twist. One of the tarts offered him a glass of wine and a small bowl of what looked like dried mushrooms. He took the wine but waved the fungi away. 
 
    William drew me in. It was William who I’d loved, but it was Caterpillar who’d chosen this life over me. I needed to remember that, to keep my head on straight. I just needed the pocket watch. I’d get the pocket watch then leave. 
 
    I approached the guards cautiously, stopping just short of the entryway. 
 
    They looked from me to one another, unsure what to do. 
 
    I stared at William who toked on a hookah pipe, blowing a ring of smoke in the air. 
 
    The guards shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    William, who’d been lounging on a chaise, sat up and looked out at me through the sheer fabric. 
 
    He smirked then leaned forward. “Who are you?” 
 
    His question silenced those around him. Everyone knew who I was. 
 
    “When I woke up this morning, I was Alice.” 
 
    He rose then moved closer. “But who are you now?” 
 
    “That depends. Who are you? Which Alice is here depends on your answer.” 
 
    He came to the curtain. “Well then, that makes it hard to say.” 
 
    “I’m sure it does, given how good you are at betraying your true nature.” I was trying to keep a lid on my feelings but was failing miserably. As he drew closer, I smelled the sweet aromas of jasmine and sandalwood that always clung to him. 
 
    “You’re one to talk. So, what does Alice from this morning want?” 
 
    I frowned at him. 
 
    “Don’t get too frustrated,” he replied then pulled the curtain open, beckoning me inside, “or the other Alice might peek out. Come.” 
 
    I entered the semi-private enclosure. Inside, I spotted William’s chief bodyguard, the Knave. A tart lay naked, asleep in an opium stupor, on a chaise nearby. 
 
    I nodded to the Knave. 
 
    “Alice,” he said with a soft smile. I caught the lilt of his Irish accent in his voice. His real name, of course, was Jack. He’d been friends with William and me since we were young. As was the habit in the industry, Jack went by a pseudonym. If someone ratted you out, it was better that they had no idea what your real name might be. It’s a lot harder to track a man named Knave than it was Jack O’Toole or Caterpillar than it was to find William Charleston. 
 
    “Have a seat, Alice from this morning,” William said. 
 
    I sat on the chaise, gently pushing aside the legs of the intoxicated strumpet. 
 
    “What brings you here?” he asked, rubbing a thoughtful finger across his chin. He’d grown a short, neatly-kept beard since I saw him last. It looked very handsome. 
 
    “Rabbit stole a pocket watch from my employer. I want it back.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with me?” William asked. 
 
    “Cake?” one of William’s girls offered, holding out a tray on which sat a colorful selection of petit fours. 
 
    I looked down at the small treats. I could smell the aroma of the frosting, nearly taste the sweet confections in a glance. I could see the game was truly afoot. They were my favorite. I raised an eyebrow at William who smiled. 
 
    The stubborn part of me wanted to tell William, and the girl, to sod off. But the part of me who hadn’t tasted strawberry frosted, vanilla-sweetened, and raspberry-and crème-filled cake in months could say no such thing. I lifted a small cake and popped it into my mouth, feeling annoyed and enraptured all in the same moment. I closed my eyes, savoring the taste. They’d come from my favorite baker. William had remembered. Once more, angry and elated feelings swept over me. 
 
    “Drink?” the girl then offered. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see the girl was holding a bottle of absinthe. 
 
    “Alice isn’t the type. Do you want some tea?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Run off,” he told the serving girl, waving her away. 
 
    The girl turned to go, but before she could leave, I reached out and grabbed just one more petit four: pistachio and chocolate. I popped it into my mouth. 
 
    “I’m glad you like them,” William said, grinning at me. 
 
    The warmth of his gaze made me angry. He didn’t have any right being this nice to me. “The pocket watch?” I asked after swallowing the last bite. 
 
    “Alice from the morning is very business-oriented. Right, then. What of it?” 
 
    “I hate it when you play coy. And you’re not very good at it. Rabbit entered this tent not a moment before me. I want that watch. Must I remind you that we have an understanding? You don’t tangle in my affairs, remember? It was agreed upon.” 
 
    “You certainly are Alice from this morning,” he said with a frown. “Not that the outfit didn’t give it away. Crisp white apron you have there, Alice. But the blue maid’s dress brings out your eyes.” 
 
    “We all wear costumes, don’t we, Caterpillar and his Knave?” I said, casting a glance at Jack. “Is he Jack or is he the Knave? Are you Caterpillar or are you William? Hard to tell what’s truth and what’s fiction, isn’t it?” 
 
    William smirked then turned to Jack. “Find Rabbit.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t be far. You waved him off just a moment ago,” I said. 
 
    Chuckling under his breath, Jack left. 
 
    “Why did you bring me here?” I asked. 
 
    “Bring you here?” William replied. 
 
    Now I was getting irritated. “Yes. Why did you bring me here?” 
 
    “Chance brings you here.” 
 
    “There is no such thing. Rabbit would never steal from me or mine unless you told him to.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “William,” I replied, a warning in my voice. 
 
    “Let’s just say that a pocket watch brought you here,” he said. 
 
    “For what reason?” 
 
    “Time, I suppose.” 
 
    “Enough games. What do you want?” I hated feeling toyed with. Waffling between anger and heartache, I wanted to run away from the scene but couldn’t. 
 
    “Ah, now there is Alice from before. I need that Alice’s help.” 
 
    “That Alice doesn’t exist anymore. And why would she help you, all things considered?” 
 
    “Because of all things considered.” 
 
    I looked deeply into his blue eyes. “I don’t think that interests her anymore.” 
 
    “Then there is nothing more for us to discuss.” 
 
    “The pocket watch.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll have the boy return it, and you can be on your way.” 
 
    That was it? Too easy. Why did he need my help? What kind of trouble was he in? “Fine.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’ll hear another case while we wait.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “Of course not. You haven’t for a long time, have you?” 
 
    I glanced up at him. I caught that old look in his eye, that heartbroken man who had once loved me—whom I had once loved—but he looked away. 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, you’re right about that. It’s all on me, isn’t it?” he replied then turned away. “Robert, bring him in,” William called to one his guards. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “How goes the dusting, Alice? I heard you were out shopping with His Grace this morning. Must be scintillating work. Honest work, of course. Honest as they come, aren’t you, Alice?” he snapped. 
 
    “What do you know about being honest or true?” 
 
    He brushed off the question. “Of course, business is busy here, not that you’d be interested. With the Crystal Palace visitors, there is a lot to manage. Hard work. So much work, in fact, that you get the impression that someone had originally intended it to be managed by two people, not one. Of course, that probably doesn’t matter to you. And then there are the airship races. My coffers are filling every day. So many people just love to bid what they cannot afford.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “Ah, here we go,” William said. “Yet another gambler with empty pockets.” 
 
    Two guards came in dragging a man between them. They dropped him on the floor. His top hat fell from his head and rolled to my feet. 
 
    I gasped. “Henry.” 
 
    “Alice?” Henry whispered, turning to look up at me. His face was bloody and broken. “What are you doing amongst these mad people?” 
 
    “What am I doing here? What are you doing here?” I shot back. 
 
    “He’s mad, of course. Why else would he be here?” William answered with a laugh. “We’re all mad here.” 
 
    I glared at William then bent to pick up the hat. 
 
    “Now, I’m afraid your hatter friend owes one of my associates a considerable amount of money. I was able to intervene, but, unfortunately, not before the good hatter got himself worked over. How much does he owe?” William asked, shooting a look to one of his henchmen. 
 
    “More than he’s worth,” the man replied. 
 
    Henry’s suit was torn, the sleeve ripped, the shirt open. One eye was red and puffy, blood leaking from his lip. 
 
    “Henry, you didn’t,” I whispered. 
 
    “He did. And I’m sure Alice from before remembers what’s done with gamblers who cannot pay,” William said. 
 
    “Oh no. Not his fingers. His hands are his livelihood. He can repay the debt. His hats are in such demand that he has taken on an apprentice. He can pay the debt. I’ll pay as well.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Alice. I was just trying to—” Henry began but William cut him off. 
 
    “And how long will that take? Half a year, perhaps? My associate wants to take six fingers now. That’s the standard. We can do so and be done with the matter.” 
 
    “William, don’t you dare,” I growled. 
 
    “Alice, I’m so sorry. I wanted to raise enough money to take Bess to Bath. The winters are so hard on her. I had a tip on one of the racers—” 
 
    I raised my hand to silence Henry then turned on William. “All right. What do you want?” 
 
    “As I said, your help.” 
 
    “No, Alice. Don’t. You’re done with that. Please. Not for me,” Henry said. 
 
    “How touching. But none of your business,” William told Henry. He then turned to his guards. “Throw him out.” 
 
    “Alice, whatever he wants, say no,” Henry pleaded. 
 
    I handed Henry his hat then turned to William. “Fine. Let’s talk.” 
 
    William smiled. 
 
    “Alice, I’m so sorry. This is my fault. Alice?” Henry called as they dragged him away. 
 
    “Nice chap, but he’s a miserable gambler,” William said. 
 
    “Poor methods, but a noble reason. He’d do anything for Bess, not something you’d understand, of course. Now, what do you want?” 
 
    “I have a problem. The situation has become…delicate. I need someone with your talents.” 
 
    “I have many talents, as you mentioned. Shall I do your shopping for you? I’m also very adept at dusting, pressing clothes—” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” he said, turning to pluck a date out of a bowl on the table sitting beside his chaise. 
 
    “I don’t have those talents anymore.” 
 
    “No?” he asked, his back turned to me. A second later, he turned and lobbed a dagger at me. The movement was quick, but something mean in me took over. 
 
    I reached out and deftly caught the blade by the handle. 
 
    I threw the knife to the ground. 
 
    “Stop it,” I said. 
 
    “Stop what?” he asked, his gaze steady. “Are you still carrying her?” 
 
    “No,” I lied. 
 
    “William came close to me and gently slid his hand under my apron to pull out the dagger hidden there. “I can still tell when you’re lying,” he said. “Of course you carry her. We never stray far from our center. I need your help, Alice. And not the Alice from this morning. You know who I need.” 
 
    “And if I say no?” I was trembling and not with anger. I hadn’t been this close to him in months, hadn’t felt his touch in so long, and in that instant, I realized how terribly I missed him. The feeling confused and thrilled me. 
 
    “Then the hatter loses a few fingers.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. We never stray far from our center. What’s the job?” 
 
    “Nothing you can’t handle.” He leaned into my ear, his hot breath like a caress on my cheek, and whispered, “Welcome back, Bandersnatch.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4: The Fine Art of Pretending to Speak Frankly 
 
      
 
    “Come,” William said, linking his arm in mine. He waved for the Knave to follow us. The sudden closeness felt very odd. Did all old loves feel such strange inklings when their flesh touched again? We made our way out of the tent and back into the fresh air. I was glad. The heavy scent of tobacco and opium polluted my lungs and burned my nose. 
 
    Wordlessly, we walked between the tents and down the path toward the green space outside the Crystal Palace. William led us to a small arched bridge that crossed a stream. We stood at the rail, looking at the magnificent structure. At the moment, they were holding a parade. Circus animals—elephants, zebras, horses, and other beasts—were being led down the promenade and into the exhibition. It would have been a remarkable sight in and of itself, but the fact that all the creatures were made of metal and clockwork only hinted at the vast wonderland that awaited inside the exhibition. 
 
    “Take the rest of the week off. Visit the Countess tonight. She has a few odds and ends for you. Meet me before nine tomorrow.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We’ll be taking in the wonders,” he said, motioning to the Great Exhibition. 
 
    “Whatever for?” 
 
    “Because we need to have a look.” 
 
    “At?” 
 
    “At the Koh-i-Noor.” 
 
    I paused, thinking back to where I’d heard the name before. “The diamond? You mean one of Victoria’s crown jewels?” 
 
    “It’s on display at the Crystal Palace. I fancied we’d take a look, see what kind of security is on the piece,” he said with a smile. But his expression was odd. That wasn’t an I’m about to make a fortune off this heist kind of grin.  
 
    “And what interest do you have in one of Victoria’s baubles? That’s a mark with an enormous amount of risk attached.” 
 
    “We all have higher aspirations,” he said, his voice full of false bravado. “Time to move on to bigger game.” 
 
    “I can tell a raven from a writing desk,” I said sharply. 
 
    William smirked. “I didn’t want to ask your help, but I need that diamond. And I need someone I can depend on to do the job.” 
 
    “And why do you think I’m a good choice?” 
 
    “Because if anyone can lift that diamond, it’s you. And I know that you’ll have my back if things go pear-shaped. Just like before.” 
 
    The memory of my hands covered in blood flashed through my mind. Again, I recalled the dead man at my feet, his mouth open wide, his face frozen in the grimace of death. I closed my eyes hard, pushing the memory away. “I did that to save you. I did that because I loved you.” 
 
    “Which is why I know you will help me again.” 
 
    His words startled me. I opened my eyes and looked at him. A million words left unspoken flowed between us in that single glance. William looked away. I steeled my heart then stepped back. I turned to Jack who’d been standing a discreet distance away. 
 
    “Do you have the pocket watch?” 
 
    He glanced at William who nodded. 
 
    Reaching into his coat, Jack pulled out Lord Dodgson’s watch and handed it to me. 
 
    I slipped it into my pocket then turned back to William. 
 
    “And where were you when I needed you?” I finally shot back. “Where were you this winter when Bess nearly died? In your big house, that’s where. It was Henry who looked after us. Where were you?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply but didn’t say anything. Whatever answer he might have given, it wouldn’t have been enough. 
 
    I glared at William. “I’ll help you…for Henry. Henry may be a mad fool, but he would do anything for my sister, risk anything, give up anything. That’s what love is. Something you know nothing about,” I said then turned and walked away. 
 
    “Alice,” William called. 
 
    I didn’t look back. 
 
    “I saved your hatter. He still has his fingers because of me.” 
 
    “It’s not enough,” I replied, walking away. My heart thundered as I moved back into the crowd. After all this time, he’d found a way to drag me back into the mess. Why now? Why did he really want that diamond? That wasn’t his style. He rarely risked so big. Something didn’t make sense, and before I fell any further into the hole Rabbit dug for me, I needed to figure out what was going on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5: Six Impossible Things 
 
      
 
    Lord Dodgson stared down at the pocket watch, his eyes brimming with tears of appreciation. 
 
    “Impossible. How did you manage it?” he asked with a shake of the head. 
 
    “It was nothing, sir.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I owe you something special for this, dear Alice,” he said, stroking his finger across the glass face of the watch. “What would you like?” 
 
    I smiled. “Might I beg your patience to ask for the rest of the week off?” 
 
    “The rest of the week off?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace. With pay.” 
 
    He laughed. “And with pay.” 
 
    “It was your grandfather’s watch, wasn’t it, Your Grace?” 
 
    Lord Dodgson smiled. “It was. All right. Of course. Time it is. That’s what matters most, right?” he asked with a laugh, looking at the watch. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “In fact, take the rest of the day off. Time is a gift best given at once.” 
 
    And a gift that can’t be taken back, I considered, but did not say so. “Thank you, Your Grace.” 
 
    He nodded and smiled at the pocket watch. 
 
    Taking my cue to leave, I curtsied nicely then headed toward the door. Now I needed to get to Twickenham and back before dark. As it was, Bess was going to be upset once she got a look at Henry. I didn’t want her worrying about me too. There was only one way to get anywhere quickly. Sighing, reluctant to bump into yet another old friend, I turned and headed toward the airship towers. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Alice Lewis?” Winston asked as he adjusted the optical devices on his goggles to look at me more closely. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    The wind blew harshly on the loading platform outside the small airship. Grabbing a handful of cloth, I held my skirt down. The ship’s balloon shifted overhead in the breeze. Metal clattered gently from somewhere amongst the ropes of the rigging. Winston leaned against the rail, his pipe dangling from his mouth as he considered me. He’d grown a long mustache since I saw him last. It trailed off his chin like a walrus’s tusks. Like me, Winston had left the life. Now he ran fares in his small airship. It was an honest life but not a rich one. Something I understood well. 
 
    “I just need a quick lift.” 
 
    “Do you?” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow. In its wake was a smear of grease. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    “As much as I love you, no one rides for free.” 
 
    I nodded, dipped into my pocket, then tossed him two coins. “Just a quick trip. That should cover it.” 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    “Twickenham.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me. “Twickenham?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “To her?” 
 
    “Is there anything else in Twickenham?” 
 
    “Pub there serves a good kidney pie.” 
 
    “I didn’t know there was such a thing.” 
 
    “Such a thing?” 
 
    “As good kidney pie.” 
 
    Grinning, he asked, “You’re not back in the life are you, Alice?” 
 
    “I hope not.” 
 
    He raised a questioning eyebrow at me but didn’t ask anything more. “Rufus,” he called into the gear galley. “Wake up. Quick run up the river.” 
 
    “Why’d you wake me? I was dreaming of that black-eyed girl at the tavern. She was just about to—“ 
 
    “Shut it. Lady passenger on board,” Winston called. “And an observant one at that.” 
 
    Rufus, Winston’s gear galleyman, looked out. “Miss,” he said with a nod. His mop of hair, twisted into a massive pile of dreadlocks, bobbed along with him. He headed below. Soon, I heard gears grind as he readied the airship for departure. 
 
    “Get comfortable,” Winston said, pointing to a bench. He climbed the ropes into the balloon basket and set the flame alight. A moment later he climbed back down and unmoored the vessel. It began to lift slowly, the heat in the balloon causing the ship to rise. At the back of the airship, the propeller began to turn as Winston took the wheel and guided the airship toward the Thames. I rose and joined him, looking over the rail of the ship at the river and city streets below which grew smaller as we lifted. 
 
    “Now why would Alice Lewis be going to see the Countess?” Winston mused as he relit his pipe. 
 
    I shook my head. “I wouldn’t have believed it myself if you’d asked me this morning. How many impossible things can happen each day?” 
 
    Winston laughed. “At least six.” 
 
    “At least.” 
 
    “Have you seen him lately?” 
 
    Him. There was only one person he could have been referring to. “No,” I lied. 
 
    Winston grinned knowingly. “Suit yourself. And how is Bess doing?” 
 
    “The winter was very hard, but we’re past it now.” 
 
    “I was in love with your sister for at least a year.” 
 
    I smiled. “I never knew that.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one who’s good at keeping secrets,” he said with a wink. 
 
    I stared out at the horizon as the airship glided upriver. The scent of the air blowing off the Thames filled my nose. At this height above the city, much of the foul smell died away. There was a softness to the air, and I could smell flowers and the freshness of late spring in the early May air. Each season had its own smells. Winter smelled of snow and chimney smoke, summer smelled of dust and sweat, and fall smelled of fallen leaves and the oncoming winter. But the scent of spring was always my favorite. Its sweet perfume roused my memories. Once more, I was fifteen years old, William seventeen, and we ran down the streets of London. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This way,” William called in a harsh whisper as we raced down Westminster Bridge toward the airship platforms. Overhead, the massive aether machines moved in and out of port. The chimes on Tinker’s Tower bonged out. It was eleven thirty. 
 
    In the distance behind us, I could hear the constables’ whistles, but they were following the wrong trail. William’s crafty idea to throw a pack into the river had done its job. They thought we’d jumped. 
 
    Grinning, I held the box against my chest as I raced behind William. The fog on the bridge was thick, but it was filled with that same sweet spring air. Lying just under the scent of the city was the smell of new grass and flowers, of melted snow and new leaves. I breathed in the misty air. Since it was late at night, there were only a few carriages and riders passing. The fog was too dense for them to make out with any clarity two teenagers racing away from the scene of a crime. 
 
    “We’re going to make it,” William told me, grinning wildly. 
 
    He grabbed my hand, and we rushed forward. 
 
    When we reached the end of the bridge, I paused and put the box into my satchel. I pulled my blonde hair into a bun and pulled on my hooded cloak. William slipped on his cap, keeping it low on his brow, and we slowed to a casual pace as we moved toward the airship towers. 
 
    The place was quiet save the few airship jockeys and their crews milling about their ships. I glanced upward. The towers were nearly ten stories in height. All manner of airships were docked overhead. I eyed the ensigns on the balloons, spotting the ship I was after. 
 
    “There. The Aphrodite,” I whispered, pointing to a ship with a swan on it. 
 
    As we approached the lift, a tower guard eyed us closely. 
 
    “You booking passage?” the gruff old man asked. 
 
    “No, sir,” William replied, putting on a false Scots accent. “Just have a message for one of the captains.” 
 
    “Ship?” 
 
    “The Aphrodite.” 
 
    The guard raised an eyebrow but said nothing. He waved us into the lift. Entering behind us, he secured the doors then pulled a massive lever. The gears on the lift pulled us upward. When we reached the third level, he stopped. 
 
    “Fifth berth,” he said. 
 
    We exited. Without another word, the man worked the levers once more and lowered the lift back down. 
 
    “Alice,” William whispered in my ear. “How did you ever figure out how to open the chest?” 
 
    “It was a cryptix. The note we got from the buyer had a riddle in it. The answer to the riddle unlocked the cryptix.” 
 
    “Riddle? What riddle?” 
 
    “How can you tell a raven from a writing desk?” 
 
    “What’s the answer?” 
 
    I grinned at him. “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    “Only to you,” he replied with a laugh. 
 
    We slowed as we approached the airship, stopping at the docking ramp. There was only one lantern burning on the ship. A woman was sitting in the shadows. She was smoking rolled tobacco. The red of the ember cast orange shadows across her face, but I couldn’t make out her features clearly. 
 
    “Well?” she asked. 
 
    “Are you the contac—” 
 
    “I’m her. Let’s have it.” 
 
    I pulled the box out of my pack. 
 
    The airship captain lowered her cap, shadowing her face. In the dim light, I could see the cap had an unusual pendant on it, but I didn’t inspect it closer. Whoever she was, it was clear she didn’t want to be identified. She came to the side of the ship. Reaching out, she took the package from us. She opened the lid and examined the contents. Satisfied, she closed the lid then handed me a leather pouch. 
 
    “For your boss,” she said then turned back. She climbed up the rope ladder to the balloon basket where she clicked on the burner. Without another word, she unmoored her ship and started steering it out of the dock. 
 
    Wide-eyed, William watched her. He opened his mouth to question the mysterious figure, but I pinched his arm. 
 
    “Remember your manners. Never question the customers. Just do your job,” I said then pulled him away before his curiosity got him in trouble. 
 
    I slid the envelope into my bag and headed toward the steps. We headed downstairs. On the second platform, William and I stopped and looked out over the Thames. It was still foggy, the gas lamps casting soft orange blobs of light in the darkness. 
 
    Overhead, the Aphrodite lifted out of port and flew north. 
 
    “I love this city,” William whispered, staring out at the expanse. “One day, I’ll be rich enough to book us passage on any airship we please. I want to see the world. Let’s go to Barbados. Or to America. Or to the Orient. I want to see everything. I love the image of it. And you, Alice Lewis, I love you most of all,” he said, pulling me close. 
 
    I met his eyes and reached out to touch his face. He cradled my hand in his, pressing his cheek into my touch. 
 
    He sighed contentedly, then leaned in and kissed me softly. The sensation sent chills to my toes. The kiss was soft and sweet. I caught the familiar scent of jasmine-scented soap on his skin. 
 
    When we were done, I leaned back. The kiss had made me dizzy. I saw black spots before my eyes. 
 
    We both laughed softly. 
 
    “I like your dream,” I said, leaning into him. I liked it more than he knew. While my employment kept a roof over mine and my sister’s head, I hated the life. The thieving, the dark deeds, didn’t agree with my spirit. I couldn’t wait for the day that I was released from the terrible bond that tied me to a life so unseeming. 
 
    “I’m saving every coin I make. One day, I’ll be rich and powerful enough to take care of us both,” William whispered. 
 
    “Why do we need to be rich and powerful?” I asked. 
 
    “Who doesn’t want that?” 
 
    I was puzzled by his question. “I just want to be content. Let’s move to Barbados. We’ll eat tropical fruits and lie on the beach. The warm weather will clear Bess’s lungs, and we’ll all be perfectly happy.” 
 
    “Content is easy to come by. I want something more.” 
 
    “Then I’ll buy you a monkey.” 
 
    William laughed. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “I know, but I have to disagree. I think content is the most difficult thing to come by. To be content is to be in perfect bliss, to have everything just as you like it. Even if you are rich and powerful, there is no guarantee you will be content.” 
 
    William wrapped his arms tight around me. “Wealth and power can buy comfort. Look at Jabberwocky. He is the picture of contentment.” Jabberwocky, our employer and mine and Bess’s semi-adoptive father, did have many luxuries. We lived in a grand house. We had nice clothing and things. But from what I could see, he was not a happy person. He was good to me and Bess, good to his own aging mother whom Bess looked after, and when he spent time with the Countess, I saw moments of brightness in his face. But aside from that, he looked far from content to me. 
 
    I frowned. I wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “I have something for you,” he said. “That, I hope, will bring you toward that perfect bliss you’re after, Alice Lewis.” 
 
    “Something for me?” 
 
    “I spent half the job worrying I was going to drop it,” he said with a laugh. “Or that if we got arrested, it would end up confiscated.” 
 
    “Of course, don’t worry about actually getting arrested,” I said with a laugh. “You need to get your priorities straight, love.” 
 
    “Love,” he replied, then reached out to touch my chin again. He then reached inside his vest. From therein, he pulled out a package. “I had her made for you.” He handed the package to me. 
 
    I untied the bindings on the bundle and opened it to find a dagger inside. It had a long, slim blade. The pommel was made of ivory and carved like the white queen from a chess board. But even better, she also looked quite like Queen Victoria. 
 
    “William,” I whispered. 
 
    “All great thieves have a special blade.” 
 
    “I love her. The queen…she looks a bit like Her Majesty.” 
 
    “Such a nationalist,” William said with a grin. “You’d almost believe I had it made in Victoria’s image on purpose. It’s a curious gift for a lady, I know. But my lady is special. She’s my queen,” he said, reaching out to touch my lower lip. 
 
    I moved the dagger aside then leaned in for a kiss once more. 
 
    “Thank you. I love her. Curious things certainly make the best gifts.” 
 
    William knew me well. I didn’t care for jewels or fancy baubles. I had no use for them. A dagger, however, was quite another matter. It was perfect. I slid the dagger back into the leather sheath then slipped her into the top of my boot. It took a minute to adjust to the feel of the blade, but she was secure there. 
 
    I looked up at Tinker’s Tower. It was already twenty after twelve. “Jabberwocky will be expecting us. I hope he’ll be pleased.” 
 
    “We did just loot a crate full of cargo meant for the British Museum on behalf of his mysterious client,” William said, looking upward once more in the direction which the Aphrodite had flown. “Alice, how can you tell a raven from a writing desk?” 
 
    Giggling, I pulled him into a kiss once more. 
 
    “That’s the best answer yet,” William whispered when I let him go. “Come on,” he said, taking my hand. We turned and headed back into the city. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Winston rang a bell alerting the galleyman we’d arrived at our destination. I glanced at the small airship tower situated along the river not far from the small village of Twickenham. It was a rickety looking thing, but the port was surprisingly busy. Winston docked his ship just as another airship took off. 
 
    I took a deep breath then readied myself. Despite everything, I was, as Winston had suggested, in the mess again. 
 
    Winston looked me over, his expression pensive. “You want me to stay a bit? We can run you back.” 
 
    I shook my head then set my hand on his shoulder. “Thank you, old friend. No. I’ll be all right.” 
 
    “I hope so,” he said, nodding solemnly. “Be careful, Alice.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He smiled. “Tell lovely Bess I said hello.” 
 
    I grinned. “I will.” 
 
    “She ever get married?” 
 
    “Not yet. But she has a fellow.” 
 
    “Decent chap or should I come calling?” 
 
    I considered the question. “Decent to her. She loves him.” 
 
    Winston laughed. “No luck with the Lewis girls. They’re always taken. Be well, Alice.” 
 
    “You too,” I said, then headed down the platform. His remark puzzled me. While Bess was certainly on her way to the wedding altar, I was unattached. Well, at least I thought I was. By Winston’s assessment, it seemed that the whole world knew what I could barely allow myself to admit. My heart still belonged to William. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: The Countess 
 
      
 
    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.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7: Little White Lies 
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank goodness,” Bess exclaimed the moment I opened the door. She pulled me inside then took my face in her hands. “Alice, are you all right? I’ve been so worried. This has been an awful, awful day. Are you okay? Where have you been?” Her large blue eyes looked even wider in all the excitement. And her soft yellow curls, pale in color almost to white, hung in wild wisps about her face. The red blotches on her face told me she’d been crying. 
 
    I looked around at the small flat my sister and I shared above the dressmaker’s shop. The place smelled of freshly baked bread. Henry was sitting in a chair by the window, a washcloth pressed against his cheek. 
 
    “I…Lord Dodgson had me run a late errand to pick up a gift for his niece.” 
 
    Bess sighed then pushed the door closed behind me. “I don’t know why he always asks you to do everything. Alice, look at Henry,” she said, setting her hands on her hips. 
 
    I turned to Henry who, it seemed, wanted to look at anything other than me. He wouldn’t meet my eyes. 
 
    “Henry,” I said carefully. 
 
    “Beat up on the way home from work. And he didn’t even have a pence in his pocket to steal anyway. My poor sweet dear,” Bess said, leaving me to go to Henry. She took the cloth from his hand and touched it to his bruised cheek. She set a soft kiss on his forehead. 
 
    Henry took her hand and kissed it gently, pressing the back of her hand to his cheek as he closed his eyes. 
 
    “Sweet hatter,” she said, leaning in to pull him into an embrace, cradling his head against her stomach. 
 
    The sight of it was so sweet, so full of love, that I looked away. I pretended to be distracted by Bess’s cat who wove through my feet, rubbing her head on my legs. My heart twisted. 
 
    “Hello, Dinah,” I choked out, pressing my emotions down. I stooped to pet her. 
 
    “Well,” Bess said as she pushed her wild curls behind her ears, “now that I have both of you at home, let’s eat. Oh, Alice, you really did give me a fright after what happened to Henry.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Bess.” I set the packages the Countess had given me on my small cot then went to join Henry, who’d moved to our small kitchen table, while Bess ladled soup into our bowls. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked Henry. A forlorn expression on his face, he looked up at me. His golden, hazel-colored eyes spoke volumes. I could see from his expression how truly sorry and ashamed he was. I didn’t have the heart to be angry with him. 
 
    “I’ll recover. And you? Are you all right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “The world just gets worse and worse every day, I’d swear,” Bess said. “And I’d thought we’d left that life behind.” 
 
    I shot a hard glance at Henry. 
 
    Ashamed, he looked away. 
 
    “Let’s talk about something cheerful. Alice, tell me about your day. Henry has had nothing but bad news. I won’t sleep the whole night unless I hear something to cheer my spirit,” Bess said as she set down the bowls in front of us. 
 
    I tapped my spoon on the side of the bowl, then smiled at my sister. “I saw the Crystal Palace today.” 
 
    “Oh! I heard some talk about it when I dropped off a vase at Mrs. Whitaker’s this morning.” 
 
    “Bess? You went out?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Just to drop off the vase.” 
 
    “But the air was quite cool this morning. Please, let Alice and me deliver your work.” 
 
    Bess waved her hand at him. “Henry—” 
 
    “Bess, please stay inside until it’s truly warm,” Henry said. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Bess said dismissively then turned once more to me. “Tell me, what does it look like?” 
 
    “I didn’t go in, but from what I could see, it looked like…like a world inside a raindrop.” 
 
    Bess smiled wistfully as she sat back in her seat. “You have such a way with words, Alice. Such images,” she said then turned to Henry. “She used to tell me fabulous stories when we were children.” 
 
    Henry smiled. 
 
    “Nonsense tales,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Certainly the tale of the lobster ball, attended by snails, fish, and turtles, all lorded over by King Gryphon, was very fanciful. But what an imagination. I think many children would like to hear such stories.” 
 
    “You flatter me.” 
 
    “Just as much as you deserve. But no more than that. Wouldn’t want you getting an ego,” she said jokingly with a quick laugh, but when she did so, she began to cough. Soon it took over her. Her whole body rattled as she hacked. Henry rose quickly to grab her some water while I grabbed her syrup from the counter. Bess coughed hard into her handkerchief. When her coughs finally subsided, she took the cup from Henry and sipped it while I poured her a dose of the draft. I couldn’t help but notice as she set the handkerchief in her lap that there was blood on it. 
 
    “The winter cough is still lingering,” she whispered between sips. 
 
    Henry and I exchanged worried glances but said nothing. 
 
    “Here,” I said, offering her a dose of the medicine which she took without hesitation. 
 
    When I went to put the little amber bottle away, I eyed the liquid inside. Hadn’t the bottle been full last week? It was almost empty. I’d need to stop by the apothecary. 
 
    “Do you want tea?” Henry asked her. 
 
    Bess shook her head. “No, no, the soup will help. Sit, sit, both of you. Please. I’m all right. Don’t make a fuss. Now, Alice, tell us what else you saw.” 
 
    “A parade of mechanical creatures. Elephants, horses, lions, all made of metal and clockwork,” I said with a smile. “Lord Dodgson is planning a visit this week. He mentioned that he might take me along,” I lied. There was no way I could visit such a place and not tell my sister about it. But I did not want to tell her I was planning to go with William. Nor did I want her to know I was not planning to be at work the rest of the week. I felt tremendously guilty. 
 
    “How wonderful that would be,” Bess said wistfully. “He should take you. He drags you about everywhere else. Today at the shop they were talking about the Chinese vases on display at the exhibit. Mrs. Whittaker says we’re likely to get a million orders for them. If you go, try to bring me a pamphlet. I’ll hardly know what to paint without having a look myself.” 
 
    “I will certainly try,” I told her, feeling wretched that I would see such beautiful things with ill-intent in my heart when a creature like my lovely sister could not afford the luxury of a ticket to visit the Crystal Palace. 
 
    “Oh, and look at this,” Bess said, getting up from her seat. She went over to the drying stand where her china cups, platters, and vases all sat. “What do you think?” she asked, handing a delicate teacup to me. Painted thereon were images of large tropical flowers. 
 
    “Beautiful,” I said, eyeing the ruby, brilliant pink, and sunset orange blossoms. 
 
    “A woman brought in a book with paintings of the flowers that grow in Bermuda. Can you believe that? Her husband owns a plantation there or some such thing. She wants a full set decorated with these flowers.” 
 
    I smiled. “Lovely work, Bess.” 
 
    “She asked Mrs. Whittaker for me specifically. Isn’t that a pip?” 
 
    “Your hands carry their sweetness,” Henry said. 
 
    “As do yours, love,” she replied, tousling his hair. “And what did you make at the millinery today, dear Henry?” 
 
    “A mess,” he replied, pulling off a hunk of bread which he handed to me. 
 
    At that, I laughed. 
 
    Bess smiled. “That is certain. Sometimes I think your flat is carpeted with ribbons, feathers, buttons, and silk. I don’t recall ever actually seeing the wood floor before. But tell me, did you make anything new?” 
 
    Henry smiled, but I noticed that his cracked lip pained him. “This morning, before tea, three sisters came to see me to ask for new hats. They wanted their monograms sewn onto the front.” 
 
    Bess laughed. “Indeed?” 
 
    “They’re triplets. They look alike, all three of them. Their names were Elsie, Lacie, and Tillie. They wanted the monograms so their mother could tell them apart.” 
 
    Bess grinned. “What a terrible mother she must be if she cannot differentiate between her own daughters.” 
 
    “Well, they do all look the same.” 
 
    “But to their mother, if she knows them well, then they should not. Do you remember those twins, Devon and David?” Bess asked me. “The ones at the mill. The boys did look the same, but once you knew their nature, they were no more alike than Alice and me.” 
 
    “Perhaps their mother is not as bright as you,” I suggested. 
 
    Bess winked at me. 
 
    “I wrote up their order, but then it came to the issue of payment.” 
 
    “What was the matter?” Bess asked. 
 
    “They wanted to pay me in molasses.” 
 
    “Molasses?” Bess asked, looking puzzled. She broke into laughter which made Henry and me both smile. “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Henry answered, “I was about to ask that very question when one of them got the idea then that instead of hats they should order clothing from the dollmaker for their pet dormouse. So, off they went. 
 
    “Molasses?” Bess asked again with a laugh. 
 
    “Indeed. What a mad world, isn’t it?” he said, looking up at me, his eyes full of apology. 
 
    I lifted my mug. “Indeed it is. Shall we have a toast then?” 
 
    “A toast?” Bess asked. 
 
    “To mad things?” I offered. 
 
    Bess nodded. “Indeed, to mad things!” 
 
    “To mad things!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: The Queen of Hearts 
 
      
 
    As was his custom, Henry lingered after dinner for a while. As his flat was right across from ours, there was no need to rush off. And, of course, he wanted to spend as much time with Bess as possible. Once it got very late, however, he bid us farewell. 
 
    I tried not to listen as Bess and Henry said their goodbyes at the door. The soft sound of their kisses met my ears. Sliding the Countess’s packages aside, I lay down on my cot and stared at the wall. 
 
    I hadn’t trusted my heart to anyone since William. I had loved, and it had cost me dearly. When I left the life, I’d gone into service with Lord Dodgson and moved me and Bess into the flat to escape. That was how Henry and Bess had met. I was glad we’d gone, that Bess was away from it all, and that fortune had blessed her with love in such a serendipitous fashion, but it had come at a price. 
 
    The Countess was right. Jabberwocky had loved Bess and me like we were his own daughters. We were supposed to inherit his big house. And I was supposed to be his successor, to run the business, with William at my side, after Jabberwocky was gone. The problem was that I had no interest in the job. It wasn’t as if Jabberwocky’s deeds were bloody. Consorting with airship pirates to make quick coin at gaming or selling opium wasn’t the same as the bloody business with which the Queen of Hearts meddled. But I didn’t want the life. And it was consorting with monsters like the Queen of Hearts that made me want to get away. 
 
    To say I’d never forget the first time I met her would be an understatement. Sometimes we encounter such scenes that they sear themselves into your memory. Such as it was the first time I encountered the Queen of Hearts. It had started as a simple job, but I should have known from Jabberwocky’s manner that it would be anything but. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Go to The Mushroom,” Jabberwocky had told me. He ran his hand over his hair, which had now paled from blond to white. It was combed in smooth rows. “Meet William. I have a package that needs to be delivered,” he’d said, but he hadn’t met my eye. 
 
    “Package?” I asked, fingering the small treasures on Jabberwocky’s desk: clay statues Bess had made for him, a framed miniature of his wife who’d died young in childbirth, and a poem I’d once written for him that he’d framed. 
 
    “A girl. Anna. She’s being transferred.” 
 
    “To whom?” I asked, surprised that I’d been brought in to handle a matter involving one of the brothel girls. Jabberwocky usually kept me as far as possible from the trade. 
 
    “To the Queen of Hearts,” Jabberwocky had said, passing me a slip of paper. “My carriage will take you to meet them. Go now.” 
 
    I stared at him, noting very plainly how he was looking at everything except me. His brow was furrowed, and he tapped his pen nervously. It was very clear that he didn’t want me to ask questions. 
 
    “Yes…yes, sir,” I said then headed toward the door. 
 
    “Alice?” he called just before I left. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “The Queen of Hearts’s guards will check you for weapons. Take something they can’t find.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    With that, I headed upstairs and quickly changed. It was early morning. Bess was still asleep. No doubt she’d have a long day ahead of her looking after Madame Mock, Jabberwocky’s mother to whom Bess was a companion. Slipping on a pair of brown leather pants and a white shirt, I then pulled on a halter leather corset that was reinforced with tempered metal that could withstand a puncture. Over that, I pulled on a dark blue jacket with a bustle at the back. I left the White Queen behind, substituting her for a flat dagger that I called Button given its deceptive pommel. I slipped it into a discreet fold in the corset. I pulled on my leather boots. Inside were small lock pick pins and flat blades that were handy in a pinch. Lastly, I pulled my hair into a bun. I slipped the smallest of blades, disguised as a hairpin with a dragonfly top, into my mass of hair. 
 
    Jabberwocky’s expression told me this wasn’t a usual job. Rumors abounded about the Queen of Hearts. Some claimed she was in league with the devil. Others said she trafficked with assassins. There was no certainty about what her trade was, but I knew that even scoundrels like Jabberwocky generally steered clear of her. That was a good enough reason for me to stay away. 
 
    I headed outside and climbed into the carriage. The driver took me from Jabberwocky’s house to The Mushroom. The pub, of course, was a front for the crime syndicate Jabberwocky ran. William was waiting outside with Anna. 
 
    “Alice,” William said, opening the door and motioning for Anna to step inside. 
 
    I nodded to him then eyed the girl over. She was wearing a straw hat and a bright yellow dress. “Good morning,” she said happily. 
 
    I smiled at her but knew my expression betrayed my apprehension. Anna, who didn’t know me well, thought little of it. William, on the other hand, nodded to me. His expression was dark as well. 
 
    William and Anna got into the carriage, and we headed out. 
 
    “Do you know anything about my new employer?” Anna asked me. 
 
    “Not much,” I replied. 
 
    Anna nodded. “The city smells horrible,” she said, crinkling up her nose. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it.” 
 
    “You’re new to London?” 
 
    She nodded. “I came here looking for…work.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “At certain times of the year, the fog holds the smog from the factories and the waste dumped into the river,” William replied absently. 
 
    “Did you grow up here?” Anna asked William. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And your family? Are they still here as well?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Jabberwocky is my only family. I was orphaned as a boy.” 
 
    “Your father is very good to everyone,” she said then, turning to me. 
 
    “My father?” 
 
    “Mister Jabberwocky.” 
 
    William smirked. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, not wanting to bother to explain to her that Jabberwocky was no more my father than William’s. Bess and I just had the fortune of being in the right place at the right time which had landed us in Jabberwocky’s circle. 
 
    The carriage took us just outside of London to the Queen of Hearts’s magnificent grounds at Darkfen Abbey. The driver spoke in low tones to the guards at the gate. Wordlessly, they inspected the carriage then sent us toward the house. 
 
    The road wound through a dense forest. The tall trees, heavy with new leaves, cast a canopy over us. The air chilled, the sun blocked. The grounds may have once been beautiful, but were now unkempt. Bramble and thorny vines choked the forest floor. There was the scent of mud and algae in the air. 
 
    The medieval abbey sat on a small rise. Its roof, like jagged fingers, reached into the sky. It was made of dark stone, and much of the original stained glass appeared to be intact. The ruby, sapphire, and golden colors of the glass twinkled in the sunlight. Angry gargoyles glared down at us like stony watchmen, sticking their forked tongues out at us in warning. 
 
    I heard Anna suck in a breath, but she said nothing. 
 
    When we reached the front door, a man wearing dark robes and a black silk turban decorated with sparkling gems waited for us. He had a long black beard and mustache. He reminded me of one of the spice peddlers that often flew in from Malta. He wore a massive curved blade at his side. 
 
    “Weapons? he asked the moment we stepped out of the carriage. 
 
    “We were instructed to leave them behind,” I replied. 
 
    The guard motioned to me anyway. Clearly, he didn’t take me at my word. 
 
    Lifting my arms, I let him pat me down. I saw William grit his teeth as the man’s arms moved quickly around my breasts. 
 
    He nodded then turned to William, who reluctantly assented. 
 
    The man raised an eyebrow at Anna, giving her a quick once-over, then turned back toward the front door, motioning for us to follow him. 
 
    Once inside the abbey, the door firmly closed behind us, and everything grew dim. The stained glass above the front door cast colored light on the floor. Aside from that, only a few lamps were lit and the windows were shuttered. It was dark, dank, and cool inside. The furnishings were sparse but rich. Exquisite paintings, tapestries, and statuaries filled the dark halls. 
 
    We passed a maid dusting. I hardly paid her any mind, save to notice how very pale she looked, when she turned and looked at me. Her eyes were not made of flesh and blood but clockworks and optics. Strange wires protruded from her temples—from inside her very head—and back inside her ears. The mechanisms inside those strange golden eyes seemed to focus. She regarded me, then with a sharp jolt, she turned back to her work. A mechanical click sounded from her as she moved. I tried not to stare but couldn’t look away. She was neither machine nor human. 
 
    “This way,” the man said, scowling at me. 
 
    “Did you see that?” I whispered to William. 
 
    He nodded. “I don’t like this.” 
 
    “Me either,” I said but pushed my shoulders back, steeling my nerve. It almost worked but then Anna slipped her soft hand into mine. It was icy cold. She looked at me, her blue eyes wide with fear. 
 
    I squeezed her hand, trying to reassure her, but the confidence I felt—and tried to pass to her—was a lie. Something was very wrong here. 
 
    The man led us down a dark hallway and then another. There was a strange smell in the air, a sort of mix of lemon and decay. It made my gorge rise. At last, we reached a heavy old door at the end of a dark hallway. 
 
    The guard knocked on the door. 
 
    “Yes? What do you want?” a harsh female voice demanded. 
 
    The man motioned for us to stay put then went inside. 
 
    I passed William a concerned glance. 
 
    “We do the job, then we leave, just like always,” he whispered so Anna could not hear. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Fine, fine. Let’s see, then. Send them in,” the rough female voice shouted on the other side of the door. 
 
    The man returned and motioned for us to enter. 
 
    Even before the view unfolded before us, the smell of death wafted toward us. It was a strange scent. I could smell bodies, and feces, and decay, and also, quite in contrast, the scent of lemon and the heady smell of burnt sage. 
 
    The room bespoke itself. Mangled bodies hung on racks, in cages, and a heap of headless corpses lay in one pile. Every corpse seemed to be missing its head. But they hadn’t gone far. Some sat in jars filled with unidentifiable liquids. Others sat on a workbench, being fastened with the same clockwork devices I had seen on the maid. Piles of pulpy red sinew and gears and tools lay on the table in a confused jumble. 
 
    Anna suppressed a squeal and stepped back toward the door. The man in the turban took her by the arm. 
 
    And then my eyes fell on her. 
 
    The Queen of Hearts wore a long dark red dress covered with a black leather apron. She stood at a long table cleaning a series of instruments, each looking more deadly and pain-inducing than the last. She had very pale skin. It was so white that I had to look twice to determine it was not cream giving her such a white pallor. Her skin was smooth and without any blemish. She looked like she’d been carved out of porcelain. Her eyes were so dark brown they almost appeared black. She stood looking at us as she set the last instrument down and then, with a wet cloth, she wiped off the last of the blood that stained her arms from her elbows to her fingertips. 
 
    “I hope you aren’t the girl Jabberwocky sent. No offense, but you’re not my type, darling,” she said to me. 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak when William said, “This is Anna.” He motioned to her. 
 
    Anna had turned whiter than the Queen herself. She looked like she was about to faint. Her eyes bulged as she stared at the mangled bodies. 
 
    The Queen of Hearts set down her cloth and crossed the room to look at Anna, pulling off her apron as she did so. The Queen disgusted me and intrigued me all at once. I glanced around the room at the leavings of her…experiments. What the poor souls had suffered here was beyond my comprehension. Despite the revulsion I felt, I couldn’t help but realize that the Queen was probably the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. 
 
    She looked Anna over. “Why, you look positively petrified. Come, girl, this fate isn’t for you,” she said, casting her hand toward the pile of corpses and row of heads. “Provided Jabberwocky has kept up his end of the bargain.” 
 
    I set my hand on my corset just near Button, the slim blade I’d hidden there. 
 
    The Queen of Hearts reached out and gently felt Anna’s breasts. “Are you a virgin?” she whispered. 
 
    Anna looked startled. “Yes. Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Why are you in London?” 
 
    “My family needs money. I came to Mister Jabberwocky’s brothel looking for work. I know I have a pretty face. I hoped I could fetch a good price.” 
 
    “Keen on getting something between your legs?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. I just…my family is in a sorry condition. We are six daughters. I just…it was a last resort.” 
 
    “Check her,” she told the man in the turban who nodded then took Anna by the arm and led her into an adjoining chamber. 
 
    I didn’t dare meet Anna’s eye. I didn’t want to see the request for help that I knew would be there. I didn’t trust myself not to intervene when everything inside me was screaming at me to save this girl from whatever fate had in store for her. 
 
    Unsure what to do, I bit the inside of my cheek and kept my eyes trained on the floor. The Queen of Hearts went back to the table and fingered through her instruments. She hummed as she worked. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched her inspect the instruments then set them back down. 
 
    “No gawking and no questions. I like the two of you,” the Queen of Hearts said finally. 
 
    When I looked up again, I saw that she was studying us both closely. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked me. 
 
    “Alice.” 
 
    “Alice,” she mused. “Oh, I see. Bandersnatch, correct?” she asked, lifting an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She grinned. “And you?” she asked, turning to William. 
 
    “They call me Caterpillar.” 
 
    “Jabberwocky’s opium peddler? I understand you had a fresh shipment come in on the Burning Rook yesterday. Be a good boy and have some sent over for my personal use.” 
 
    William nodded, but I could tell by the expression on his face that he wanted nothing further to do with her. 
 
    The man returned several moments later with Anna who looked decidedly disheveled, her cheeks red. 
 
    “Well?” the Queen of Hearts asked. 
 
    The man nodded. “She is intact.” 
 
    The Queen of Hearts crossed the room and took Anna by the arm. 
 
    “Now, one more check, my dear,” the Queen of Hearts told Anna then sat her down in a chair at the end of the row of instruments. The girl’s face was alive with fear. It was all I could do to keep myself from grabbing Anna and rushing out of there. I reminded myself over and over again that Anna had chosen to sell herself. She had chosen this life. She had come by her own free will. Who was I to intervene? 
 
    The Queen of Hearts took Anna’s arm and gently extended it. “Don’t be afraid. This last test will ensure that you’ll be of use to me. If not, I’ll send you back with these two. If so, you’ll be paid handsomely for your…goods, and no meat will ever pass between those legs,” she said, and then patted the girl on her cheek. “At least until the bloom fades.” 
 
    She then pulled a tight leather strap around Anna’s forearm. The girl winced with pain, but I could see she was trying to be brave. 
 
    The Queen lifted a syringe with an attached tube from the table. She motioned for her man to help. He picked up a silver bowl and held it, aiming the tube toward the bowl. 
 
    Moving carefully, the Queen inspected Anna’s arm then smiled at her. “This will prick a little, but less than a cock,” she said with a laugh then stuck the girl’s arm. 
 
    Anna winced. A moment later, rich red blood flowed down the tube and into the bowl. Anna’s blood emptied into the vessel. I stared, aghast, at the sight. Anna squinted her eyes and didn’t look. Beside me, William was breathing hard. A moment later, the Queen carefully removed the syringe. 
 
    “Very good,” she said, patting Anna on the head. She nodded to her man who then set about bandaging Anna’s arm. 
 
    The Queen took the bowl to the drink tray. She lifted a crystal goblet and poured the blood inside. Taking the glass with her, she sat in an ornate chair. She smiled wickedly at Anna who was staring at her. 
 
    “Cheers,” she said, lifting the goblet in toast. She sipped the blood, closing her eyes as she relished the taste. 
 
    Anna bit her lip as she suppressed a scream, and two giant tears rolled down her cheeks. 
 
    William moved protectively toward me, his hand brushing my lower back. 
 
    “Delicious,” the Queen whispered then took a second drink, this time draining the goblet. When she was done, she set the glass aside. Fresh blood stained her lips. “Farm fresh,” she said with a laugh then rose. She went to the end of the table and picked up an envelope, which she handed to me. 
 
    “Tell Jabberwocky that if he ever comes across any similar products, he always has a buyer.” She smiled, her teeth and mouth stained with blood. 
 
    I took the package, turned, and headed toward the door. I didn’t dare meet Anna’s eyes. I didn’t dare. I couldn’t. I knew what fear and plea for help I would find there. I couldn’t permit myself to see it. I couldn’t leave her there like that, but I had to. It was wrong to leave her there, but I had to. I was leaving her to unimagined torments, but I had to. Because that was what the job required. Because that was what Jabberwocky asked me to do. I pushed the door open and headed down the hallway. 
 
    From the room behind me, I heard the Queen of Hearts’s laughter. “What’s wrong, Bandersnatch? Don’t you want to stay for an aperitif?” she called. 
 
    A moment later, William caught up with me. 
 
    “Did you know?” I whispered. 
 
    “No. I take it you didn’t either.” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “She…she drank Anna’s blood,” William whispered. 
 
    “Sanguinarian. That’s what it’s called. It’s a form of black magic.” I felt like I was going to be sick. “I will never deal with that woman again. We betrayed that poor girl. We were stupid, reckless thugs. God knows what horrors we just left her to.” 
 
    Moving quickly, we headed back out into the light. I was never more grateful to see the sky in all my life. Once we were inside the safety of the carriage once more, William pulled me close to him and kissed the top of my head. 
 
    My whole body was shaking. “I’ll never forgive myself,” I whispered. 
 
    I looked at William. He’d gone pale. “When Jabberwocky is gone, everything will be different. We’ll do business differently.” 
 
    “Be honorable thieves.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is that a promise?” 
 
    “Yes. I would never do something like that. Whatever the deal was, it wasn’t worth it. That poor girl…” 
 
    “Honorable thieves,” I whispered, pressing my head against his chest. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry you had to see that. I’ll speak to Jabberwocky. Never, ever again,” he whispered, touching my cheek. 
 
    I sighed deeply, feeling the terrible weights of guilt and anger struggling inside me. Lifting a box, picking a lock, or swiping a document was one thing. But trading in blood? Jabberwocky had never asked anything like that of me before, and in that moment, I swore it would be the last time. 
 
    I didn’t know how wrong I was. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    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.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9: Pierced Red Things 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: Inside a Raindrop 
 
      
 
    “If you say it again, I’ll stab you,” I said as I struggled to adjust the formal gown. The bulging bustle of fabric on my backside made my lower back itch, and my corset was too tight. A proper lady’s gown indeed, but I wondered how anyone who dressed in proper fashion got anything done. I touched the brim of my tiny top hat. It, along with my parasol, were the only pieces of the outfit I actually liked. Of course, the parasol had a feature that allowed me to slip the White Queen into the shaft to serve as a handle. Leave it to the Countess to think of that. 
 
    “All I said was that you look lovely. I hardly think that’s a stabbing offense.” 
 
    “Shows what you know,” I replied as I eyed him sidelong. He had changed into a fine suit and wore a black top hat. I both hated and loved being there with him. My conflicting emotions made me cranky. 
 
    “Tickets,” said a man standing just outside the door of the Crystal Palace. 
 
    “Good morning,” William said politely and handed the man our tickets. 
 
    The man stamped the date on the tickets then handed them back. Nodding, he motioned for us to enter. 
 
    Taking me gently by the arm, as a gentleman ought to do, William escorted me inside. 
 
    While the Crystal Palace’s ornate structure, made of glass and iron, towering several stories high was a sight to behold from the outside, nothing quite prepared me for the marvels inside. 
 
    As we entered, a cacophony of sounds reached our ears. The sweet melodies coming from a stand of self-playing harps, the screech of monkeys, the hum of machines, and the sounds of hundreds of voices rolled to our ears all at once. 
 
    The structure had been built around the tall ash trees that had stood in the park. They still stood standing tall in the middle of the structure. Fountains lined the center promenade. The crowd gasped and stepped back as a group from Africa passed on their way toward their display, lions on leashes walking in front of them. Not far behind them, a man wearing a straw hat jogged past pulling a rickshaw, two laughing—and elegantly dressed—ladies inside. 
 
    I gasped as a man flew overhead on wings made of lightweight material. To my great surprise, he flapped his wings, the metal of the clockwork bones and joints revealed when the sun overhead struck him just right. 
 
    William chuckled. “Shall we take it all in?” 
 
    Barely able to breathe, I nodded. 
 
    “Now, there is my Alice,” he said softly. “Her curious eyes open wide.” 
 
    I smiled. “It’s a wonderland.” 
 
    In that moment, I could hardly feel angry at him. He had tricked me to bring me back into his circle and was being completely obtuse on why he was in this predicament in the first place, but I loved being there with him. 
 
    “Ladies and gentleman, ladies and gentleman, come see these wonderful clockwork delights,” a gentleman called from the German exhibit. He was standing in front of a curtain. 
 
    William and I stopped to look. 
 
    “How many of you have ever loved a dear pet and lost one? A dog, madame? Perhaps a scrappy little alley cat, sir? What if you could own a pet that never died? What if you could own a pet that would always be there for you, save time when it came for a patch or two? Behold,” the man called, and pulled the curtain away, revealing an odd little zoo. Inside a display of cases were all manner of creatures, and all of them made of metal. 
 
    The crowd gasped. 
 
    “The clockwork menagerie,” the man said. “Fine German craftsmanship. Each creature made to order by our tinkers,” he said then pulled a clockwork cat—a fine looking machine made of striped metal to make the animal appear as if he were a tabby cat—from the display. He set the cat on a show platform. 
 
    “The cat has been designed with optics to navigate your home and behave just like a living creature. Simply press this lever to activate your feline,” the man said, pressing the lever. The cat’s eyes opened wide. They were the color of aquamarine gems. It stood and twitched its mechanical tail, then sat once again and began licking a metal paw with an equally metal tongue. 
 
    “Does it meow?” a child called, her mother and father looking on. 
 
    “Only if you like,” the man said. “Just wind the small crank here, and your kitten will cry for his…oil!” 
 
    Everyone laughed. 
 
    The man worked the crank and a moment later, the clockwork cat let out a loud meow. He picked the creature up, holding it just like a cat, and walked in front of the crowd so everyone could see and touch it. 
 
    “It even purrs. Madame, would you be so kind as to give him a scratch behind the ears?” he said to me. 
 
    I looked from the cat to William then back to the cat again. 
 
    Reaching out, I stroked my hand across the metal ear of the cat. A purring sound erupted from the little creature and then, a moment later, the clockwork feline smiled, revealing a row of wide, square teeth. 
 
    I laughed. “He’s smiling like he just had a bowl of Cheshire cream.” 
 
    The crowd gathered around me chuckled. 
 
    We took in the presentation then turned back to the main thoroughfare. 
 
    “Look,” William said, pointing to the massive stone sphinxes that stood at the entrance of the Egyptian exhibit. We headed inside to discover all manner of fine artifacts on display: papyrus scrolls, an ornate sarcophagus, and lapis lazuli jewels. 
 
    In my childhood dreams, I’d imagined myself a treasure hunter. I envisioned myself exploring the pyramids in Egypt, a crumbling map in hand. I envisioned myself outsmarting ancient curses on chests of pirate treasure or unlocking the secrets of the lost Atlantis. But such adventures could only be had in my imagination. In reality, Bess and I had been left to the workhouse after our parents had died of a wasting disease. Jabberwocky had saved us from certain poverty, but at what cost? 
 
    As I walked beside William, taking in the delights, I thought about my path. William was right. It had been my choice to leave. I didn’t want the life. I didn’t want to do the job anymore. But he too had chosen. He’d picked the life over me. Yet I could go back. It wasn’t too late. 
 
    I shook my head. I didn’t dare think about it anymore. After all, this was a job, not a date. I scanned the area around us. There were four guards at the main entrance, two at each of the six side entrances, and one of Victoria’s men in each display in addition to whatever security the international groups had brought with them. I looked the guards over in the Egyptian exhibit. They eyed the visitors, looking for pickpockets. The admission price, however, kept the common street ruffians away. Yet their eyes were keen. No one would get past them alive. 
 
    We left the Egyptian exhibit and carried on with our tour. The Great Exhibition took up two floors with a third, half floor, above. Several windows were cranked open overhead to let the heat out. The tops of the trees inside the building nearly reached the windows. 
 
    “There is a line to see the diamond, but it disperses at lunch time. We’ll go then,” William whispered in my ear. 
 
    “So, does that mean you won’t be buying me lunch? I am, after all, putting my life on the line for you. Doesn’t that earn me at least a ploughman’s platter?” 
 
    William laughed. “Afterward. I promise.” 
 
    Next, we took in the Chinese display, marveling at the lanterns, paintings, and myriad of painted vases. As we passed, I picked up all the pamphlets they had available showing the artwork. 
 
    “For Bess?” William asked. 
 
    “Yes. Several of her customers have remarked on the vases. She wanted to try her hand at them.” 
 
    “Replicas will catch her a fortune. She should come see them herself.” 
 
    “I’m sure she can render the images from these well enough,” I said, looking down at the papers. In truth, the cost of entrance into the exhibit was well beyond what we could afford. On top of that, Bess could not walk to the exhibition. She’d need a carriage, and unless we found someone with one to spare on her behalf, there was no way for her to get there without risking her health. 
 
    William frowned, guessing at what I had left unspoken. In his expression, I saw his frustration. “You’re so stubborn, Alice,” he scolded me then under his breath. “Wouldn’t life with me, back at home at the manor, with some means at your disposal, be a better life for you both?” 
 
    “Here I am, finely dressed and seeing wonders I could never afford on my own, but I’m about to commit a crime against the crown. The trade-off hardly seems worth it.” 
 
    “Alice—” 
 
    “If something happens to me, you will be responsible for taking care of Bess. You remember that.” 
 
    “I promise I will protect you, nothing will—” 
 
    From somewhere in the building, a massive clock chimed, drowning out his words. I sighed with relief. Whatever it was he was planning to say, I didn’t want to hear it. 
 
    I glanced up at a nearby clock. It was the lunch hour. 
 
    “Shall we?” I said, looking in the direction of the British display. 
 
    William nodded and said nothing more. 
 
    We joined the main thoroughfare once more. Each country had beautiful displays tucked into alcoves along each side with other interesting displays along the center of the walkway. There was a colorful display of glassworks in the Austrian exhibit, Turkish textiles and rugs, and models of ships and silks from India. We bypassed the American display where an airship had been docked at the center of the exhibit. A presentation was underway showcasing the use of helium. As well, the display of Colt revolvers was getting a lot of attention. Eventually, we reached the queue for the Koh-i-Noor. The diamond, just as the Countess’s schematics had revealed, was sitting in what looked more or less like a bird cage on a pedestal. I eyed the crowd. There were less than twenty people in line in front of us. Two guards kept watch on the diamond. The gem was sitting on a red pillow. 
 
    “It’s very large, but it doesn’t have any sparkle,” a lady in a fine dress complained to her husband as they walked away from the exhibit. 
 
    “That’s because it’s cursed,” her husband replied. 
 
    My brow furrowed. “The diamond is cursed?” I asked William. 
 
    He nodded. “The diamond is bloody. It was a gift to Victoria from her admirers in India.” 
 
    “So, you mean, we stole it,” I said under my breath. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I frowned. How typical. But somehow the notion made me feel a little better. If the diamond had been stolen in the first place, if it didn’t really belong to Her Majesty, then maybe that made all this better. Maybe. 
 
    As we moved forward, I eyed the layout of the space. The diamond had its own alcove off of the main thoroughfare. It was open on two sides. There was nothing else on display in order to accommodate the large crowd. 
 
    One of the guards yawned sleepily and pulled out his pocket watch. 
 
    The wooden podium—which I remembered from the schematic was really a safe—was strong enough to hold the weight of the heavy metal cage. As we drew close, I saw a steel box under the pillow on which the diamond sat. Under that was a levered panel to drop the box, diamond, and pillow inside, into the pedestal. 
 
    “Madame? Sir?” the exhibitioner called, motioning for us to come forward. 
 
    William and I came to stand in front of the diamond. It was large enough to take up the entire palm of my hand, but it was oddly cut. The shape was a strange sort of oval. As the passing lady had said, it didn’t shimmer at all. 
 
    “A bit lackluster,” William said. 
 
    The exhibitor barely batted an eyelash. It was apparent he’d heard the comment a hundred times already. 
 
    I leaned forward to look more closely. Then, pretending to swoon a little, I exclaimed loudly then tripped against the display. I reached out and grabbed the bars as if to steady myself. I threw some of my weight against the display. It didn’t move. The diamond never budged. 
 
    “Madame,” the exhibitor exclaimed, reaching out for me. 
 
    William, pretending to be distracted, waited a moment before he noticed my distress. “My dear,” he called, reaching out for me. 
 
    To my surprise, both guards—who had but a moment ago looked half-asleep—and the exhibitor arrived at once. 
 
    “Oh,” I exclaimed with a gasp. “Oh, gentlemen! Oh my! I’m so very sorry. I suddenly saw black spots before my eyes and swooned.” 
 
    The exhibitor breathed a sigh of relief. Nothing had moved. The diamond had not shuddered a bit. 
 
    “I’m so very sorry,” I said, batting my big blue eyes at them. 
 
    The guards regarded me closely, looked at one another, and with a nod, returned to their posts. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so very sorry,” I said, looking from the exhibitor to the guards. “How terribly embarrassing.” 
 
    “Are you all right, pet? What happened, love?” William asked, fanning my face. 
 
    The exhibitor smiled generously. “It’s a long line. And it’s quite hot in here, isn’t it? No damage was done. Perhaps your wife needs a bit to eat,” the man said to William. 
 
    As he spoke, I scanned around. Several gentlemen, all in similar black suits, had suddenly come very near the display. They exchanged glances with the guards then disappeared, presumably back into the crowd. 
 
    William smiled at the man. “Excellent idea, my friend.” 
 
    “There are many food tents outside. But everyone is raving about Alexis Soyer’s Symposium of All Nations at the Gore House just across the street. Hot meals. Food from all nations,” the exhibitor suggested. “I’ve heard it’s very good. Or you can get a ginger beer, a pickle, and a stale bun down that way,” the man added with a wink. 
 
    William laughed. “Thank you, sir,” he told the man then took my arm. “Come along, my dear.” 
 
    At that, we headed away from the display. 
 
    “Well?” William whispered once we were a safe distance away. 
 
    “The pedestal seemed to be welded to the ground. The bars are solid steel. Nothing shook. Nothing moved. It’s sturdy. It’s a safe, just as the schematic showed.” 
 
    “Guards are lax,” William commented. 
 
    “The ones we saw. There are guards mingling amongst the crowd. But they are all wearing the same black suits. There,” I said, motioning casually toward a display of French jewels. “The man carrying the sketchbook. And there,” I said, tilting my chin toward another display of lamps. 
 
    “I see,” William said. “What now?” 
 
    “We need to see what’s done with the diamond at the close of day.” 
 
    “Then let’s have some lunch and return for a second look.” 
 
    “Pickles, bread, and ginger beer?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not sure what Alice in the red dress would prefer, but my Alice was always ready to drink a ginger beer.” 
 
    Unable to stop myself, I grinned at him. “And what about you?” 
 
    “I want Alice in the red dress to have everything she deserves. Come, let’s try Soyer’s Symposium. We’ll eat Chinese food. I’ve heard they eat with sticks.” 
 
    “Chopsticks.” 
 
    “Chopsticks. Shall we try?” 
 
    “And ruin my fine red dress?” 
 
    We both laughed then headed outside, away from the vendor tents, and toward the Gore House. 
 
    The sun was shimmering brightly. It was a fine day. I held onto William, soaking in his warmth, remembering the curve of his arm. 
 
    “I missed you,” William said softly. “And you must admit, you missed me too.” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve missed you too.” 
 
    “Alice, won’t you consider—” 
 
    “What does the Queen of Hearts have over you? Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “There was a job. I…I botched it. I owe her.” 
 
    “Too easy an answer. Botched it how?” 
 
    “It’s compli—” 
 
    “Yes, it’s complicated, you’ve mentioned that. William, I’ve known you since you were ten years old. Nothing about you is this complicated, at least, not so complicated that you cannot tell me. Who knows you better than I do?” 
 
    William sighed. “No one. But Alice, I…I just can’t.” 
 
    “Until you tell me the truth, then we are at an impasse.” 
 
    “Alice, I’m trying. You don’t even know how hard I am trying here. I am doing everything—” 
 
    Just then, however, I felt a shadow fall in too close behind us. I pulled the White Queen out of the parasol handle and turned. 
 
    William broke off midsentence. 
 
    Behind me, I found Jack and Rabbit. 
 
    “Alice,” Jack said with a smile, lifting both hands in the air and stopping cold. 
 
    Rabbit, his mop of white hair glimmering in the sunshine, smiled up at me, a mischievous look on his face. It was then I noticed that he was eating a pickle inside a bun. Now, how had he managed that if they were for sale inside the exhibition? He was still wearing the oversized, expensive-looking, waistcoat. 
 
    “What is it?” William asked. 
 
    “You’re needed,” Jack told him. 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But I was just going to take Alice to—“ 
 
    “The crew of the Siren is here. There is some…trouble.” 
 
    William paused. I could see the crush of conflicted feelings wash over him as his expression changed. He needed to go. It was obvious. But I could see that he also realized the timing could not have been worse. “Alice, I—” 
 
    I wanted to understand. I really wanted to be sympathetic, but the moment had felt so good. I wanted to go on living it. In truth, I had missed him desperately. And I was very certain that I was about to get to the truth. But once more, Jabberwocky’s ghost was back to haunt us. I couldn’t stand it. “Just go,” I said coldly. 
 
    William dug into his pocket and pushed a coin purse at me. “Please get some lunch. Spend it all. Buy anything you want. I need to attend to this matter, but I’ll be back. Meet me at six o’clock? The exhibition closes at seven. I’ll meet you inside?” 
 
    I slipped my blade back into the parasol handle, popped the parasol open, and turned back toward the Great Exhibition building. 
 
    “Alice,” William called to me. 
 
    “Fine,” I replied. 
 
    As I walked off, I heard Jack’s voice. 
 
    “Sorry. It’s just the captain stabbed two people already. Rabbit, run off and tell them we’re coming.” 
 
    I frowned and kept going. Well, William was right. He had shown me what life would be like if I went back to him. 
 
    Disappointing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11: Fool Me Once 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The job was supposed to be a simple one. 
 
    “Here is the address,” Jabberwocky had said, handing a slip of paper to me. He nodded to William. “Just the two of you. The banker left for Cambridge this morning. According to the maid, the safe is on the second floor behind a painting of Queen Victoria. Go now.” 
 
    “And what are we looking for?” William asked. 
 
    “Documents.” 
 
    “Surely he’ll have many papers on hand. How will we know which documents?” I asked. 
 
    “Just take all the papers you find in the safe. Leave anything of wealth. Just bring any papers,” Jabberwocky answered. 
 
    I frowned. It was unlike him to be so vague. But after that bloody business with Anna and the Queen of Hearts, I had begun to suspect Jabberwocky’s grasp was beginning to slip. Deals were going bad all around town. A new crew was starting to encroach on Jabberwocky’s territory, and he seemed reluctant to do anything to stop it. William had been patching the holes in the business and keeping things afloat. Jabberwocky seemed…distracted. I eyed him closely. Madame Mock, Jabberwocky’s mother, has degraded terribly in her final years. At the end, she knew no one, called Bess by her late sister’s name, and repeatedly asked for her mother. Jabberwocky seemed increasingly disorganized and distracted. I worried for him. 
 
    William nodded then turned to go. He only paused when he saw I wasn’t coming. 
 
    “If the papers are not in the safe, we’ll need to search the office. Sir, you know you can trust us. What are we looking for?” 
 
    Jabberwocky frowned then said, “The papers will contain the name Anastasia Otranto.” 
 
    “Who is Anastasia Otranto?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s all you need to know. See to it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” William said from behind me. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I echoed. 
 
    Jabberwocky mumbled under his breath but never looked up at me. 
 
    I frowned and joined William. 
 
    “Nothing we can’t handle,” William said confidently as we headed out into the streets of London. 
 
    The sun was setting and there was a chill in the air. It was late fall. Winter was coming. Already the cough in Bess’s chest had started to rattle. I frowned and tried not to think of it. I pulled my coat tighter around me. 
 
    “You want to take a carriage?” William asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Let’s walk. I want to think. I don’t like this. We don’t know anything. This is sloppy.” 
 
    “Ransom’s crew tried to take over another block today. Jabberwocky…I told him but he didn’t answer. Instead, he asked me to have some marmalade sent to his office. That was all. Jack and I are meeting with Ransom tomorrow. This job…something seems odd. Anastasia—whatever the name was—who is she?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    William sighed heavily. He kept clenching and unclenching his jaw. What were we going to do? If Jabberwocky was slipping, it meant huge problems for all of us. 
 
    William and I worked our way across town until we came to the banker’s small townhouse. It was already dark, and the lamplighter had not yet arrived at this end of the street. The houses all along the row seemed empty, including the residence in question. We walked confidently to the front door. Doing so would put any passersby at ease. If we acted like we were supposed to be there, they would assume we were. I pulled out slim lock pick tools from the top of my boot and worked the lock. A moment later, the door opened, and we headed inside. 
 
    We paused a moment, closing the door quietly behind us. We stood still in the darkness, listening for any sounds of trouble. 
 
    The little house was quiet save the ticking of a clock. Nothing and no one was stirring. 
 
    William pulled out a pistol and a dagger, and we headed upstairs. William checked each room to ensure it was empty. We made our way to the second-floor office. The small space had a large desk littered with papers. The walls were lined with bookcases filled with leather tomes and other oddities. 
 
    I pulled the heavy drapes closed then lit a candle that was sitting on a desk. 
 
    There was a substantial amount of coin stacked there, but I didn’t touch it. I scanned around the room until I spotted a painting of Queen Victoria. 
 
    I motioned to William, and we headed toward the painting. It was attached to the wall but opened on a lever. 
 
    “Sorry, Your Majesty. Don’t look,” I told the image in the painting then pulled the lever. 
 
    The painting flapped open to reveal a safe built into the wall. I pulled a desk chair closer to the wall and climbed up so I could put my ear on the lock. I leaned in and began to slowly turn the tumbler. My ears pricked up, and I listened intently as the mechanism rolled as I turned the dial. It took some doing, but a few moments later, we both heard the telltale click as the safe unlocked. 
 
    “Got it,” I whispered. 
 
    William lifted the candle so I could have a better look inside. 
 
    Therein were numerous jewelry cases, gold watches, and stacks of coins. I moved them aside and pulled out a leather envelope. William held the candle while I untied the fasteners. I pulled out the papers from inside. I quickly noted a deed and a birth certificate with the name Anastasia Otranto thereon as well as some papers from the Bank of Scotland. 
 
    “Thieves,” a voice said from the office door. 
 
    William and I looked up to see a small man standing there. He was holding a lamp in one hand and a pistol in the other. From his dress, it was apparent he was the banker who was supposed to be in Cambridge. 
 
    I shoved the papers back into the envelope. 
 
    “Go,” I whispered to William. 
 
    I jumped from the chair as William turned and flung open the window. 
 
    “Stop or I’ll shoot,” the man said. 
 
    I cast a glance back. He was aiming his pistol at William. 
 
    “No need to get excited. You won’t find anything valuable missing,” I said. 
 
    William turned slowly. 
 
    “What? What are you talking about? What do you have there?” the banker asked. His glanced at the envelope. His eyes went wide. “Put those down,” he told me harshly, but his body belied the confidence he tried to exude. His hand was shaking, his finger squeezing the trigger too tightly. Just a tremor more, and we’d have a serious problem. He kept the gun on William, who was advancing slowly on him. 
 
    “Just stay calm,” William told him, putting on a false Irish accent. “No one needs to get hurt. Put that gun down.” 
 
    “Stop. Stop right where you are or I’ll shoot you both,” the banker told William. 
 
    Moving slowly, William pointed to the pistol in his own hand. “I seriously doubt you’re a faster shot than me. Why don’t you set that gun down?” 
 
    The banker looked at me. He was pale and trembling. “Put those papers down and go or I’ll shoot him.” 
 
    “Let’s just take it easy,” William said, stepping closer toward the banker. 
 
    “I said stop,” the man exclaimed. 
 
    William advanced quickly. 
 
    The man took a step back and fired. 
 
    William gasped as the shot grazed his shoulder. 
 
    A second later, the banker aimed again. 
 
    I had no time to think. 
 
    Dropping the pouch, I pulled the White Queen from my belt and threw her. 
 
    My aim was true. The dagger slammed into the man’s face, puncturing his eye. 
 
    His hold on the gun went soft, and the pistol fell to the floor. The man stood upright for a moment, a look of shock frozen on his face. Blood dripped from his eye. Then, he slumped to the ground. 
 
    William and I stood perfectly still. 
 
    The gunshot would be enough to raise an alarm. We needed to get out of there. 
 
    Collecting myself, I grabbed the file folder and rushed across the room. The banker lay dead on the floor. Blood pooled around his head. I reached down to pull out the dagger. She came loose with a spray of blood that covered my hands and forearms. “I…I killed him,” I whispered. 
 
    “Alice. Alice, I’m shot,” William said. 
 
    “He’s dead. I’ve killed a man.” 
 
    “You did it to save me. You saved my life, Alice.” 
 
    “But...he’s dead.” My stomach quaked so hard I almost vomited. I turned to look at William. He was holding his shoulder. Blood oozed from between his fingers. “William,” I whispered aghast, shocked to see him bleeding. 
 
    “We’ve got to go. Now. You have the papers?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then let’s go,” William said. 
 
    Pulling myself together, I nodded. We rushed back to the window. Not taking a moment to even consider it, we both leaped to the street below. I felt a sharp pain in my ankle as I landed, but the call for the constables was already audible in the wind. 
 
    “This way,” William said. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I ran behind him. We ducked down alleyway after alleyway. We raced quickly through the darkness. My heart pounded hard in my chest and over and over again I heard the voice inside my head screeching, you’ve killed a man, you’ve killed an innocent man. After we were half the city away, we stopped a moment in a darkened alcove. Wordlessly, William pulled off his coat. His shirt was drenched in blood. He was bleeding profusely, and his face had gone ashen. In the moonlight, I looked over the wound. I pulled a scarf from around my neck and wrapped it around his shoulder. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, then we headed back into the darkness until we reached the small flat where William lived. 
 
    My heart thundered in my chest. I was a pickpocket. Nothing more. I wasn’t a killer. But still, my hands were covered in blood. I had killed a man. And for what? For a handful of papers? 
 
    When we entered the flat, William motioned for me to follow him to the kitchen. There he pulled off his shirt and grabbed a pitcher of water. He motioned for me to put my hands over the basin. “You’ll need to inspect my wound, to make sure the bullet just grazed me, but you need to clean your hands first.” 
 
    He pulled some astringent off the shelf and splashed it all over my hands and forearms then poured water thereon. Grabbing the soap, I scrubbed my arms and hands until I felt like my own skin was going to come off. 
 
    “Alice, I think that’s enough,” William said, gently setting his hands on mine. 
 
    “I killed a man,” I whispered, turning to look at him. I hadn’t realized it then, but tears were streaming down my face. 
 
    William wiped my tears away with his thumb. “You did it to save me.” 
 
    “I just…I couldn’t let him kill you. I love you,” I whispered. 
 
    “Our job always comes with risk,” William said as he sat down. Wincing, he began to unwind the scarf from around his shoulder. “Risk of getting caught. Risk of getting jailed. Risk of a deal going bad and finding yourself on the wrong end of a fist. Risk of getting stabbed or shot. Risk of getting killed.” He dropped the bloody scarf on the floor. “We choose between a free life, this life, or servitude in a factory or at some bloody job shoveling shit.” 
 
    “And in this moment,” I said as I gently poured water onto his wounded shoulder, “this is preferable?” 
 
    “Can’t stand the smell of horse shit,” William said with a grin as he mopped sweat off his brow. 
 
    In spite of myself, I laughed. I cleaned the blood away from his wound as best I could then washed the wound again. After that, touching as gently as I could, I inspected the injury. “No bullet. It just grazed your shoulder.” 
 
    “There,” William said, pointing to a tin of salve on a shelf nearby. 
 
    Understanding his meaning, I grabbed the tin, applying the sticky substance to the wound, then grabbed one of William’s clean shirts sitting nearby. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, tilting my head in apology, then ripped the shirt. Carefully, I bandaged his shoulder. As I worked, the scene replayed over and over again in my head. What had happened? How had everything gone so wrong? I didn’t know anything about the man save he was, in fact, a banker. He was a banker who had papers Jabberwocky needed. Just who was Anastasia Otranto anyway? 
 
    “Alice?” William said finally. 
 
    “I just,” I said then sat down in the chair near him. “William, I…” 
 
    “I know,” he whispered. I realized then that he was sweating profusely and his skin had turned milk white. “Alice,” he whispered weakly. 
 
    “You’ve lost too much blood. I need to put you to bed,” I said. 
 
    Lifting him gently, putting his good arm around my shoulder, I helped him to bed. 
 
    For as much time as William and I spent together, I had never stepped more than two feet into his living quarters before. They were sparse but neatly kept. He had a stack of books sitting at the end of his bed. And tied to the banister on his bed was a dried rose. I remembered then that it was a rose I’d given to him just that past summer. I smiled when I saw it. 
 
    “I need to send a messenger,” I said. “I need to let Jabberwocky know we got the documents, but there were complications. And I need to send a note to Bess, to let her know she shouldn’t expect me until tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tomorrow?” 
 
    “I can’t leave you alone. I’ll need to watch you in case you need a surgeon.” 
 
    William looked carefully at me but didn’t comment. “Second-floor flat, west end. There is a boy there.” 
 
    I grabbed some paper off William’s table and quickly composed two notes then headed out. In the flat on the second floor, I found a room full of children and one exasperated looking mother. She made a half-hearted attempt to smooth her hair and straightened her apron when she saw me. 
 
    “William needs a messenger,” I told the woman. “He told me—” 
 
    “Charles,” the woman called toward the rowdy gaggle. 
 
    One of the older boys came forward. He nodded to me. “William needs these messages delivered. Two addresses,” I said, handing the boy the papers. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said. The boy took the notes, pulled on his coat, and headed out. I watched him go. When I looked back, I noticed the mother was standing with her hand outstretched. 
 
    I set a pile of coins in her palm then went back upstairs. 
 
    When I arrived, William was mostly asleep. I set my hand on his forehead. No fever. In fact, he felt chilled. I pulled another blanket over him. 
 
    “Alice,” he whispered. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t leave you alone.” 
 
    “It hurts. I have powder by the sink. In a green bottle. A spoonful in a glass of water.” 
 
    I rose and went to make the concoction. I found the bottle with the sharp-smelling herbal powder. I mixed it with some water then took it back to him. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” I asked. 
 
    “A witch,” he said with a laugh as he struggled to sit up. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied, smirking. 
 
    “I’m serious,” he said with a grin. Taking a drink, he handed the cup back to me. I helped him settle back into bed. I sat down beside him, brushing the hair away from his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Alice,” he whispered. “You’re too good for this life, too smart. Definitely too good for me.” 
 
    “You’re sorry? You’re the one who got shot. Jabberwocky is the one who should be sorry. And I’m no one special. I’m not better than you. I’m nothing more than a guttersnipe, just like you.” 
 
    “A smart one, and a beautiful one,” he replied, taking my hand into his. “And you’re my someone special.” 
 
    “William,” I whispered, warmed by his words. But even so, the image of the dead man flashed through my mind once more. My stomach shook. 
 
    William looked closely at me. “I know. I know you. Things will be different now. Your soul cannot abide it,” he whispered. 
 
    Moving carefully, I lay down beside him, setting my head on his chest. I pulled the White Queen out of my belt and let her drop to the floor. She rolled out of reach. 
 
    “I love you, Alice,” William whispered into my ear. 
 
    I closed my eyes and listened to the beating of his heart. “I love you too.” 
 
    A few hours later, there was a knock on the door. 
 
    I rose quietly and went to the door. The boy I’d sent with the messages was standing there. 
 
    “Sorry I took so long, miss. Ran into some…problems,” he said, pointing to his red and puffy eye. 
 
    “On no! Are you all right?” 
 
    “Oh, sure. The other boy ran home crying to his mother,” the kid said with a laugh, but then he turned serious. “Something odd going on, miss. There was no one at The Mushroom. Not even the guards. And at the house, well, there was a pretty lady there with curly blonde hair. The woman you sent the other message to. She said you and Master William need to come right away. She looked like she’d been crying.” 
 
    My heart froze. 
 
    Bess. 
 
    “William?” I called back. 
 
    “I heard. I’m getting up.” 
 
    “Thank you. And sorry about the eye.” 
 
    The boy grinned, nodded, then ran off. 
 
    “Help me dress?” William called after I shut the door. 
 
    “Let me check the bandage first.” I gently looked over the wound. “It’s not bleeding anymore, but we’ll need to change this wrapping soon.” 
 
    “After,” he said. 
 
    I nodded then pulled a fresh shirt from his wardrobe. 
 
    My emotions tumbled over themselves. Something was wrong. Bess was crying. A man was dead. And I’d spent the past hours lying in William’s bed. I didn’t think it was possible for a person to feel fear, rage, despair, anxiety, and deep love all in one moment. It was a dreadful sensation. 
 
    I grabbed the parcel with the stolen papers, slipped it inside my jacket, then helped William button his coat. 
 
    “We won’t say anything,” William said, motioning to his shoulder, “until we see what’s going on.” 
 
    I nodded. If something had gone wrong with the job, if Jabberwocky had been arrested, William’s wound would give him away. 
 
    We headed back outside. It was very early morning. The sun was just about to tip over the horizon. The sky had an odd haze of light yellow and gray. Anxiety racked my stomach. Something was terribly wrong. The feeling, married to my despair over what I had done, made my heart hurt. 
 
    “I’ll never forgive myself,” William said as we walked. I could tell by the look on his face that he was about to attempt to lighten the mood. I took the bait. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I lay beside you half the night and didn’t even try for a kiss.” 
 
    “You don’t have to try,” I said, leaning in to give him a peck on the cheek. 
 
    William grinned. “Well, it wasn’t exactly a kiss that came to mind,” he said. His eyes met mine. William and I had been friends since we were children. Somewhere along the way, we’d fallen in love. But the transition had been smooth. As of yet, we’d never quite crossed the line into a more physical relationship. It wasn’t that I didn’t want him. It was just that the timing had never felt quite right. 
 
    “Well, the next time you get shot, make sure you take a chance,” I said, leaning in to kiss him on the lips. I lingered there for several moments, kissing him gently, tasting his sweet lips. The lingering taste of the tart herbal concoction spiced his kiss. 
 
    After the moment passed, William took my hand. “Next time. For certain,” he whispered, kissing the top of my head. He took my hand and we made our way back. When we exited the alley that led to the big house, we were surprised to see a number of carriages parked outside. Two of Jabberwocky’s guards stood outside the door. 
 
    We approached cautiously. 
 
    I cast a glance at the windows. Guards milled around everywhere, but in the third-floor window, I spotted Bess. 
 
    She must have raced downstairs because, by the time we reached the front door, she was there. She flung the door wide open. 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness,” she exclaimed. 
 
    The guards nodded to William and me as we passed. 
 
    Once the door was closed, I set my hands on Bess’s arms and looked into her eyes. “What’s happened?” 
 
    Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Jabberwocky is dead.” 
 
    “Dead?” William whispered. “How? Who?” 
 
    “No one. Well, doesn’t look suspicious. Late last night I noticed his lamp was still lit. You know I usually check on him. I thought maybe he’d fallen asleep with it on. I found him on the floor. Oh, Alice, he’s dead,” she wailed then wrapped her arms around my neck, burying her face in my neck. She wept softly. “We’re finally free,” she whispered so only I could hear. 
 
    “Alice,” a voice called from behind me then. 
 
    I turned to see Jack exit the parlor, closing the wooden doors behind him. For just a moment, I spotted several other people collected inside. All were heavy hitters in Jabberwocky’s establishment. 
 
    “We were waiting for you and William,” Jack said. 
 
    I looked deep into William’s eyes. I shook my head. 
 
    William stared at me. 
 
    “Alice…” Jack said, reading between the lines. “The others were waiting for you, in particular.” 
 
    As Jabberwocky had wanted, they would turn to me next. 
 
    No. 
 
    I couldn’t. 
 
    I wouldn’t. 
 
    “Give us a minute,” I told Jack. He nodded and went back inside. 
 
    “Alice?” Bess whispered. 
 
    I turned to William. “I can’t, especially not after tonight.” 
 
    “That was Jabberwocky’s mistake. It won’t be like that going forward. You’ll make new and better choices.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, then took Bess’s hand. “I’m choosing to not go through that door.” 
 
    “Alice,” William whispered. “Don’t do anything rash.” 
 
    “I’m not. And you shouldn’t either. Bess and I have money saved. I know you do too. We could strike out on our own, the three of us. We’re all free now. All three of us. We owe no one anything. Jabberwocky saved all three of us, taught us, protected us, and turned us into his creatures. But we don’t have to live this life anymore,” I said, turning toward my sister who was looking at me with hope in her eyes. 
 
    “Alice, are you mad?” William whispered. “You stand to inherit everything. His house. His wealth—“ 
 
    “His problems.” 
 
    “We’ll turn the business around. Make something different out of it.” 
 
    “And how will that go with those gathered in there, those with an investment in what Jabberwocky created? There will be even greater bloodshed. Now is the time. Now we must decide. If we walk through that door, more lives will be in our hands, more souls like Anna. Have you forgotten?” 
 
    “I haven’t. You’re right. It will take some time to change things, but we can change things. It doesn’t have to be forever. Just for a time until we fashion our affairs the way we want them.” 
 
    I turned and looked at Bess. While Jabberwocky had been good to us, we’d both lived in a sort of lull, a strange indentured servitude. And now, we could be free. 
 
    “Have they taken his body away yet?” I asked Bess. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, but they’ll be here soon.” 
 
    I turned back to William. I pulled the packet of papers from inside my coat and handed it to him. “I won’t go in there.” 
 
    “Alice, you aren’t leaving me any choice,” William replied. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m giving you every choice. Come upstairs with us and say goodbye, then we begin anew.” 
 
    “And do what?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Craft watches? Start a school? Go into shipping? Anything but that,” I said, pointing toward the door. 
 
    I could see the struggle on William’s face. “Right, you’re right,” he finally said with a nod. “Jabberwocky was like a father to me, but you’re right. I just…I can’t let his affairs end in disarray. I’ll set things to right, and then we’ll do just as you suggest. We’ll create a new world. A new life,” he said, smiling brightly. 
 
    And in that moment, his eyes were so full of love and life that I believed every word he said. 
 
    Until it turned out to be a lie. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12: Beware of Airship Pirates 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13: A Mad Tea Party 
 
      
 
    “Alice! You’re late again,” Bess said the minute I opened the door. “And what are you wearing?” 
 
    “Lord Dodgson gave it to me. He didn’t want me to go to the Great Exhibition looking like a servant. It’s just a loan.” 
 
    “Oh! Did you go? You must tell me everything. First, go knock on Henry’s door. Tell him it’s time for supper.” 
 
    I headed across the hallway and rapped lightly on the door.  
 
    Henry opened the door a crack. 
 
    “It’s time to eat,” I said flatly. 
 
    “What are you wearing?” 
 
    I frowned at him then turned to go back. 
 
    “Alice, please come inside a minute.” 
 
    I sighed then turned back. Today was turning out to be exhausting. 
 
    Henry opened the door and led me inside. His flat was a jumble of ribbons, fabric, buttons, bows, and all manner of sewing paraphernalia. But that was nothing new. When he wasn’t busy getting himself in trouble, Henry was a prolific hatter, and his works were stunning. He closed the door behind me. 
 
    “Pretty,” I said, picking up a hat that was decorated with peacock feathers. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say. You haven’t told Bess anything?” The lines around his eyes wrinkled with worry. 
 
    “No, because it appears you learned your lesson this time.” 
 
    “Not about me, about you and Caterpillar.” 
 
    “I’m just working a job.” 
 
    “That I got you into. Alice, I’m so sor—” 
 
    “Don’t be. He used you to drag me back into his world.” 
 
    “Alice, you need to be careful.” 
 
    I waved my hand dismissively. “I’m always careful.” 
 
    “I’m talking about with Caterpillar.” 
 
    I looked Henry in the eyes. He was like a brother to me. He was the first friend we made after we’d left Jabberwocky’s house. It had been love at first sight between him and Bess. But he didn’t know William. That was one problem. The other problem was that while he didn’t know William, he did know that I carried a broken heart and that William was the cause. 
 
    I sat down. On the table in front of me was an enormous top hat upon which Henry had situated a teapot. I lifted it. It took some effort, but I was able to balance it on my head. 
 
    “Who in their right mind orders a hat like this?” I said. 
 
    Henry laughed. “You answered your own riddle. Who in their right mind? It’s for a tea party for a ladies’ group. They’ve ordered six of them.” 
 
    I laughed out loud. 
 
    “Alice…are you still in love with that man?” 
 
    “No. I mean, I don’t know.” 
 
    Henry shook his head. “The things I’ve heard about him…” 
 
    “That’s the life, not the man. The man is one thing. Caterpillar is quite another.” 
 
    “There is not one without the other.” 
 
    “There is. But he has to choose. And he did. He chose that life.” 
 
    “Then what are you doing back in the middle of it? For me? If it’s just for me, then—” 
 
    “No. For him.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because…” Because I don’t want anything to happen to him. Because I still have hope we can be together. Because…I still love him. 
 
    Henry sighed, picked up another of the teapot hats and put it on, then sat down beside me. He patted my hand. “I know, Alice. I know.” 
 
    “You know, you’re entirely right. This is all your fault,” I said with a joking smile. “Your mistake is forcing me to face my past, forcing me to finally examine my buried feelings. It’s all rather heart-wrenching. It’s almost enough to make me hate you.” 
 
    Henry smiled softly. “Very sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t gamble again,” I warned him. “Next you’ll have me dealing with my parents’ death. Don’t you know it’s easier to repress such feelings? Ignore them. Bury them. It’s the best way, don’t you know?” 
 
    “I do. Why do you think I gamble?” 
 
    I laughed, but then turned serious. I took Henry’s hand in mine. “Be done with it. Please. We’ll find another way.” 
 
    He nodded. “I am.” 
 
    “You said that last time.” 
 
    “I know. But the only person I was hurting last time was me. Now, I see, there is more to my life than just me.” 
 
    “So you promise?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Has Bess seen these hats yet?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    I leaned over then and picked up a third hat. This one featured a stack of teacups at the top. “Let’s go,” I said, taking the extra hat with me. 
 
    Laughing, Henry and I headed across the hallway. The moment we walked inside, Bess burst into laughter. 
 
    It was the best sound I’d heard all day.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14: Clockwork Hearts 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15: Fool Me Twice 
 
      
 
    It felt strange to knock on the door of the house I’d considered my home most of my life. But there I was, just before eleven, standing in front of Jabberwocky’s big house wondering why I was outside and William was inside. But then, of course, I knew the answer. It was my fault, my choice. I’d put myself there. 
 
    I knocked. 
 
    A few moments later, Mister Sloan, Jabberwocky’s butler, opened the door. “Alice,” he said with a smile. “Come, my dear. William told us to expect you. He’s in the library.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you. Maggie said you were by the other morning. Sorry I missed you. How is Miss Bess?” He tried to hide his worry when he asked about my sister, but it was plain on his face all the same. 
 
    “She’s doing very well,” I said. 
 
    “Ever-pleasant girl, your sister,” he said with a nod. “Now, let me tell Maggie you’re here. She’s been cooking ever since William said you were coming.” The look on his face revealed something unexpected: hope. 
 
    I smiled, nodded, and then went to the library. There, I found William looking over some papers. I wasn’t able to get a good look, but I’d sworn I’d seen the word Aphrodite. 
 
    “And what do we have there?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head, folded up the paper, and set it aside. “Nothing,” he said then turned and opened a chest sitting on his desk. From inside he pulled out a glass bottle and set it on the table. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Powder. We mix this with a spritz of water and it creates a powerful acid that can melt just about anything. Of course, if we breathe it in we’ll be dead in a matter of minutes. If we touch it, it will melt our hands off. So, suffice to say, handle with care,” he said then set the powder back in the box and closed the lid. “Did Bess receive the tickets?” he asked, turning his back to me as he fussed around with the contents on his desk. Was he shielding himself from my reaction? 
 
    “Yes. Thank you. She was very excited. It was thoughtful of you to include a ticket for Henry as well. I’m sure he’ll be a much better companion to her with all his fingers intact.” 
 
    “His debt is forgiven. I saw to it. He doesn’t have anything to fear.” 
 
    “Why did you do that?” 
 
    He turned and looked at me. “Why wouldn’t I? Did Bess know who sent the tickets?” 
 
    “She suspected.” 
 
    “And what did she say?” 
 
    I remember Bess’s pitying glance. If anyone knew my true heart well, it was my sister. And worse, it was William. I smiled then shrugged. 
 
    He grinned. “Did my gift arrive intact?” 
 
    “It did. Do I dare ask how you procured it?” 
 
    “I’m offended. I purchased it, of course. I thought you’d approve more that way.” 
 
    “I do. But why does that matter?” 
 
    “It matters that you approved. It matters that you liked it. Do you?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “I do. Thank you. I named him Chess.” 
 
    William smiled. A moment later, there was a knock on the door. Maggie stuck her head inside. “Would you like your lunch in the dining room, sir?” she asked, pausing just a moment to smile brightly at me. 
 
    “Can you bring it here? You won’t be able to eavesdrop as well, but Alice and I have work to do.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “I never…Well, I’ll just bring the serving cart, then. Hello, Alice.” 
 
    I grinned at her. “Hello, Maggie.” 
 
    “Now,” William said, dropping onto a couch near the front window. “What do you think? Night job?” 
 
    I sat down beside William. The sun shimmered in through the window. The light and dark flecks of blue in his eyes sparkled. He seemed so easy, so delighted to have me there. It felt so comfortable between us. In that moment, I did something I probably shouldn’t have, but I did it all the same. 
 
    I took William’s hand in mine. “What’s happening here?” I whispered. 
 
    “What do you—” 
 
    “Not between you and the Queen of Hearts or the business or anything else. Why am I here? What is this all about?” 
 
    William leaned forward and took my other hand in his. “This past year has been hell for me. I can’t live without you. Life is just…it’s nothing. There is no point to any of this. I know you can’t come back. I’m trying to make good on the promise I made the day Jabberwocky died. I’m trying to tie up all the loose ends, and then I want to be done with it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m going to pass the business to Jack. I’m trying to get out. I have been all this time. It was just such a disaster. Jabberwocky was in over his head, much more than we knew. There were so many problems to clean up. You wouldn’t come back. I couldn’t just leave. The man was like a father to me. But I’m close now. This job…” 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest. “Why didn’t you just tell me?” 
 
    “I thought I could finish it. I nearly had the matter settled. Jabberwocky was indebted to the Queen, and I needed to clear that debt. Until that was done, there was no way I could leave. I had a plan, but it fell apart. The diamond is the last key to my freedom.” 
 
    I shook my head. “The Queen of Hearts is a maniac. You’ve seen with your own eyes what she really is. Don’t tell me you can just forg—” 
 
    “Never,” William whispered. “But I have no choice. To get back to you, I must pass through her. And I would do anything to get back to you.” 
 
    “William,” I whispered. I closed my eyes. Understanding, then pain, racked me. So much of this was my fault. I had left William to deal with this on his own and had judged him for it. It was just after all we’d seen, I couldn’t imagine staying a moment longer in the life than I had, dealing with creatures like the Queen of Hearts. 
 
    William and I had seen what the Queen of Hearts did to Anna. What we’d seen in that room was nothing. I’d last seen her just days before the job with the banker. I’d never forget the night Jabberwocky had woken me well past midnight with a job that had rocked me to my soul. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Alice,” Jabberwocky whispered so not to wake Bess. He rocked my shoulder softly. “Alice, wake up.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “William is downstairs. I need the two of you to go, now, and take a package to the Queen of Hearts.” 
 
    “What? Now?” 
 
    I looked at Jabberwocky. He looked ashen. He’d been sleeping less and less these days. Something was terribly wrong here. “Get dressed,” he whispered then left. 
 
    Moving quickly, I pulled on a pair of black pants and a shirt. This time, I equipped every weapon I owned, keeping the White Queen on hand. I quietly slipped out of the room only to hear William and Jabberwocky on the third-floor landing above me. 
 
    “Alice,” Jabberwocky called. 
 
    He looked down the stairwell and motioned for me to come upstairs. 
 
    When I reached them, I looked briefly at William only to discover that he was as confused as me. 
 
    Jabberwocky motioned for us to follow him up the narrow stairwell that led to the roof of the house. 
 
    Once we reached the roof, both William and I were surprised to see an airship hovering above the house. Airships were prohibited from coming low into residential neighborhoods. The airship had its lantern off. I eyed the balloon. In the dark of night, it glowed a dim orange color. The insignia looked like Medusa. I didn’t know the ship or its captain, but the whole thing just felt wrong. A rope ladder wagged in the breeze. 
 
    “The ship’s captain will take you to the Queen’s manor. She’s expecting you. Deliver the package and come back immediately.” 
 
    “Excuse me for saying so, but the last time we—” I began, but Jabberwocky cut me off. 
 
    “Do your job, girl, or you and your sister will be on the street. Get that package delivered and take what she gives you. I don’t care what you see,” he replied sharply. 
 
    In all my years of living and working for Jabberwocky, he’d only ever been kind to me and Bess. I was shocked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” William said then headed up the ladder. 
 
    I stood staring at the man who’d practically raised me. 
 
    “Mister Mock,” I said softly. “You’re in trouble. What can I—” 
 
    “Deliver the package,” he said, his tone softening. “Just…just deliver the package.” 
 
    He said then turned and headed back inside. 
 
    I climbed up the ladder behind William and slipped aboard the airship. 
 
    Without a word, one of the crew pulled up the ladder and the captain, who looked like he’d prefer if I didn’t notice him, turned the airship toward the Queen’s manor. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” William whispered. 
 
    “I was asleep. How in the world did you get here?” 
 
    William shook his head. “Messenger woke me up, told me to come at once. I arrived the same time the airship got here.” 
 
    “Do you know what the package is?” 
 
    William shook his head. 
 
    We stood at the side of the ship and watched as the streets of London slipped past us as the airship made its way to the Queen’s abbey. William took my hand. His fingers were cold. He stood clenching and unclenching his jaw. I eyed the crew. None of them were making eye contact. 
 
    We arrived just a short while later, the gothic gables of the Queen’s abbey taking shape on the horizon in the moonlight. The captain maneuvered the ship above a grassy spot on the grounds. Moving deftly and quietly, the ship lowered as far to the ground as she could without damaging the rudder. 
 
    “Get out here,” one of the crew members told us as he tossed a rope ladder over the side of the ship. “We’ll lower the box.” 
 
    Without another word, William and I climbed down the ladder. We stood in the grassy space to the side of the Queen’s abbey. From inside, I saw the flash of lamplight. I felt the strange sensation that we were being watched. A moment later, I heard an odd clicking sound. I heard the clank of metal coming from the garden. A moment later, three sets of red lights appeared in the darkness. 
 
    “William,” I whispered then pulled my blade. 
 
    I looked overhead. The crew had opened the galley and were lowering a box to the ground. One of the crew members stood on top the crate, guiding it gently to the ground. 
 
    William had pulled his pistol and stepped between me and the strange lights. There was so much wrong here I didn’t know where to look. I heard the manor door open. Overhead, the crew of the airship held pistols on the red lights, the manor, and us. 
 
    A moment later, under the glow of the moonlight, I saw the glint of metal. Three very large automatons emerged from the garden. The red lights had been their optics. They were moving toward us. One couldn’t help but notice the maces, swords, and axes they carried. 
 
    “Halt,” a voice called. 
 
    I turned to see the Queen’s henchman—the man in the black turban we’d met on our last visit to the Queen with Anna—moving toward us. 
 
    The automatons stopped at once. 
 
    Once the box was lowered to the ground, the crewman unharnessed the box, lashed the harness around himself, then waved to his crew. I heard a winch click on, and the rope quickly retracted. 
 
    “Carry this inside,” the henchman instructed the metal men. 
 
    The automatons, while their movements were very awkward, moved forward and lifted the box. They marched slowly toward the front door. 
 
    I nodded to William, and we followed along behind. 
 
    “Jabberwocky has sent his favorite pets,” the man in the turban said as he walked beside us toward the house. “Do you know what’s in the box?’ he asked with a smirk. 
 
    “We don’t care. Your Queen has something for us. We’ll have it and be gone,” William said grimly. 
 
    “Your transport left you behind,” he said, waving a hand overhead. 
 
    Overhead, the airship lifted quickly as her balloon filled with hot air. It glowed like a lantern against the night’s sky. The ship turned and headed back toward the city. Fabulous. 
 
    “Nice night for a stroll,” William replied with a false smile. 
 
    The henchman smirked then motioned for us to follow him inside. The massive creatures carried the box with ease to the second floor. There we followed them down a long hallway. Some of the doors on this floor were open. Men and women, most of them drowsy, many of them naked, lay on beds or the floor. Some were drinking or smoking opium. Others seemed to be lost in a stupid slumber. 
 
    I had decided it was better if I kept my curious eyes to myself when I noticed a familiar face. Sitting glassy-eyed at the end of a bed, staring into an empty fireplace, was Anna. At least, I thought it was Anna. 
 
    Unable to stop myself, I went to the door. “Anna?” I called. 
 
    The girl didn’t look up. It was her, but it wasn’t her. She was so very thin. Her cheekbones and shoulders protruded like they wanted to burst from the paper-thin skin that held them in. 
 
    “Anna? 
 
    “This way,” the Queen’s henchman said. 
 
    “Alice,” William whispered. 
 
    I stared at the girl. There were cuts all over her forearms and on her neck. “Anna?” 
 
    William grabbed my arm. “Come on,” he whispered then pulled me away. 
 
    Anna turned and looked at me. Her big blue eyes had gone dim. A half-dead thing looked back at me. She stared at me for a moment then looked back at the empty fireplace. 
 
    “This way, pets,” the man with the turban called sharply. 
 
    “What happened to that girl?” I demanded. 
 
    “The Bandersnatch should not ask questions,” the man replied then turned to the automatons. “Stop,” he called to them. 
 
    The machines stopped with a jarring halt that rattled the box. 
 
    For a moment, I swore I heard a groan come from inside. 
 
    I cast a glance at William. 
 
    “Stay here,” the man said then entered a room with a set of double doors. 
 
    From inside, I heard the Queen of Hearts’s shrill voice. A moment later, the man opened the door. 
 
    I was surprised to see the Countess exit. 
 
    She eyed the box, then William and me. She gave us both a knowing look then headed down the hallway. I turned to watch her go. 
 
    The henchman motioned for the machines to enter. “Put it there,” the man said, pointing to a spot on the rug in front of the fireplace. “Then return to your posts.” 
 
    Their heavy footsteps clomping, the machines stomped awkwardly into the room. 
 
    William and I watched as the automatons set the box down with a thump. This time, I clearly heard a groan. 
 
    “Keep it down or I’ll have your head,” the Queen called. 
 
    The machines turned and left the room, William and I moving out of the way of their red-eyed stare. I wasn’t certain how the optics worked. I knew they had limited visibility and limited cognition, but they were able to make their way without any problem. Their heartless manner frightened me. So much brute strength with no soul seemed a terrible thing to me. 
 
    “As usual, Jabberwocky’s timing is miserable. I suppose Bandersnatch and Caterpillar are here?” 
 
    “Yes, madame,” the henchman answered. 
 
    “I wasn’t asking you,” she replied sharply, her voice filled with annoyance. “Don’t stand in the doorway, Jabberwocky’s favorites. Come in. I’m almost done.” 
 
    Done? Done with what? 
 
    Reluctant to move, and more than curious as to why the Countess had been there, I entered the Queen of Hearts’s boudoir. The room had a large medieval style canopy bed with velvet drapes. There was a round table, many chairs and chaises, and elaborate wardrobes. The walls were lined with tapestries that depicted images I didn’t at once recognize. The heroes and settings looked foreign. Mongolian, perhaps? Persian? I wasn’t sure. I eyed the room, looking for a clue as to why the Countess had been there. I found it in the form of an old book sitting on the table. There was nothing written on the spine, and the book had the ragged appearance of a journal. What was the Countess doing mixing with the Queen? What hold did she have on everyone? 
 
    As we moved further into the room, my eyes also sought out the Queen. Around the corner from the elaborate bed was a fireplace. Sitting in front of it was a copper wash basin. Long white legs dangled over the sides of the basin. William stopped as soon as he spotted her. 
 
    The Queen laughed. 
 
    “Caterpillar, you spend your entire day with tarts’ breasts dangling in your face. Afraid to see a proper lady bathing? Or are you afraid that your Bandersnatch will see the lust on your face when you take in my beauty? I don’t know how you do it, Alice. I’d be so jealous I’d have to murder every tart who pushed her tiny tits in my lover’s face, whether she took his eye or not, just out of the principle of it.” 
 
    I looked at William. Neither of us knew how to respond. 
 
    “No reply? Very well, then. Bandersnatch, be a dear and fetch my robe from the chair.” 
 
    Shaking my head, frustrated with the entire situation, I rounded the end of the bed. I tried to avert my eyes, simply grabbing the robe and getting only close enough to hand it off, but I couldn’t help but catch a glimpse of the Queen. But more than that, I caught a glimpse of her bath. 
 
    I stopped and stared. 
 
    “What is it, Bandersnatch?” the Queen asked with a laugh. “Want to join me?” 
 
    The copper washbasin wasn’t copper at all. It was glass. The reddish orange sheen had come from the liquid inside. She was bathing in blood. 
 
    The Queen laughed. 
 
    “You’ve gone positively pale. Hearts, you see,” she said, then I heard a splash. 
 
    Against my better judgment, I looked. The Queen grinned at me as she sat in her bath of blood holding a human heart in her hand. 
 
    “Why do you think they call me the Queen of Hearts?” she asked with a laugh. 
 
    I stared at the heart. 
 
    “Look at my face,” she whispered. 
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes away. Bobbing on the surface of the bath water were at least a dozen human hearts. 
 
    “Look at me,” she demanded, her voice shrill. 
 
    I looked from the bath to her. I inhaled sharply. She looked like a girl no older than sixteen. She was even more beautiful, more radiant, than she’d been the first time I’d seen her. 
 
    The Queen laughed. “Now, give me my robe.” 
 
    I held it out to her. 
 
    The Queen of Hearts rose. Blood dripped down her body. Her skin was as pale as milk, but her body was beautifully formed, almost like she’d been carved out of marble. 
 
    “Aren’t I beautiful?” she whispered. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “Well!” she demanded. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. 
 
    “The most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen?” 
 
    I thought over her question. A flash of my mother’s yellow hair, the color of sunflowers, falling in ringlets and the sound of her laughter tumbled through my mind. An image of Bess followed it. No. She wasn’t the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, but I thought it best not to say so. “Yes.” 
 
    “Humph,” she replied, recognizing that I had lied. She slipped on her robe. As she belted the robe, she headed toward the table where the old journal was sitting. I couldn’t help but notice that she left bloody footprints in her wake. 
 
    “Now, let me see,” she said as she eyed over the table. “Ah yes,” she said, picking up a small case which she then took to William who, I noticed, was doing everything he could to not look at her. “Here you are, Caterpillar. Now, let’s see what you think. Am I the most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen?” she asked him. She winked at me then unbelted her robe and let it drop to the floor. 
 
    William looked at me, his face twisting with anguish. Steeling my heart, I nodded to him. 
 
    He looked at her. “You are very beautiful. You look…different.” 
 
    “Yes. I do look a bit fresher, don’t I? Quite a neat trick the Countess worked out for me. She’s very good about things like that. But you didn’t answer my question, Caterpillar. Am I the most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen?” 
 
    William smiled at her. “You are beautiful. But no.” 
 
    “No?” she asked. She ran her hands sensually over her breasts. “Are you certain?” 
 
    “You are beautiful, but no.” 
 
    The Queen sighed then turned to me. “It’s better to be feared than loved anyway. Bandersnatch, seems you have a loyal man. Now you know,” she said then grinned at me. 
 
    She picked up her robe and slid it back on. “That’s what your boss wanted,” she said, motioning to the small case she’d handed to William. “See them out,” she added, motioning to henchman who opened the door. 
 
    He motioned for us to follow him. 
 
    More than happy to get out of there, I headed toward the door. 
 
    “My—Your Highness, if you don’t mind, I wanted to ask about Anna. Are you…are you done with her?” I looked back to see William staring at the Queen. 
 
    “Anna?” the Queen replied, looking confused for a moment. “Oh yes, Miss Farm Fresh. I’m afraid she’s quite dried up.” 
 
    “If you’ve no use for her, maybe—” 
 
    “Take her. Consider it a bonus,” she replied then sat down on the box the automatons had delivered. She rapped on the lid. “Comfy, love?” she called with a laugh. 
 
    William turned and nodded to me. We quickly headed out the door before the Queen could change her mind. I raced down the hallway to the room where I’d seen Anna. She lay on the floor. 
 
    I knelt down. “Anna?” I reached out and turned her face toward me. 
 
    Her eyes were wide open, frozen in the grimace of death. 
 
    “Too late,” I whispered. 
 
    “Anna?” William said, kneeling beside me. He lifted her hand, feeling her wrist for any sign of life. He shook his head. 
 
    “Do you still want her?” the Queen’s henchman asked, a sick joking tone in his voice. 
 
    William rose, glared at the man, then we turned and left, both our hearts sick with guilt. 
 
    As we walked back to London that night, I’d sworn it was the last time I would ever deal with the Queen of Hearts. 
 
    Apparently, I was wrong. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The sunlight shimmered through the window onto William’s dark hair. Tints of blue, gold, and copper shimmered in the sunlight. 
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    “Alice, I’m going to get out. I’m ending it. All of it. I can’t live without you. I’ve saved as much as I can. You can’t—won’t—come back, and I don’t blame you. So, I’m coming to you, as I promised. I just need to clean up this last problem.” He reached out and touched my cheek. After a moment’s thought, he leaned toward me. 
 
    I didn’t pull back. I couldn’t. Every piece of me had wanted this moment since the day I’d left. 
 
    He pulled me into a deep kiss. I smelled the scent of jasmine on his skin, the salty sweet taste of his mouth, the feel of his beard on my chin. And most of all, I felt the soul of the man I had never stopped loving. I kissed him deeply, falling into his embrace. 
 
    I had missed him terribly. 
 
    After several moments had passed, he pulled back then set his forehead against mine. 
 
    “I love you, Alice,” he whispered. “I never stopped loving you.” 
 
    “I love you too,” I replied. “Now, let’s steal that bloody diamond.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16: A Girl’s Best Friend 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, William and I returned to Hyde Park. Merchant tents selling memorabilia and cheap replicas of the wonders inside were closed for the night. The taverns and betting places, including The Mushroom’s temporary tented home on the green, were still alive with noise and action. William and I left The Mushroom and headed to the green space between the Crystal Palace and the vendors. We settled onto a park bench far enough away from the exhibition to avoid provoking attention but close enough for a good look. Constables cased the place, shooing off onlookers trying to peer within. Inside the actual exhibition, which was now closed, guards patrolled the halls. 
 
    Lifting a spyglass, I scanned the building. “There. On the exterior of the building. Just near the German exhibit. There is a ladder that reaches from the second to the third floor.” I handed the spyglass to William. 
 
    He gazed at the ladder. “There are steel support beams. They look wide enough to move across if we’re careful and keep our steps light. That section will be shadowed in the dark of night.” 
 
    “We can’t break the glass to get in. It will make too much noise.” 
 
    William nodded. “Did you notice that the ceiling panels above the trees were cranked open to let the heat out?” He panned the spyglass toward the trees. “The tree limbs bend toward the open panels, but they’re too slim to support any weight.” 
 
    “Climb down the trees?” I asked, considering. “Might make too much noise. We need to slip down a rope. Quick and silent. Problem is, once we get the diamond, how do we get back out quickly? As soon as they realize the diamond is missing, they’ll turn that place inside out,” I said. 
 
    “Climb back up?” 
 
    I frowned. “Too high, and I’m too slow.” 
 
    “We could try the trees on the way out.” 
 
    “They’ll think to search there if they’re any good.” 
 
    William raised an eyebrow at me. “When have they ever been any good?” 
 
    I chuckled then considered the problem. “They will only get alarmed if they know the diamond is missing. What if we don’t melt the bars? What if we swipe the diamond and replace it with a fake? The diamond is so lackluster. A simple hunk of cut glass would mimic it easily.” 
 
    William rubbed his finger across his chin. “We’d need access to the safe. The guard’s key opens it, but that safe came from Buckingham. No way to get a copy.” 
 
    “Who needs a copy? We just need to lift the real key from the guard. We’ll come in at night, grab the diamond, swap it out with a fake, and then toss the key—” 
 
    “But getting out of the exhibit is the problem either way,” William said. 
 
    “What if we stay the night? We do the job near dawn. The guards will be tired by then. That will be to our advantage. We could swipe the diamond then hide in one of the exhibits.” 
 
    “Crawl inside a sarcophagus?” William asked with a grin. 
 
    “There are a million places to hide. When they open in the morning, we’d leave amongst the crowd,” I suggested. 
 
    “Stay at the scene of the crime? I’m not sure—” 
 
    “What crime? Until the guard discovers his key is missing, there’s nothing to worry about. We leave the key there, make it look like the guard dropped it. No one will be the wiser.” 
 
    “Except we need to lift the key off the guard.” 
 
    “Send Rabbit. His fingers are quick.” 
 
    William nodded thoughtfully. “That could work.” 
 
    “That could work.” 
 
    “So, I need to track the guard who carries the key,” William said. 
 
    “And I need a fake diamond.” 
 
    “Take your pick,” William said, motioning to the vendor tents behind us where the replicas were sold. 
 
    I stared at the building. It was a job just like any other job William and I had ever worked. But the risk here was very high. “If we get caught, we’ll be sent to the Tower.” 
 
    “The Queen of Hearts…there is no other way.” 
 
    “I could talk to her, try to work out a deal.” 
 
    “No,” William said, shaking his head. “She’s a sick woman. Don’t go near her. I made a mistake. I didn’t mean to, but it’s done. Don’t get any ideas in your mind, Alice. Stay away from her.” 
 
    I frowned. “All right.” 
 
    In the distance, the clock on Tinker’s Tower sounded. It was already eleven o’clock. 
 
    “I need to go. I’ve already given Bess too much to worry about this week.” 
 
    “I’ll have the key by dusk tomorrow.” 
 
    We both rose. It was a moonless night. Only the lights from the exhibition cast their shadowed glow on us. 
 
    “We can do this,” William whispered. “Hell, if anything goes wrong, we’ll just shoot our way out. It’s a building made of glass, after all.” 
 
    I laughed. “We can do this. It’s just a snatch and run. Nothing new.” 
 
    William chuckled then tapped me lightly on my nose. “Bandit.” 
 
    I winked at him. 
 
    He leaned in and kissed me softly, first on the lips and then on the cheek. “Goodnight.” 
 
    “Goodnight,” I whispered, setting my hand on his cheek. I turned and headed back toward the city. The plan would work. It wasn’t without risk, of course, but no job ever was. It may have been awhile since I’d stolen anything, but the job was part of me—for better or worse. Jabberwocky had trained his little apprentice very well. 
 
    But still, we were robbing our rightful Queen to pass over a treasure to a madwoman. Why? It was high time I found out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17: What the Knave Knew 
 
      
 
    The hustle would still be the same. The Knave would begin making the rounds at around ten, stopping by all the opium dens and pubs, playing a few hands of cards to line his own pockets before collecting William’s cut. He’d finish his rounds by one o’clock then head home. He’d keep the money with him then drop it off at The Mushroom in the morning. 
 
    I left the lawn of the Crystal Palace and moved down the foggy cobblestone streets, seeking to stay unseen. I had no business skulking around in the dark. My life wasn’t supposed to be like this anymore. I’d spent most of the last year pretending I didn’t love William, but it was a lie. More than anything, I wanted to be with him. I just didn’t want this…this mess, this blood. I would do anything to help William earn his freedom. Because the truth was, I’d taken mine without regard to how it would impact him. And I was sorry for it. But saving William meant I needed to know what I was saving him from. I’d ended last night harassing airship pirates. Tonight I was stalking thugs. 
 
    The Knave’s flat on Fleet Street was about as well-protected as a henhouse in a fox farm. With a quick twist and jiggle, I unlocked the door and let myself inside. Locking the door behind me, I headed into his sparse kitchen. I dug through his cupboard until I found some tea then set a kettle to boil. Working with the light of a single candle in the kitchen, I set out two teacups and some strawberry pastries I’d found in a bakery box and then waited. It was around one thirty when I heard the lock jiggle. I sat still and waited, listening to the sound of his footfalls. 
 
    Seeing the candlelight burning, I heard Jack’s footsteps stop. A moment later, I heard the click of a revolver. Pistol extended, he turned the corner. 
 
    “Tea?” I asked. 
 
    “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. I nearly shot you, Alice.” 
 
    I rose and poured us both a cup of tea. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Waiting for you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just thought we’d have a little chat.” 
 
    Jack dropped into the chair then looked over the table. “I was saving those tarts for breakfast.” 
 
    “Well, it is morning,” I said. 
 
    He shook his head then laughed. 
 
    “Sugar?” 
 
    “No. I’m tired, Alice. What is it?” 
 
    “Why is William indebted to the Queen of Hearts?” 
 
    “He botched a deal.” 
 
    “I know that. What I don’t know is why?” I rose and prepared the teacups, setting a cup in front of Jack. 
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “So I’ve been told,” I said, rolling my eyes. 
 
    Jack picked up his teacup, blew across the hot liquid, then took a sip. “If he doesn’t want you to know, there must be a reason.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But it can’t be a very good one. Jack, please. We’ve been friends since we were children. William is in trouble. I want to help him. I just need to know what happened.” 
 
    “Why does it matter?” 
 
    “It matters.” 
 
    “Do you still love him?” 
 
    “Would I be here if I didn’t?” 
 
    Jack laughed. “You and William are like the sun and the moon, chasing and following one another in an endless loop. He still loves you as much as he did the day you left. And you wouldn’t be here if you didn’t love him.” 
 
    “Indeed. So stop prattling.” 
 
    Jack slid a plate with one of the pastries on it toward him. He lifted his fork and took a bite. “The Queen of Hearts wanted some unusual merchandise,” he said between bites. “William procured it for her. Now, mind you, he didn’t know what he was procuring. William was the go-between. We passed letters, made the arrangements, traded money. But when the merchandise arrived in London. Well, William couldn’t go through with it. And I didn’t blame him.” 
 
    “Why? What was the product?” 
 
    Jack wouldn’t meet my eye. 
 
    “You’re avoiding my question. What was the merchandise?” 
 
    Jack exhaled deeply. “Girls.” 
 
    “Girls?” 
 
    “Young girls. They were just kids. I don’t know where they came from. The captain of the Medusa brought them in,” Jack said then shook his head. “I saw them myself. It was…it was awful. William took one look at those girls and everything was over. I don’t know where those girls went. William called in a favor with an airship jockey Jabberwocky used to work with. Lady captain. Pilots the Aphrodite. She took those girls out of London. I don’t know where they went, but I do know they didn’t go to the Queen of Hearts. That was the deal that went bad. That’s why he’s on the hook with the Queen.” 
 
    I didn’t understand. Certainly, the Queen’s perversions were growing even sicker, but there was something more at play here. I rose and set my hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Thank you.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “This is bloody business. She’s going to have his head if he doesn’t come up with either those girls or that diamond.” 
 
    “Do you know why?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “No. But the Countess is somehow involved. I blame Jabberwocky. William was trying to clean up the last of his obligations.” 
 
    I frowned. Now, why would the Countess be involved? But then I remembered the night I’d seen the Queen of Hearts in her wretched bath. The Countess had been there. Had I been wrong to trust her? She and Jabberwocky had been lovers. I knew her ever since I was a child. She’d always treated Bess and me in the most loving of ways. Something was just wrong here. “Then it’s time to end it. For all our sakes.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Thanks for the tea,” he said, lifting his cup. “Not a bad thing having a woman waiting at home for you. You know—” he said, a mischievous glint in his eyes. 
 
    I smirked and shook my head. I headed to the door. “Good night, Jack.” 
 
    “’Night, Alice,” he said with a smile. 
 
    I closed the door to Jack’s flat then headed outside. Before I exited back onto the street, I stopped and leaned against the wall. I squinted my eyes shut. Flashes of the Queen in all her bloody glory appeared before my eyes. Young girls? Why had she wanted young girls? Many dark answers came to mind. I was proud of William that he had done what was right, but at what cost to him? 
 
    Even if we did get the diamond, then what? 
 
    The Queen of Hearts, in all her madness, would carry on. Shouldn’t she be stopped? If she was seeking young girls, with sanguine or other reasons in mind, then someone should intervene—permanently. 
 
    I could snatch the diamond. That had never been a concern. But maybe that wasn’t the best solution. Maybe there was another way out of this. 
 
    I could kill the Queen of Hearts. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18: Sisters and Misters 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19: A Raven and a Writing Desk 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I rose early and got dressed while Bess slept. She coughed a few times in her sleep. Her breaths carried a sharp wheeze I didn’t like. I lifted the amber bottle of syrup on the counter to discover there was barely a dose left. I would need to go to the apothecary before I did anything else. 
 
    I slipped on a pair of tan trousers, a dark blue shirt, and a leather corset. I slid the White Queen into my boot, pulled on my coat, then headed outside. 
 
    The morning air was crisp. A steam-powered machine rolled down the cobblestone street, causing everyone to move aside. A massive cloud billowed around it. 
 
    The apothecary’s shop was at the end of the lane. Through the window, I could see Mister Arnold was already hard at work. I pushed the door open to the little shop. A tiny bell overhead jangled. The tangy scents of the medicines assailed my nose. The walls of the apothecary were lined with glass jars filled with a variety of herbs. White porcelain containers held powders and other oddities. 
 
    “Good morning, Alice,” Mister Arnold said. He was a slight man, the majority of his weight coming from the mass of curly white ringlets on his head. He was staring down at the table in front of him. The optics he wore magnified his vision. His eyes looked ten times their size. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” I asked. 
 
    “A dried extract of lemon. It’s proving useful in the treatment of scurvy,” he said then pulled off the optics. “How is Bess?” 
 
    “Cough is still rattling. She needs more syrup.” 
 
    Mister Arnold nodded then went to his cupboards. “I have something new I want your sister to try. It’s a salve. I met a very bright apothecary from Scotland a few weeks back. He told me it’s effective for patients like your sister. She should rub the salve on her chest at night. It should ease her breathing.” 
 
    I opened my coin purse and looked inside. An impromptu airship ride to Twickenham had pushed my weekly budget to its limit. When I looked inside, I saw that if Bess and I wanted to eat this week, an additional purchase of medicine was out of the question. “I’m afraid it will have to wait until my next payment.” 
 
    Mister Arnold nodded sympathetically. “Let’s do this. We’ll just try it this week, an experiment on my part, and if her condition improves, we’ll work out a payment schedule.” 
 
    Mister Arnold had always been very kind to Bess and me. There was something about Bess’ nature that always brought out the best in people. Even when we’d lived in the workhouse, Bess’s sweetness had earned her the affection of Mister Townsend who didn’t push her as hard as the others given her fragile condition. That sweetness lingered wherever my sister went. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Just let me know how it works. This time of year is terrible for people with hay fever and a rattle like your sister has.” 
 
    “I will. Thank you so much.” 
 
    Mister Arnold slipped the syrup and a small jar of salve into a bag. He jotted down some instructions on a piece of paper and added that as well. He handed the bag to me. “Not in uniform today?” 
 
    “No, my employer went to the countryside. I have the rest of the week off.” 
 
    “Get some rest then, my dear. You look tired. I believe you work too hard, Miss Lewis.” 
 
    “We all do what we must. Thank you again,” I said, motioning to the bag, then headed outside. 
 
    Bag in hand, I headed down the street in the direction of Henry’s millinery shop. 
 
    Despite the blessings bestowed upon us through the kindness of others, at times I hated how poor Bess and I had become. Of course, we’d been born into a poor life. Even when our parents were alive, our life had been that of paupers. I remembered very little now. The four of us had lived above a perfumer’s shop in South Hampton. I remembered watching the well-dressed ladies and gentlemen filing in and out of the boutique, purchasing single bottles that cost more than, I would guess, what my parents made in a month. When a fierce winter sickness had passed through one year when I was about seven, Bess six, both our parents had perished. Bess was left with a rattle that never left her chest. Only I had escaped the ailment unscathed. With no better recourse available to two orphans, we’d ended up at Mister Townsend’s workhouse. But fate had seen a different course for us. We were there barely two years before chance threw Mister Mock—Jabberwocky—into our path. 
 
    As I walked toward Henry’s shop, I realized that, in truth, my current poverty was entirely my own fault. I did have a life of comfort. Under Jabberwocky’s care, Bess and I had lived well. But we’d left that life of our own accord. My reasons for leaving were good. I was no killer. I could not live with the blood on my hands, and I never wanted to risk it again. But had I really needed to leave? Did I really have to banish Bess and me to a poor but honest life? I was unsure. I’d tried not to think about how it all had ended. But now, with William in my life once more, everything I had given up smacked me in the face. I had given up more than just a life of crime. Bess was right. I had given up my true love. The memory of our last day at Jabberwocky’s house, and my fight with William, was still fresh in my memory. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Alice,” William said once more, “please reconsider.” He was standing in the doorway of my room in Jabberwocky’s house as I packed up the last of my clothes. 
 
    Everything had unfolded so quickly. William had stepped into Jabberwocky’s place without any obstacles. Once it was clear to the others I would not take over, it was only natural that William would do the job. Jabberwocky was dead. My hands were still stained with blood that only I could see. Every time I closed my eyes, the image of the banker’s face, mouth open wide, eyes bulging, came to mind. When I paired such images with the Queen of Hearts’s bloody bath, the endless array of naked tarts I had to look at every time I entered The Mushroom, the airship pirates and crooked dealers, I just didn’t want it. Just because a grown man had taught a little girl to steal, and because she’d been good at it, didn’t mean it was a life for which she’d been destined. 
 
    “Why don’t you reconsider,” I replied. “Leave with us. Let Jack or someone else do the job. We don’t have to live like this.” 
 
    “Alice, you’re being rash. This is your home. Even if you don’t want work, at least stay here. You wouldn’t have to do another job again. You can be done with it.” 
 
    “And do what to earn my keep?” I asked angrily as I shoved a pair of trousers into my bag. 
 
    “Nothing. Marry me, Alice. Stay here. Be my wife.” 
 
    I turned and looked at him, my eyes wide. “I can’t quite tell, are you proposing to me or yelling at me?” 
 
    “Both,” he said, then smiled softly. He crossed the room and took my hands. “Don’t go. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too. I just…I can’t get past what happened with the banker.” 
 
    “Nothing like that will ever touch you again. You won’t see it. Won’t be part of it.” 
 
    “But you will. And it will come home with you every day.” 
 
    “What would you have me do, become a groom, a tailor? Jabberwocky trained me for this life. I don’t know how to do anything else.” 
 
    “There are people who can help us.” 
 
    “Like the Countess? I understand she is looking for a position for you.” 
 
    “She can help you too.” 
 
    “Shall I go from being master of this house to being some rich man’s butler?” 
 
    “From a life as a thief and killer to that of an honest man.” 
 
    “I’ve never killed anyone.” 
 
    “Isn’t that convenient.” 
 
    “I don’t mean it like that.” 
 
    “This is not a life I ever wanted.” 
 
    “Then you are saying no.” 
 
    “To staying here? To staying in the life? I am saying no.” 
 
    “And what are you saying to me? What is your answer for me?” he whispered, then brushed my hair away from my face. “Alice Lewis, I’ve been in love with you from the moment I set eyes on you. Marry me.” 
 
    “Leave with me.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Then my answer has to be no.” 
 
    “But Alice—” 
 
    “I love you, William. I love you more than anything. I love you enough that I killed to protect you. You will never find anyone who cares for you as I do. But I can’t stay in this life. I made a promise to Bess long ago that when Jabberwocky was gone, we’d leave. She cannot handle all this darkness. We must get away. Please come with us. We could travel. See the world. Isn’t that something you have always wanted? You, not what Jabberwocky made you into, something you wanted? We could go somewhere warm where Bess’s health will improve. What about Barbados? Or maybe Tahiti? Let’s leave this place and start somewhere new.” 
 
    “People are depending on me now. I can’t just let everything Jabberwocky worked so hard for fall into pieces.” 
 
    “Then settle his affairs and join me. Settle his affairs and be done with it.” 
 
    “I…I don’t know.” 
 
    I closed the case and took it by the handle. “My carriage is downstairs. I’m going. If you choose this life, choose it all the way. I don’t want any part of it. Do you understand? If you choose this life, you choose it in total. Don’t bother me or mine until you have something worth saying.” 
 
    “‘I love you’ is not enough? ‘Be my wife’ is not enough?” 
 
    I looked him deeply in the eyes. “I love you too,” I whispered then leaned in and kissed him. I let my lips linger long on his. I caught his scent and the sweet taste of vanilla on his lips, and then I stepped back. “When you’re ready to choose me, and only me, you’ll be able to find me. Until then, I have to say goodbye.” 
 
    I turned and left William standing there. 
 
    And I didn’t look back. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20: What the Countess Knew 
 
      
 
    When I reached The Mushroom, I was not surprised to find the Countess’s auto sitting outside. It had been a year since I’d been inside Jabberwocky’s old pub—at least its more permanent residence. The makeshift tent on the Hyde Park green was already enough of a reminder of the life I’d left behind. The pub had practically been a second home to me and all the others Jabberwocky had adopted into the life. 
 
    The scene inside the pub was sleepy. The lights were dim, but the familiar smell of alcohol hung heavy in the air. A few patrons sat huddled at tables, hovering over their drinks as they spoke in low tones. I spotted a weapons dealer I knew. They called him Lobster on account of his hand being frozen into an awkward claw after one of his products had detonated in his hand. 
 
    At first, he passed me a cursory glance. Recognizing me, he nodded. I’d worked jobs for him at least twice, lifting some hard-to-find parts. At the back of the pub, William’s guards eyed me skeptically. One of them went into the back office. A few moments later, Jack appeared. 
 
    “Morning, Alice. Want tea?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Is the Countess in the back?” 
 
    He nodded then waved for me to follow him. 
 
    Jabberwocky’s old office—now William’s—looked much the same. Nothing had changed besides the man sitting behind the desk. I noticed that William had even left hanging the painting of Madame Mock which Bess had painted as a gift to Jabberwocky. 
 
    The Countess was sitting in a chair across from William sipping on a glass of some amber-colored liquid. She stopped midsentence when I entered. 
 
    “Alice,” she said nicely. 
 
    With a nod to William, Jack closed the door then left. 
 
    “I got your message,” the Countess said. 
 
    I turned to William. “I’d inquired of the Countess as to why the Queen wanted the diamond. It seemed an extreme acquisition, and I suspected the Countess might have some additional information,” I said, looking at her sharply. 
 
    The Countess nodded, a guilty expression passing over her features. “Please understand, I had no idea she would pull the two of you into this. If I had known, I would have done my best to forestall her.” 
 
    “Jabberwocky…I took the job to pay off the last of Jabberwocky’s debt to her,” William explained. 
 
    The Countess frowned. “Then I am twice at fault.” 
 
    William and I both looked at her. 
 
    “The Queen of Hearts sought, some years back, to expose me if I didn’t help her. Jabberwocky helped me buy her silence,” the Countess explained. 
 
    “You said she threatened to expose you. Expose what?” I asked. 
 
    “My dear, what do you think the gentry would make of an occultist in their mix? It’s one thing to do favors for certain high-up people who want those favors kept secret. It’s quite another matter when those secrets are exposed.” 
 
    “She was blackmailing you.” 
 
    “Yes. Jabberwocky did jobs for her to keep her silent…and so did I.” 
 
    “I remember. You were there the night she was in that bathtub filled with blood,” I said. 
 
    The Countess swirled the liquid in her cup. “For years, the Queen of Hearts has found my Uncle Horace’s collection of books—and my skills by extension—curious. She’s been looking for something. Her interest in the dark arts, as I believe the two of you already know, is deeply personal.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, shuddering to think of the night I’d seen her consume Anna’s living blood. 
 
    “In exchange for her silence, the Queen has had me working to help her acquire certain knowledge. It began with a book she traced to Uncle Horace’s collection. That book chronicled the enchantments used by a Hungarian Countess by the name of Elizabeth Bathory.” 
 
    “Why? What information is she hunting?” William asked. 
 
    The Countess took a swig of her drink. “She’s looking for ways to stay young. She’s seeking the path to immortality. Bathory believed that bathing in the blood of virgins could extend one’s youth.” 
 
    “That’s madness,” William said. 
 
    “Is it?” The Countess replied. “When I first met the Queen, she and I were the same age.” 
 
    We both stared at her. But she was right. I had seen it myself. 
 
    “So she’s seeking spells, elixirs,” William said. 
 
    “More than that, but I have managed to keep such knowledge—what I know of it, at least—hidden from her. She would go the way of Faust and summon up a demon if she could.” 
 
    William laughed nervously. “But such knowledge…that’s impossible.” 
 
    The Countess raised an eyebrow and the expression on her face told me it was, in fact, very possible. I shuddered at the thought. “Some time ago my late husband—with whom I had a very contentious relationship—sold many of the books in Uncle Horace’s collection just to spite me. May you rot in hell,” she said, looking at the ground. “The Queen acquired a volume from that collection which contained a spell written by an Egyptian priest. The book was annotated, half translated, and appeared to have the ritual the Queen was after.” 
 
    “What kind of spell?” I asked. 
 
    “One that grants immortality. Of course, you had to have the right ingredients to make it work. And that is where her royal highness of insanity ran into some problems. I take it the deal you botched involved the acquisition of some of those…ingredients?” the Countess asked, turning to William. 
 
    “I…I’m not sure.” 
 
    She smiled carefully at him, an expression that told us both that she already knew the answer. “Well, no matter. She found a way. The task she set you on, William, and Alice by inadvertent extension, was to pluck another important element needed for the ritual. She needs a blood diamond.” 
 
    “A blood diamond?” William asked. 
 
    “A diamond that has caused many deaths,” the Countess explained. “The bloodier the diamond, the better. And what bloodier diamond is there than the Koh-i-Noor? Of course, the diamond is not the only thing she needed. She also needed a complete translation of the ritual, which I now have. So, now, I have the words, and she has everything else she needs except the diamond. Once she has that, the potion can be prepared and the ritual completed.” 
 
    “A potion? You mean, something she will drink?” William asked. 
 
    The Countess nodded. 
 
    “Will it work?” I asked, aghast. 
 
    The Countess shrugged. “I have no idea. But I know that this is where Anastasia Otranto and I will part ways. This is the last debt I owe her.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one,” William mumbled. 
 
    “Anastasia Otranto…why do I know that name?” I asked. 
 
    “The banker,” William replied. “That was the name on the paperwork the banker had. We botched the job, Alice. We missed something in the banker’s vault. That’s why…that’s why I was doing one last job for her, to clear off our—Jabberwocky’s—mistake.” 
 
    I frowned. “Anastasia Otranto. Who—” 
 
    “That, my dears, is the Queen of Hearts’s real name,” the Countess interjected. 
 
    William and I stared at one another. 
 
    “So, you’re planning to do the job?” the Countess asked. “Get the diamond? The Queen was quite adamant that it was the only way she’d release you from Jabberwocky’s debt.” 
 
    “Tonight,” William said. 
 
    “I’ll be visiting her today with the rest of the translation. She’s invited me for a game of—” 
 
    I reached into my pocket, pulled out the gem, and set it on William’s desk. 
 
    The Countess stopped midspeech. 
 
    William rose. 
 
    For several long minutes, no one spoke. 
 
    “Alice,” William finally whispered. 
 
    “I went back last night. I went in through the roof, just as we planned. Down the rope. Dodged the guards. The lock wasn’t that difficult to pick. In and out. Snatched. Just like always.” 
 
    “What about the gem on display? What did you—“ 
 
    “I lifted a fake from one of the souvenir tents on the green. Swapped it with the real one.” 
 
    “They’ll figure it out. They’ll notice,” William said. 
 
    “Eventually. But the fake looked good to the eye.” 
 
    The Countess picked up the gem and looked at it. She studied it closely then set it back down. “It doesn’t feel cursed.” 
 
    “It isn’t, at least not to us. Only cursed for male British monarchs, right?” I replied. 
 
    William nodded. “I need to send word to Rabbit. He was going to trail the guard. I need to call him off.” 
 
    I nodded to him. 
 
    William rose and left the office, leaving me and the Countess alone. 
 
    “This potion. If any of the ingredients are not exact, what will happen?” 
 
    The Countess raised an eyebrow at me then shrugged. “Perhaps nothing. Perhaps she’ll get a stomach ache. Perhaps she’ll have a fit and lop off everyone’s heads. Or…” 
 
    “Or?” 
 
    “Or, it will kill her.” The Countess picked up the gem once more. She studied it closely. She then wrapped her hands around it and closed her eyes. A strange expression crossed her face, and for a moment, I’d swear I saw white light emanating from her clenched hand. After a moment, she relaxed once more and studied the diamond closely. “You know, Jabberwocky always told me you were the most intelligent child he’d ever met. From the moment he saw you, he knew you were special. You are. This diamond is exact. But this stone is not cursed.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “It’s a risk, Bandersnatch. She’ll have someone there to check the gem.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Do you think a gem master will be able to sense whether it is cursed or not? Seems like something only someone gifted in the occult would notice.” 
 
    The Countess smirked, shook her head, and then handed the gem back to me. 
 
    “So, you’re planning to visit the Queen today? Mind if we come along?” 
 
    The Countess lifted her glass, polishing it off, then set the cup back down. “Do you play croquet?” she asked with a grin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21: Of Wickets, Flamingos, and Random Beheadings 
 
      
 
    The Countess slipped into the driver’s seat of her auto, motioning for me to take the seat beside her. William and Jack—who we’d brought along for muscle—slid into the back passenger seat. 
 
    My heart was pounding. If the Queen discovered the stone was a fake, she’d be out for blood. But I took Henry’s word as truth. She wouldn't be able to tell the difference. 
 
    I had debated whether or not to tell William the diamond was a sham. But the moment I saw him sitting in Jabberwocky’s chair, I knew I should lie. If the deal went bad, it would be on me and me alone. I had left William to clean up Jabberwocky’s debts, and I’d been wrong. William was in this situation now, in part because of me. He wasn’t dragging me back into anything. He could have walked away when I did, but he’d felt obligated to Jabberwocky in a way I hadn’t. I didn’t see that then, but I understood now. For the last year, the man I’d loved was trying to find his way back to me. The tremendous realization hit me hard, and I was overwhelmed with a sense of guilt. I owed him. 
 
    The countess swerved around carriages, startling the horses, as she sped down the narrow streets. I’d sworn to myself I’d never step foot in the Queen of Hearts’s abbey again. I was wrong. When we pulled up to the abbey’s gate, the guards let the Countess through with a wave. She pulled her auto to a stop, parking it alongside the carriages and an odd cart with motorized wheels that reeked of algae. 
 
    With the Countess taking the lead, we headed toward the front door. 
 
    A tall man with very pale skin and a vacant look in his eyes met us there. “Around the back, please.” 
 
    The flagstones of the path leading to the back of the house were arranged in a black and white brick pattern which resembled a chessboard. We passed under a wrought-iron arch into an elaborate rose garden. Bright red roses were in full bloom. Strange, of course, since they were out of season. Even more curious was that, despite the fact that the roses were so lovely, two of the Queen’s automatons were going from bush to bush sprinkling a powder on the blossoms. I slowed to watch as we passed. As the powder landed on the blooms, their pigment faded. They turned white. 
 
    “Well, that’s an odd sight,” Jack whispered. 
 
    “Nothing compared to what we’ll find next, no doubt,” William replied. 
 
    We passed through the rose garden toward the large grassy area where several other people milled about. An odd ensemble of people was gathered there. One group included an older man and woman and half a dozen young girls from, presumably, Japan. They were dressed in fine silk robes, their dark hair held up with sticks. They giggled excitedly as they watched the automatons recolor the roses. I scanned the crowd, recognizing a French smuggler who frequented The Mushroom. He spotted us as well. He nodded to William. 
 
    “Beaumont,” Jack whispered. 
 
    William nodded. 
 
    “Countess Waldegrave,” a very round man called. His wife, who looked exceedingly bored, barely cast a glance our way. 
 
    The Countess nodded and crossed the grass to meet him. 
 
    “Mallet,” a footman said, holding a croquet mallet toward me. 
 
    “We’re here on business,” I told him. 
 
    “Take a mallet.” 
 
    Each of us took one of the wooden mallets, and then we waited. 
 
    There was a flurry of action at the back of the house, and then a very odd looking group appeared. A man at the front pushed a cart loaded down with something pink and fluffy. Behind him walked several young women, all of whom looked very pale and thin. They each wore thin gowns that looked like little more than chemises. Behind them were several guards, and at last came the Queen and her favorite henchman. Alongside the Queen, however, walked a very tall and handsome man. He was dressed in a fine suit and had a mop of black curls and striking blue eyes. In fact, they were so striking that when I studied them more closely, I realized they were not eyes at all. They were optics. The man had a very large wound across his neck that seemed to have been sewn shut in a haphazard manner, and his left arm appeared to be entirely mechanical. His clockwork hand glinted in the sunlight, offsetting his dreadfully pale skin. Despite his unusual appearance, he was doting on the Queen of Hearts who walked at his side. 
 
    Dressed in a long black gown and wearing a large black hat, its veil open at the front, she looked like she was no older than a girl of sixteen. Her flawless skin made her appear as if she’d been carved from marble. I couldn’t help but stare. 
 
    “Do you see what I see?” William whispered. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    The Queen sat down in a tall-backed wicker chair, the handsome—and possibly undead—man sitting beside her. Two of the Queen’s girls sat at her feet. The rest of us stirred nervously. Only the Japanese visitors seemed unaware of the danger they were in. The Queen looked over the crowd. She paused when her gaze fell on William, Jack, and me. 
 
    “Well, I don’t recall inviting you,” she said. 
 
    The Countess left her portly friend and joined us. “I asked them to join me. They mentioned they had some business to transact. I happened to be on my way here. We thought it would make the day more festive if we all came out for croquet.” 
 
    “Festive?” she replied with a snort. “Very well.” 
 
    “First players,” she called, motioning to the French smuggler, Beaumont. “Choose two players,” she told him. The Queen motioned for her maidens and her henchman to join Beaumont and his companion for a game of croquet. The course was already set with a game of nine-wicket. 
 
    “Eh, Madame, we’ve no mallets,” Beaumont said. 
 
    “Here you are. Select the best one. Some have a bit more give than the others,” she said with a laugh which the handsome man beside her echoed. She waved to the cart. 
 
    Straining to look, I noticed then that the cart was heaped with dead flamingos. 
 
    When the madness of the situation became clear, Beaumont’s companion protested. 
 
    “Madame, this is ridiculous. How are we intended to play like this? We have business to discuss. This is a waste of—” 
 
    The Queen rose abruptly. “Off with his head,” she screamed. 
 
    Before anyone could move, one of the nearby automatons turned and moved forward quickly. Swinging a massive ax, it lopped the Frenchman’s head off. It bounced into the rose bushes. The body slumped over into the grass. 
 
    “Now look, you’ve made a mess. Take the body away,” she told one her guards. The swift brutality of the scene racked me. This was the Queen of Hearts I remembered well. “Choose another player, and pick your mallet already,” the Queen told Beaumont. 
 
    The man clenched his jaw hard then motioned to another of his comrades. He walked over to the cart and picked up a flamingo. 
 
    “The Queen had a shipment she was trying to deliver to Germany. Beaumont lost the merchandise to pirates,” William whispered in my ear. 
 
    “Quiet,” the Queen yelled in William’s direction. “Begin,” she called, turning to Beaumont once more. 
 
    At that, the Queen’s maiden smacked her first ball and the game began. 
 
    We watched as the players worked their way around the yard. Beaumont, it seemed, was quite good. His flamingo apparently had a case of rigor mortis. When the final shots were made, Beaumont completed first. The henchman and the Queen’s girl finished second and third, followed by Beaumont’s surviving companion. 
 
    “You play well,” the Queen told Beaumont. 
 
    “Oui, Madame. I played as a boy.” 
 
    “Very good,” she said then rose. “Kneel before me,” she told Beaumont and his companion. 
 
    Frowning, Beaumont and his man knelt. 
 
    “Kiss my ring,” she said, holding out her hand. 
 
    “But Madame, you’re not wearing a ring,” Beaumont protested. 
 
    “Are you calling me a liar?” she asked. 
 
    Beaumont stiffened. “Non, it’s just that—” 
 
    “Off with their heads,” she yelled, and before the men could move, another guard swept in and decapitated Beaumont and his man. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” Jack exclaimed. 
 
    The bodies were dragged off. Two of the Queen’s girls went to retrieve the heads. One of the girls brought Beaumont’s head back to the Queen. She held the head, looking into his face, completely undisturbed by the fact that blood was leaking all over her dress. 
 
    “He’s a handsome one, isn’t he,” she said to one of her girls, who merely smiled. 
 
    The Queen brought the head close to her and kissed his lips. 
 
    “Yuck,” she protested. “Bad breath. Next game! Who wants to play next? You?” she asked the portly man. 
 
    “N-n-no, thank you,” the man stammered nervously. Curiously, his wife yawned and looked around as if nothing off was happening. “I have what you wanted,” he added in a loud whisper. He pointed to his coat pocket. 
 
    “Good,” the Queen said pertly. “Take him and his wife inside,” she told one of her girls. 
 
    “Oh, thank you. Thank you,” the man replied. He pulled his unaware wife along behind him. 
 
    “Up for a game, Countess? Why don’t you play my guests in the second field?” the Queen offered. In a garden row just beside ours, another game had already been set up. 
 
    The Countess motioned for the Japanese group—who looked like they were not sure if they should run, cry, or fight—to follow her. 
 
    “Now,” the Queen said, turning her attention to us. “What to do with my unexpected guests.” 
 
    “We also have some business to discuss,” William told her. 
 
    Ignoring him, the Queen looked at me. “I haven’t seen you in a while, Bandersnatch. Someone told me you were off the chess board.” 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “I think you know why.” 
 
    The Queen looked at William. “Couldn’t pull off the job without your girl? I didn’t think so. Must have been an awkward reunion.” 
 
    William didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Caterpillar. You’re so serious,” she said with a laugh then rose. “Alice, wasn’t it? Let’s have a match. You and the Knave against me and my girl.” 
 
    When the Queen stepped beside me, she looked deep into my eyes. She was still the same dangerous woman…even if she now looked like she was my junior. 
 
    “Very well,” I replied. 
 
    “Alice,” Jack protested. 
 
    “He’s afraid I’m going to behead him,” the Queen said. 
 
    “Seems prudent.” 
 
    “He and your Caterpillar did steal my tarts. Did you know?” 
 
    I looked back at William. The expression on his face told me he feared that I did, in fact, know the truth. “Yes.” 
 
    William sucked in his lips and shook his head softly. Guilt stole over his face. 
 
    “Caterpillar wormed his way out of that one, made a new deal. Which is, of course, why I have the Bandersnatch in my house once more,” she said then leaned in close. “Did you snatch what I was after?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Very good. Let’s play.” 
 
    The balls were lined up, and we began. William shifted nervously as we moved around the green. 
 
    “Got it! Beat that, Bandersnatch,” the Queen yelled as her ball rolled through the wicket. 
 
    “Well done,” I said through gritted teeth. I took aim with my mallet, knocking the ball through the wicket, but it rolled into the tall grass. We just needed to get through this. It was almost over. Very soon, we would all be free. 
 
    One of the Queen’s girls, then Jack, took their shots after me. Once again, the Queen made a deft shot. I followed my ball into the grass and smacked it miserably back toward the green. The shot went wide, which made the Queen cheer. 
 
    Around the grass we went. I caught William’s gaze out of the corner of my eye. He was on edge. This was too easy, too nice. Nothing with the Queen ever went this easy. And from the stains of blood on the grass, I did not expect things to end well. It didn’t matter if the diamond—fake though it was—was in my pocket. She could just as easily loot it from my dead body as she could from my hand. 
 
    We were just nearing the seventh wicket when the queen pulled off her hat and dashed it to the ground. “I’m hot,” she cursed then stomped the hat. Standing very close to her, I saw beads of sweat dripping down her forehead. They were tinted orange. She wiped the back of her hand across her forehead. When she saw her skin was marred with the red liquid, she huffed heavily. “We’re done. I’ve won. Countess, you’re finished there. Off with their heads,” she said, motioning toward the foreign visitors. 
 
    It took a moment for the Japanese guests to understand her words. The automatons and the Queen’s guards closed in on them. They screamed and tried to flee, but it was too late. 
 
    “Bring their blood,” the Countess said to her henchman, who nodded. 
 
    “Frances,” the Queen called to the Countess. “Inside. Now. Bring the book.” 
 
    The Countess nodded. 
 
    The Queen headed back inside. Her consort sat in his chair, barely aware that anything was happening. He simply smiled and gazed absently forward. 
 
    “I recognize him,” William whispered as we followed behind the queen. “He’s a Scottish Lord. He went missing about a year ago.” 
 
    “A year ago?” I asked, remembering the box we’d delivered to the Queen via the Medusa. 
 
    “I guess they presumed him dead,” William said. 
 
    “He might as well be,” Jack said. 
 
    We followed the Queen of Hearts into the abbey. She led us to the room where we’d first met her. There, her long table was set out and had a number of instruments thereon. 
 
    The henchman entered the room behind us carrying a large copper bowl. Inside were the heads of three of the Japanese girls. Their blood pooled at the bottom of the basin. 
 
    “Get to work,” the Queen told the Countess. 
 
    The Countess didn’t look at us as she worked busily. She arranged objects, dried herbs, bits of bone, hair, and other oddities as she flipped through the book she’d brought with her. Seeing her manner was so easy, I began to wonder if I was misguided to place my trust in her. What if, after all, the Countess was in league with the Queen? 
 
    The Queen pulled off her thick scarf and unbuttoned her jacket. She stripped down to her corset. She was just a dainty thing, and she was undeniably beautiful. But more than that, she was dangerous. 
 
    “Bring Newell,” she told her henchman. He disappeared down the hallway. 
 
    “Let’s see it,” the Queen said. She turned to me and opened her hand. 
 
    “First, your word that William’s debt—and Jabberwocky’s—is paid. None of us are indebted to you. Your word.” 
 
    The Queen rolled her eyes. “A stickler for formality, Bandersnatch?” 
 
    “Afraid so. Mad times. Can’t be sure of anything without a promise.” 
 
    “Fine,” the Queen said with a huff. “The debt is clear…if.” 
 
    “If?” 
 
    “If this is the Koh-i-Noor. Tell me, Bandersnatch, how did you procure it?” 
 
    “All that matters is what we won, not how we worked.” 
 
    “But that’s the question, isn’t it? I’ve had eyes on you and Caterpillar, and on that diamond, for days. We’ve seen you at the exhibition, but no one saw you lift the diamond. When did you take it?” 
 
    “Last night.” 
 
    “How? No one saw you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be a very good thief if anyone saw me, now would I?” 
 
    At that, the Queen laughed. 
 
    A moment later, the henchman entered with a wiry-looking man who was wearing large round glasses and an oversized suit. 
 
    “Sit,” she demanded shrilly. She set the diamond in front of him. 
 
    The man gasped. 
 
    I kept my gaze straight. I would show nothing. 
 
    “Is it the real diamond or not?” the Queen demanded. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” the man exclaimed. “How?” 
 
    “Shut your mouth. Now, tell the truth or I’ll cut out your tongue. Is it the Koh-i-Noor or not?” 
 
    The man pulled a jeweler’s monocle from his pocket and pressed it into his eye socket. He lifted the diamond and studied it closely. 
 
    I bit my tongue hard. If the lie was discovered, I would have to murder her right there. There was no other way out. I looked at the floor, hoping the Countess was as good at concealing what she knew. So far, she had not betrayed me. If she was planning to do so, now was the moment. 
 
    “Lifeless hunk of rock. Dull. Large. Not a shimmer to it,” the man said then set the jewel aside. 
 
    The Queen turned on me, fury in her face. 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak when the gem master interjected. “Yes, this is most definitely the Koh-i-Noor.” 
 
    A massive weight of relief washed over me. 
 
    “This dead looking stone?” the Queen asked sharply. 
 
    The man nodded. “It’s a grand but lifeless thing.” 
 
    The Queen turned and smiled at me. “Very good, Bandersnatch. Now, get him out of here,” the Queen said then motioned for her henchman to take the gem master from the room. 
 
    “Prepare the potion, Countess,” the Queen said then turned to me. “Why don’t you stay? It will be very exciting to watch. And you’ve always struck me as someone with curious eyes.” 
 
    “Watch?” 
 
    “Watch. Watch me be reborn.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22: The Mock Phoenix 
 
      
 
    The Countess stood over the table mixing items into a silver bowl. As she dropped each item therein, she intoned just under her breath. I’d known the Countess since I was a girl. I always admired her, called her friend. And I knew very well that her interest in the occult went beyond occasionally browsing her Uncle Horace’s old books. I had always fashioned her more a tinker than a mage, but I could see how those lines could easily blend. She poured the blood from the bowl that contained the heads of the Japanese ladies, then added blood from two other vials. 
 
    A nauseous feeling swept over me. The smell of death and decay perfumed the air. 
 
    “Now, the diamond,” the Countess said. 
 
    “Grab that mallet,” the Queen instructed William. 
 
    William clenched his jaw together. Smothering his feelings, he picked up a wooden mallet that had been sitting just beside the door. 
 
    The Queen set the faux Koh-i-Noor on the table. “Smash it.” 
 
    “But it’s a diamond,” Jack interjected. 
 
    The Countess turn to William. “It is hard, but it will break. Put your back into it.” 
 
    Frowning, William took aim. He lifted the mallet high then, with a hard swing, he brought it down. 
 
    The table cracked under the pressure, the tabletop splintering. The Countess reached out to steady a candlestick before it fell over. In the concave of the table, the rock lay shattered into three large chunks. Diamond powder lay all around them. 
 
    The Countess took the mallet from William then smashed the rest into powder. When she was done, she collected all the powder and dropped it into the concoction. 
 
    She looked at the Queen. “I have made it as written here, but there is no saying it will work. At best, it will do as the Priest of Sekhmet has described in this writing. At worst, you may become very ill. This is not without risk. I have done everything I can. You cannot hold me accountable if something goes wrong.” 
 
    The Queen narrowed her eyes at the Countess. “If it has been done properly, then we have nothing to worry about, Frances.” 
 
    “And if the translation is off, or if the spell is a lie, you may become gravely ill, Anastasia,” the Countess hissed. 
 
    The Queen glared hard at her. “Just say the words.” 
 
    From her bag, the Countess pulled out a cloth decorated with Egyptian cartouche. She draped it around her neck. “Get back,” she told us and the Queen’s henchman. 
 
    We all moved toward the door. 
 
    A terrible feeling racked my stomach. 
 
    The Countess then began intoning in a language I did not recognize. 
 
    “The Goddess Sekhmet was a destroyer. She was a Goddess to be feared. We are all going to die,” the Queen’s henchman said. 
 
    “This is not how I thought this day was going to go,” Jack said. 
 
    My stomach shook. The diamond was a fake, but the Countess’s spell was real. What would happen now? 
 
    As the Countess spoke, the sky began to darken. In the distance, I heard the crack of lightning. Outside, the wind blew hard, and the clouds began rolling strangely. Everything went black. Twinkling lights shot across the sky. The small fire in the fireplace grew higher. 
 
    The Countess lifted a silver rod, and chanting some unknown words, she struck the rod on the side of the bowl. 
 
    The sharp sound followed by a strange vibration swept across the room. My hair stood on end. 
 
    “We need to go,” Jack whispered. 
 
    The Countess lifted the rod once more and spoke again. 
 
    I looked at William who was staring with wide eyes. He turned to me. “If this works, if she takes on this power, what will happen? We need to stop the Countess,” he said, then reached for his gun. 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Wait.” 
 
    “Friends, we need to leave,” Jack said again as he moved toward the door. 
 
    The Countess lowered the rod once more, knocking it on the side of the bowl. 
 
    Lightning cracked. The mixture inside the bowl began to swirl of its own accord. 
 
    “Yes,” the Queen screamed. “Yes!” 
 
    The Countess lifted her rod a third time. The wind outside whipped hard. Thunder rolled and lightning cracked. The flame inside the fireplace burned wildly, the flames leaping out of the confines of the fireplace. 
 
    I heard the door behind us open. I looked back to see that Jack had left. 
 
    “Alice,” William whispered. He had his pistol in hand. “We can’t permit it.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said. 
 
    “Alice?” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” 
 
    He nodded. “With my life.” 
 
    “Then wait.” 
 
    The Countess dropped the rod a fourth time. The liquid in the bowl flared with bright purple light. Then, all at once, everything went silent. 
 
    Her hands shaking, the Countess poured the liquid from the silver bowl into a glass goblet which she then handed to the Queen. The liquid moved and sparkled, purple flame flickering at its surface. 
 
    “To eternal life,” the Queen of Hearts said, lifting her chalice in a toast. Eyes closed, she drained the cup. 
 
    We waited. 
 
    At first, nothing happened. 
 
    The Queen opened her eyes and glared at the Countess. “It didn’t work,” she screeched. But before the Countess could respond, the Queen’s body jerked. She dropped the crystal goblet. It fell to the floor, smashing into pieces. 
 
    She jerked again. 
 
    Orange light flashed through the Queen’s body. It moved down her limbs, twisting like vines of fiery light just underneath the Queen’s skin. Her hair broke free of its pins. Her long locks blew in a wild torrent around her. The Queen opened her eyes. I gasped to see they were alive with brimstone. Orange light shot from her fingertips. Everything in the room began to tremble. 
 
    “It worked,” the Countess whispered, fear and awe in her voice. She stepped away from the Queen. “It worked.” The Countess passed me a frightened and confused glance. 
 
    “I feel it. I am immortal,” the Queen screamed. 
 
    “Alice,” William said, reaching out to take my hand. “We need to leave.” 
 
    It wasn’t possible. The gem wasn’t real. It shouldn’t have worked. 
 
    The Countess grabbed her book and moved toward us. 
 
    The Queen laughed wildly. Surrounded by a halo of light, she began to rise off the ground. She floated at least a foot above the floor, her entire body alive with orange light. 
 
    And then, there was a strange rumble in the sky. 
 
    Lightning cracked. 
 
    A sharp wind blew, blowing open the windows. An awful smell perfumed the air. The scents of sulfur and rot rode on the breeze. 
 
    “Sekhmet,” the henchman whispered. 
 
    A strange voice spoke on the wind. It echoed around the room. It was soft, female, and very angry. 
 
    “What is it? What is she sayi—” the Queen began, looking at the Countess. 
 
    But her words were cut off midspeech by a strange, sick laugh that echoed around the room. 
 
    The Queen’s body froze in place, suspended in the air. The orange light died down, and we watched in horror as the veins under the Queen’s skin began to grow black and pulse toward the surface. The glow in her eyes dimmed. They began to turn solid black. 
 
    The Queen tried to break free. “What’s happening? What’s happening?” she demanded of the Countess who backed toward the door. 
 
    Her face twisting, the Queen’s mouth suddenly clamped shut. Her body twisted oddly and then we heard a terrible crunch, then another, as the Queen’s body jerked from side to side like invisible hands were breaking her into pieces. 
 
    At last, she let out a terrible scream. 
 
    An invisible force slammed her to the wall, and then to another wall, over and over again. At the last moment, as the Queen hung in the air very still, that strange voice spoke once more. 
 
    The Countess gasped. 
 
    And then the Queen exploded. 
 
    “Alice,” William shouted, pulling me close, shielding me. Blood and bits of the Queen of Hearts sprayed around the room. 
 
    The Countess yelped. 
 
    I looked in time to see the book she had been holding burst into flames. She dropped it on the floor. It disintegrated to ash. 
 
    When it was over, we looked back at the terrible sight. The Queen of Hearts had been shredded into pieces. 
 
    And at my feet lay her heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23: Today’s Alice 
 
      
 
    The Countess’s auto pulled up to the door of The Mushroom. Wordlessly, Jack got out and went inside. None of us had said a word as we left the Queen’s manor. We’d left unimpeded. The Queen’s sycophants, glassy-eyed creatures such as they were, seemed to awake from a strange stupor. When we left, they were milling about as if they’d just awakened from a dream. And no one, not even her main henchman, had tried to stop us. 
 
    “Countess,” I said carefully, setting my hand on hers. She was clutching the steering wheel so hard her knuckles had gone white. 
 
    The Countess turned and smiled softly at me. “If you need anything, Alice, please don’t hesitate to call on me,” she said then looked back at William. “I think things will be different from now on. Please know that I’m here for you both.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Lord Dodgson will be sorry to lose you,” the Countess said. 
 
    “He’ll recover.” 
 
    She nodded knowingly then patted my hand once more. 
 
    William and I got out of the vehicle. With a wave, the Countess drove off. 
 
    “I feel like I’m waking up from a bad dream,” William said. 
 
    I slipped my hand into his. “William, I owe you an apology.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, I owe you one.” 
 
    We both chuckled. 
 
    “What if we simply move past the apologies? There is no use in going back to yesterday. Let’s be today’s Alice and William,” he suggested. 
 
    “Starting from now, though. And after a bath,” I said, looking down at my clothes which were still splattered with goo. 
 
    William laughed. “Of course,” he said then cast a glance back at the pub. “I need to talk to Jack.” 
 
    I nodded. “You know where to find me.” 
 
    William pulled me close and set his forehead against mine. “I love you, Alice.” 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    With that, he turned and headed inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24: Falling Stars 
 
      
 
    The moment I entered our flat, Bess let out an excited squeal. “Alice,” she yelled excitedly. She turned to embrace me but stopped. “What in creation are you covered in? Ew!” 
 
    “You don’t want to know. And I need to change. Immediately. But what happened?” 
 
    “Henry just left. He’s having a carriage brought around. Alice, he proposed!” 
 
    She stuck out her hand. On her finger was a beautiful ring with pearls set in a flower design around a sparkling center gem—a diamond, but not quite a diamond. “Isn’t it beautiful?” 
 
    “A new beginning. How very exciting,” I exclaimed. 
 
    Bess hugged her hand to her heart. “It’s been a very odd day. Just out of the blue, he asked me to marry him. Can you believe it? And the weather. Have you noticed? It was so strange today. Thunder. Lightning. Some sort of odd eclipse. There were falling stars in the middle of the day.” 
 
    “A good sign, perhaps?” 
 
    Bess smiled, squinting her eyes closed. Her face was radiant. She turned and looked at me. “Oh, Alice! You look just awful. Get that off at once. But what’s this expression on your face? You look so…so, I don’t know what!” 
 
    “Relieved? Elated? Happy?” 
 
    “Why? What’s happened?” 
 
    “William.” 
 
    Bess squealed. “What a wonderful day.” 
 
    Dinah, who was observing us both from her perch on the windowsill, meowed at us. 
 
    Bess laughed. “You see, even Dinah agrees. And what about you, Chess?” Bess asked, turning to my clockwork cat. 
 
    From his position on my cot, the Cheshire cat flashed us a toothy smile. 
 
    We both laughed. 
 
    “Now, get cleaned up. We’re going on a picnic. Oh, Alice, why do I get the feeling that everything will be different now?” 
 
    “Because it will.” 
 
    Bess signed happily. “A wonderland of opportunity awaits us.” 
 
    “Indeed. How very curious.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25: Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “Your move,” William said. 
 
    I picked a pawn and moved him across the chess board. “Check.” 
 
    “You think you’re so clever,” William replied, moving his king. 
 
    “Don’t you?” 
 
    “Don’t I what?” 
 
    “Think I’m clever.” 
 
    “Of course I do. Stop trying to distract me.” 
 
    “Me?” I asked, tilting my head sideways and looking him over, my eyes radiating desire. 
 
    “Oh, now you’re really playing,” William said. He slipped out of his seat and onto the loveseat beside me. He moved my hair aside and kissed my neck. 
 
    “Now who is playing?” I whispered. 
 
    “After a look like that, how can I resist?” 
 
    The grandfather clock struck six. The last chime had just sounded when I heard a knock on the front door of the guesthouse. 
 
    “Henry and Bess?” William asked. 
 
    I nodded. “They returned from Bath today.” 
 
    William kissed me on the forehead. “No wonder Maggie has been cooking all day. I thought perhaps the Countess had returned.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I had a letter from her this morning. She’s still abroad.” In fact, the situation with the Queen had rattled the Countess in a way I didn’t understand. She’d been quiet and thoughtful. Despite her peculiar reaction, she’d still done everything she could to help us. She’d situated Henry into a shop in Twickenham and paid for Bess’s and Henry’s wedding. William and I, who were more wed in spirit, had taken up residence in the guesthouse at Strawberry Hill. The Countess, quite rightly, suspected that I would be able to make something of the old printing press that had sat cobwebbed since her uncle’s death. 
 
    “I’ll go welcome them. Why don’t you show Bess what you’ve been working on?” William said, motioning to the stack of papers I had sitting on my desk. 
 
    I nodded, kissed him quickly, and then rose. William exited the room, closing the wood panel doors behind him. 
 
    On my desk near the fireplace, I had a stack of papers. Notes, illustrations, and outlines covered the pages. I picked up my writing tablet. I was just about finished. I smiled when I thought of Bess’s reaction to my news. 
 
    “Wonderland by Alice Lewis. Subtitled, Imaginative Tales for Children. How does that sound, Chess?” I asked, turning to my clockwork cat. The little creature, who’d been grooming his paw, looked up at me and blinked his wide, aquamarine-colored eyes. 
 
    I laughed then kicked a ball of yarn toward him. Excited, he crouched, his gears clicking, then pounced. 
 
    Grinning, I looked at my reflection in the mirror over the fireplace. I pushed my hair behind my ears and straightened the black headband I was wearing. In the mirror, I saw the reflection of the yard outside. The lights inside Strawberry Hill House glimmered through the windows. But then I noticed something odd. A hooded figure carrying a lamp moved toward the castle. I turned and looked out the window. It was dusk, but not yet entirely dark. I peered through the window. No one was there. 
 
    I looked back at the mirror once more. This time, to my surprise—given it was autumn—the mirror reflected a wintery scene outside my window. The grounds were completely covered in snow, squalls of white whipping across the landscape. And at the center of the grounds, I saw a woman dressed in all white. She carried a lantern and wore a crown of ice on her head. 
 
    Gasping, I turned around and looked out the window once more. Again, no one was there. The leaves were hued sunset orange, ruby red, and gold in color. They swayed in the breeze, shimmering softly in the dying sunlight. 
 
    “Alice?” William called. 
 
    I looked down at my manuscript. Imaginative Tales indeed. The first tale in my collection was none other than the tale of the Snow Queen. I grinned. Strawberry Hill was certainly an odd little castle, built by the Countess’s odd uncle, and filled with odd fixtures, like the odd mirror above my fireplace. As it turned out, it was the perfect place for an odd girl like me. 
 
    “Coming,” I called, casting a glance once more at the mirror. This time, it showed only its true reflection. 
 
    Surely, I was dreaming. 
 
    But the question is, can a person dream while she is awake? 
 
    Perhaps, if she has the right looking glass. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Who’s afraid of the big, bad werewolf? 
 
      
 
    When London’s brightest tinkers and alchemists come up missing, Red Cape Society Agent Clemeny Louvel is on the case. 
 
      
 
    To help Clemeny get the problem in hand, Queen Victoria assigns her a temporary partner—a werewolf with a knightly history and a tendency to be far too flirtatious for either of their good. Can she trust him to help her chase down the monsters they’re hunting? 
 
      
 
    Wolves and Daggers is a retelling of the Little Red Riding Hood fairy tale set in Melanie Karsak’s bestselling steampunk universe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1: Ruby Red 
 
      
 
    Perched on the rooftop, I watched the exit of Guildhall through my spyglass. The meeting adjourned, the members of London’s most prominent guilds filed out to waiting carriages or steam- and coal-powered autos. Noisy contraptions. Clouds of soot surrounded the infernal machines. Why anyone would ever want to ride in such a contraption was beyond me. 
 
    “See anything?” Quinn, my partner, whispered. 
 
    He’d pulled out his rifle and was watching through the magnification scope. 
 
    “Not yet. Though—and just an observation—from this vantage point, they look like a flock of inebriated penguins,” I said, motioning to the guild members gathered below. With their top hats and walking sticks, smoking pipes and cigars, the assembled crowd looked like a bunch of waddling lushes. Were these really the most learned inventors in London? 
 
    Quinn chuckled lightly. “It’s a waddle of penguins, not a flock. On land, they’re called a waddle. In the water, they’re called a raft.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Told you, I’m brilliant.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes then grinned at him. Quinn’s face was shadowed by his red hood, but I could make out his square jaw and Roman nose. I knew that the hood hid his ice-blue eyes, which seemed unkind to the average observer, but Quinn had the patience of a saint. After all, he’d managed to mentor me and serve as my partner in the Red Cape Society these last four years. Everything I knew was because of the man hiding in shadow. Which now included the fact that a group of penguins on land was called waddle, not a flock. 
 
    I smirked. “When was the last time you shaved?” 
 
    Quinn rubbed his chin. “You don’t like it? I was thinking of growing a beard.” 
 
    “And what does Jessica have to say on that matter?” I asked, referring to his wife. 
 
    “Well, there was some question as to whether or not I’d been bitten.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You’d have a lot more hair than just on your face.” 
 
    Quinn chuckled. “So I told her.” 
 
    I turned my attention back to the crowd. “Better shave it off anyway. If your lady doesn’t like it, what’s the point?” 
 
    “It’s bloody cold out here at night. Thought it might keep me warm.” 
 
    “You don’t see me complaining.” 
 
    “Your hair is all the way down to your… Well, you know. Hardly fair. Now, mind the job and leave me alone, or I’ll grow it out to look like Merlin just to vex you both.” 
 
    I snickered. “All right. I’m just making suggestions.” 
 
    “You’re always making suggestions, Clem. In fact, you’re starting to sound like your grand-mère,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “Pardon me?” 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    I winked at him—pleased to see an amused smile on his rugged and hairy face—then looked below once more. “Here come the clockmakers.” 
 
    The members of the Clockmaker’s Guild chatted noisily as they exited Guildhall. Each wore a watch pinned on their lapel, a telltale sign of their trade. The Motor Car Association members convened in another corner of the yard. Plumes of tobacco smoke, rough voices, and the distinct smell of brandy rose into the air. 
 
    I pressed the cold metal of my spyglass to my eye and scanned the building. Another group of guild members wearing distinctive plum-colored cravats started flowing out of the building. 
 
    “The League of Alchemists is coming now,” I whispered. 
 
    “I’ll keep my eyes on the ground. You watch the rooftops,” Quinn said. 
 
    I nodded then stepped back into the shadows. Quinn and I had hidden in the darkness beside a tall chimney on one of the buildings that sided Guildhall Square. The view was good, the opportunity for subterfuge better. 
 
    Quinn stayed crouched, his eyes on the assembled men and women in the courtyard. Pulling up my hood, I drew my pistol from my belt and scanned the rooftops. 
 
    An early spring breeze blew across the roof, sending a chill down my spine. Quinn was right. It was unusually cold. I eyed every dark corner, every shadow. Nothing was moving. The tip we’d received had come from a trusted source. Something was supposed to go down here tonight. But what? 
 
    “There’s Professor Delaney. Professor Andrews. I think… Yes, there she is. Professor Jamison,” Quinn said. “She stopped by the door, talking to that naturalist.” 
 
    Frowning, I scanned the rooftops. 
 
    Everything was so still. 
 
    Too still. 
 
    The nearly-full moon had given everything a hazy blue glow. I inhaled deeply then exhaled slowly. The palms of my hands and the bottom of my feet started to get a tingly feeling. I scanned the roofs as I squeezed my hand into a fist, fighting off the terrible prickling sensation. 
 
    “Quinn,” I whispered. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Clem?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Something is about to—” My words were cut short by the sound of a loud explosion below. I looked back. Orange flames were shooting up to the sky from what was left of an auto. Burning pieces of coal shot out of the machine. 
 
    The assembled crowd below screamed. 
 
    I looked at Quinn, both of us thinking the same thing: that was no accident. 
 
    A moment later, another auto burst into flame. 
 
    And then, from the direction of the Thames, I heard a howl. 
 
    Below, the guild members ran from the fiery explosions. Some hurried out of the courtyard and back toward the city. Others raced back inside. 
 
    I watched as dark shapes began moving across the rooftops toward us. The shadowed forms silhouetted by the light of the moon were unmistakable. And if one couldn’t decide just by the shape, it was the eyes that told the tale. Red as rubies, the werewolves’ eyes glimmered in the moonlight. 
 
    “Hells bells,” I whispered. 
 
    Quinn’s informant had told him a wolf would be at Guildhall tonight and that Professor Jamison was the target. 
 
    “Not a wolf. A pack,” I said. 
 
    “Complications. Always complications,” Quinn said with a huff then set aside his rifle. “Professor Jamison went back inside.” 
 
    “Well, let’s go get her before someone murders her,” I said. 
 
    Quinn sighed. “And here I thought it was going to be an easy job.” 
 
    “When is it ever easy?” 
 
    He shook his head, pulled out his pistol, then we turned and raced across the rooftop. 
 
    One of the wolves closest to Guildhall howled loudly, hurrying the rest of the pack along. 
 
    “Dammit,” I cursed then pumped my legs hard, racing across the tiles to the ladder at the side of the building, Quinn right behind me. 
 
    I descended quickly then raced across the square toward the entrance of Guildhall. Behind me, people screamed, calling for the constables, for a surgeon. I looked back over my shoulder. At least two people lay injured on the ground. The distinguished guild members fled in panic. 
 
    Quinn and I raced to the door of Guildhall. The entire place was in a tizzy. From somewhere on an upper floor, I heard the sound of breaking glass. 
 
    “Where did she go?” I asked, looking around. 
 
    Quinn grabbed a guild member wearing a purple ascot. “Professor Jamison?” 
 
    “What? What’s happening?” 
 
    “Where is Professor Jamison?” Quinn asked again, giving the man a shake. 
 
    “I…I don’t know. I lost her in the crowd. Maybe in the Alchemist’s Hall?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Fifth door. Right.” 
 
    Turning, Quinn and I pushed through the crowd, searching for the alchemist as we went. 
 
    From outside, we heard another explosion followed by a series of howls. 
 
    And then, the first scream. 
 
    “Bloody bold,” Quinn said. “All this for one mark? What in the hell are they up to?” 
 
    “Good question.” He was right. The packs were getting more intrepid. This was the fourth attack in the last two months. The packs were snagging some of London’s most learned scholars, and even our most reliable informants were being tight-lipped. Only because of Quinn’s good connections with the Lolita pack had we known about tonight. 
 
    But we had never expected this. 
 
    A single wolf? Yes. A full force assault? No. 
 
    I pushed open the door to the Alchemist’s Hall. Inside, four members—including Professor Jamison—turned to stare, their eyes wide with fear. 
 
    “Professor Jamison, come with us. You’re in danger here—” The window exploded in a shower of glass. 
 
    “Clemeny, get her out of here,” Quinn yelled then pulled his pistols and took aim. 
 
    I grabbed the befuddled alchemist by the arm as Quinn fired. 
 
    “What’s happening?” the woman shrieked. 
 
    A werewolf bashed through the window. The monster, not fully man, not entirely wolf, stood on two feet. He had a maw full of long teeth. His body, a mass of muscle, covered in large patches of silvery fur, was a terrifying sight to behold. 
 
    Professor Jamison screamed. The other alchemists cowered in the corner. 
 
    The wolf looked from me to Quinn then laughed. 
 
    “Red Capes,” he snarled then dropped down on his front legs. Tensing his muscles, he leaped at Quinn. 
 
    My partner firmed his stance then took his shot. 
 
    The wolf yelped loudly then crashed to the ground. 
 
    Wolves. Strong, but not very bright. Especially not the newly minted pack members. For some reason, they thought the lupine infection made them invincible. It extended their lives, but no matter how old a werewolf was, silver was their enemy. Silver could end them. 
 
    From somewhere else in the building, I heard another window break. There was a commotion in the hallway outside. I heard the telltale sound of screams and the gruff sounds of wolves. I frowned at the door. No getting out in that direction. 
 
    “Professor Jamison, we need to go,” I said then pulled her toward the broken window. 
 
    The other guild members, blind to the danger, opened the door and fled in terror. Smoke billowed into the room. 
 
    “Quinn, they’ve set the bloody place on fire.” 
 
    “Dammit.” 
 
    My boots crunching on the glass, I guided the professor out of the broken window, and we headed into the alleyway behind Guildhall. 
 
    Quinn, both pistols at the ready, leaped from the window, his red cape billowing around him. He raced to catch up with us. 
 
    “What’s happening?” the professor asked. 
 
    “Do lower your voice. They have excellent hearing,” I warned. 
 
    “We had a tip someone might be coming for you tonight. It appears the informant was right,” Quinn added. 
 
    “Informant? What are you talking about? What was that creature?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know,” Quinn answered. 
 
    As we turned the corner, we head a series of howls coming from Guildhall. Apparently, they’d figured out we had gotten away with their quarry. We needed to get somewhere safe. Fast. 
 
    “Threadneedle?” I said, referring to the Red Cape Society meeting place below The Bank of England. 
 
    “No. They’ll expect us to go there. Saint Paul’s. Let’s get the professor on holy ground. We’ll take the tram from there.” 
 
    I nodded, and we turned and rushed in the direction of Saint Paul’s Cathedral. 
 
    “I don’t understand what’s happening,” Professor Jamison said as she hurried along with us as we raced down the street. “Why would anyone be after me? I’m just an alchemist.” 
 
    “I think you answered your own question,” Quinn said. 
 
    A series of barks and howls rose from behind us. 
 
    Again, the palms of my hands began to itch. 
 
    “They’re close,” I said. 
 
    Quinn and I stopped. 
 
    I turned and looked behind me. Two wolves, their eyes blazing red, loped down the street in our direction. 
 
    I pulled my pistol and took a shot. The beast leaped sideways, bouncing off the wall of a building then back onto the street again. I closed my right eye and took aim once more, aiming with the left eye which was always sharper. 
 
    I pulled the trigger. 
 
    This time, my shot hit home. 
 
    The wolf yelped then fell. 
 
    The other werewolf grabbed onto a lamppost and swung himself overhead, landing in front of us. 
 
    Quinn shot. 
 
    The bullet went wide. 
 
    Pulling out my dagger, I grabbed the professor, pushing her behind me. 
 
    I lunged at the werewolf. My silver blade connected with the wolf’s shoulder. 
 
    The monster shrieked and pulled away, grabbing his shoulder in pain. He glared at me. “Little Red,” he growled. 
 
    Little Red. I almost liked that the packs had a nickname for me. Given my petite size, they’d initially underestimated me, taunting me as “Little Red.” But they soon learned that my petite size only made me a faster, smaller target. Now, four years later and with more than one pelt under my belt, the once-comical moniker was now one that evoked fear. 
 
    With the beast distracted, Quinn took his shot. 
 
    The monster yelped in agony when the silver bullet slammed into his chest. 
 
    He dropped. 
 
    “Lupercal pack,” Quinn said with a frown. “What’s got them all riled up?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but we need to go.” 
 
    Quinn nodded, and we hurried on our way. 
 
    “Last week it was Whitechapel,” Quinn said as we raced toward the cathedral. 
 
    “Whitechapel and Lupercal working together? That is a problem.” 
 
    “That is an understatement.” 
 
    We ran down the streets until the dome on Saint Paul’s was in sight. Moving through the shadows, we headed toward the back of the church until we reached the garden gate. I unlatched it and motioned for the professor to head inside. 
 
    But once more, a familiar tingle made the palms of my hands itch. 
 
    “Quinn,” I cautioned. 
 
    A moment later, a massive werewolf dropped off a rooftop and landed in front of us. 
 
    I suppressed a gasp. This was no pack grunt. Fenton was a beta, leader of the Lupercal pack, one of the oldest packs in London. There were few older or stronger werewolves in the realm. And this wasn’t the first time we’d tangled. 
 
    “Fenton,” Quinn said good-naturedly, training his pistols on the beast. “What can the Red Cape Society do for you this fine evening?” 
 
    “Give me the professor,” the wolf said with a snarl. 
 
    Quinn looked over his shoulder at me. “Get her inside.” 
 
    Werewolves could not cross onto holy ground, at least not while shifted into werewolf form, or even partially shifted as Fenton was tonight. As men, they could enter a sacred space, but it pained them greatly. I eyed the cathedral then the werewolf. Taking the professor by the arm, I moved us both toward the open garden gate. 
 
    Fenton took a step toward us, glaring at me. 
 
    Quinn clicked his tongue at the beast. “Not so fast. The guns are loaded, after all.” 
 
    “Give her here, Little Red,” Fenton growled at me. 
 
    “Now, why would I do that?” 
 
    “’Cause you’re going to pay if you don’t.” 
 
    My dagger in front of me, the professor behind me, I moved us slowly toward the gate. Fenton’s ruby red eyes watched each step. 
 
    Each of us sized up the other. 
 
    Each of us calculated. 
 
    Almost there. 
 
    The wolf might be able to pull it off if he jumped now— 
 
    “Clem, watch out,” Quinn yelled as the beast leaped toward me. 
 
    I pushed the professor hard—she stumbled forward into the garden—then crouched, waiting. As the beast jumped over me, I rose and heaved him sideways, my dagger connecting with his arm. 
 
    Fenton turned and righted himself. More angry than hurt, he lunged at me once more. 
 
    Quinn shot, but Fenton moved away in time. 
 
    A door at the back of the cathedral squeaked as it opened. The professor was safely inside. Holy ground. Out of the wolf’s reach. 
 
    Howling in frustration, Fenton turned back to Quinn and me. 
 
    “You’ll pay for this,” he said through a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth. He held his forearm. Dark blood oozed from between his fingers. Turning, he leaped onto a nearby roof, the moonlight casting a glow on him as he disappeared back into the city. 
 
    While I was used to werewolf macho posturing, as it seemed almost a prerequisite side effect of the lupine infection, his words chilled me to the bone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: The Werewolves of London 
 
      
 
    Professor Jamison sat in stunned silence as we headed back across town to headquarters. Even Quinn seemed unusually quiet. Something about tonight was different. Something about this whole case was different. Why were the werewolves snatching up scholars? This was not their usual beat. The deep malice in Fenton’s words shook me. That werewolf had frequently crossed paths with Quinn and me, and one of these days, one of us was going to do in the other. But this time, something more was afoot. Fenton had seemed almost desperate. And a desperate werewolf was a very dangerous thing. As we made our way to headquarters, my mind drifted back to my first altercation with Fenton. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was just a rookie when I first encountered the beta of Lupercal pack and Cyril, the realm’s alpha. The local constables had come to the Red Cape Society for help with cleaning up an underground fighting ring. Every time one of the Bow Street Boys tried to get involved, he turned up missing. There were whispers about an unbeatable fighter who seemed to have super-human strength. The Bow Street Runners were spooked. 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Quinn had said with a nonchalant shrug. “This is just the kind of hustle the werewolves would try to pull. They’re strong, but not creative.” 
 
    Following Bow Street’s leads, Quinn and I set out on the case. Thus far I had been chasing down wolves trying to rob liquor shipments or had done surveillance, but this case would have me at the heart of the realm’s werewolf problem. 
 
    Quinn and I stopped under the dim glow of a gaslamp in what felt like the back alley of a back alley of a back alley in the heart of the fog-drenched city. Rats squeaked as they searched for food in the darkness. We were deep in the heart of the city. Hell, I hadn’t even seen a whore loitering on a street corner for at least three blocks. My skin prickled with goosebumps. Werewolves were not the only things living in this dark zone. What else watched from the blackened windows, I didn’t know. But I could feel the presence of the otherworld. 
 
    “Here,” Quinn said, motioning to the alley. “Third door. The arena is below the city,” he added as he opened his bag. “Take off your cape.” 
 
    Frowning, I pulled off my red cloak and shoved it into Quinn’s satchel. 
 
    “Underground is a bad idea,” I told him. 
 
    “Everything about this job is a bad idea. If the wolves don’t get us, we’ll have to be on the lookout for cutthroats, murderers, and rapists.” 
 
    “Or whatever else is creeping around,” I said, scanning the windows. 
 
    “Yeah,” Quinn said with a long breath. “Lots of little spots like this in the city. Makes your skin crawl.” 
 
    “Do any of the preternatural like us?” 
 
    Quinn chuckled lightly. “Not many.” 
 
    “Fabulous.” 
 
    “All right. We go in. We watch. Nothing else,” he said then pulled up a hood, shadowing his face. “And hopefully, no one recognizes me, or we’ll have to fight our way out of the basement of doom. The packs haven’t marked you just yet. You get to do the talking,” he said then handed a coin purse to me. 
 
    “Basement of doom,” I repeated with a chuckle then looked at the bag. “And just what am I supposed to do with this?” 
 
    “Bet. We need to blend in.” 
 
    I sighed. “All right.” 
 
    With a nod, Quinn led me down the narrow alley, slipping between two buildings where there was barely enough space to walk. We made our way to the third door. It was slightly ajar. Standing just inside was a hulking man who eyed us as we approached. 
 
    There was a distinct feral scent in the air. Werewolves. Lots of them. Including the man at the door who reeked of the musky odor. 
 
    “What do you want?” the werewolf snarled at me. 
 
    “Good evening to you too. I hear this is a good place to play a hand of whist.” 
 
    “Whist?” the man said with a snort. “Get out of here, lady.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Was he really that daft? I pulled out my coin purse. “Not much for subterfuge, are you? All right then, how about I’ve come to bet on an illegal fight and I have money?” 
 
    The werewolf looked from the bag to me. “You’re new. We don’t like new around here.” 
 
    “Rather limiting the potential audience, aren’t you? We all have our hesitations. I understand. For example, you smell bad. I don’t like men who smell bad, but you don’t see me complaining. Listen, I might have heard about the fight at the Mushroom. I do enjoy a good bloodletting. I’m here to bet.” 
 
    The werewolf grunted. “You talk too much.” 
 
    “And you’re far too slow,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Come along, my darling. Let’s go.” Taking Quinn’s hand, I gave Quinn my best flirtatious smile and led him inside. 
 
    Annoyed with me, and not remotely interested in who my beau might be, the werewolf barely gave Quinn a passing glance. 
 
    Quinn and I headed in. As we wound down the narrow stairwell, I heard the sound of cheering and yelling from below. The stench of the place, musty due to the damned near Roman age of the building, reeking feral from the wolves, and tinged with the scents of sweat and blood, was gag-worthy. 
 
    “At least they do a good job with upkeep on the place,” I said with a soft chuckle. 
 
    Quinn snorted. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you try to flirt before.” 
 
    “How did I do?” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell if you were trying to give me a sultry smile or if you had gas.” 
 
    “Very funny. It fooled the wolf.” 
 
    “Yeah, nothing gets by that guy,” Quinn said with a laugh. 
 
    I winked at Quinn. 
 
    “Clem, your eye okay? You’re not having a seizure, are you?” 
 
    “Oh my god, shut it.” 
 
    When we reached the bottom of the stairs, we found two more werewolves keeping watch on the crowd. They gave us a passing glance but didn’t say anything. I eyed the surroundings. Throngs of people surrounded a pit dug into the ground. Yelling and cheering, they pushed one another as they tried to get a better view of the fight below. 
 
    My eyes danced across the room. The average observer would be unlikely to detect the differences between werewolves and humans, but Quinn had taught me all the telltale signs. That, and even before I’d been recruited into the society, I always had a sense for the unusual. Before the Society, I hadn’t known what I’d been sensing. Now, I knew the truth. The realm was full of the unhuman: werewolves, goblins, vampires, and even the occasional fae—or so I was told; I hadn’t met any myself. The preternatural lurked just below our awareness. And it was the job of the Red Cape Society to keep them in check. 
 
    From my initial sweep, it appeared that about three-fourths of the room was human, the rest were werewolves.  
 
    There was a strange roar from the pit below followed by a loud grunt. 
 
    Quinn and I looked at one another then pushed our way through the crowd. Fighting through the mass of arms and jabbing elbows, we finally found a spot along the rail overlooking the pit. Below, a man and a bear were in a fierce duel. 
 
    “Hells bells,” I whispered under my breath. 
 
    The sweaty fighter, who was human as far as I could tell, recoiled to his side of the pit. There was a long scratch across his chest that was bleeding profusely. On the other side of the pit, a bear paced, watching the man carefully. The fighter wiped his nose with his fist then went at the bear once more. 
 
    The massive creature reared up on its hind legs then swiped at the man. The man ducked, bashing the poor animal in the ribs. Rather than rebounding, however, the beast swiped. His paw connected with the man’s head and tossed him to the side.  
 
    Losing his footing, the man tumbled into the wall, hitting the old stones hard. He swooned for a minute then dropped. 
 
    Someone gonged a bell. 
 
    Half the crowd cheered. The other half groaned. 
 
    “Five minutes until the next match. Tom the Blade versus Fenton,” a man at the back of the room called. 
 
    The crowd shuffled off to make their bets or collect their winnings. 
 
    I stared down at the pit. The bear, which was wearing a harness attached to a chain, had been reeled back so two strong men could retrieve the unconscious and bleeding fighter lying in the pit. Once he’d been pulled back, they prodded the bear with blazing irons back into a cage.  
 
    “I feel sick,” I whispered to Quinn. 
 
    Quinn nodded but didn’t say anything. 
 
    I scanned the room. Across the pit from Quinn and me was a set of stone steps leading into the arena. The area around the stairs had been blocked off. A dark hallway led away from the steps, deeper into the basement. I watched as two men appeared from the back. One was shirtless, his hands taped. He had long, silver hair, and had stripped down to his trousers and boots. A sour look on his face, he nodded as he listened to the man walking beside him. If the fighter was massive, the man walking next to him was a giant. With head full of red hair and a neck thick around as my waist, I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen such a massive creature before. And, of course, both were not truly men but werewolves. 
 
    “The red-headed tree trunk is Cyril,” Quinn whispered almost inaudibly in my ear. 
 
    Cyril. Cyril was the realm’s alpha. I had heard his name over and over again, but never saw him in the flesh. He loomed over all the others in the room. The agency records said he was at least five hundred years old, maybe older. And he’d been alpha since the seventeenth century.  
 
    “Fenton is the fighter,” Quinn added. Fenton was Cyril’s right hand. Fenton was the beta of Lupercal pack, one of the strongest packs in London. 
 
    I scanned the room. Both humans and werewolves were placing their bets. 
 
    A second man appeared near the steps close to Fenton. He had a scar stretching from his ear to the corner of his mouth. Also stripped down to a pair of trousers, I could see his ripple of muscles. He was strong and wiry, a good match in a fight against such a hulking brute, but not a good match against a werewolf. 
 
    Lifting the money pouch Quinn had given me, I grinned. 
 
    “And what are you up to?” Quinn asked. 
 
    “Making a bet, of course.” 
 
    Quinn rolled his eyes but followed along behind me. 
 
    We crossed the room to the bookmaker. I listened as the others made their bets. The werewolves were all betting on the Lupercal beta. The others, judging the wiry fighter more likely to win as I had, were betting on the human. 
 
    “Five on Fenton,” I said, setting down my money. 
 
    “That old tree trunk? Nah. You’re wasting your money, Miss. Tom the Blade will have him down in no time,” another man placing his own wager told me. 
 
    I shrugged. “We’ll see.” 
 
    I made my bet, took my ticket, then turned back to Quinn who looked decidedly calm considering we were deep in enemy territory. With a nod, we headed back to the pit. We’d just got into position when a gong clanged, and the fighters descended into the arena. Just off the pit, behind iron bars, the bear roared. The sound of it nearly broke my heart. Bear baiting was illegal, but here, in the midst of the werewolves, the creature’s presence seemed doubly odious. 
 
    The ringmaster came to the side of the pit. “Fenton versus Tom the Blade,” he called. 
 
    The crowd cheered. 
 
    I eyed the werewolf. How the others failed to see the unhuman gleam in his eyes, I didn’t know. But it was there, the flash of red that was always in the depths. I scanned the room. While the humans outnumbered the wolves, the werewolves could take this place in heartbeat. It would be over before it started. But bloodshed wasn’t what the wolves were after. This was a hustle. The werewolves were here for the money.  
 
    Once again, the gong clanged. “Fight!” the ringmaster called. 
 
    Fenton and Tom the Blade moved toward one another. I watched as they circled one another. Both were excellent fighters. After a few feints, the fight began in earnest. The screaming around me began as the bidders cheered for their champion. My eyes went to Cyril. This was the big bad wolf of London. Right there. He sat surrounded by bodyguards, all wolves, watching Fenton take a pummeling. His heavy brow furrowed as he surveyed the scene. Running the numbers quickly in my head, I realized that Cyril was going to make a killing from Fenton’s inevitable win. 
 
    The sound of flesh and bone cracking interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    I turned back to the fight in time to see Tom the Blade fly across the pit, hit the wall, and tumble to the ground. 
 
    “Knockout,” the ringmaster called. 
 
    “Christ, is he dead?” a woman screamed. 
 
    Fenton smirked as he looked on, stopping to spit some blood. 
 
    An attendant rushed to Tom the Blade, putting his finger’s to the man’s neck. 
 
    The room stilled. 
 
    “Alive. Bring the surgeon though. His eye is out,” the man called. 
 
    To my horror, the room erupted in cheers. 
 
    “Come on,” Quinn said, gently taking my arm. 
 
    We moved through the crowd to the bookmaker once more. I collected my winnings. Over my shoulder, I watched as they carried Tom the Blade out on a stretcher. One of the men was holding Tom’s eye in place. 
 
    “Next fight, Loki the bear versus Fenton,” the ringmaster called. 
 
    “He’s going to fight the bear?” I asked, turning back to look. While I couldn’t see into the pit, I could hear the sound of chains rattling and the bear’s cage opening. 
 
    I looked up at Quinn. 
 
    “We need to go,” Quinn whispered. 
 
    “Ain’t you gonna bet?” the bookmaker asked, moving the cigar perched between his lips from side to side. 
 
    “I do like the bear. Cuddly fellow,” I replied. 
 
    The man laughed. “Oh yeah, real cuddly. No one has taken out old Loki yet. That bear has killed five men.” 
 
    “I think I’ll sit this one out,” I said, stuffing my winnings—which were about the same as a week’s salary at the agency—back into my bag. 
 
    “There is no way I’m going to let that wolf beat a bear to death. Did you see what he did to that man?” I whispered to Quinn. 
 
    Quinn nodded then took me by the arm, leading me into a dark corner then pulling me close. To the average observer, we’d look like a pair holed up for a quick cuddle before the next match. 
 
    “There are seventeen wolves in here, including the beta and the alpha. If we make a move, we’ll die,” Quinn whispered. 
 
    “We don’t need to kill anyone. We just need to end the fight.” 
 
    “All right. Suggestions?” 
 
    “I have a new toy from tech,” I said with a grin. “Notice those old wood pipes on the wall? The ones dripping water? You can swim, can’t you?” 
 
    Quinn sighed. “How did I ever get landed with you?” 
 
    “Luck,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    The bell gonged indicating the fight was about to begin. As the crowd gathered around, Quinn and I moved toward the pipes along the wall. I dug into my bag as nonchalantly as possible and pulled out the small clockwork device therein. The small detonator, designed to punch a hole through a wall, would do the trick. I leaned against the wall and set the device, turning the gears until I detected the almost inaudible click. 
 
    I nodded to Quinn. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Quinn and I turned and headed back upstairs, passing the guards who paid us no mind whatsoever. Once we were outside, Quinn motioned for me to stop. We stood waiting in the alley just outside. I lifted my hand and counted down on my fingers: 5—4—3—2—1. 
 
    From below, there was a loud popping sound. The building shuddered. A moment later, screams erupted from below along with the telltale sound of rushing water. 
 
    “That will flush them out. Let’s go get the Bow Street Runners. They can sort it out from here,” Quinn said. 
 
    “But the bear.” 
 
    “The bear?” 
 
    “Yeah, the bear. He’s all chained up. He could drown. We need to go back and get him.” 
 
    “Clemeny, that pit will soon be full of wet, pissed off werewolves. And something tells me the bear is not going to thank you either. We need to go. Now.” 
 
    “You don’t know that. Maybe he’s a shapeshifter. Either way, that animal doesn’t deserve to die in there—not drown nor be beaten to death by a werewolf.” 
 
    Quinn gave me a half-amused, half-annoyed look. 
 
    I motioned to the fire escape on the building at the end of the alley. “We go up, and we wait until the crowd clears. After they’re all out, we get the bear then get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “By then it will be flooded in there.” 
 
    “Maybe. We can head back in now, if you want.” 
 
    Quinn sighed. “Fine. But I’m not swimming to save a bear that’s just going to maul me to death.” 
 
    I grinned. “All right.” 
 
    Moving quickly, Quinn and I headed up the fire escape to the rooftop from which we had a good vantage point. A few moments later, the crowd filtered out of the door, heading down the alleyway in both directions. Wolves and humans looking equally wet and annoyed at the sudden interruption of their fun hurried on their way. We waited until the crowd dispersed then headed back down. As we did so, Quinn handed me my cape. 
 
    “Pull your gun, and get out that big-ass knife you always carry.” 
 
    Grinning, I latched my cape at the neck then pulled out my silver blade, a gift from my grand-mère. 
 
    Quinn and I headed back inside. Moving quickly, we worked through the space which was unnervingly quiet. Our weapons drawn, we made our way down the steps back into the room. No one was around. Water gushed from the pipe. The floor was soaked, and the pit was full of water. As I suspected, the bear was still inside. He was treading water but was already at the end of his chain. He roared for help then whimpered. 
 
    “Goddamned wolves,” I said then went to the side of the pit. Lying on my stomach, I reached for the chain holding the bear. The animal, sensing I was not there to get into a fisticuffs with him, watched me carefully. Grabbing the chain, I gave it a gentle tug, pulling the bear toward me. Running on survival instinct, the bear drifted toward me. 
 
    “That’s it,” I whispered. “Come on, Loki. No tricks today. Just let me unhook that pin,” I said, reaching for the bear’s collar. 
 
    A moment later, however, I heard voices coming from the back. 
 
    “I don’t care if you can’t swim, get the bloody till or I’ll rip your throat out,” someone roared angrily. 
 
    “Clem, that’s Cyril. We need to go,” Quinn said. 
 
    “Almost got him,” I whispered, reaching out with the tips of my fingers for the bear’s collar. 
 
    “Clem.” 
 
    The bear let out a soft whine. 
 
    “Come on, Loki. It’s now or never,” I told the animal, looking into his brown eyes.  
 
    The bear swam closer to me. I grabbed the collar and pulled the pin. The binding let loose, and the collar and chain drifted underwater. 
 
    “What a fucking mess. We’re going to have to move the venue,” someone said. 
 
    “Stop talking and get the till.” 
 
    I scrambled up quickly and headed toward the door where I met Quinn who was already on the first step. 
 
    “What the… Jesus, will you look at that? Red Capes,” someone said. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder to see Fenton and Cyril standing there, both of them glaring in our direction. 
 
    “Explains our plumbing problems,” Cyril said with a sneer. There was a slight lilt in his voice, a hint of what might have once been an Irish accent worn thin over time. While he was still in human form, his eyes were glowing a menacing red. “Who’s the girl?” 
 
    Fenton laughed. “They gave Quinn a schoolgirl for a new partner. Shame about Morrison. I almost liked that Red Cape. Now look what Quinn has, a wee Little Red for a partner. Where did they find you, Little Red, boarding school?” 
 
    Both werewolves chuckled. 
 
    I glared at them. 
 
    Quinn aimed his pistols on the men. “Go,” he whispered to me. 
 
    “Not on your life,” I replied, aiming my weapon at Cyril. 
 
    “Gentlemen, it’s been an illuminating evening. Little Red and I will be leaving now,” Quinn told the werewolves. 
 
    “Hey,” I protested. 
 
    “After the mess you’ve made? Sorry, Quinn. Not this time. Pity about the girl though. She’s not hard to look at. Maybe we should turn her,” Cyril said then nodded to Fenton who began to quickly shift form. 
 
    “Clemeny, run,” Quinn said. 
 
    A moment later, Fenton—fully shifted into werewolf form—jumped toward us. I was shocked to see he could span the entire room in one leap. I turned my gun toward him and was about to fire when I heard a roar. Loki burst from the water and knocked Fenton into the wall. The werewolf hit his head hard. Shaking his head, he seemed dazed. 
 
    “You idiot! Get up. Go after them,” Cyril yelled. 
 
    Taking our chance, Quinn and I turned and raced toward the exit. Fighting London’s alpha and a beta in the open was one thing, but tangling with the two in a mostly-submerged underground fighting pit was something quite different. Rushing back outside, we raced down the alley. I heard a grunt and looked behind me to see the bear—but not a werewolf—hot on our heels. 
 
    “Loki, come on,” I called to the bear then we turned and headed back into the busy London streets. 
 
    “I swear to god, Clemeny, if I get killed because you wanted to save a bear, I’ll have you demoted to clerical.” 
 
    “If you get killed you won’t be doing much of anything. And my bear just saved your life.” 
 
    “Your bear?” 
 
    “Yes, my bear,” I said then looked back at Loki who was trailing quickly behind Quinn and me. I grinned and motioned for him to follow us. Running fast, we turned a corner and burst out into a main thoroughfare. 
 
    “Black Circle Station. We’ll send the Bow Street Boys to mop up the mess,” Quinn said. 
 
    A woman screamed when she spotted the bear following us. 
 
    I whistled to him. “Loki, come here.” Holding out my hand, I waited for the bear. The creature caught up with us then rubbed his head against my hand. “There you go. Good bear. You’re all right now. Come on, let’s go,” I said then turned back to Quinn. 
 
    Grinning, Quinn shook his head. “You’re going to be the death of me.” 
 
    “Me or the wolves?” 
 
    “I was talking to the bear.” 
 
    At that, I laughed. “And here they told me you were the most fierce werewolf hunter in the realm.” 
 
    Quinn smirked, but there was a flash of pride behind his eyes. “I am. Fighting bears is something altogether different. All right, partner—and bear. Come on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    When we finally reached headquarters, we led Professor Jamison inside then sent a junior agent to fetch Agent Greystock, our superior. Quinn sighed heavily then flopped into a high-back leather chair, setting his pistols on the nearby table. He closed his eyes and tipped his head back. He yawned tiredly. It was going to be a very, very long night. 
 
    “You need something to help you unwind. Why don’t you and Jessica come out with me this weekend, get a little recreation?” 
 
    “Come out with you where?” 
 
    “The Hippodrome.” 
 
    Quinn laughed. “Miss your bear?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m still mad that Agent Greystock wouldn’t let me keep him.” 
 
    “And just what were you going to do with a bear, anyway? It’s not like you have space at Miss Coleridge’s.” 
 
    “No, but maybe he could have stayed at headquarters. He could have been our mascot.” 
 
    Quinn shook his head. “What did you ever do with those fight winnings?” 
 
    “Tracked down Tom the Blade at the hospital, and paid for him to get a glass eye.” 
 
    Quinn shook his head. “Only you, Clemeny. I think Jess and I will pass, but thanks.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be sure to tell Loki you send your greetings.” 
 
    Quinn chuckled. “You do that, partner. You do that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3: Curiouser and Curiouser 
 
      
 
    Agent Greystock paced the meeting room. She tapped her fingers together as she walked, her lips pulled into two tight lines, her silver hair combed back into a tight bun. She wore a suit that was the same scarlet color as our capes. I eyed her hair, wondering if her tightly coiffed locks made her head ache. 
 
    Quinn and I waited patiently as Agent Greystock considered. 
 
    She turned back to the board at the front of the meeting room. On it were photographs or sketches of the guild members who had gone missing thus far. Initially, the abductions had gone unnoticed by the Society. It was only at the last kidnapping that one of the wolves had been spotted by the Bow Street boys. When the London authorities noticed the preternatural, we were called in. As usual, Quinn and I had been landed with a problem. We already knew the wolves were up to something. They’d been raiding and robbing for weeks. But we’d thought they’d been prepping for a big heist or preparing to run guns. After the raid on Guildhall, now we weren’t so sure. We’d been at it all night into morning trying to come up with a plausible theory. Nothing seemed right. 
 
    “Casualties from the incident at Guildhall?” Agent Greystock asked, turning to junior Agent Harper, who’d been part of the clean-up crew. 
 
    “Two,” Agent Harper said. “A driver killed in the explosion of a coal-powered auto and a valet who took a head injury.” 
 
    “Anyone reported missing?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, but Guildhall’s Secretary of Records reported that his office had been looted. A number of new patent requests, some schematics, and the registry of Guildhall members are among the documents missing,” Agent Harper said. 
 
    Agent Greystock stared at the faces on the board. 
 
    “Oliver Dart, tinker,” she said, tapping the photo. “Mavis Porter, naturalist. Toby Winston, alchemist. Neville McKee, alchemist. Bryony Paxton, professor from King’s College.” 
 
    Agent Greystock turned to us. “Theories?” 
 
    Quinn shook his head. “This isn’t the packs’ usual modus operandi. Brawling? Whoring? Sure. But not this.” 
 
    “Wolves have no reason to lift these people,” Agent Harper said. “And documents? I mean, I didn’t know the wolves could read.” 
 
    I grinned at Agent Harper. “Templar pack can read, but they’re the only ones,” I said then turned back to the board. “Whitehall pack and Lupercal pack can’t stand each other. If they're working together, they’re about to pull off something big.” 
 
    Agent Greystock nodded then looked back at the board. “Why these guild members—and Professor Jamison—in particular? Why them and the patents?” 
 
    We all stared at the board. 
 
    “Ransom?” Agent Harper offered. “Or to sell the schematics on the black market.” 
 
    Neither idea seemed bad enough. 
 
    “Weapons,” Quinn suggested. “Maybe…maybe they’re pulling minds together to build weapons.” 
 
    “A good a theory as any, for the moment,” Agent Greystock said with a nod. “Quinn, I want you to go back to your contact with the Lolitas. Backtrack and see what you can find out.” 
 
    Quinn nodded, but I could see he wasn’t pleased to be assigned the task. No doubt Jessica didn’t care much for her husband hanging around with a bunch of tarty bitches at a brothel. But many years ago, before I’d joined the Society, something had happened to Alodie, the beta bitch of the Lolitas, and Quinn had been the one to get her out of trouble. Ever since, she was partial to him. 
 
    “Agent Harper, I want you to go interview Professor Jamison. We had her moved to the safehouse on the Isle of Dogs. See what she knows about the missing guild members, and find out what she’s been working on.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Very good. Off with you both. Agent Louvel, please come with me.” 
 
    I nodded then turned to Quinn. “Ales and Ass, three o’clock,” I said, referring to our favorite pub. 
 
    He inclined his head to me then headed out. 
 
    “Come along,” Agent Greystock said, motioning for me to follow her from the meeting room. The halls of the Red Cape Society headquarters were busy. Other agents wearing the distinctive red cloak and silver badge passed me by, giving me a congenial nod as they went on their way. Unbeknownst to most of those living in the city of London, there were many things in our realm that did more than go bump in the night. It was the duty of the Red Cape Society, part of Her Majesty’s Secret Intelligence Service, to deal with the preternatural. 
 
    Agent Greystock led me to the lift. Motioning for me to follow her inside, she pulled a lever, and we descended below the city. 
 
    “You are right that Whitechapel and Lupercal are not inclined to get along. If someone is uniting the packs for a singular purpose, then we must learn what it is,” Agent Greystock said. 
 
    “You think Quinn is right? That they’re building arms?” 
 
    Agent Greystock tapped her fingers together. “The guild members they are gathering are great minds, but they are not the best weapons designers in the realm. Thus far, I see no connection between them.” 
 
    “Alchemists. Tinkers. Naturalists. At best, they are constructing a heinous alternative to opium. At worst, alchemical concoctions can be weaponized,” I suggested. 
 
    “Do you really think the wolves capable of such ingenuity?” 
 
    I shook my head. She was right. The packs were strong, but with the exception of the Templars, not that bright. This was well beyond their capacity for creativity. The only thing they were ever good at was brute mayhem. 
 
    “Cyril is not the most peaceful alpha this realm has ever known, but he’s no worse than the human gangs. This…smacks of something else. We need to find out what,” Agent Greystock said. 
 
    “Cyril is old. Do you suppose nature has begun her call for a rival? If the balance of power is tipping, we have a very big problem on our hands. If the packs are about to compete for alpha, gaming and petty theft would become the least of our problems.” 
 
    Agent Greystock sighed heavily. “For all their machismo, the wolves are secretive, particularly in these matters. We need someone to talk, and not just Lolitas. They only talk to Quinn because of Alodie, and the she-wolves never have a say in pack matters. You need to talk to Lionheart.” 
 
    I groaned. 
 
    Agent Greystock laughed. “Yes, I know, but Sir Richard Spencer—Lionheart—and the Templars will be the pack least interested in dealing with a new alpha or getting involved in any trouble that disturbs Her Majesty. They are royalist to a fault, and they are content with things the way they are. And, I think, that werewolf likes you.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s a compliment.” 
 
    “Clemeny, I have advised dozens of agents on your beat over the years. Sir Richard has never talked to anyone but you.” 
 
    Lionheart, as they commonly called Sir Richard Spencer, the beta of the Templar pack, was a scholarly and reclusive werewolf, as was his pack. Their origins in the realm were ancient, but they had never made a grab for power. The Templars kept to themselves and their own business, which made them both easy to ignore and entirely dangerous. Secrets and werewolves never blended well. But there was good cause to go see him. 
 
    “Bryony Paxton was a professor from King’s College,” I said, referring to one of the names on the board. The Templar pack had made the halls of the ivory tower of King’s College their home. I often wondered how the students might feel if they learned half a dozen of their professors were werewolves. 
 
    “Perhaps that will be enough of an opening to get Lionheart to talk.” 
 
    The lift came to a stop. Agent Greystock slid open the metal gate and led me down the narrow, cavernous hallway, pushing open the door to the armory. Inside, a team of smiths was working busily on new devices and tech intended for the defense of Her Majesty’s realm. 
 
    “Why abduct tinkers? If the wolves are looking for brilliant minds to make monstrous devices, all they really need to do is to raid us,” I said. 
 
    “Let’s not pose the idea to them, shall we?” Agent Greystock said with a smirk then led me to the back of a large workshop where a little man wearing goggles that seemed to magnify his eyes times ten was working hard on a clockwork device. 
 
    I chuckled. “What big eyes you have, sir.” 
 
    The old man paused his work and looked up at me. He blinked twice then grinned. “All the better to see you with, my dear.” 
 
    “Speaking of. Master Hart, do you have the device I commissioned for Agent Louvel?” 
 
    “Indeed I do,” the tinker said, pulling off his goggles. He rose and went to a line of shelves at the side of the room. He pulled out a wooden box and handed it to me. “Here you are. Try this.” 
 
    I opened the lid to find an eyepatch inside. The eyepatch, quite like what an unfortunate airship pirate might wear, was rigged with a number of clockwork devices and an unusual optic piece. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Come this way,” the tinker, Master Hart, said then led Agent Greystock and me to an adjoining room. 
 
    Once we were inside, the man closed the door. 
 
    “Slip it on, Agent. Over the left eye.” 
 
    I slid on the device, surprised when I could see through the optic. “Everything is shaded green,” I said. 
 
    “Right,” Master Hart said then went to the wall and turned off the gaslamp. “Agent Louvel, there is a lever located right around your temple. Please switch it on.” 
 
    I felt along the edge of the eyepatch until I felt a small metal lever, which I shifted in place. I heard a click as something in the eyepatch activated, and a moment later, a strange hue lit up the optic. Suddenly, even though the room was entirely dark, I could clearly make out Agent Greystock’s and Master Hart’s silhouettes. 
 
    “Hell’s bells,” I said, astonished. 
 
    Agent Greystock chuckled. 
 
    “I call it a night array optic. There is a small aether core with a crystal device used to amplify vision on multiple waves, including enhancing night vision. Based some of the tech off the Hawking Optic. All in all, it works well in perfect darkness. Still a few ghosts in the machine. Just ignore any stray undefinables you might see. It will enhance your vision in the dark. As you requested, Agent Greystock.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “How is it, Clemeny?” 
 
    “Perfect. At least now, I’ll see them coming. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Very good. Lights, Master Hart.” 
 
    I turned off then removed the device just as Master Hart sparked the lamp back to life. I set the optic back into the box and put it in my bag. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said to the tinker. 
 
    “Agent,” he said with a nod, looking pleased with himself. 
 
    Agent Greystock inclined her head to the man then waved for me to follow her. We headed down the hall away from the armory and workshop to the underground rail. 
 
    “How is your grandmother, Clemeny?” Agent Greystock asked. 
 
    “Very well, madame. Thank you for asking. She inquires after you every time I see her.” 
 
    “Dear Felice. Please send her my greetings.” 
 
    “I will. You should come by and see her.” 
 
    Agent Greystock smiled. “Are you sure about that? Every time I drop in, she insists I find you a husband. She has set out a rather specific list of requirements. She’s quite convinced that if I just hire the right person into the agency, all her problems—or are they yours?—will be solved.” 
 
    I laughed. “Oh, yes. There is no limit to Grand-mère’s enthusiasm for that topic.” 
 
    “Well, I shall assure her that I am doing my best. We’ll let the blame fall on my shortcomings. Now, off to Lionheart. Clemeny, I don’t think I need to impress upon you the trouble that might be brewing if Cyril’s reign has come to an end.” 
 
    “No, madame. I understand.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    We came to the end of the hall where a small subterranean train waited. While the first such public rail systems were still being planned, the Society had been using a tram system in subterfuge since their invention by Archibald Boatswain in the late 1700s. Unbeknownst to most, the Society had a complete rail network under London. 
 
    I hated riding in the damned thing. All that lurching and rocking made me sick to my stomach. But I could hardly complain when my superior herself was loading me onto the train. 
 
    I slipped into the small compartment and adjusted the knobs on the dashboard. In theory, the machine would automatically adjust the switches along the rail and get me where I wanted to go. But I wondered what would happen if a rat or a rock got in the way. I had a terrible vision of myself hurtling out of the tunnel like a metal rocket, catapulting into the Thames. 
 
    Sitting down in the passenger seat, I harnessed the straps across my body. With a farewell wave to Agent Greystock, I pulled the lever. The door closed, a series of gears locking the door in place. The train began to vibrate, and I heard a loud whine. A moment later, the train compartment shot down the rail line. I closed my eyes and said a silent prayer in the hope that I wouldn’t end up in the Thames today. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4: Lionheart 
 
      
 
    I stood outside Sir Richard Spencer’s office door in a narrow hall of the King’s College classroom buildings for a solid three minutes, raising then lowering my hand. Killing werewolves? Easy. Trying to make nice? Not so much. Trying to make nice with a werewolf who was far too handsome for either of our good? Impossible. 
 
    I had finally decided it was time to get it over with when the door opened. 
 
    On the other side, dressed in a fine tweed suit and smoking a pipe, stood Sir Richard Spencer, or as he was called on the street, Lionheart. Our best records indicated he was approximately seven hundred years old. King Richard, from whom he’d earned his moniker, had knighted him. While he was a mere child compared to many of the vamps roaming about the realm, his age and wealth of knowledge—what he had seen, what he had survived—always astonished me. There was a reason the pack in this part of town was named Templar. These wolves had become afflicted during the crusades, which they truly believed was a blessing from God to complete their divine work. And, thank God, their philosophy on the subject left them with a sense of honor and nationalism that often proved helpful. 
 
    Lionheart removed his pipe and looked at me over his reading spectacles. 
 
    “I was getting tired of waiting to see what you were going to do,” he said. “How can I help you, Agent Louvel? 
 
    “I’m here to talk.” 
 
    “This is not the best time.” 
 
    “I know it’s a bit early, but—” 
 
    “You misunderstand me. This is not the best time to be seen with you.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you let me in before someone sees me? I did bring Scotch,” I said, lifting the parcel. 
 
    Lionheart smirked, and not for the first time, I felt the dangerous charm in that grin. Given I was always partial to men with honor, a sharp mind, and yellow hair, Sir Richard Spencer was a problem. He was far too good-looking to be so very much off-limits. 
 
    “I thought you said it was early,” he replied. 
 
    “I have been awake since yesterday, so it’s actually night for me.” 
 
    The wolf looked at the bottle then back at me. “Very well,” he said then stepped aside so I could come inside, taking the bottle from my hand as I entered. 
 
    The office was lined from floor to ceiling with books, scrolls, artifacts, and maps. Everywhere I looked, I saw evidence that Lionheart was busy researching. 
 
    He pulled two glasses out of a cabinet and poured us both a drink. He handed a glass to me. 
 
    “God save the Queen,” he said, clinking his glass to mine. 
 
    “God save the Queen,” I said then took a swig. 
 
    “So, Agent Louvel, I assume you are here to talk about that mess at Guildhall,” he said, slipping into his chair behind his desk. He pulled off his spectacles and set them on the desk. 
 
    One thing about werewolves was that when they were in human form, they gave off a dangerous masculine air that was either highly repugnant or high intoxicating. Lionheart, of course, was of the latter. I was told that the she-wolves, especially when they were in season, were almost impossible to resist. Like most other wolves, Lionheart was all muscle under that scholarly attire. His form was very…intriguing. 
 
    I drove away the lusty thoughts that kept cropping up. 
 
    I really needed to find myself a man. Soon. 
 
    “You assume correctly. Perhaps you can illuminate me on why Lupercal and Whitechapel are working together, or maybe why they’ve been lifting Guildhall members.” 
 
    “Lupercal and Whitechapel are not working together.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “You’re behind the news, Little Red.” 
 
    I frowned at him. 
 
    He chuckled. “I rather like the nickname. It suits you.” 
 
    “Suits me? Why? Because I’m petite or because I wear a red cape?” 
 
    “Neither.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    “Because of how you smell.” 
 
    Okay. “And how do I smell?” 
 
    “Like red roses.” 
 
    I stared at him. The wolf smirked again then leaned forward and refilled both our cups. 
 
    I grinned. “I’m sure you say that to all the ladies. Well, that aside, tell me what I’m behind on.” 
 
    “All the London packs are working together, not just those two. Templar is uninterested. I had a rather difficult conversation with Cyril on the matter. But as I reminded him, we have our own project,” he said, tapping a very ragged book sitting on the desk in front of him. I noted the emblem of the Templars on the cover. “But the others… Well, it seems they’ve found a common interest.” 
 
    “That’s impossible. The packs never unite.” 
 
    “Untrue,” Lionheart said, lifting his glass. “We were united at least three times in the last seven hundred years.” 
 
    “Okay then, why?” 
 
    He sipped his drink once more, set the cup down, and then tapped his finger lightly on the rim. “I tell you what. You have dinner with me tonight, and I’ll tell you what I know.” 
 
    “That seems like an incredibly bad idea.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I smell like roses, and you have so much musk coming off you that I’m likely to do something I’ll regret in the morning.” 
 
    Lionheart chuckled. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of the big bad wolf.” 
 
    “Not at all. I have silver bullets enough for that. But I don’t like complications. Thus far, I’ve managed to stay aboveboard. It’s better if it stays that way.” 
 
    Lionheart leaned back in his chair and sighed. “From your point of view, I suppose that makes sense.” 
 
    “Indeed it does. Is Cyril fading? Is that why the packs are rallying?” 
 
    Lionheart laughed. “No,” he said with a shake of the head. “If that was happening, it would be London 1666 all over again.” 
 
    “London 1666? The great fire?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Then what is happening? Why are they working together?” 
 
    “Since we were disinclined to get involved, I was left out on the particulars—though I was warned that I would be interested in due time. Shows how little they know of me. Pack nonsense. God has blessed us with the lupine affliction to fulfill our holy mission. I have no interest in Cyril’s agendas.” 
 
    “All the more reason to lend me a hand, no?” I said with a grin. 
 
    Lionheart chuckled lightly. “I’d rather stay out of the matter entirely, but I’m vexed with Cyril at the moment. I have a colleague here at King’s College who is my squash partner. Lupercal lifted her two nights back.” 
 
    “Bryony Paxton?” 
 
    “Correct. No one asked my permission to remove Professor Paxton, and I’d prefer to have her back. Perhaps we can come to some arrangement?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Indeed. What big ears you have, so to speak.” 
 
    I smirked. “All the better to hear you with, of course.” 
 
    “But you hear more than common senses permit, don’t you, Agent Louvel?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. How could he know anything about that six sense that guided me? I frowned. “All agents have uncommonly strong instincts.” 
 
    “Do they?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But they don’t all smell like red roses.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    Lionheart grinned. “All right, Agent. We’ll come back to that another time. Now, if you go to this address at this hour, you will find some answers. I do recommend subterfuge. Perhaps take Agent Briarwood along,” he said, referring to Quinn. Lionheart scribbled down the address and slid the paper across the desk toward me. “I would consider it a favor if Professor Paxton was found and relocated somewhere safe until the Red Capes have this mess sorted out.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” I said then polished off the drink. I snatched up the note then rose. “Thank you for your help,” I said then went to the door. 
 
    “Agent Louvel, are you sure about dinner? Would it be so bad to stray from the path just a little?” 
 
    I reached for the handle then smiled over my shoulder at him. “I’m not so easily fooled, tempting as the offer may be. Goodbye, Sir Richard.” 
 
    “Little Red,” he said with a wink, lifting his glass in a toast to me. 
 
    My heart beating hard in my chest, I closed his office door behind me. I hurried down the hall and out of the building. 
 
    I really, really needed to find myself a man.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5: To Grandmother’s House 
 
      
 
    Leaving King’s College, I turned and headed toward Saint Clement Danes. My grand-mère, who was the organist at the church, lived in a flat nearby. I called her my grand-mère, but we were not really related. I had been abandoned as a baby at the church, and the widow Louvel had taken me in. She’d named me after Saint Clement, the merciful. God knows I was always grateful for her mercy. I owed everything to my grand-mère who’d raised me. 
 
    I worked my way back up the Strand, passing the church, then headed to my grand-mère’s flat. I gave the door a sharp rap. There was a rattle inside and a flurry of activity. 
 
    “Grand-mère?” I called. “It’s me.” 
 
    The ruckus stopped, and a moment later, the door opened. 
 
    “Clemeny? Oh my girl, come in, come in. Clemeny? What’s wrong? Why are you here? I smell Scotch on you. Have you been drinking? It’s not even lunchtime yet! Oh, oranges and lemons, Clemeny. Let me give you a kiss,” she said, pulling me into an embrace, slathering wet, but well-meaning, kisses on my cheek. 
 
    “I’m well, Grand-mère. Please, don’t worry yourself.” 
 
    “Worry? Who? Me? What do I have to worry about? My girl is out running around the city at all hours of the night chasing after monsters. I should never have let Eliza Greystock talk me into letting you join up with her band of miscreants. And how is dear Eliza?” 
 
    I grinned. Agent Greystock was the first friend my grand-mère had made when she’d moved from France to England. Eliza Greystock had seen potential in me, and much to my grand-mère’s purported dismay, had recruited me for the Society. Of course, I was eternally grateful to Agent Greystock. Well, as thankful as anyone could be when they learned that England was actually full of vampires, werewolves, faerie people, and all other manner of oddities. But still. The job suited me. It was dangerous, but I liked the satisfaction of helping people, of keeping the city safe from monsters. 
 
    “She’s well, and she sends her greetings.” 
 
    “Come sit down. I already had a pot of tea on, but the kitchen—oh, oranges and lemons, the cupboards are ripped apart. Spring cleaning! What a mess. But no matter. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “No. Thank you.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll get you some bread and cheese.” 
 
    I chuckled but said nothing. Grand-mère’s effusive attention was to be expected. 
 
    “And where is Quinn?” she asked, leading me into the small kitchen where we had a breakfast table. She was right. The kitchen was a disaster. Everything had been removed from the cupboards. The entire place smelled like soap. 
 
    “We’re working a case. He’s…elsewhere.” 
 
    “And why are you here?” 
 
    “I was at King’s College.” 
 
    Grand-mère crossed herself. “May God protect us. You said those creatures are there teaching children! How is it permitted? Oranges and lemons, God save us all.” 
 
    I grinned. Lionheart, a true Templar, was one of the most religious creatures in the realm—despite him knowing I smelled like red roses—but explaining that to Grand-mère would be incredibly complicated, so I said nothing. 
 
    Grand-mère dug through the stacks of dishes on the counter until she found a cup and saucer. She poured me tea then found a tiny corner of the breakfast table that was not heaped with the contents of the pantry, and set down the drink, moving the jar of honey closer to me. She dug into her goods once more and returned with some lemon. 
 
    “Drink, drink,” she said then went back to fix me a plate. “How is Quinn? Jessica?” 
 
    “They are both well,” I said, stirring in some honey. I sipped the tea, relishing the taste. Nothing ever tasted as good as food and drink from Grand-mère’s hand. I sighed contentedly. 
 
    “And Quinn’s brother, Robert?” 
 
    Hell’s bells. On with this again? Robert, Quinn’s younger brother, worked on an airship crew. He was a good-looking man, albeit dark-haired. He was very kind, but he lacked a certain something I needed in a potential beau. That, however, did not dissuade Grand-mère from suggesting him—repeatedly. 
 
    “Very busy. I believe his crew has been running merchant shipments to Calais and back.” 
 
    Grand-mère returned with a plate of bread, cheese, and fruit spread. She shifted pans aside, clearing a space for the food. “Oh, well, he must watch for airship pirates then. Such a brave man, just like his brother. And a good, sturdy man too. If Quinn’s brother is anything like him, you’re missing out. Clemeny, you must tell Quinn to arrange something for you and Robert. Quinn is such a good man. I’ve never seen Quinn bat an eye at another lady or curse or drink Scotch at ten o’clock in the morning,” she said then gave me a look. 
 
    “Grand-mère, I told you, I am on a case. Sometimes you do what you must to get a source to talk, thus the Scotch.” I realized then that if I told Grand-mère that Quinn was currently at a brothel, I might shatter her entire worldview. Sipping my tea, I chuckled when I thought about it, but said nothing. 
 
    Clicking her tongue disapprovingly, Grand-mère shook her head and looked away. “If I had ever known how many bad things were in this country, I would have told your grandfather we needed to stay in France!” 
 
    I laughed. “You think London is bad? Paris is a hundred times worse.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Grand-mère asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. Very.” Paris was a sewer. Three agents who’d gone to work cases there last year had come home in caskets. We had our own challenges in England, but Her Majesty had a strong grip on the preternatural. Between the force that was our Queen and the ancient Society of the Rude Mechanicals, a mysterious body of people who lorded over the Red Cape Society, England kept a lid on its magical issues. Well, until recently. Something told me Her Majesty would not be happy to hear about the incident at Guildhall last night. 
 
    “Humph,” Grand-mère said then began stirring her cup of tea vigorously. “Well. No matter. Oh, I must tell you, Pastor Clark inquired after you yesterday. Such a sweet, charming man. You know, I think one day he will take a living in the countryside. Can you imagine a nice, peaceful life as a minister’s wife? Then you can set all this danger aside before you get yourself killed. Oh, Eliza. That silver-tongued devil. Why I ever agreed to let her take you away from me, I’ll never know. Yes, I’ll tell Pastor Clark you were here and that you asked about him. He will be so pleased!” 
 
    “Grand-mère!” 
 
    “Oh, Clemeny, oranges and lemons, I worry about you so.” 
 
    I chuckled softly and set my hand on hers. “I love you, Grand-mère.” 
 
    “I love you too, my girl. Please be careful out there.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And come see me more often.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “And find a husband.” 
 
    “Grand-mère!” 
 
    “Well, you were being so agreeable, I thought I would try.” 
 
    I laughed then leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll try…for you.” But up to that point, Lionheart was just about my best option. Something told me Grand-mère would not approve.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: Ales 
 
      
 
    I left Grand-mère and headed across town to Ales and Ass to meet Quinn. The pub was located not far from headquarters at Marylebone and was frequented by agents. 
 
    As I approached the old building, I eyed the sign. On it was depicted a donkey wearing a top hat while drinking ale. But above that, discreetly carved, were the initials R. M., the letters encapsulated by a circle: the Rude Mechanicals. Her Majesty’s secret investigative services covered a lot of ground, but our division, the Red Cape Society, were the only ones to keep the preternatural in check. But who kept us in check? Somewhere in the echelons above me were the Rude Mechanicals, a secret society whose name was whispered, identity secret, and activities even more elusive. Not for the first time, I wondered about my organization’s mysterious benefactors. 
 
    “Clemeny,” Allen, the tapster, called when I entered. He started pouring me a bitter. “Here for breakfast?” 
 
    I chuckled. It wasn’t uncommon for me to stop by the pub on my way to an afternoon meeting—usually after I’d just woken up. 
 
    “I wish. Up still, in fact. Seen Quinn?” 
 
    “Not today.” 
 
    I pulled out the small ladies’ pocket watch I had tucked into a pocket on my bodice. It was already after three. I frowned. 
 
    I took the mug. “Thanks,” I said, setting some coins on the bar. 
 
    Taking a seat at the corner of the bar, the angle that had the best view of the door and out the window, I pulled out the address Lionheart had given me. The address was in the factory row downriver. Such a location was out of the way of the general eye and gave the packs ample space for whatever misdeeds they had underway. I pulled my dossier out of my satchel and set it on the bar. I flipped through the profiles of the guild members and others who’d been abducted. There wasn’t much to go on. The marks were talented tinkers and alchemists. Professor Paxton, it seemed, was an expert in diseases. But they’d missed Professor Jamison who, according to my notes, was the leading scholar in search of an alkahest, a universal solvent capable of breaking all matter down into its constituent parts. 
 
    I sat back and tapped my finger on the papers as I sipped my drink. What were Cyril and the other wolves after? What were they doing? 
 
      
 
      
 
    I glanced up at the mural painted above the bar. There, a scene from Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream was on display. The character of Bottom wearing his ass’s head, surrounded by the other tinkers depicted in the play, were laughing and drinking. The characters, referred to as the Rude Mechanicals in the comedy, the playwright, and the society were all somehow tied together. How, no one really seemed to know—or at least they weren’t saying. Even Eliza Greystock had been tight-lipped from the beginning. 
 
    I was eighteen when Agent Greystock—Missus Eliza Greystock as I knew her back then—had stopped by the house for high tea with my grand-mère. While I’d tried to sit with them, smile, and be the polite young lady I should have been, I’d felt restless since Agent Greystock arrived that day. I’d pulled book after book from the shelf, always glancing out the window when I did so, perturbed by the man who was loitering on the street just outside. 
 
    I didn’t know then what Agent Greystock’s profession actually was. She’d told Grand-mère and me she worked for the government, nothing more. But that day I uncovered a truth about her—and me. 
 
    Having tried at least a dozen novels, a reference text, the Bible, and a pamphlet on bird hunting, I was about to hunt the bookshelf for yet another book when I paused to look out the window once more. 
 
    The organ grinder and his pet monkey—which seemed too large to be a monkey and was wearing an odd little cape—had stopped outside our flat nearly an hour ago, right around the time Agent Greystock had arrived. I had thought it odd given that Grand-mère’s apartment was a bit off the Strand. As well, the organ grinder never actually bothered to play anything. He just stood there with his drum organ hanging around his neck, his oversized monkey sitting patiently on the curb. The whole thing was just…strange. And each and every time I looked at the pair, I had that odd tingling in my palms. I leaned against the wall and watched the two of them. 
 
    Behind me, Grand-mère and Agent Greystock—having finished gossiping about everyone they knew in common—started clearing the plates. 
 
    I frowned at the pair on the street below, my stomach growing increasingly knotted as a strange sense of alarm washed over me. I suddenly felt very sure Agent Greystock should not leave just then. 
 
    “Missus Greystock,” I said, hoping to distract her for a few moments until the ill-at-ease feeling passed. “Are organ grinders common throughout the city?” 
 
    Agent Greystock, who was carrying her cup and saucer, stopped and looked at me. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Clemeny. What do you mean?” 
 
    “There is a man outside. A man and a monkey, I think. He appears to be an organ grinder, but he hasn’t played anything and his monkey is decidedly still. It’s just… There is something odd about the pair.” 
 
    I stared out the window. 
 
    The monkey twitched and looked up at me. His eyes were a startling shade of yellow. 
 
    Behind me, I heard the china rattle in Agent Greystock’s hand. She set the cup down and crossed the room to join me. She took my arm gently, then from inside a hidden pocket in the skirt of her dress, she pulled out a pistol. 
 
    “Missus Greystock,” I whispered aghast. 
 
    “Sh,” she said, quieting me as she peered out through the curtain. “When did they get here?” 
 
    “Just after you arrived. There is something very odd about their manner. Maybe it sounds mad, but I would swear there is something unnatural about them.” 
 
    Agent Greystock narrowed her eyes at them then turned and looked at me. “And do you notice such things often?” 
 
    “I…” I began then paused. The truth was, I did. I knew when others had ill intent, I knew when I shouldn’t walk down a certain street, I knew when men had dangerous thoughts, I noticed when something seemed wrong or out of place, I felt pain when I saw animals and children in jeopardy. I always felt too much, noticed too much. Most of the time, however, I figured I had an overly excited imagination. “I do have good instincts about some things.” 
 
    She smiled at me and patted my arm. “That is no monkey. That small creature is a goblin. And that man is his golem. If you’ll excuse me just a moment. Oh, and if you could keep Felice preoccupied, I’ll be right back,” she said then turned and went to the door. 
 
    Completely bewildered, I headed back to the kitchen where Grand-mère was setting the dishes to soak. 
 
    “Grand-mère, do we have any petit-fours left?” I asked, eyeing the bakery box. 
 
    “Did you finally get hungry, my girl?” 
 
    “Starving, really. And you had some small finger sandwiches. Any of those left?” I asked, knowing full well there were none. 
 
    Grand-mère laughed. “Oh, my Clemeny, I told you to eat. You were so busy avoiding the conversation you missed the meal. My dear Felice, I’ll be back in a moment,” she called to the living room. 
 
    Grand-mère, so distracted by my requests, didn’t seem to notice that Agent Greystock had not replied. It was a good thing that she was distracted too, because a few moments later, the ruckus coming from the street below was starting to get very loud. 
 
    “Grand-mère, do we have any fig jam? I’d love a taste of that with some cheddar.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. That combination is perfect,” my grand-mère said then immediately dipped into her cupboard where—as I already knew—the fig jam was stacked far in the back. 
 
    Moving discreetly, I stepped to the window. When I looked outside, I had to suppress a gasp. There, Missus Eliza Greystock was in a full-on brawl with the creature she’d described as a golem. She hung tightly with her free hand to the leash of the monkey—well, goblin. A woman near my grand-mère’s age, I was surprised to see her quickly subdue the hulkling creature. Slamming the golem against the wall, she tied his hands behind his back. Yanking the creature that was supposed to be a monkey by his leash along with her, she headed toward the Strand. As she went, she looked up at the window. Seeing me there, she winked at me then pushed her captives forward. A moment later, I heard the call of a constable’s whistle. 
 
    Grand-mère clicked her tongue. “Hooligans. Always hooligans up to no good. Doesn’t your work concern such ruffians, Eliza?” 
 
    “I…I think she stepped away to wash her hands,” I said. 
 
    Grand-mère nodded then went back to work. 
 
    Humming a tune, I went to the washbasin and began cleaning the cups and saucers. It seemed like forever before I heard the slight, nearly inaudible click of the front door. A few moments later, Eliza Greystock appeared in the entryway to the kitchen. 
 
    “Dear Felice, I am so sorry, but I’ve forgotten that I have a meeting later today. Would you be a dear and forgive my hasty departure?” 
 
    “Oh, not at all. Oranges and lemons, Eliza. You work too much.” 
 
    “Work is good for a woman. Perhaps Clemeny would be interested in seeing what I do some time.” 
 
    Grand-mère gave Agent Greystock a look full of mixed emotions; confusion, worry, and joy were painted on her face all at once. She turned toward me. “Clemeny?” 
 
    “I… Yes. Thank you for the opportunity. I most certainly would love to hear more about your job,” I said. 
 
    Agent Greystock smiled. Reaching into her pocket, she handed me a card. On it was an address and the initials R. M. encapsulated in a circle embossed on the paper. “How about tomorrow morning at ten o’clock?” 
 
    “Sounds wonderful. Thank you.” 
 
    “Oh, Eliza! Thank you so much,” Grand-mère told her old friend, pulling Agent Greystock into a hug. 
 
    If Grand-mère knew then what she knew now, it’s quite possible she would have bashed Agent Greystock on the head with her frying pan—all the while cursing in French—then sent her on her way. 
 
    But she hadn’t. 
 
    So here I was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Polishing off the first mug, I ordered a second bitter and read a bit more as I waited. When I rechecked the time, it was 4:15. No Quinn. Where was he? The bottoms of my feet tingled as I thought about it. Not a good sign. 
 
    I set some coins on the bar then rose to go. 
 
    “Leavin’, Clem?” Allen asked. 
 
    I nodded. “If Quinn shows up, tell him to meet me at the circus?” I said, using the codename for headquarters. 
 
    Allen nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    I headed back out onto the street. I looked both directions as I thought it over. 
 
    Quinn could be at home. 
 
    Or he could be following a lead. 
 
    Or he could be in trouble. 
 
    I didn’t like the nagging feeling in my gut and the way the bottom of my feet kept prickling. What was it the witches in Shakespeare’s play had said? “By the pricking of my thumb, something wicked this way comes.” 
 
    I turned and headed back across town toward Fleet Street, home of the Lolita pack’s well-noted and highly popular brothel. 
 
    Something told me wickedness was afoot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7: Ass 
 
      
 
    I groaned as I stared up at the face of the brothel. It wasn’t even dark out yet, and already the place was in full swing. Music, rowdy laughter, and the smells of tobacco smoke and heady perfume filled the air. And then there was that other scent, the musky, unmistakable odor of werewolves. I rolled my eyes. This was the last place I wanted to be. 
 
    The Lolita girls and I never got along well. I suspected they already knew that unlike Quinn, who seemed to be a bit soft toward them and their plight as second-class citizens in the wolf pecking order, I had no such illusions. Human women could be some of the nastiest bitches on the planet. Female werewolves? Literally bitches. 
 
    As I climbed up the steps, I noticed a vagrant sitting in the shadowed entryway of the building next door. The small man was dressed in rags, his face shadowed. I slowed as I looked him over. A moment later, he cast a glance at me. I caught the glint of yellow in his eyes before he turned and looked away. 
 
    I frowned. What was a goblin doing hanging around a werewolf brothel? 
 
    “Careful, Little Red,” he said with a wheezing laugh. 
 
    Wonderful. 
 
    A footman, eyeing my red cape skeptically, opened the door but motioned to someone inside before letting me in. I bit the inside of my cheek then entered. 
 
    The place was overly warm, overly loud, and very…ripe. A young woman—well, werewolf, really—dressed in a flowy toga of some sort, both of her breasts peeking out, laughed loudly as two mostly-naked men chased her up the stairs. From somewhere above, I heard another tart articulating her pleasure loudly, her bed creaking. The place was swarming with half-naked werewolves and men. Werewolf women were lusty lovers with a lot of stamina. The brothel turned a good business, as was evident by the number of bouncing cocks and jiggling tits I saw everywhere I turned. I tried to avert my eyes but found nowhere to look. Even the ceiling depicted an Olympian orgy scene. 
 
    Hell’s bells. 
 
    “Agent Louvel,” a voice purred. While the sound was all pleasantry, I hadn’t missed a sharp undertone. 
 
    I turned to find Alodie, the madame of the house and pack leader, walking toward me. She had flowing yellow hair so pale that it was almost white. Her eyes were gold-colored. Her face was undeniably beautiful. And, given the sheer gown she was wearing, it was evident that her form was stunning as well. Stupidly, for a moment I felt a bit awkward. Under my leather bodice, pants, and steel vambraces, I was muscle and bone. My sinewy form kept me alive, which was all I really ever thought about. My curves were nothing compared to those of the whore. Was that part of the reason I couldn’t find a gentleman? Was I too…hard? 
 
    Focus, Clemeny. 
 
    “Alodie. I apologize for coming. I’m looking for Quinn.” 
 
    “Quinn?” she said then turned to the footman who shrugged. 
 
    “We haven’t seen Quinn today.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen Quinn today? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she said with a wolf-like smile. “I never miss my chance to try to convert that Red Cape.” 
 
    I frowned at her. Alodie’s affection for Quinn was partially why he was so successful in getting information out of her. Given his devotion to his wife, I never questioned his methods. But many times, I questioned Alodie’s. How far would she go to win Quinn? You couldn’t trust a bitch. Ever. Which is why I found trusting her word right now particularly difficult. The she-wolf had no reason to be honest with me. 
 
    One of Alodie’s customers wandered into the foyer, stopping when he saw me. “Well, well, well, have a look at this! Alodie, why didn’t you tell me you had a new girl? And she’s so fit,” a lusty man wearing only a pair of knickers said as he stumbled toward me. 
 
    “Sir, you are mistaken,” I began in protest. 
 
    The man hiccupped. “Are those handcuffs on your belt? That looks fun. Oh, Alodie. Let me have her,” the man said. He stumbled forward, reached out, and gave my bottom a squeeze. 
 
    It took only a second for me to pull the silver dagger from my belt and hold it to the man’s neck. 
 
    “Sir, if you want to keep your fingers, remove your hand,” I said. 
 
    The others around me stilled and quieted. I cast a glance around. There was a glint in the eyes of the brothel girls, a menacing red fire provoked by the sudden appearance of the silver blade. 
 
    “What? Oh. All right,” the man said then stepped back. “My mistake.” 
 
    “My apologies, Percy. She’s not one of my girls,” Alodie said then waved to another harlot. “Jewell, take Percy upstairs and give him a taste of what he’s after. Agent Louvel was just leaving.” 
 
    Taking me gently by the arm, Alodie walked me back to the door. 
 
    “If I ever see you in my establishment again, Agent Louvel, I will have my girls rip your throat out,” she said, her voice sounding sweet. 
 
    “You can try. But I’ll probably shoot you all first,” I said, keeping my voice equally pleasant. “Again, my apologies. I was only looking for Quinn,” I said then stepped outside. 
 
    “As I said, he was not here today. Goodbye, Agent Louvel,” she said then turned and went back inside, slamming the door behind her. 
 
    Dammit, Quinn. Where did you go? 
 
    “She lies,” a voice hissed. 
 
    I turned back to the entryway where the goblin was still sitting. I cast an eye up at the face of the brothel building. No one was looking. I turned and headed down the street toward the next building where the beast sat. Even from this distance, I could smell the scent of spirits wafting off him. 
 
    “Indeed?” I asked, leaning against the wall. 
 
    The goblin chuckled. “Indeed,” he said in a mocking tone. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’d tell me what you saw?” 
 
    “Not for nothin’.” 
 
    “Of course not. What do you want?” 
 
    “A kiss.” 
 
    I sighed. Goblin men. Always on about kissing and fornication. No wonder he was poised outside the brothel. He was probably enjoying the view through the windows. 
 
    “I think not.” 
 
    “Too bad,” he hissed then laughed. “Prudey agent won’t give a single kiss to save her partner’s life.” 
 
    “My partner’s life? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Oh, now you’re interested, aren’t you? Pucker up.” 
 
    “Can we discuss an alternative?” 
 
    “All right. Show me your tits.” 
 
    I pulled out my pistol and trained it on the little rat. “Try again.” 
 
    “What? I’m just trying to be helpful. You’re the one who’s being difficult.” 
 
    I pulled out my coin pouch and tossed it to him. “That will have to do. Go buy yourself a kiss.” 
 
    The goblin sighed. “Fine. Fine. I saw your red-caped partner. Big man. Grey hair. They took him out about five minutes after he got here, threw him into an auto and drove off.” 
 
    “Who took him out?” 
 
    “Cyril’s dogs.” 
 
    “Which way did they go?” 
 
    The goblin pointed. “Downriver. Strange things happening. It’s not just your people they’ve been picking up. Two of my kind are missing too. And rumor has it, they picked up a sanguinarian.” 
 
    “The wolves picked up a vampire?” 
 
    “You didn’t hear it from me,” the creature said then shifted back into the shadows and out of sight. I heard an odd screeching sound. “You didn’t hear it from any of my kind,” he said, this time his voice sounded further away. 
 
    I stepped forward and looked into the dark entryway. There was a small grate just under the front window that was slightly ajar. The goblin was gone. 
 
    I stared downriver. 
 
    Quinn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: Magnum Opus 
 
      
 
    It was already after dark when I arrived at the manufacturing district. Spotting a ladder up on the side of the building that housed The Daedalus Company, I scampered to the top of the tall building then began working my way toward the address Lionheart had given me. Given it was already dark, I stopped a moment in a shadowed spot and pulled out the optic Master Hart had made. It took a little adjusting to get it to sit right, but when I turned it on, I was surprised to see how well it made out shapes in the dark. 
 
    With my sight enhanced, I headed quickly and quietly across the rooftops toward the building. Thus far, I spotted no guards on the roof. Staying hidden, I leaped onto the roof of the building then went to the levered windows which looked down into the factory below. 
 
    Directly below me was a balcony on which I spotted three guards. They were looking out the windows toward the street, all of their guns drawn. All of them were from Paddington pack. 
 
    Moving carefully, I shifted so I could see below more clearly when suddenly someone grabbed my arm. 
 
    I pulled my dagger and, turning in a flash, spun on the unknown assailant. 
 
    “Agent Rose?” I whispered as I gazed down the barrel of another Red Cape Society agent’s weapon. Casting a glance behind her, I saw Agent Reid. 
 
    Agent Rose put her finger to her lips to silence me then gave me a hand, helping me to my feet. Motioning for me to follow her, I joined her and Agent Reid behind a chimney stack where I found, much to my surprise, two werewolves knocked out cold, bound and gagged. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I whispered. 
 
    “Tracking Constantine,” Agent Rose replied in a whisper. 
 
    “Constantine?” Constantine needed no last name. The vampire was well known to the Society. He was dangerous in every way imaginable and had only managed to keep from getting slain due to an edict from the crown. Apparently, he’d provided some assistance during the Napoleonic Wars. Since then, he’d been keeping to himself, holing up in some castle somewhere in Scotland. What in the hell were the wolves doing with him? 
 
    “Cyril’s pack picked him up. Any idea why?” Agent Reid asked me. 
 
    I shook my head. “No. But I do know they picked up some goblins as well. And I believe they have Agent Briarwood,” I said, referring to Quinn. I tried to keep my voice steady but failed. The telltale crack at the end betrayed my anxiety. Where was Quinn? What in the hell was going on? 
 
    The agents looked at one another, both of them looking distressed. Quinn was one of the senior agents. If I remembered right, he’d trained Agent Rose when she’d been recruited. 
 
    “When did they nab Quinn?” Agent Rose asked. 
 
    “Goblin saw the wolves lift him this afternoon from Alodie’s brothel.” 
 
    Agent Reid frowned. “There’s at least two dozen wolves down there.” 
 
    “Any sign of your fang?” 
 
    Agent Rose shook her head. 
 
    “Let’s see what they’re up to,” I said then motioned toward the windows. 
 
    We approached slowly, looking inside. Below, I saw wolves—still in human form—from Whitehall, Paddington, Lupercal, and even Romulus packs. That left out only Templars, Lolitas, and Conklins. It was notable that Conklins were not there. That nasty group of buggers was always brawling. 
 
    But even more interesting was the flurry of activity at a series of workbenches below. I pushed up my night optic and pulled out my spyglass for a better look. A series of stations had been erected, and at them, I spotted my missing guild members. It did not escape my notice that each was chained by the ankle to the floor. 
 
    My eyes drifted over each person there, noting the face of Lionheart’s squash partner—Professor Paxton. 
 
    “Bring him here,” Fenton said, his gravelly voice pouring from one of the side rooms. 
 
    Agent Rose barely suppressed a gasp when they wheeled out the vampire Constantine, who had been staked crucifixion-style to a modified dolly. 
 
    “What the hell?” Agent Reid swore. 
 
     A sick feeling rocked my stomach. Whatever was happening here, it was not good. I scanned the space for Quinn. 
 
    “Well, professor. Could you do it or not?” Fenton asked with a growl. 
 
    “I…I hardly know. The notes here are vague, and the prima materia from this gentleman is unlike anything I have ever seen,” Professor Paxton said, looking back through her scope at a sample. “What is this man infected with?” she asked, looking toward Constantine. 
 
    Fenton laughed. “You don’t need to worry about that. You just do what the boss asked, beautiful,” he said then reached out and stroked her hair. 
 
    Something deep within me hardened. 
 
    “What your boss asked is impossible,” said another guild member. I recognized him from his photo as the missing alchemist Neville McKee. 
 
    Frustrated, Fenton growled then turned and punched the man in the stomach. “Shut your mouth, and get the work done.” 
 
    “I have had some success here,” Toby Winston, an alchemist, said. “The sample provided by your boss is reacting. Basing my experiment on Jamison’s notes, I was able to use the alkahest she has been working with to some effect.” 
 
    “Someone tell Doctor Marlowe that Master Winston has made a discovery,” Fenton said. 
 
    There was a clamor of noise from the back and a moment later, a bent old man in a heavy robe, walking with a cane, entered. Two Romulous pack members were at his side. The man stopped by Professor Paxton’s table. He looked at her work, nodded, then turned to Master Winston, motioning for the alchemist to move aside so he could investigate. 
 
    Doctor Marlowe tapped his cane. “We are making progress. Good. Let’s get some more samples. Bring in the others.” 
 
    There was a commotion, and a moment later, three werewolves came in, dragging along two goblin men. The goblins fought the wolves, cursing them in a language I didn’t understand. 
 
    My heart stopped when I saw the wolves push Quinn forward. His hands were bound behind his back. 
 
    The old man whom they called Doctor Marlowe chuckled when he saw Quinn. “Ah, now we have the complete set. Nigredo,” he said, pointing to Constantine. “Citrinitas,” he added, pointing to the goblins. “Rubedo,” he said, pointing to Quinn. “And…” he said then looked back toward Bryony Paxton. “Albedo, I believe. How does she smell to you?” the old man asked, turning to Fenton. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s pure.” 
 
    The old man nodded. “My nose isn’t what it once was, but so I thought.” 
 
    “What…what are you talking about?” Professor Paxton stammered. 
 
    “Let’s get a sample from all of them. We’ll use Master Winston’s work and see what we can uncover. And when should we expect Professor Jamison? Her work is key.” 
 
    “Conklin went to round her up,” Fenton replied. 
 
    “From where?” Doctor Marlowe asked. 
 
    “Red Capes had her stashed on the Isle of Dogs. We found her. They’ll have her soon.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you have more success than you did last time.” 
 
    Fenton laughed. “Well, he’s here tonight,” he said, pointing at Quinn. “So much for the fierce werewolf hunter.” 
 
    Doctor Marlowe shook his head, apparently unimpressed with Fenton’s bravado, then went back to Master Winston’s workbench once more. 
 
    “Sample? How much?” one of the wolves asked, grabbing one of the goblins by the arm. 
 
    Doctor Marlowe signed heavily. “Use the device Master Dart made, you idiot.” 
 
    “Oh. Right,” the wolf said then went to Master Dart’s table and picked up a syringe, which had a long tube connected to it that led to a glass container. 
 
    The werewolf grabbed the thing clumsily. 
 
    “You fool. You’ll break it. Master Dart, you take the samples,” Doctor Marlowe said then turned to the werewolf. “Unchain Master Dart.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The werewolf set the device down and unchained the tinker. 
 
    Oliver Dart, a slim man who looked like he might faint at any moment, picked up the syringe and approached the goblin. 
 
    Doctor Marlowe looked over his shoulder at Master Dart. “A blood sample from each of those wretched beasts,” he said, pointing toward the goblins. “And from the Red Cape as well,” he added motioning to Quinn. 
 
    Doctor Marlowe then turned and gave Constantine a hard look. The two exchanged a glance. Doctor Marlow grinned. “Let’s get what we can from our illustrious guest. Then we’ll burn him. He’ll draw too much heat from the Red Capes. Ah, yes, and a sample from Professor Paxton too, but be gentle. We need her alive and albedo,” he said, giving Fenton a sharp look. 
 
    Gasping, I rose and pulled my pistols. 
 
    “Who in the hell is that old werewolf?” Agent Reid asked. 
 
    I shook my head as I quickly dug into my satchel. I handed slim boxes of bullets to Agents Rose and Reid who stared at me. “Silver bullets. Right between the eyes. I’ll grab Quinn.” 
 
    “I need to get to Constantine,” Agent Rose said. The look of distress on her face puzzled me. 
 
    Agent Reid pulled a small, hand-held bomb from his pack. “Shall we start with a distraction?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9: Boom Goes the Dynamite 
 
      
 
    The loud explosion shook the building. Windowpanes burst sending showers of glass onto the floor. The guards on the platform rushed downstairs while the others went to the doors. 
 
    Stupid wolves. 
 
    There was a second explosion as Agent Reid tossed another bomb toward the door where guards were standing. The device exploded, causing the whole building to rock. 
 
    I rushed down the platform, Agent Rose right behind me. Pulling out my pistol, I took aim and fired. 
 
    “Red Capes,” someone yelled. 
 
    There was another explosion as Agent Reid tossed a third bomb. 
 
    Growling, the wolves began to shift form. 
 
    “Get Doctor Marlowe and the tinkers out of here,” Fenton called then turned. The massive beast craned his fat neck then stretched as he shifted into werewolf form. 
 
    Blasting, I shot through the crowd as I tried to get to Quinn. 
 
    One after the other, the wolves lunged at me, but in the confusion of the gunfire and smoke, they were unsteady. In their haste to unchain the guild members, I was able to get off a few shots before the werewolves even saw me coming. 
 
    I eyed the door to see Doctor Marlowe being ushered out of the building by two of Fenton’s regular henchmen. 
 
    The man glared at me, his eyes flaming ruby red. 
 
    I lifted my pistol and aimed at him. 
 
    I got off a shot, but the old man waved his hand in front of him, and the bullet went wide, hitting the wolf guard beside him in the shoulder instead. The three of them turned quickly and headed out the door. 
 
    There was another explosion. 
 
    Fenton howled. 
 
    The sound sent a shiver down my spine. I looked back in time to see the beta lunge toward Agent Reid. 
 
    “Reid,” I screamed. 
 
    He looked up in time to see Fenton charging him. 
 
    Agent Rose turned and fired in an effort to protect her partner. 
 
    I raced over to Quinn, who lay forgotten on the floor. 
 
    “Quinn,” I said, bending to help him up. 
 
    “Clemeny,” he said, his voice sounding ragged. “Get the guildsmen out of here.” 
 
    “Let’s get you up and out of here first,” I told him as I quickly cut his binds. 
 
    “No, Clem. Leave me. You…you don’t understand,” he said. 
 
    Agent Rose screamed. 
 
    I looked back to see Agent Reid on the ground, Fenton chewing out his throat. 
 
    Agent Rose shot wildly, but at least half a dozen wolves were between her and Agent Reid. 
 
    “Quinn,” I said, attempting to help him up. “Come on. We need to go.” 
 
    “He’s gone, Agent. They cut him open. Leave him,” the vampire Constantine told me, his voice surprisingly calm and steady. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked the vampire. 
 
    “Get me down. Get me down, and I’ll kill them all.” With a turn of the neck, his mouth shifted, a row of jagged teeth gleaming menacingly. “Get me down, and he might still have a chance.” 
 
    “Quinn?” I said, shaking Quinn’s shoulder. He didn’t respond. His face had turned horribly pale. 
 
    “Let me down, Agent,” the vampire said. 
 
    I shook Quinn again. “Quinn?” 
 
    Agent Rose’s piercing scream grabbed my attention. I looked back to see her pull herself up onto the platform. She had a long cut on her leg. Red blood marred her trousers. She pulled a sword, swinging it in front of her as she retreated. But she was quickly running out of space. 
 
    “Let me down,” the vampire screamed at me. This time, his words shook me to my core. 
 
    Leaping to my feet, I went to the vampire. “Your word you’ll leave the rest of us in peace. The other agents, the guild members, and me. Your word, fang.” 
 
    “Don’t you know who I am?” he said through jagged teeth. “You have my word.” 
 
    Dammit. There was no way I should trust him. 
 
    “You have my word. Now let me down,” he yelled at me, his face full of fury. 
 
    I looked back at Agent Rose as she climbed back up the steps, skillfully brandishing her weapon in front of her as six wolves cornered her. Skilled or not, she was going to die. 
 
    The wolves had nearly unbound all the scientists, including Professor Paxton. I needed to do something. Fast. 
 
    “Hell’s bells,” I swore then one by one, I pulled the stakes from the hands and feet of the vampire. 
 
    The vampire’s eyes glinted brightly, shimmering with silver light. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, and with speed I could not even phantom, the vampire shot around the room. 
 
    Howls of pain and anguish filled the air. The wolves called to one another, tried to warn one another, but it was too late. 
 
    In a blur of blood and body parts, the vampire exacted his terrible vengeance. 
 
    Grabbing whomever they could—including Oliver Dart, Mavis Porter, and Toby Winston—the surviving wolves rushed to the waiting autos outside. The goblins had already disappeared. 
 
    The last of the wolves tugged Professor Paxton along behind him. Lionheart’s friend fought back with all her might. 
 
    Leaving Quinn, I pulled my dagger from my belt and rushed across the room. Slicing with as much strength as I could muster, I slashed the wolf’s arm. 
 
    He let go of the Professor. 
 
    Growling, he looked from me then back into the room where Constantine devastated the remaining wolves. 
 
    “Leave her. Come on,” one of the other pack members yelled. 
 
    The wolf glared at me then turned and fled. 
 
    I turned and rushed back to Quinn. 
 
    “Quinn,” I called, shaking his shoulder. “Quinn?” I turned and looked at Professor Paxton who had followed me. “What happened to him?” 
 
    “They removed part of his liver. We need to get him to a proper surgeon.” 
 
    “His liver? How do you…” I began but watched as Professor Paxton motioned toward one of the workbenches. In a glass tray, I spotted a piece of purplish meat. 
 
    My stomach turned. “Oh my God.” 
 
    “He can survive, but he needs a skilled surgeon. Doctor….Doctor Murray. Yes. He has a place in Mayfair. He could help. But we must get there quickly.” 
 
    Quickly was a problem. The wolves and their autos were gone, and there was no underground transit here. 
 
    I stood and looked around the room. 
 
    There were bits of werewolf everywhere, and in the center of the space, a very bloody vampire stood, his hands shaking, blood dripping from his fingers. 
 
    Limping, Agent Rose approached him. 
 
    She whispered something to him. Her words were soft and gentle. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    I eyed Agent Reid who lay on the floor. His neck was a bloody mess. His bright blue eyes were glassy, frozen in a gaze fixed on the ceiling. He was gone. 
 
    “Constantine,” I called. “Agent Briarwood is gravely injured. He must get to Doctor Murray in Mayfair, or he will die. I…I need your help.” 
 
    The vampire looked at Agent Rose then back over his shoulder at me. 
 
    He whispered something to the agent that I could not quite hear. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He turned then suddenly appeared at my side. 
 
    The vampire met my eyes. “This will make us even.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    He picked up Quinn then in a blur of black, he disappeared back into the night. 
 
    “What was he?” Professor Paxton whispered. 
 
    “You don’t want to know,” I said then crossed the room to Agent Rose who stood over the remains of her partner. 
 
    Tears streamed down her cheeks. 
 
    “I will hunt that man down and kill him,” she said, her voice shaking with rage. 
 
    “Doctor Marlowe. He was a werewolf…and a mage.” 
 
    “A mage?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Agent Rose stared. “No spell will save him. I will find him and finish him.” 
 
    “Not alone,” I said then set my hand on her shoulder. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: 0-0-Red 
 
      
 
    With the help of the local constables, we were able to get word to the Society of the tragedy that had unfolded. Not long after, a Society airship, boasting its signature scarlet-colored balloon, arrived to help secure the crime scene, gather evidence, and take Agent Reid’s body back to headquarters. 
 
    “I’ll go with him,” Agent Rose said as they prepared his body for transport. 
 
    As the first team worked the crime scene, a small, second aircraft arrived. A crewman rushed down the rope ladder and over to me. 
 
    “Agent Louvel?” he asked. I eyed him over, noting the R. M. pendant on his lapel. He was one of us, an agent of the Rude Mechanicals. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I am instructed to transport you and Professor Paxton. Please come with me.” 
 
    “Come with you where?” 
 
    “Classified. I’m sure you understand. Come along.” 
 
    I nodded to Professor Paxton, who looked like she was thrilled to go anywhere as long as it was away from here. Following the agent, we climbed up the rope ladder to the small airship. As soon as we were aboard, the ship turned and headed back toward the city. 
 
    I pulled out my silver flask and handed it to Professor Paxton. 
 
    She sighed heavily, twisted off the cap, and then took a swig as she stared out at the city. “All my life I was taught to stay away from anyone wearing a red cape. To avoid you if I saw you on the street. To look away. But you… You’re a force of good, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. We work under the auspices of Her Majesty on cases such as the one in which you find yourself the unfortunate victim.” 
 
    She took another swig. “Those creatures… There are more of them, aren’t there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And they walk amongst us? Look like ordinary people?” 
 
    I smiled softly, wondering how she would feel if she knew that it was her squash partner—a werewolf—who’d asked me to find her. “Yes. But they aren’t all bad.” 
 
    “No?” she asked with a huff as if she didn’t believe me. 
 
    “Well. I mean, most of them are bad, but not all of them.” 
 
    She laughed lightly. 
 
    To my surprise, the airship turned away from headquarters and began to fly in the direction of Buckingham. Only when an agent had made a horrible mistake did the Queen summon them. This shift in course did not bode well. As the ship neared the palace, I braced myself. Clearly, I was in for a lecture. 
 
    The airship docked on the platform on the roof of the palace. A fleet of attendants arrived from the palace to steady the ladder. 
 
    “Agent. Your attendance is requested,” the agent of the Rude Mechanicals told me and the professor. 
 
    “Guess I’m out of a job,” I said lightly. 
 
    “Hope it’s not as bad as that,” he said then extended a hand to help the professor down. I followed along behind her. 
 
    I dropped onto the roof of the palace and looked around. The small crowd assembled was mostly comprised of palace servants. But amongst them were also two armed guards and a Society agent. 
 
    “This way, Agent Louvel, professor,” the Rude Mechanicals agent said then led us into the palace. 
 
    We walked down the narrow servants’ halls to a flight of stairs. We wound down one flight of stairs after another, after another, and after another. I soon realized that we were, in fact, underground. The air was crisp and had the distinctive perfume of earth. 
 
    At the end of the stairs, the footman opened a door. 
 
    I was surprised to find Agent Greystock waiting in the hallway on the other side. 
 
    “Clemeny. At last. Are you all right?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. I’m fine. This is Professor Paxton.” 
 
    “Good evening, professor. My name is Agent Greystock. Are you well? Do you require any medical treatment?” 
 
    “No, madame. I’m just… I’m just in a state of shock, I believe.” 
 
    “That is to be expected. Please, come along,” she said then motioned for us to follow her. 
 
    “Is there any word on Quinn? I sent a message back to headquarters. He was taken to a Doctor Murray in Mayfair,” I asked. 
 
    Agent Greystock nodded. “I’ve had couriers there and back. He arrived in time to receive emergency medical attention. Doctor Murray, though retired, did what he could. Quinn is alive. In pain, but alive. Clemeny, how did you know about Doctor Murray?” 
 
    “I didn’t. Professor Paxton did.” 
 
    “I’ve studied some of his treatments, his essays on disease, his work with the late Master Hawking. He is well known in the medical community as the brightest surgeon in the realm.” 
 
    “Agent Briarwood is lucky for your quick thinking and his quick delivery to the doctor’s address,” Agent Greystock said then raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “I believe Agent Rose will be following up on that…complication.” 
 
    “Indeed. I was saddened to learn about Agent Reid. He was a good man and a good agent.” 
 
    “Fenton’s handiwork.” 
 
    Agent Greystock frowned. 
 
    “Has anyone sent word to Jessica?” I asked. “She will be worried about Quinn.” 
 
    Agent Greystock nodded. “I’ve sent someone to fetch her. The Murrays have been very obliging,” she said then opened a door. “If you please,” she said then motioned for us to enter. 
 
    Professor Paxton and I entered the room to find Agent Harper, Agent White, and Agent Fox. And Her Majesty. 
 
    Professor Paxton let out a small gasp. 
 
    Both of us stopped and dropped into a curtsey. 
 
    “Yes, yes. Dispense with formalities, please. Agent Louvel and Professor Paxton, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Professor Paxton and I said in unison. 
 
    Victoria smirked then looked back down at the papers she was holding in her hand. “Agent Louvel, Agent Greystock has apprised me of the events leading up to the ruckus at Guildhall the other night. I’ve also heard the report on the events that took place tonight. All a bit murky, I’m afraid. Can you please tell me what’s happening in my realm?” 
 
    “Your Majesty, I can only tell you what I have observed. There is a werewolf amongst the packs I have never seen before. He is old—even for a wolf. The others call him Doctor Marlowe. He appears to have some skill with mage work in addition to the lupine affliction. He is the one behind this mess.” 
 
    “Him. Not Cyril?” 
 
    “Is Cyril—pardon my interruption, Your Majesty—a huge man with red hair?” Professor Paxton asked. 
 
    “Indeed he is,” Victoria replied. 
 
    “He was there at the factory. He was working with Doctor Marlowe, but the doctor was the one organizing our research. Cyril, I believe, was the person who captured the gentleman you called Constantine.” 
 
    “So this Doctor Marlowe is using the packs for muscle. Any sign of Constantine after all this mess?” Victoria asked Agent Greystock. 
 
    “Not since he delivered Agent Briarwood.” 
 
    “Make sure Agent Rose follows up. The wolves lifted Constantine from his castle in Scotland. We must make sure all our other assets in that division are secure.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Agent Greystock said. 
 
    “I know Agent Rose will be keen to join Agent Louvel and murder every wolf in the city—not that I blame her—but let’s make sure she stays focused on looking after her own charges.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” Agent Greystock said with a nod. 
 
    I chewed the inside of my cheek as I watched Her Majesty flip through the papers. I was shocked to see that she knew all our names, our assignments. I had always assumed that working as part of Her Majesty’s Secret Intelligence Service was really just a title. In this case, it seemed the Queen did know who we were and what work we were doing. 
 
    “Professor Paxton, perhaps you can enlighten us on what, exactly, Doctor Marlowe had you working on.” 
 
    “Alchemy, Your Majesty. He had us studying the interactions between various metals and flesh and blood.” 
 
    The Queen’s forehead furrowed. “Whatever for? A philosopher’s stone?” 
 
    The professor shook her head. “He’s not after gold or even the transmutation of metals. He had us studying silver,” she said then frowned. “I didn’t understand why at the time. But I think… I think he was looking for a way to use an alchemical formula to fortify the blood—their blood—against silver. But it was no use. I was able to make some headway in determining the weakness in their humours, those peculiarities that make them particularly susceptible to silver, but without Doctor Jamison’s work on the alkahest, we were able to do little.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate then,” Her Majesty said. 
 
    “Unfortunate? Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Because Professor Jamison was abducted from the safehouse on the Isle of Dogs earlier this evening,” Her Majesty said. 
 
    “Werewolves’ longevity is only cut short by two things, a natural death many hundreds of years in the making and silver. If the wolves can find a way to become immune to the effects of silver…” I said. 
 
    The Queen nodded. “Then we have a very big bad wolf problem,” she said then turned to the professor once more. “Can it be done?” 
 
    “Perhaps. Like an inoculation. Our research in the course of disease is insufficient, Your Majesty. Based on Doctor Jenner’s research in smallpox, we have applied the theory of inoculation to many forms of disease control. But it’s still quite far beyond our understanding. And yet…” 
 
    Her Majesty raised an eyebrow at the professor. 
 
    “And yet, Doctor Jamison’s study from an alchemical point of view, using the theories of the Magnum Opus and the four pillars of alchemy is something I have not explored, but it does offer possibilities.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Agent Harper said, rising. The stack of books before her was so tall that I had nearly forgotten she was even there. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “This Doctor Marlowe. Clem—Agent Louvel said she had not seen him before. We have record of a practicing mage, Kit Marlowe, who banished by the Rude Mechanicals in 1593. Our records indicate he went into exile in Italy and hasn’t been seen in England since.” 
 
    “Kit Marlowe… Christopher Marlowe, the playwright?” Agent Greystock asked. 
 
    “The same,” Agent Harper answered. 
 
    “Marlowe,” the Queen said with a sigh. “Seems his characters weren’t the only ones looking for a Faustian bargain. Well, Agent Louvel, the werewolves are seeking to enhance their immortality by dodging your silver bullets. And this time, they have a mage pulling the strings. Whatever shall we do?” 
 
    “Whatever Your Majesty commands,” I said. 
 
    Queen Victoria smirked. “I like this girl,” she said then turned and pulled out two sheets of paper. Snatching a quill, she jotted notes on both then melted wax and embossed each letter with her seal. She turned back to us once more. 
 
    “Agent White will take Professor Paxton to our secure location in Nottingham for the time being,” she said then looked at the agent, who nodded. She handed one of the notes to me. “And that, Agent Louvel, is your license to use lethal force. The Britannia Accord is hereby suspended. Find that mage and kill him. I’ve had enough of Cyril and Fenton as well. Agent Greystock will send agents to keep a lid on the Lolitas and arrest every other werewolf we can find. And you, Agent Louvel, will deliver this letter on my behalf.” 
 
    I took the second sealed letter from her hand. “To whom, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Lionheart. Go tell Sir Richard he needs to set aside his research for the moment. After all, God has waited this long for him to finish his quest. He can wait another fortnight,” Her Majesty said. “Tell him I call my Templars. They will help you. That is an order from his Queen,” she said then tapped the letter in my hand, giving me a knowing look. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Sir Richard? Do you mean Richard Spencer is…” Professor Paxton began, looking from Her Majesty to me. 
 
    “Please, professor. Come with me,” Agent White said, motioning for the professor to follow her. 
 
    “I… Okay,” she said then turned and followed Agent White from the room. 
 
    “If you don’t mind me saying so, Your Majesty, Sir Richard has no interest in becoming alpha, nor does he have the temperament,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed, he does not, but we shall leave it to him to find a peaceful solution to that problem.” 
 
    Clever Queen. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    I curtseyed to her once more then turned to Agent Greystock. 
 
    “With your permission, I’ll accompany Agent Louvel out,” Agent Greystock said to the Queen, who nodded then turned back to the papers on her desk. Agent Greystock motioned for me to follow her outside. 
 
    “If you see Quinn, please tell him…I said to rest and not to worry,” I told Agent Greystock. 
 
    “You know your partner well. I understand he was inquiring after you,” Agent Greystock said. 
 
    “What’s there to worry about? I’m off to go work with a werewolf to take down a different werewolf. What could possibly go wrong?” 
 
    Agent Greystock looked at me, the answer evident in both of our eyes. 
 
    Everything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11: The Knights Templar 
 
      
 
    Once again, I took the tram back across town to Fleet Street. This time, however, I made a turn off the main thoroughfare through a small arch along the street, barely noticeable under the façade of a Tudor townhouse next to a bookshop. Given it was dawn, the shopkeep had just opened the curtains on the window of the little bookshop when I slipped through the arch. 
 
    I emerged on the other side in Temple Square, the home—hidden in plain sight—of the Knights Templar. 
 
    Of course, everyone knew the Kights Templar were long gone. The gardens, church, hall, and buildings of Temple Square were just remnants of a past history, of knights of both good and bad repute, the knights of the crusades. Such men, for better or worse, were long gone. Right? 
 
    But the thing was, of course, that was about as far from the truth as one could possibly get. Some of the Templars had returned from the crusades, but not as they once were. Something had happened during their quest, and the Templars had changed, become afflicted with the lupine infection. The Templars still lived, but they were no longer just men. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I crossed into Temple Square. I eyed the grounds warily. Her Majesty might be right that the Templars would be inclined to follow any edict she set down, but such an edict delivered via a Red Cape might not be welcomed. As I passed through the square, I spotted one man headed toward Templar Hall, no doubt for his morning meal. He stopped mid-step and eyed me warily. 
 
    Wolf. 
 
    Another man who had just started work in the flowerbeds also gave me a sidelong glance. 
 
    Another wolf. 
 
    I felt eyes on me from above, looking down on me from the windows. 
 
    The palms of my hands itched.  I had literally walked into the wolves’ den. 
 
    Well, I’d made the first move. We’d see what would happen next. 
 
    Just off the square was the Templar church, a small building distinctive for its rotunda. While the church was nothing to boast about in comparison to the grandeur of Saint Paul’s, it must have been considered an awe-inspiring structure in the twelfth century when it was built. I opened the wooden door of the church and entered. The place was completely still. Slants of light shone in from the windows high above. It did not escape my notice that the church appeared to have had some newly refurbished architectural pieces. I passed the massive pillars and went under the dome in the round part of the cathedral. Here, the tombs of Templar Knights lay on the floor. I paused to look down at the regal figures immortalized in stone. The Templars had gone off to fight at the behest of their monarch. They were from a different time and under a different set of circumstances. But were they really any different from myself? They were the crown’s warriors. And so was I. 
 
    A door at the back of the chapel opened. 
 
    I inhaled deeply and waited as the sound of footsteps approached me. 
 
    “You do know it’s very uncomfortable for me to come in here,” Lionheart said. 
 
    I looked up at him. 
 
    He was visibly clenching his jaw. 
 
    “Yes. I do know that. That’s why I’m here. I figured it would be the safest place in the square.” 
 
    “If you wanted to be safe, Agent Louvel, then coming into pack territory was probably not a wise idea.” 
 
    I pulled the paper the Queen had given me and handed it to Lionheart. He looked from the paper to me then frowned and opened the missive. I watched his face as he read it over, his features darkening. 
 
    When he was done, he looked up at me. 
 
    “Her Majesty formally requests the assistance of the Templar pack. She has asked that you set aside your research and aid me in ending Cyril’s reign, tracking down and murdering Fenton, and destroying a wolf mage by the name of Kit Marlowe who, apparently, is attempting to use alchemy to develop a tolerance to silver. Her Majesty has revoked the Britannia Accord and threatens to expel all werewolves from London. Unless, of course, you can assist me in getting this situation under control.” 
 
    Lionheart grunted in a very wolf-like manner, a sound I had never heard from him before. The veneer of the college thrown off, I was starting to see that Sir Richard Spencer was far more wolf than he let on. He shook the paper in his hand as he considered my words, and those of Her Majesty. 
 
    “Bryony Paxton is safe. She has been taken to a secure location. Your brothers had her chained up, forced her to carve up goblins, my partner, and a fang named Constantine. Ever heard of him?” 
 
    “You must be joking.” 
 
    “And, I believe, that mage also had some designs on her person. I was able to recover her from your brothers, but not without losing Agent Reid. And Agent Briarwood has been seriously wounded. Did your brothers tell you the scope of the activities they were planning under their new mage?” 
 
    “They are not my brothers,” Lionheart said, temper flaring. “These are my brothers,” he said, motioning to the men entombed before us. 
 
    My ruse had worked. “The Templars did the bidding of King Richard. You were agents of the crown. I do the bidding of Queen Victoria as an agent of the crown. I know you to be royalists, but do you still consider yourselves Her Majesty’s agents?” 
 
    “Of course we do,” he said hotly. 
 
    “Very well. I guess that makes us brothers then. So, no more research for now. Now, we work together.” 
 
    “She has called her knights. We cannot say no. So, Agent Louvel, how do you suggest we begin?” 
 
    “We need to find Cyril, Fenton, and Marlowe. The Red Capes will be arresting everyone else they can get their hands on today, and Lolitas will be locked down.” 
 
    “In that case, you need to give me a couple of hours. I need to meet with my pack.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “You mentioned the vampire Constantine. I have had some dealings with him in the past. I cannot believe Cyril would be foolish enough to move against him.” 
 
    “Foolish or not, that’s exactly what he did. Many Lupercal pack members paid the price for that mistake. But, I believe, the vampire has retreated.” 
 
    Lionheart shook his head. “I doubt that very much.” 
 
    “We shall see. Very well, Sir Richard. You talk to your pack, and I’ll meet you at one o’clock at The Mushroom.” 
 
    “The Mushroom? Why there, of all places?” 
 
    “Because if you want to buy information, you need to know the best place to shop.” 
 
    Lionheart raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    I looked once more at the tombs of the fallen Templars. “I am sorry for your many losses,” I said then inclined my head toward the knights. 
 
    Lionheart was still for a moment. “And I am sorry to hear about Agents Reid and Briarwood,” he said then looked at me. “You are an unusual woman, Agent Louvel.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” I said then smiled. “I thought I just smelled odd.” 
 
    “I never said you smelled odd. In fact, I said you smell like—” 
 
    “Roses. Yes, I know.” 
 
    “Indeed. Who is your family, Agent?” 
 
    I smirked at him then turned and headed to the chapel door. “One o’clock, Lionheart. You’re buying,” I said then pushed open the door and left. 
 
    It unnerved me more than I wanted to show that Lionheart sensed something about me I didn’t know, didn’t understand. 
 
    Who is your family? 
 
    That was a very good question. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12: Missus Coleridge’s Globe House for Unmarried Girls 
 
      
 
    With just a few hours remaining before I needed to meet Lionheart, I waved down a passing auto, much to my annoyance—but need outweighed disdain—and caught a ride across the Thames to South Bank. Wolves had notoriously good noses. Most agents lived outside the city or across the Thames. Passing the river, even by way of a boat or bridge, threw off our scents. Werewolves had been known to trail us from time to time. Thus far, they had not discovered—at least as far as I knew—my tiny flat at Missus Coleridge’s Globe Home for Unmarried Girls, so named because the building was located not far from where Master Shakespeare’s famous theatre once stood. 
 
    Checking to make sure I had not been followed, I entered the small, three-story house and headed upstairs. I moved quickly and quietly. Missus Coleridge had, no doubt, heard some delicious gossip and would want to share—for hours. I, on the other hand, wanted to sleep. 
 
    Pulling out my key slowly and quietly, I opened the door and stepped inside my tiny flat. As I entered, the board below my foot squeaked. 
 
    The door to Missus Coleridge’s first floor flat opened. 
 
    “Clemeny, is that you?” 
 
    I cringed. Feeling terribly guilty, I pulled the door shut behind me, pulling the handle into the lock, wincing at the barely audible click. Missus Coleridge was a truly kind woman. I’d have to make a point of stopping by her flat and letting her gossip to me to make up for the nagging guilt I felt. That, and I needed to canvass the roof to see if I could get inside via the window rather than the front door. 
 
    Closing and locking the door behind me, I turned and leaned against the doorframe. 
 
    My small flat had none of the charm and feel of family that exuded from every inch of Grand-mère’s home. But visiting Grand-mère opened her up to discovery, a risk I hoped to minimize at every turn. An unmarried woman, I should live with my relative. I should have a respectable flat in the city. I wanted to live with my Grand-mère. But it wasn’t safe. My flat was small, dank, dark, and all around miserable. But it was better this way. 
 
    For now. 
 
    I scanned the room. You could see the entire place in one glance. Not even bothering to remove my cape, I crossed the room and lay down on my slim bed. 
 
    Who is your family? 
 
    Lionheart’s question had rattled around in my head ever since I’d left. 
 
    The truth was, I had no idea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was just a baby when Grand-mère discovered me on the steps of St Clement Danes. Unlike most fairy tale scenarios, I didn’t come with a letter, had no secret birthmarks, nor was there some mysterious amulet strapped around my neck. I wasn’t the heir to some mysterious lost kingdom. I was an unwanted baby left on the doorstep of a church. That deep feeling of being unwanted, if I was really honest with myself, had never left me. Being part of the Red Cape Society was actually the first time I had ever felt like I had a place where I belonged, where I was with others who needed me, wanted me. In a way, it filled the sore part of myself. Unwanted. Maybe there was a reason I couldn’t find the love of my life. There was something about me on a deep level that was just…unloveable. 
 
    I sighed then rolled over. 
 
    At least Grand-mère had not seen me like that. And even when it was time for me to leave home, to start my career, she hadn’t stopped me. She had loved me, wanted me, but still let me go. In fact, much to my surprise, she’d been extremely supportive. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Clemeny? Are you dressed, my girl?” Grand-mère had called from the kitchen the morning I was set to report to work at the Red Cape Society. 
 
    Eliza Greystock’s chance notice of my sixth sense had actually worked out for the best. Having passed rigorous testing and physical training, I was given a beat in Agent Greystock’s division, assigned to shadow a man named Quinn Briarwood, whom Agent Greystock had called the best. The morning I was set to report to work, I expected Grand-mère to be in a fit of nerves. What I found instead, however, surprised me. 
 
    “Yes, Grand-mère,” I said, opening the door to my broom closet-sized bedroom in our flat. 
 
    Grand-mère looked over my clothes, sucking in her air through her teeth as she considered. 
 
    A flush of self-consciousness wash over me. Trousers had never been Grand-mère’s taste—she always preferred me in dresses—but they were far more practical. And honestly, I felt comfortable in the snug garments. If my training was any indication, I’d be doing a lot of running on the job. Gowns weren’t going to work. 
 
    “I know it’s not the most feminine—” 
 
    “Oh no. You look perfect, my girl. It’s just that you’re missing something,” she said then handed me a box wrapped in lavender colored tissue paper. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    Grand-mère grinned. “A gift, of course. Oh, oranges and lemons, I don’t know what to think. But I want you to be safe. Open it.” 
 
    I tore off the paper of the long, slender box then lifted the lid. I was surprised to see a dagger lying inside. 
 
    “Grand-mère…” 
 
    “I had my sterling silver flatware melted down. I took it and your grandfather’s bayonet to the smith. He told me the dagger is mostly silver, but reinforced it so it would be more durable. Eliza said… Well, she told me just a little about the job you’ll be doing. If there is anything I know about what you’re up against, it’s that silver is the best weapon.” 
 
    “Grand-mère, thank you. Grand-père’s sword…  don’t know what to say,” I replied, feeling my eyes well with tears. I had never known Grand-mère’s husband. He had died long before I came into her life, but she spoke of him like a hero. The bayonet he’d used during the Napoleonic Wars had always hung on the wall of our parlor. I hadn’t even noticed it was missing. 
 
    “Say nothing, my girl. Only be safe,” she said, taking out the weapon and hooking it to my belt. “Now, off you go. Be sure to eat something, Clemeny. And keep an eye out. You never know, you might see some handsome man. Eliza said there are many unattached gentleman working at the agency.” 
 
    “Grand-mère.” 
 
    “What? You never know.” 
 
    Sighing, I pulled her into a hug. 
 
    “Be careful,” she whispered in my ear. 
 
    I kissed her on the cheek. “Of course,” I replied then grabbing my bag, I’d set out on my first day as an agent of the Red Cape Society. Little did I know, Grand-mère’s dagger would step in to save my hide on more than one occasion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I pulled the dagger off my belt and lay it on the bed beside me. The smith had shaped the hilt of the dagger like the branches of a tree. Usually there was an animal, flower, or symbol on the pommel. But a tree? I shook my head. Next time I saw Grand-mère, I’d have to remember to ask her why she—or the smith—had chosen this design. But even as I thought it, my eyes began to slowly close.  
 
    Two hours. I just needed two hours of sleep. Two hours after being awake for the last thirty wasn’t too much to ask, was it? 
 
    Before my brain could even bubble up with a reply, I fell asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13: What Caterpillar Knew 
 
      
 
    While I was usually less than grateful for the whistle at the factory beside Missus Coleridge’s Globe House for Unmarried Girls, the infernal device blasting every hour, today it kept me in check. I was awake—miserably—and back on the job before the fog had cleared from my mind. It wasn’t until I was standing outside The Mushroom that my wits began to sharpen. 
 
    At precisely one o’clock, Lionheart arrived. Much to my surprise, he was driving a two-wheeled cycle. The strange device clicked and let off a hiss of steam when he turned it off. He parked the machine alongside the other autos outside the tavern then pulled off the leather skullcap and goggles he’d been wearing. 
 
    His yellow hair, tousled in the effort, gave him a boyish charm entirely at odds with who he really was. Or did it? Who was he, really? Before the lupine affliction, who had Richard Spencer actually been? A knight loyal to his king. Thinking of him in that regard made me see him in an entirely new light. He might have been a wolf, but he was also a warrior and deserving of my respect. He smoothed down his locks and straightened his jacket then eyed me over. 
 
    “Are you going to wear that inside?” he asked. 
 
    Or maybe not. I glanced down at my leather pants, corset, and top. My clothing was not much different from that of an airship jockey. 
 
    “The cape,” he said, clarifying. “The rest looks very good,” he added with a smirk. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “There are some places where it pays to be what you are. This is one of those places. For me, at least.” 
 
    Lionheart raised a brow. “Really, Little Red?” 
 
    “Yes. Really. Let’s go,” I said then turned and headed inside. 
 
    The place was dark and smelled of alcohol, opium, and danger. There were small tables spread all around the room, the place dimly lit by colorful glass lamps, which sent blobs of jewel-colored light around the room. I motioned to Lionheart, and we took a seat in the corner. 
 
    At the bar, I saw the henchman they called the Knave. He whispered something into the ear of a little albino boy who nodded then rushed off to the back of the room. There, silk curtains were closed around a meeting space. When the boy entered, I saw at least three other people inside, including, I assumed, the boss. 
 
    “Drinks?” a pretty tart asked, leaning in such a manner that we had a clear view of her jiggly breasts. 
 
    Lionheart sneered then averted his eyes. 
 
    The tart hadn’t missed the expression. She leaned back then turned to me, a steely expression on her face. 
 
    “MacCutcheon. Two glasses.” 
 
    The girl nodded then went back to the bar. She stood close to the Knave, who lifted his drink. He spoke in a low tone to the girl. She eyed us over her shoulder then answered him. So far so good. I scanned the room. I saw gunrunners, opium dealers, airship pirates, and thieves. And they spied me. They eyed my red cape warily. 
 
    “They’re talking about us in the back,” Lionheart said, easing back into his seat. 
 
    “Good. Keep listening. How did your meeting with your pack go?” 
 
    “I can hardly concentrate on them and talk to you at the same time. Let it suffice to say that we will do as Her Majesty asks.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    “Here you are,” the tart said, returning once more. She set down glasses in front of Lionheart and me. “Compliments of the house, Agent.” 
 
    “Thank you. If Caterpillar is available, a word?” 
 
    The girl nodded but said nothing else. 
 
    She returned to the bar where she spoke to the Knave, who polished off his drink then turned and went to the back. He gave Lionheart and me a passing glance. Devilishly handsome scoundrel. Why were all the rogues so desperately attractive? 
 
    I sighed. I really needed to find myself a man. 
 
    I lifted my drink. “God save the Queen.” 
 
    “God save the Queen,” Lionheart replied, clicking his glass against mine. He took a long drink. 
 
    I could sense Lionheart’s discomfort. I had, on many occasions, felt the same air coming off Quinn. It was as if Lionheart was reluctant to be bothered with this problem. Quinn had never meant any disrespect to me or the job, but of late, I had sensed a weariness in him. But Lionheart was more than seven hundred years old. He had a right to be weary. Yet, still, I could tell he’d rather be anywhere else, doing anything else, than sitting here. 
 
    “Professor Paxton,” Lionheart said as he set down his drink. “I don’t suppose you’d tell me where she is. Since we are, as you said, brothers in arms.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. North. More than that, I can’t say.” 
 
    “And she is safe where she is?” he asked, his voice cracking very slightly at the end. 
 
    Did the werewolf have some genuine affection for the professor? I turned and looked at him, my eyes narrowing. There was something there, but I wasn’t sure what. Whatever it was, he’d hidden it quickly. 
 
    Lionheart lifted his drink and sipped once more. 
 
    “I swear that she is safe. Once the matter is in hand, I am sure she’ll be able to return to London.” 
 
    He nodded. “And how is Agent Briarwood?” 
 
    “Recovering.” 
 
    “At our meeting today… My pack didn’t know about Doctor Marlowe. We didn’t know the nature of their research. In fact, there was some debate amongst the knights as to whether or not we should stop the work. Immunity to silver would help us continue our quest.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “But you’re here.” 
 
    “In the end, we decided that God gave us this particular vulnerability for a reason. We shall not seek to meddle in his work.” Lionheart flicked his eyes toward the back. “He’s coming.” 
 
    The Knave crossed the room. “All right. Come along,” he said, motioning for us to follow. 
 
    Lionheart and I rose and followed the Knave to the back. Passing through the curtains, we found Caterpillar, one of London’s biggest crime bosses, waiting. He was sitting with his feet up reading over some papers. Behind him stood two guards. He picked up a glass of absinthe, took a sip, then eyed Lionheart and me. 
 
    “Rather a bad day to show up here, Agent,” he said then tapped the papers he was holding. “Thanks to the Red Capes, seems I’m out quite a lot of money and some business partners to boot.” 
 
    I smiled at him. He might be a wily criminal, but it was unlikely he had any idea his business partners were werewolves. We’d probably done him a favor, in the long run. 
 
    “My apologies.” 
 
    Caterpillar smirked in the most charming of fashions. “Agent Louvel, I’m told,” he said, casting a glance to the Knave. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “But you are unknown,” he said, looking at Lionheart. He lifted his drink and sipped once more. 
 
    “My associate,” I said. 
 
    Caterpillar shook his head and set his drink aside. “I don’t deal with unknowns, Agent. And, as I said, the Society has disrupted things around here today. Perhaps it’s best if we part ways before we even begin.” 
 
    “But I’m here to buy, and you’re here to sell. I’m looking for someone who has gone to ground. You sell. I’ll buy. Don’t worry about my associate. He’s a silent partner.” 
 
    Caterpillar eyed Lionheart. “Who are you looking for?” he asked, turning to me. 
 
    “Cyril.” 
 
    Caterpillar’s eyes narrowed. Cyril ran one of the biggest crime syndicates in London and often butted heads with other operators, including Caterpillar. From what I could tell, the two of them kept an uneasy peace. Yet if I were Caterpillar, I’d most certainly want Cyril out of the way. 
 
    Caterpillar looked over his shoulder and waved for the little albino child to come to him. He whispered in the boy’s ear. 
 
    I cast a glance up at Lionheart. 
 
    His eyes flicked toward me, but he said nothing. 
 
    The pair exchanged a few more whispered words then Caterpillar turned to me once more. “I apologize, Agent. We heard that there was some trouble downriver last night, but we don’t know where Cyril has gone. I wish I could be more help.” 
 
    “And that’s your final answer?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    I frowned. “Very well. Thank you for your time.” 
 
    “And for the drink,” Lionheart said, inclining his head to Caterpillar. 
 
    The crime boss nodded to Lionheart then motioned for one of his henchmen to show us out. 
 
    Lionheart and I headed outside and walked over to his cycle. 
 
    “Did you know he wouldn’t talk?” Lionheart asked. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Lionheart chuckled. “But you guessed he would know where Cyril had gone.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And you assumed with my good hearing, I would be able to pick up the information?” 
 
    “Well, did you get the location?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “A hangar in the yard near the airship towers,” he said then pulled on his cap, goggles, and gloves. “Well, are you going to climb on?” he said, motioning to the back. 
 
    I stared at the infernal machine then groaned. 
 
    Lionheart chuckled and handed me a pair of goggles. I pulled the goggles on, then, much against my will, I climbed on the back. 
 
    “Hold on to me,” he said. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around the werewolf. He was muscularly built. The feel of his body, the closeness of our embrace, felt entirely too familiar and stirred up a longing in me that made me blush. 
 
    Lionheart laughed. “Careful, Little Red, or you might agree to that dinner yet,” he said then turned on the engine. The machine let out a hiss of steam. 
 
    “I’m not sure Professor Paxton would appreciate me accepting that invitation.” 
 
    Lionheart looked back over his shoulder at me. “Are you always so observant, Little Red?” 
 
    “I try.” 
 
    Lionheart grunted then turned the cycle onto the city street. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14: The Enemy of my Enemy 
 
      
 
    The airship towers along the Thames were home to a busy international port. The towers loomed over the London skyline. The fabulous balloons and gondolas floated in and out of port headed to Ireland, Scotland, and back across the Channel to the European port of Calais and beyond. From here, other ships rigged for longer travel would make the treacherous trip from London to Ireland then to the Azores in a cross-sea voyage to the Americas. 
 
    Seeking to blend in with the other travelers, Lionheart parked his cycle outside Rose’s Hopper, the popular pub located near the towers. I pulled off my red cape and stashed it in my satchel. Wordlessly, Lionheart motioned to me, and we headed through the crowd, around the back of the towers to the hangars and garages in the shipyard where tinkers and mechanics built new ships, made repairs, or showcased the latest in airship designs. The place was busy enough that no one paid any attention to us. 
 
    As we walked, we noticed a crowd had gathered around to see a master tinker unveil a new airship about to come up for auction. 
 
    Taking me gently by the arm, Lionheart guided me into the crowd. 
 
    “The others will mask my scent,” he whispered. “There,” he said motioning with his chin to the next hangar down. 
 
    I followed his gaze. Sitting outside the hangar were two autos that I recognized from the warehouse night before. 
 
    “Ladies and gentleman, you have never seen an airship quite like this one before. Faster than the Stargazer, lighter weight than any ship of Spanish design, and equipped with the latest engineering designed in Bavaria, meet the newest creation in our fleet,” the man at the front of the crowd said. 
 
    The crowd oohed and ahhed as the doors to the hangar opened to reveal an impressive airship. The crowd moved forward, taking Lionheart and me along with it. 
 
    As we entered the hangar, Lionheart steered me to the left. He deftly lifted two mechanics’ overcoats from the wall. Pulling one on, he handed the other to me. We slipped on the coats then moved out a side door. Blending in with the busy crowd, we made our way toward the second hangar. 
 
    “Guards in the windows,” I said. “Two guards on the door.” 
 
    Lionheart inhaled then exhaled deeply. “Fenton. But no Cyril. And no mage. But I—” He paused. He turned and looked all around him. “This way,” he said, motioning for me to follow him to the airship repair tower not far away. Here, airships were anchored aloft as they were being re-outfitted with new gear pieces, getting repairs on broken propellers, or making other changes. 
 
    Keeping our heads down, Lionheart and I headed up the steps of the tower. 
 
    I could tell from his movements that Lionheart was tracking someone. 
 
    We walked up the stairs to the second level then down a row that led to an empty berth. 
 
    “Cyril, the mage, and two others recently came this way,” he said then looked toward the skyline. 
 
    “Are the others still inside the hangar? The tinkers? Fenton?” 
 
    Lionheart nodded. 
 
    I looked around. No one seemed to be on the airship docked nearby. Moving quickly, I slipped onto the ship and went to the prow. Settling in, I pulled out my spyglass. Lionheart moved in behind me. 
 
    I scanned the hangar. From this vantage point, I could just see through the windows. Inside, I spotted a few new workbenches. 
 
    “Professor Jamison,” I said. “And Master Winston. Looks like…Whitechapel and Paddington.” 
 
    “A runner came to Temple Square just after you left. Noah has been arrested, and most of his pack along with him.” 
 
    Noah was the beta of Conklin pack. I was very, very glad to hear he’d been taken off the streets. “Good.” 
 
    Lionheart said nothing. 
 
    I looked back at him. 
 
    “And just what does Her Majesty plan to do with the packs once she’s taken them into custody? She can hardly keep them chained forever.” 
 
    Something told me Her Majesty could and would keep them chained forever, if the mood struck her to do so. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Lionheart cleared his throat. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Templar will face ramifications for helping the crown.” 
 
    “Ramifications, meaning revenge?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I guess you’d better just become alpha.” 
 
    “There is nothing I could want less, Little Red.” 
 
    “I’m sure another solution will come to you.” 
 
    “Let’s hope.” 
 
    I sat back. “I’ll send word to the Red Capes. We’ll round them up now and get the alchemists out of there.” 
 
    Lionheart shook his head. “If Her Majesty wants this threat eliminated, then it must be eliminated. Her knights will return tonight. We’ll wait until Cyril and the mage return and take the situation in hand.” 
 
    “Good. Where should I meet you? 
 
    “I was referring to the Templars and only the Templars.” 
 
    “Last night I found my partner half dead because of Cyril, Fenton, and that mage. Not to mention what happened to Agent Reid. I’m coming, whether you want me there or not.” 
 
    “I won’t be able to protect you.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to protect me.” 
 
    Lionheart frowned at me. “I need to go and ready my brothers. Do you want a ride back to your headquarters?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    “It’s really not an inconven—” 
 
    “I’ve had enough of that infernal machine,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    Lionheart nodded. “Very well,” he said then rose. “Tonight… Be careful, Agent Louvel.” 
 
    “You too, Sir Richard.” 
 
    He grinned, bowed in the most courtly of manners, then turned and debarked the airship. 
 
    I leaned back once more and gazed through my spyglass. Rather than spying the building, I turned and watched Lionheart as he made his way through the crowd. 
 
    So, he and Bryony Paxton had…something. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    That something was a whole lot more than the nothing I had. I loved my job, but it would be nice to have someone. I rose and closed my spyglass. Maybe I didn’t have someone I loved like that, but I did care about the people in my life. I pulled out my pocket watch. 
 
    I had enough time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15: Meanwhile, in Twickenham 
 
      
 
    After Lionheart had gone, I headed back into the city. My first stop was at one of the oldest millineries in London, The Palatine Crown. The hat shop, which boasted an excellent array of gentlemen’s top hats and petite ladies’ top hats, sat along a quiet street. When I entered, I found the milliner sizing an aged gentleman for a new hat. 
 
    The hatter cast a glance up at me. I tapped the tiny badge on my waist. 
 
    The man nodded then turned back to his customer. 
 
    Going to the back room, I went to the side wall where a stack of crates rose to the ceiling. The wooden crates, marked as silk, leather, manikins, or cloth, took up most of the wall. I slid my fingers along the edge of the tallest crate marked red velvet. There, I found a tiny lever. I switched it to the side. A door built into the crate swung open. I slipped inside, closing the crate door behind me, then headed to the hidden door along the rear wall. On the other side, I found a flight of stairs that led downward. 
 
    I followed the stairs down under the city to a tunnel. Two metal trams sat waiting. I slipped inside. This time I set my controls to take me to the outskirts of London. Strapping in once more, I activated the lever, waited for the clicks, then held on with all my might. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The tunnel let out southwest of London in a nondescript building under Twickenham station. I exited the building, mindful to cover my tracks, and headed toward the small village square. I passed through the quaint town to a small cottage on the outskirts. The little Tudor-style home with its charming garden exuded all the sweetness one might expect of a sedate country family. I doubted any of Quinn’s neighbors realized he was one of the most skilled killers in all the realm. 
 
    As always, I scanned around me for signs of, well, anything. But there was no one nearby. 
 
    I went to the door and knocked. 
 
    Quinn’s footman cast a suspicious gaze out the window. 
 
    I waved to him. 
 
    A moment later, the door opened. 
 
    “Agent Louvel,” he said, motioning for me to enter. 
 
    “I’m here to see Quinn.” 
 
    He motioned for me to follow as he headed upstairs. I had been inside Quinn’s house on a number of occasions, but never in the family areas of the home. The house, as I understood it, had once belonged to a relative of Jessica’s and had been passed down to her. Quinn had grown up in the city, a wild creature like myself. But he’d always seemed content, at peace, at home with his wife. 
 
    The footman motioned for me to wait as he went into one of the rooms. 
 
    Inside, I could hear Jessica and Quinn. 
 
    A moment later, the footman reappeared, Jessica along with him. Jessica’s curly black hair was a tangled mess. The dark rings under her eyes told me she hadn’t slept. 
 
    “Clemeny,” she said, pulling me into an embrace. “Thank God.” 
 
    “How is he?” 
 
    “Recovering. The Society brought him home by airship this morning. Doctor Murray, such a kindly gentleman, accompanied him. The doctor said Quinn had been injured but would recover. Quinn isn’t saying much about what happened. The doctor gave him laudanum. He’s in pain. Thank God, he’s mostly been sleeping. What happened?” 
 
    I exhaled deeply. Quinn never liked Jessica to worry. If she really knew everything we saw, everything we did…well, Quinn kept that from her. It was not my place to change that. “Bad men, doing bad things.” 
 
    She frowned but nodded. “Why don’t you go inside? I’m sure you have a lot to talk about. Let me go downstairs and have Mary make you something to eat.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, squeezing her arm. 
 
    I entered the bedroom. Quinn lay on a large bed, half dozing as he looked out the window. There were several amber-colored bottles at his bedside. 
 
    “Quinn,” I said softly then went and sat down in the chair by his bed. 
 
    “Sorry, partner. I messed up,” he said then frowned. 
 
    “Messed up? Hardly.” 
 
    “Well, I’m here, and you’re there. And now you’ve got no one backing you up.” 
 
    “On the contrary, Her Majesty has seen fit to force me into a new, albeit temporary, alliance.” 
 
    “With whom?” 
 
    “Lionheart.” 
 
    Quinn tried to laugh, but I could see it pained him. “Clemeny, I’m sorry. Cyril’s pack jumped me. I woke up on a table with someone cutting me open. I don’t even remember what happened after that.” 
 
    “Well, it seems the wolves are in league with a mage who’s been living in exile. I believe Queen Elizabeth banished him, if that gives you an indication of how long he’s been plotting revenge. Apparently, he’s been trying to develop an immunity to silver.” 
 
    “A mage?” 
 
    “A werewolf mage. Doubling down on annoying, aren’t they?” 
 
    Quinn smiled, but his grin was not as bright as usual. “How did I end up at the doctor’s flat? I don’t remember anything.” 
 
    “Constantine.” 
 
    Quinn stared at me then narrowed his gaze. “I think… I do remember him being there. I remember the wolves cutting him. Constantine,” he said, his voice full of disbelief. “The wolves must have lost their minds. But why did he help me?” 
 
    “I think it was a combination of my setting him free, his desire for revenge, and something odd between him and Agent Rose.” 
 
    “Agent Rose? That’s surprising.” 
 
    “Isn’t it? But you don’t need to worry about that. By the time me and my temporary partner are done, we’ll have most of the wolves rounded up and jailed. If Lionheart becomes alpha, maybe things will quiet down by the time you return. Hell, maybe it will become so quiet we can switch to magical artifacts. Or should we join the Pellinores?” 
 
    “The Pellinores? Track down dragons?” Quinn said with an amused grin. 
 
    “Why not?” I replied with a smirk. 
 
    “Bloody waste of time, that’s why not. Lionheart will never want to become alpha.” 
 
    “Makes him the best man for the job then, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Well, you can ask him yourself when you’re feeling better.” 
 
    “No. No, Clem. I don’t think so.” 
 
    “What? I don’t think Lionheart minds you too much. He’s really not that bad. Actually, I think he—” 
 
    “No,” Quinn said then shook his head. “Not that. I…talked to Jessica. I’m tired, Clem. This was the end of the line for me.” 
 
    My breath caught in my throat. “What?” 
 
    “I’m going to turn in my cape.” 
 
    “But Quinn…” 
 
    Quinn sighed. “The doctor said it will take time to recover—months. I don’t want to waste my life worrying about wolves. When I am well enough, Jessica and I want to have a family of our own. There’s still time for us, but not if I keep working like this. I’m tired of being cold, in danger, always hunting some monster.” 
 
    “But that’s the life.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. And I’m done with it.” 
 
    A million emotions tried to bubble to the surface. I wanted to tell him no. I wanted to tell him he couldn’t leave me like that. But I had no right. He was my partner, and he’d been a damned good one. And the truth was, I understood. I reached out and took his hand. “I’ll miss you.” 
 
    “No. You’ll come to dinner every night. And one day, when you’re settled down, our children will play together. We’ll impress them with true stories of things they won’t believe and think we made up. Werewolves, vampires, and goblins living in London? Who could ever believe such nonsense? They’ll think we’re senile, but we’ll know better.” 
 
    I smiled. “That’s a nice vision.” Nice, but far from the future I saw for myself. 
 
    Quinn squeezed my hand. “I know you,” he said. “You want to go down in a blaze of gun smoke. One day, you’ll change your mind.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    “Have I ever been wrong before?” 
 
    “Remember the time you were going to shake down that vagrant, but he turned out to be a ghoul? You nearly lost your hand.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, but just that once.” 
 
    “What about when you forced me to drink that Chinese absinthe so we wouldn’t offend our informant? You said we would we be fine. We both retched for three days straight.” 
 
    Quinn laughed but then winced. “Yeah. Sorry about that one. Okay, okay. Maybe I have been wrong once or twice.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “Have you told Greystock?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “At least now I’ll be able to grow out my beard in peace.” 
 
    “Retiring is no excuse for growing out a beard,” Jessica said as she entered the room carrying a tray. She set it on a table near the window. “Eat,” she told me. “I know you’re going to give me some excuse about needing to leave or being busy, but eat first. Grandmother Louvel would never forgive me if I didn’t feed you.” 
 
    I smiled at her then rose and went to the table. My mouth watered to see the freshly baked scones, clotted cream, and jam. I tore into the food at once. 
 
    “Just like Quinn. Your stomach is upside down. You don’t know if it’s night or day.” 
 
    “At least my stomach isn’t literally upside down,” I said through a mouthful of scone. I winked at Quinn. 
 
    “Very funny,” he said then shook his head. 
 
    “Agent humor,” Jessica said with a roll of her eyes. She turned her attention back to her husband. Sitting on the bed beside him, she slipped his hand into hers. Quinn gave her a long, loving look. She leaned in and set a kiss on his forehead. The power of their love was tangible. 
 
    My cheeks full of scone, I sighed enviously. 
 
    I really needed to find a man. 
 
    “Hey, Quinn, how is your brother, Robert?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16: Caped Crusaders 
 
      
 
    I left Quinn’s house just as dusk approached. Apparently, I’d nodded off at some point because I’d awoken at the table with scone crumbles on my shirt listening to Quinn snore as Jessica sat quietly in the corner sewing. In a hurry, I made my way back to the tram and to the city. 
 
    The worst thing about my beat was the fact that I hardly ever got any sleep. 
 
    Well, that and the werewolves. 
 
    And the fact that my partner, who I relied upon to keep me alive, had decided to call it quits. 
 
    That meant I’d either get landed with someone I didn’t particularly like or have to train someone new. Neither option sounded appealing. Quinn was like an overbearing older brother. I was going to miss him terribly, but I could hardly blame him. Not everyone could do what we did. You’d have to be half mad to want to. 
 
    Barking mad, in fact. 
 
    I laughed at my own joke. Yeah, it was going to be hard to find a partner who was a good match for me. 
 
    As soon as I returned to the heart of the city, I headed to the airship towers and took the lift up. The towers were divided into multiple platforms; the third platform at the top of the towers housed the big airships that traveled abroad. On the platforms below were the smaller transports and the occasional pleasure cruiser. A floating brothel, such vessels had been widely popular twenty years before. Since Victoria came to reign, however, they’d come under tighter restrictions and were far less common. Nothing, however, stopped the scoundrel airship pirates from docking in London. They always had some excuse, permit, or reason to be there—none of them lawful. That happened to work out very well for me this particular evening. 
 
    I headed down the platform on the second level on the airship tower. Spotting a vessel that looked like it was about ready to debark, I went to the side of the ship and whistled to the captain. 
 
    I cast a quick glance at the name of the vessel: Elven Rue. Odd name. 
 
    “Oui, mademoiselle?” one of the crew members said. 
 
    Having been raised by a French grandmother, I was suddenly very glad that I was fluent in both French and English. 
 
    “Mind making a small detour? I need a lift,” I said in French. 
 
    The man frowned then relayed my question to the captain. 
 
    “Non,” the captain said. “We’re in a hurry. I won’t be stopping at any other ports. I want to get across the Channel before dawn.” 
 
    “I don’t need a port. I need a quick drop-off. Just a pause in your departure. That’s all,” I said then produced a bag of coin. I needed to remember to put in for some reimbursements. Between buying off goblins and airship pirates, it was beginning to be an expensive week. 
 
    The man sighed. “Dropped off where?” 
 
    “The shipyard,” I said, motioning over my shoulder. 
 
    The man furrowed his brow. “Just walk.” 
 
    I smirked. “Not quite what I had in mind,” I said. 
 
    The captain eyed me suspiciously then waved for me to come aboard, his hand outstretched. 
 
    “A rope down to a roof. I’ll be off your ship before you know it,” I said, handing him my bag of coin. 
 
    “A roof?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He shook his head then went back to the wheelstand. I lingered behind him. The airship lifted up and out of port. 
 
    “There,” I said, pointing to the hangar where I’d seen the pack earlier that day. 
 
    The airship turned as if it was merely preparing to round the towers and set out on its course. 
 
    The captain locked the wheelstand and motioned for me to follow him to the side of the ship. He yanked on a rope, ensuring it was safely secured to the deck, then handed the line to me. 
 
    “Your getaway, mademoiselle,” he said with a grin. 
 
    I nodded and went to the side of the ship. 
 
    From this angle, I could see inside the hangar but would remain unseen. I tossed the rope over and looked down, ensuring that it fell close to an area with solid footing. The captain had marked the location well, putting me just at the corner and out of sight from anyone who happened to gaze up. 
 
    I climbed up on the rail of the ship and grabbed the rope. I nodded to the captain and holding on tight, slipped down the rope to the building below, landing as softly as possible on the roof. 
 
    Quinn would have loved this. 
 
    Well, the old Quinn would have loved this. Now my partner was cut up and lying in bed looking ashen. And Agent Reid, who’d been a good colleague and fearsome vampire slayer, was dead. Who in the hell was this werewolf, Marlowe? 
 
    Overhead, the propeller on the airship Elven Rue clicked on, and the ship turned south. The rope disappeared back onto the deck. As the ship turned, I eyed the captain who removed his cap, lifted it in farewell, then guided his airship back into the night. 
 
    Moving quickly, I worked my way toward one of the windows that looked below. Lying on my stomach, I pulled out my spyglass and looked inside. 
 
    Cyril and Fenton were standing just inside the hangar door having an argument. Cyril, who was at least two hands taller than Fenton, shoved his beta. Fenton lowered his head in submission and stepped back. 
 
    Bloody wolves. 
 
    I eyed Cyril closely. Ginger nightmare. He was much larger than Fenton or Lionheart. His raw force and tendency to use violence for any solution were what had kept him in power for many years. 
 
    But it had also cost him. 
 
    Rumor had it that Cyril’s last mate had run off with their son, fled to the Americas after Cyril had shown signs that he would be no easier on his own blood than he was on anyone else. It had been twenty years now. Despite his power, no she-wolf ever went willingly to him, including Alodie. More than once, Quinn and I had turned Cyril’s pack away from human brothels for fear of what might happen to the human girls when the wolves were done with them. It was sick business. I admired Lionheart’s ability to curb his urges, even if he did pick up on the scent of roses every now and then. 
 
    I heard the sound of an auto pull up in front of the hangar. A moment later, another wolf opened a side door. It was Damien, a wolf from Conklin pack. He rushed across the room to Fenton. Once again, a sharp conversation erupted. 
 
    I looked away from the pair and scanned the place for Marlowe. I found him in a corner with Professor Jamison. The professor’s long, silver hair trailed down her back. She looked disheveled and exhausted. Marlowe slid his finger across some lines on a scroll then directed the professor’s attention to the text. 
 
    I sat back. 
 
    The wolves already had long lives. If they became immune to silver, there would be no stopping them. 
 
    We had to end this work before it was too late. 
 
    I kept up my surveillance, waiting for Templar pack to arrive. 
 
    The materials Professor Jamison and Master Winston had been working with were being boxed up while Marlowe nagged Cyril to the point of irritation. I watched as the lesser pack members headed back and forth across the yard toward the airship towers, pushing pallets of crates with them. Using my spyglass, I watched the wolves take the boxes to a ship and load them aboard. The wolves were planning to leave. 
 
    I had already started to strategize how I might take on the entire pack—and probably die in the process, a prospect that was not too appealing—when the palms of my hands got that strange tingly feeling. Aside from the werewolves below, the yard was fairly deserted. Only the occasional drunken airship crewman passed by. Regardless, something was coming. Standing, I looked back across the skyline toward Tinker’s Tower. It was nearly midnight. The moonlight shimmered down on the rooftops, giving everything a sheen of blue. 
 
    In the far-off distance, I heard a howl. 
 
    And then another. 
 
    I cast a glance inside. The wolves below stilled, then Fenton started rounding up the humans. 
 
    “Put out the lamps,” Cyril called. “Get the alchemists on the airship.” 
 
    “Red Capes?” Damien asked. 
 
    Cyril craned his neck to breath in the air. “No,” he said with a low and mean growl. 
 
    I looked back across the yard. Shadows shifted, yet I could see nothing, not even the telltale red eyes of werewolves. 
 
    Working quickly, I dug into my bag and grabbed the night optic array. Pulling it on, I looked below. I closed my right eye, looking through the optic with my left. Cyril’s wolves moved to guard the doors. I saw them shift and change into werewolf form. But in the back, Marlowe, Fenton, and the humans were preparing to make an escape. 
 
    From the darkness somewhere around the yard, I heard a low, dark howl. 
 
    The sound chilled me to the bone. While the sound was not human, I knew it was Lionheart. 
 
    A series of howls answered in reply. 
 
    “Christ, boss. What’s happening?” I heard Damien ask. 
 
    “Templars,” Cyril said. I could hear the sneer in his voice. 
 
    The murmuring voices of the wolves below became silent. 
 
    “We should retreat,” Damien said. 
 
    The sound of the smack was audible. “Say that again, and I’ll kill you myself.” 
 
    “Cyril,” someone called. 
 
    The boss moved toward the front of the hangar. 
 
    “Christ,” Damien said again. 
 
    I moved to the front of the building to see what had caught the wolves’ attention then gasped when I saw. I pushed up my night optic for just a moment. 
 
    There, in the yard before the hangar, stood the Knights Templar. Not a pack of werewolves or a gang of men. Something in between. Two dozen armed soldiers wearing the white capes with the red cross of the Templars stood ready for battle, their leader at the front. All of them armed, not just with long claws, fangs, and muscle, but with helmets, swords, and shields. Their gold-colored armor had been smelted to fit their physique in shifted form. The moonlight glinted off their armor. They were a magnificent sight to behold. 
 
    “Screw them. Open fire,” Cyril called. 
 
    The front door slid open so Cyril’s werewolves could attack. 
 
    Lionheart, who’d been standing at the front of his men, motioned to the knights and in a blur of swirling white and red capes, the Knights Templar swarmed the hangar. 
 
    I slipped on my night array lens once more then turned and ran back to the open window. I grabbed a chain attached to a lever and slipped inside. 
 
    Fenton and Marlow rushed the alchemists out the back door. 
 
    I cast a glance back at Lionheart and the Templars. I didn’t want to leave the werewolf. Everything depended on him defeating Cyril. Everything. But if I didn’t go after Marlowe now, and the werewolf got away, I’d end up chasing him all across the realm. 
 
    Looking back one more time, I spied Lionheart amongst the fray. 
 
    He paused, nodded to me, and then turned once more, his blade glimmering in the moonlight. 
 
    I turned and raced to the back of the hangar. I knew where Fenton and Marlowe were headed. I just needed to get there in time and figure out how I was going to kill a werewolf mage and a beta all at once. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17: Alpha and Omega 
 
      
 
    Pumping my legs hard, I raced back to the airship towers. In the distance, I heard that someone had raised the alarm and was calling for the Bow Street boys. I shook my head. Complications. Always, complications. 
 
    When I got to the towers, I saw that Marlowe and the others had already boarded the lift to take them up to the second level. I turned and raced up the steps, eyeing the airship the wolves had been packing up. 
 
    Dammit. They were already pulling up the anchor. The balloon of the airship filled with hot air, making the balloon glow with orange light. The ship made ready for departure. Fenton and the others hurried down the ramp. When Professor Jamison struggled, Fenton clocked her on the back of her head with his pistol then threw her over his shoulder. 
 
    Marlowe cursed loudly at him. 
 
    I arrived at the last step, turning the corner just in time to see the crew pull up the last lead rope. 
 
    Hell’s bells. I was too late. 
 
    If I shot out the balloon, the ship would crash, killing the very people I was trying to rescue. I eyed the platform. Jumping onto the ship that had been docked just behind the werewolves’ craft, I raced to the bow of that airship. I pulled out my silver dagger, sliced a supporting rope, and then swung from that airship to the werewolves’ craft. 
 
    My stomach rocked as I swung haphazardly through the air between the ships. There was far too much space between me and the earth below. Pushed by the force of my acceleration, I swung over the back of the airship, dropping onto the deck before the rope lost its forward velocity. 
 
    But my landing was not subtle. I hit the deck hard. 
 
    “Little Red,” one of the werewolves yelled then turned toward me. 
 
    Taking aim, I shot. 
 
    Having taken them by surprise, the werewolves, who were still in human form—so not to alert the airship guards, I supposed—were slow to react. All the better for me. I was able to get off three shots before I heard the door to the captain’s cabin open. 
 
    Fenton and Marlowe emerged. 
 
    Fenton moved to lunge at me, but Marlowe raised his hand, stopping Fenton. 
 
    “Kit Marlowe,” I said. “Her Majesty asked me to remind you that you were sent into exile. Your sentence has not been commuted nor revoked. If you would kindly re-exile yourself—and I can assist you if you will not—then all this drama can come to an end.” 
 
    The old werewolf laughed. “Tell Her Majesty I am disinclined to agree. As for you,” he said, then whispered something softly, making a strange arcane figure in the air, “I think I’m quite done with bravado.” 
 
    A strange feeling washed over me, and quite against my will, I felt myself moving toward the side of the ship as if pushed by a gust. I gasped. The mage had cast a spell on me. Pulling away with all my might, I sought to resist the spell. 
 
    The mage frowned then whispered again, once more drawing the invisible arcane symbol. 
 
    I tried to lift my arm, trying to get my weapon on the monster so I could get off a shot, but my arm felt so heavy. It felt as if it was being pressed down by a dozen men. Yet slowly, inch by inch, I lifted my gun. 
 
    “What is this?” Marlowe said through gritted teeth. “What are you doing?” This time, he spoke aloud, shouting his spell in Latin. 
 
    I resisted once more, but could not break out of the spell as I felt myself slowly sliding toward the open plank. If I didn’t break free, I would be thrown to my death. 
 
    Fenton laughed, “Goodbye, Little Red.” 
 
    “No,” I whispered. “No!” I resisted with all my might. I closed my eyes. No. In that single moment, I felt something powerful flutter alive inside me. The power was something larger than me, greater than me, but soft, gentle, no lighter than a butterfly. But this deep power, delicate as it might have been, was made of sturdy silver. 
 
    I stopped cold. 
 
    “No,” Marlowe said, glaring at me. “It cannot be.” 
 
    A split second later, a strange sound distracted me. I heard wings and the squeaking sound of bats. A massive swarm of bats covered the deck of the airship. In that single moment, two of the remaining wolves screamed and fell over the side of the vessel. Moving in a torrent, the bats swirled then disappeared, leaving behind Agent Rose and Constantine. 
 
    Fenton growled in frustration. Seeing the hopelessness of the situation, the coward grabbed a rope, then swung off, leaving Marlowe alone. 
 
    Marlowe glared at Constantine then started casting another incantation. 
 
    “Constantine,” Agent Rose warned, but she didn’t need to say anything. With strength that impressed and frightened me, the vampire flew across the deck of the ship, picked up the mage, then sank his fangs deep into the werewolf’s neck. 
 
    The werewolf’s spell died in his throat. To my horror, I watched as the vampire sucked the wolf’s blood, the werewolf’s body shrinking in his hands like he’d been left to dry in the sun. 
 
    Pulling myself away from the terrible sight, I raced to the side of the ship and watched as Fenton disappeared back into the night. 
 
    “Hell’s bells,” I swore then turned and looked around for another rope. 
 
    At that same moment, I realized the ship was descending. Quickly. 
 
    I scanned around. No captain. No balloonman. 
 
    “Clemeny, the ship,” Agent Rose said. 
 
    “The tinkers are inside,” I said, pointing to the captain’s cabin. 
 
    Understanding, she nodded. “Go. Go. We’ve got this.” 
 
    Grabbing the rope, I turned and jumped off the airship. I slipped down the rope to the ground. Slipping on my night optic, I caught sight of Fenton as the werewolf turned and ran away from the airship towers back into the city. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I turned and raced behind him. 
 
    He wouldn’t get away that easy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18: An Eye for an Eye 
 
      
 
    I could hear the sound of my boots hitting the cobblestone, the beating of my heart, and the telltale grunt of the werewolf racing ahead of me. If I let Fenton get away, I was failing everyone. I was failing to avenge Quinn and Agent Reid, endangering Lionheart, and putting the Society at risk. There was no way Marlowe could have survived Constantine’s terrible revenge. But letting Fenton get away meant war between the packs. As vexing as Lionheart was, I now understood his true nature. He was a knight. That had never changed. He had acted because his monarch had told him to. 
 
    Fenton howled loudly then scurried up the side of a building. I raced behind him, scampering up a ladder and onto a rooftop. 
 
    Now we were on familiar ground. 
 
    He hung from a church steeple and glared back at me, his eyes fiery red. 
 
    I pulled my pistol, steadied my breath, and forced my heart to be silent as I trained my weapon on the figure silhouetted against the moonlight. 
 
    Inhale. 
 
    Exhale. 
 
    Taking aim, I pulled the trigger. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    He turned and raced off across the rooftops. 
 
    “Hell’s bells,” I swore through gritted teeth then took off after him. My heart pounded in my chest as I leaped from the rooftop across the alley. When I landed, the tiles under my footfall broke and went crashing down to the cobblestones below. 
 
    Ahead of me, the wolf barked, a sound that almost sounded like a laugh. The beast looked back over his shoulder at me, his eyes glimmering red as rubies in the moonlight. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, realizing then that the werewolf was moving with purpose. But to where? We raced past Tinker’s Tower then into the city and up the Strand. 
 
    Fenton jumped to the street below. 
 
    A horse whinnied loudly, and a moment later, a woman screamed. 
 
    I rushed across the roof, balancing on a loading beam above the door of the tannery, then grabbed a rope and dropped onto the street. 
 
    And then, because apparently, I was some kind of idiot, I raced in the direction of the monster and the screams rather than away from them. 
 
    Grand-mère would have called me a fool. 
 
    Grand-mère. 
 
    The wolf looked back at me, his teeth bared but a wickedly gleeful expression on his face. 
 
    Oh no. No, no, no. 
 
    Wolves had keen hearing and a sense of smell that was without compare. Had Fenton trailed me? Did the packs know where my grand-mère lived? 
 
    Of course, they did. 
 
    Of course. 
 
    We raced down the Strand, past the theatres, St Mary-le-Strand, and then toward Saint Clement Danes.  
 
    There was no doubt in my mind where Fenton was headed. There was only one person in this world I truly cared about save Quinn, only one bargaining chip a werewolf could hold over my head, and the werewolf was headed on a straight course toward her. 
 
    But this was my neighborhood. 
 
    I turned, slipping down a side alley. I turned right then left, rushing down a narrow passageway, through a stable, and into a side alley that would exit onto the street outside my grand-mère’s building. 
 
    I burst out of the alley and onto the street just as Fenton turned the corner. 
 
    Pulling both my pistols, I took aim at the monster. 
 
    “Stop,” I said commandingly. 
 
    The wolf slid to a stop then eyed the windows of the building. He could make the jump, crash through the window, and grab my grand-mère if he wanted. I flicked an eye upward and caught sight of her silhouette through the curtain. He could do that, but not before I shot him first. It was dark, but the optic I wore outlined the monster perfectly. 
 
    I could feel him watching me. I could feel him waiting to see what I was going to do. 
 
    “Come on now, Fenton. No need to make it personal. Let’s go back to headquarters and have a chat.” 
 
    “Not going to happen, Little Red,” he said, his voice was raspy. “You let me go. Now. Or I’ll rip out dear granny’s throat.” 
 
    I frowned. “Now, we both know that’s not an option. Cyril is, no doubt, dead by now. Marlowe as well, or did you miss Constantine making a snack out of that crusty old bugger? Speaking of, even if I don’t end you now, the vampire will likely hunt you down and kill you. I have some nice silver cuffs here. Let me go ahead and slip them on. Show Her Majesty you’re willing to talk. Maybe she’ll let you rot away somewhere, spare your miserable life.” 
 
    “Or, you holster those pistols, and I walk.” 
 
    “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “You aren’t leaving me with options, Little Red,” he said then looked up at the window once more. 
 
    I pulled the hammers back on my pistols. 
 
    The werewolf growled, his anger boiling. “You must be either really brave or really stupid.” 
 
    “Probably a bit of both, I confess,” I said. I closed my right eye, looking through the optic on the left. I could see him even more clearly this way. There was no way that werewolf would get past me. 
 
    “Shame to kill you. You’re too pretty. Wonder if you taste as good as you smell,” Fenton said. 
 
    Again with the smell. His odd comment threw me off guard. 
 
    The beast crouched then lunged at me. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    Taking aim, I shot at the monster. 
 
    The beast yelped but came at me again. I shot once more, but he kept coming. I felt my breath go out of me as the werewolf slammed me to the ground. My pistols bounced out of my hands as I hit the cobblestone hard. 
 
    A slathering face, half-man half-wolf, looked down at me as he pinned me to the ground. He was bleeding profusely from both his stomach and his left shoulder. He barred his teeth, slobber dripping onto me as he glared down at me. He eyed the optic I wore. 
 
    Sneering, he slashed the device off my face. 
 
    I screamed as his claws raked my face. 
 
    But at that same moment, my instincts kicked in. I reached into my belt and grabbed the silver dagger that I always wore. Squeezing my hand around the blade, feeling the silver sing in response to my touch, I heaved it with all my might and slammed it into the werewolf’s chest. 
 
    Fenton let out a strange howl that quickly faded into a gurgle. He then tipped over, falling off me. 
 
    Gasping, I sat up. 
 
    I couldn’t see out of my left eye. Blood was dripping down my face. I quickly grabbed a scarf from my pocket and held it against my eye. Fenton lay on the street. He had transformed fully into wolf form as they all did when they were dead. 
 
    Sneering, I knelt beside him. 
 
    “This is for Quinn,” I said then sinking my silver blade into his flesh, I skinned off a massive piece of silver fur from his hide. 
 
    I rose then, my knees shaking, and looked up at the window. 
 
    Grand-mère was pressed against the glass. When she saw it was me, she screamed. 
 
    Black spots swam before my eyes, and I tumbled to my knees. I stared down at the silver blade in my hand. Strange. Through the hazy vision of my bloody eye, the blade shimmered blue. 
 
    The front door opened. “Clemeny,” Grand-mère screamed, rushing into the street. She scooped me up in her arms. “Clemeny, oh my God.” 
 
    “Send word to Greystock,” I whispered. 
 
    “Clemeny? Clemeny! Missus Rossiter, send for a surgeon,” Grand-mère called to a neighbor who must have come outside to see what all the commotion was about. 
 
    “Is that a wolf? A wolf? In the streets of London?” the woman replied, astonished. 
 
    “Stupid woman, send for a surgeon!” Grand-mère demanded then turned her attention back to me. “You’re all right now, my girl. Don’t you worry. You got that old sinner. Don’t worry, I’m here,” she said. 
 
    And then I fainted in her arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19: Who’s Afraid of the Big, Bad Wolf? 
 
      
 
    I woke in a too-bright room with an awful headache. I opened my eyes slowly, but a sharp pain rocked my left eye so terribly that I let out a little whine. 
 
    “Agent, don’t try to open your left eye. Let me go fetch the doctor. Just lie back and rest.” 
 
    “Where am I?” I eyed the woman carefully, noting the pin on her lapel, the initials R. M. encapsulated in a circle. She worked for the Rude Mechanicals. 
 
    “Newstead Abbey,” she said then turned and left. 
 
    Newstead Abbey? What in the world was I doing in Nottingham? 
 
    My whole body ached. I reached up and touched my face. There were bandages on my cheek and forehead, and my entire eye was covered. 
 
    I closed my good eye and lay back. 
 
    I heard footsteps and voices in the hallway. A moment later, the door to my room opened. Someone sat down at the side of my bed and took my hand. I opened my eye a crack to see Agent Greystock sitting there. 
 
    “Clemeny,” she said softly. 
 
    “Agent Greystock. How is Grand-mère? Is she all right?” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Agent Greystock said. “Angry with me, but fine.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Fenton. You were gravely injured. The surgeon informed us you may have lost use of your eye permanently. And… you have a scratch on your face, from your hairline to your cheek.” 
 
    I paused a moment. “I… I meant with Lionheart and the others. Is everyone all right?” While my chief concern had not been about my own injuries—it was plain to me that I was banged up—I considered her words. The wounds she described were both severe and disfiguring. 
 
    Agent Greystock nodded. “Agent Rose reported in,” she said then shook her head. “Willful girl. Bold, brave, but reckless. Cyril is dead. Marlowe is dead. Lupercal pack… They’re either dead or arrested, as are Whitechapel, Conklin, and Paddington.” 
 
    “Arresting werewolves won’t do much to ease their seething anger.” 
 
    “No, but deporting them to Australia will help. They will either accept the new alpha, or they will take a long ride bound in silver to the colony of thieves.” 
 
    “The new alpha… Lionheart?” 
 
    Agent Greystock nodded, but she looked pensive. “For now, at least. He is adamant that he doesn’t want to retain the role. He met with Her Majesty. I was there. It was a difficult conversation. But he inquired about you and sent his wishes for your speedy recovery.” 
 
    “He’s not half bad, for a werewolf.” 
 
    Agent Greystock smiled lightly, but I could see her mind was still troubled. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Clemeny… I can’t forgive myself for what has happened to you, Quinn, and Agent Reid. I underestimated the packs—” 
 
    “We all did.” 
 
    “No. I should have seen a larger problem was brewing. I missed it. I, well, I have asked for a transfer to archives.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It’s time for someone with more experience in the field, someone who will understand your work and the danger, to take charge. Her Majesty took my suggestions for a replacement into consideration. She has selected an agent based out of Scotland who comes highly recommended and is well known for hunting demons. By the time you recover, he’ll be on the job.” 
 
    “But Agent Greystock… The job won’t be the same.” 
 
    “No. But Lionheart will need you. Her Majesty will need you. A smooth exchange of power must take place, or there will be chaos. The Red Cape Society must take a prominent role, and word on the street is that Little Red is the most feared werewolf hunter in London. I need you back to work. Agent Hunter will be expecting you to report in as soon as you are fully recovered.” 
 
    “Agent Hunter?” 
 
    “Edwin Hunter. Your new commanding officer.” 
 
    I frowned. “Sounds like a prat.” 
 
    Agent Greystock chuckled. “Well, I guess you’ll have to see for yourself. There is a lot of work ahead of you. Whichever wolves Her Majesty doesn’t send off to enjoy the wilds of Australia will be turned loose back on the street with nothing more than a promise that they will behave and follow the leadership of the new alpha.” 
 
    “Highly unlikely, you know.” 
 
    “Of course. That’s why you need to recover soon. London has always had a werewolf problem. It will be up to you to keep them in check. Get some rest, Clemeny. Her Majesty needs you,” she said with a smile then turned and headed back out of the room. 
 
    I lay back on my pillow and closed my good eye. 
 
    It would be all right. 
 
    Lionheart would get the packs in check, and I would get any outliers in hand. I’d recover and be back on the street in no time. Fenton was gone. And despite whatever ugly mess was under my bandages, nothing would stop me from keeping the streets of London safe. 
 
    I had never been afraid of a big bad wolf. 
 
    And I wouldn’t start now. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    It’s Mardi Gras in New Orleans, and Louisiana’s most prominent plantation owners have been invited to the exclusive Frog Prince Ball. But at the stroke of midnight, New Orleans’ bourgeoisie will learn that Leander and Modeste have other plans for this decadent krewe. 
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    The zydeco music brought to life by the accordions, violins, washboards, and drums played merrily inside the glittering ballroom. I gazed through the arching windows to see the revelers, bedecked in splendid gowns, suits, and elaborate masks, spinning around the room. They shimmered like jewels under the lights of the crystal chandeliers overhead. The Frog Prince Mardi Gras ball was in full swing. Champagne was flowing like the Mississippi as the masked revelers delighted in being invited to the exclusive venue. I sneered at the sight then looked away. 
 
    Outside the ballroom of Wisteria Plantation House, I stood alongside my father, sisters, Leander, and the gentleman in a brilliant white suit and mask who had orchestrated the entire operation. We knew him only as the prince. Most of our communication with the prince had taken place in writing. We still didn’t know who he really was. But that’s how he wanted it, and since he was about to give us everything we wanted, we could hardly disagree. 
 
    I fanned myself with the pretty paper fan the prince had given me. It was always muggy in New Orleans, but dolled up in twenty pounds of lace, silk, and taffeta, I was pretty sure I was going to pass out from the heat. 
 
    Searching for air, I looked up. The night’s sky was dotted with stars. The long branches of the oak trees, bearded with sweeping garlands of Spanish moss, barely moved in the still air. In the distance, the cicadas chirped. I closed my eyes, trying to soak in the little bit of breeze there was to be had. How anyone could spend night and day in a corset was well beyond me. As soon as this job was done, I was going back to my breeches and cotton top. 
 
    “Modeste, are you even listening?” my sister Marceline hissed from behind her Mardi Gras mask. The mask covered her face entirely, but I could still feel her scowl. 
 
    “Of course she’s listening,” Leander interjected on my behalf. 
 
    I glared at him. Why was that man always rushing to defend me? I could easily stick up for myself, especially against my sister. Of course, he couldn’t see my glare any more than I could see Marceline’s—I was wearing the same princess mask my sister wore—but when Leander met my eyes through the slits of his own mask, he looked away. Like me, he could feel the scowl. I glanced once more at Leander’s costume. Leander had on a fine white doublet with gold buttons, pantaloons, hose, and heels. And like everyone else, he wore a mask. While mine and Marceline’s masks were distinctly feminine, Leander’s mask was molded into the likeness of a frog. On his head, he wore a white wig and golden crown. Princesses and frogs. That’s what we were tonight, servants at the exclusive Frog Prince Maris Gras Ball. 
 
    The invitations for the ball, which had been printed in Paris and penned with real gold, had been sent to the best, wealthiest, and most prominent plantation owners in Louisiana. Tonight, the mysterious Frog Prince would hold his ball. Tomorrow, he would host the biggest slave auction the state had ever seen. His Royal Highness—the Frog Prince—was here to buy the best slaves New Orleans had to offer to work on his Bermudian island—at least that’s what the invitation had said. The plantation owners, pleased to make the acquaintance of true royalty—and make some money—had come in droves, bringing their “property” along with them. 
 
    I gritted my teeth when I thought of it. Somewhere on the other side of the beautiful plantation house filled with beautiful people listening to beautiful music and eating beautiful food, were men, women, and children who stood chained and waiting to be sold like cattle. Part of me wanted to lock all the doors of Wisteria Plantation House and set the place on fire. 
 
    But we had a better, smarter plan. 
 
    And murder was just unladylike. 
 
    “At the stroke of midnight, I will call for you to toss Modeste’s creations,” the prince said as he handed Marceline, Leander, and me baskets filled with what appeared to be gold coconuts, which were popular Mardi Gras favors. I lifted one and studied it. It had taken me weeks to get the design just right. The shells of the metal coconuts were perfect. They were gold, roughly spherical, and strong enough to withstand some jostling. With a little coin from the prince, we painted them a convincing gold color.  
 
    “When I signal, Modeste will activate the devices,” he said then looked at me. 
 
    I fingered the amulet hanging around my neck. While it looked like a simple locket, it was anything but. I nodded then said, “Be sure your masks are on securely. They will protect you.” 
 
    “Very well,” the prince said with a nod. “It is nearly time.” He extended his arm to my other sister, Manon. “Shall we?” he asked her. 
 
    She chuckled nervously. “Of course, Your Majesty. Papa, I will see you soon,” she told my father. 
 
    “Be careful. All of you,” my father said, looking from Manon, Marceline, to me. 
 
    Marceline patted my father’s arm then followed behind my sister and the prince. 
 
    “You’ll watch out for Modeste,” my father said to Leander, more commanding than asking. “She’s my princess.” 
 
    “Father,” I protested. Since I was the youngest, my father always called me his princess, and he always babied me. It annoyed me. But what annoyed me more was that my father seemed hell-bent on throwing Leander and me together. Leander served my father well, but what was he to me? Leander followed me around like a forlorn puppy. He was always there to help me, be there for me, and compliment me. It was annoying. I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Leander answered then offered me his arm. “Shall we, princess?” 
 
    I nodded to my father, then Leander and I headed toward the ballroom. As we neared the doors, I cast one last glance back. My father had already gone. He had his job. We had ours. I suppose I should have felt scared. I should have been worrying about the hundreds of things that could go wrong. I should have felt a lot of things, but mostly I felt sweaty, itchy, and ready to be done. And it was very distracting to walk around on Leander’s arm like we were a couple. 
 
    “How anyone thinks it’s manly to wear hose, heels, and a wig is beyond me,” Leander grumbled then tugged at the bottom of his white and gold doublet.  
 
    “I thought the hose gave your legs a nice shape,” I teased. 
 
    “Did you now?” Leander asked, his voice sounding playful. 
 
    Oh dear, I had not meant to start something. But the hose did give his legs a nice shape. In fact, his whole body was very muscular. I could feel the flex of the muscles in his arm which was linked with mine. He was fit, that was all. No harm in noticing something like that. 
 
    I chuckled nervously, but my voice cracked to a high whine that I hadn’t intended. Good Lord. “I’m about to pass out from the heat. This dress is ridiculous. Can’t wait to get back into my trousers.” 
 
    “Speaking of nice shapes.” 
 
    I elbowed him in the ribs. “My father said to look out for me, not flirt with me.” 
 
    “Careful. Don’t want to upset that basket,” he said, motioning toward his basket of golden coconuts. “But anyway, I am relatively sure your father said I should keep you safe and win your heart.” 
 
    “I most definitely did not hear him say you should win my heart.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re a woman. Men talk between the lines, as they say.” 
 
    “That may be, but someone ought to ask my opinion on the matter, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Maybe. Don’t you want a man with shapely legs?” 
 
    “I…well… That’s not the point,” I said with a nervous laugh. But he did, in fact, have a point. Would it be so bad to have such a devoted man? I wasn’t sure. Hardly seemed like there was any challenge to it. What fun was that? 
 
    Leander and I followed the others toward the glass door that led into the ballroom. As we drew close, the sounds of the music grew louder and livelier. They had switched tempo to a waltz. As we approached the door, two footmen—slaves, really—both dressed like frog princes held the doors open for us. 
 
    Manon and the prince had already gone inside, my sister Marceline slipping in behind them. When we entered, Leander let me go. No one would allow slaves—so everyone would think us—so close together in public. 
 
    The masquerade was a fantastic sight to behold. Everywhere I looked, ladies and gentlemen dressed in an array of finery spun about the dance floor. The ladies wore a dizzying display of colors: from deep ruby red to wisteria purple to shimmering silver and every color in between. The ladies in their elegant gowns, trimmed with lace, gold thread, and sparkling beads spun as if in a kaleidoscope. All the attendees wore porcelain or satin masks. Embellished with feathers, silk ribbons, and pearls, the ball attendees made a play as subterfuge. But it was clear that Lousiana’s wealth was on display. These were the richest plantation owners around, and they had all come out in their finest to the Frog Prince’s ball, enticed by the hint of real royalty.  
 
    But the true identity of the king and queen of the Mardi Gras ball was kept secret. At midnight, the attendees would learn who their benefactor was. I was excited to learn as well, but for entirely opposite reasons. 
 
    Aside from the debutantes and fine Louisiana families, the room was also filled with slaves waiting on their polished masters. Every male was dressed like Leander, wearing a frog mask, white suit, wig, and crown. Every female slave wore a pale green gown with a princess mask just like my own and Marceline’s. 
 
    A nervous knot tied in my stomach. What if something went wrong? What if they realized what was happening before we got the plan underway. I fingered the amulet hanging from my neck. 
 
    “It’ll be all right,” Leander whispered. 
 
    I cast a glance up at him. How had he known I was worrying? 
 
    “It’s almost time. Let’s get into position,” he whispered. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    We turned and went our separate ways. 
 
    Manon and the prince made their way around the room greeting all the well-to-do guests. My sister looked elegant in her pale purple gown, the train of which was decorated with peacock feathers. The high neck collar on her dress was similarly adorned, her porcelain mask painted with the bright teal and gold peacock designs. The prince lifted two flutes of champagne from the tray of a passing slave and handed one to my sister. Everyone’s life was on the line, but Manon was playing her part full tilt, exuding the confidence of the elite. In the end, she was the bravest of us all, standing there among them like that, laughing and joking. At the moment, I admired my sister. But I’d never let her know it. I scanned the room for my other sister, Marceline, who was dressed like me. She was at the back of the room, no more noticeable than a wall sconce. Leander stood opposite me. His basket of coconuts hooked on his arm, he held a tray on which the party revelers deposited their empty champagne glasses. My stomach twisted in anger when I realized that they were treating that excellent, caring, and dignified man like a table. 
 
    Frowning, I took my spot not far from the front dais. It was very near midnight. I held my basket in front of me. Other princesses stood beside me holding similar baskets. I saw green, purple, and gold beads sticking out of one basket, gold-colored coins in the second. 
 
    The prince and Manon made their way to the front, stopping along the way to shake hands with the most odious people in the parish. First, there was Charles Beauregard whose plantation boasted two hundred slaves. That number had been a bit higher, but Beauregard’s disinterest in the slave quarters had led to the death of many when they slaves got trapped in a fire that burned down their living quarters—such as they were. Then there was Remy Bienville whose slaves had gotten a fever and died when he made them work the sugar cane fields during a late fall hurricane. After Bienville, the prince spoke briefly to Bertrand Beauford who was the last of the indigo plant growers in Louisiana. While Beauford was rich beyond compare, he didn’t seem to mind much that the materials he used to process the indigo plants poisoned the slaves who worked his plantation. Small matter. One could always buy more slaves, right? 
 
    I watched Manon stiffen when she and the prince finally came to Delphine Rillieux, the ‘Gator of Lake Pontchartrain, as she was called. The slave owner was known for her sharp wit, tongue, and whip. I bit my lip when the ‘Gator dropped a little curtsey to my sister, swallowing the laugh that wanted to erupt from my lips. My sister’s gown and mask hid the color of her skin. Old Delphine might just die of a heart attack if she knew who she was really curtseying to. In truth, there was nothing remotely funny about Delphine Rillieux. It was her father’s plantation—now hers—from which my own parents had escaped. No. Nothing funny about that at all. 
 
    Manon and the prince took the dais as the massive clock ticked down to midnight. The revelers stirred, excited to finally learn the identity of the Frog Prince. I’d heard them whispering as I made my way through the crowd, ruminating on whether he was an Austrian prince, a secret heir to the House of Bourbon, some thought maybe Belgian or even Russian. But no one was sure. They didn’t know, but they saw wealth everywhere they looked. That was enough for them. After all, no one had lived in Wisteria Plantation House for decades. The elaborate estate was beyond the riches of even the wealthiest Louisianans, which was saying something. 
 
    “My friends,” the prince called, quieting the assembled crowd. “Thank you all for joining me here tonight. Tonight is very special. Tonight we shall honor the virtues at the heart of Mardis Gras: justice, faith, and power. It’s Fat Tuesday, and I have collected here the fattest in the land,” he said, waving his hand toward the assembled crowd. 
 
    Assuming he was applauding their fat wealth, the genteel crowd clapped politely. 
 
    “Let’s give them some cheer,” the prince called turning to those of us holding the favors. “Some coin for these poor, unfortunate souls,” the Prince called, motioning to the slaves holding the coins to toss them to the crowds. 
 
    Laughing and clapping, the cheerful assembly snatched the Frog Prince’s coins from the air. 
 
    “And these poor ladies. They don’t have enough gold and diamonds. My friends, whip your slaves harder. Your wives need more jewels,” the prince called. 
 
    The men laughed and called, “here, here.” 
 
    The prince motioned to the slaves holding the string of beads to toss them out. 
 
    The crowd laughed gleefully as they caught the beads. 
 
    “But as we all know, Fat Tuesday is always followed by Ash Wednesday. My friends, I thank you for bringing your finest men and women to my plantation tonight. I look forward to meeting the slaves you so kindly delivered to me.” 
 
    This brought a cheer from the crowd. 
 
    “Show us your face,” someone from the crowd called. 
 
    “Reveal your identity, Your Majesty,” another yelled. 
 
    “Not until midnight, my friends,” he said, pointing to the clock. “What a fun crowd. How about some golden coconuts, my friends. Sweet golden perfume to whet your insatiable thirst for wealth and power.” 
 
    There was tittering laughter, but then the prince motioned to Marceline, Leander, and me. 
 
    I said a quick prayer to God and started tossing the small metal coconuts. The crowd grabbed them from the air excitedly. 
 
    “Real gold. They are real gold,” one woman exclaimed, looking over the device. 
 
    The room was full of laughing, gleeful revelers. 
 
    “Ash Wednesday,” the prince said with a nod to the clock, “Is nearly upon us. Tomorrow, you shall see what true power is. It is our faith in a better tomorrow that brings you here tonight. And this Ash Wednesday, when everything you own turns to ash, we will finally see justice. I, the Frog Prince, will end your reign.” 
 
    The crowd went silent. 
 
    The clock chimed then, striking the first bell of midnight. 
 
    “And now, how about an unveiling? First, my queen,” he said, motioning to Manon. 
 
    My stomach dropped to the bottom of my feet. I eyed the crowd nervously. 
 
    The prince lifted Manon’s mask revealing the daughter of a former slave underneath. 
 
    So many of the assembly gasped at once that it seemed like the whole room took in a breath. 
 
    “Here is my beautiful queen.” 
 
    The clock chimed on. 
 
    I yanked my necklace from my neck and snapped open the device. 
 
    The clock chimed on. 
 
    “And now, your Frog Prince,” the prince called. 
 
    Turning the gears on the device, I shifted the pins around, getting the frequency just right. As I did so, I flicked my eye to the front of the room. The prince pulled off his mask and dropped it to the floor. 
 
    The clock chimed on. 
 
    I stared. 
 
    The audience went silent. 
 
    Even the slaves around me shifted in disbelief. 
 
    “That’s…Raphael Dupart,” someone in the crowd said. 
 
    It was Raphael Dupart, escaped slave turned famous abolitionist who was leading the fight against slavery in the United States. He was the symbol of freedom all enslaved people looked up to, a voice in the dark, a knight in the battle. It was his words we read at night to keep our spirits high when we were downtrodden, his promise of a free south that we believed in. I had seen his likeness many times before, but this was the first I had ever seen his face. Backed by the wealth of a free Europe, Raphael had fought for the liberation of the American south. And now, here he was. Right there. Right in front of us. Had Father known? Why hadn’t he just told us who the prince really was? 
 
    “Raphael Dupart,” the slave girl standing beside me whispered. It was the first time she had spoken or looked up all night. 
 
    The clock let out its last chime. 
 
    The prince nodded to me. 
 
    I pressed my finger on the device. 
 
    A loud, sharp whine emitted from the clockwork locket in my hand. Inside, the frequency modulator activated. All around the room, the golden coconuts responded precisely as I had intended. A small cap popped up on all of them and began emitting clouds of gas. 
 
    To be festive, I’d worked in some coloring to the nitrous gas. Massive plumes of green, gold, and purple smoke emitted from the coconuts and filled the room. 
 
    At once, the revelers began coughing and gagging. 
 
    “Thank you for a pleasant night, New Orleans. My princesses and frogs, keep your masks on and follow me…to freedom!” the prince called. 
 
    Manon and Raphael quickly pulled their masks back on. 
 
    “Follow them,” I said, motioning to all the slaves nearby. “Keep your masks on and follow them.” 
 
    I turned back in time to see the regal guests succumbing to the gas. One by one, like flowers wilting in the heat, the beautiful ladies dropped. 
 
    But then, among the crowd, one man pulled a gun from inside his vest. 
 
    “No,” I screamed and rushed him just as he took aim at Raphael Dupart. I reached him just in time, pushing the man’s arm. 
 
    The shot went off, but it missed its mark, hitting the wall instead. 
 
    The shooter swooned, and then his elbow crashed toward my face hard, hitting the bridge of my nose. At once, my mask toppled off. 
 
    I glanced around the room. I stood in a haze of purple, gold, and green smoke. It was thick as night. The wealthy plantation owners, their wives, and all the pretty debutantes lay sleeping on the ground at my feet.  
 
    I felt wetness under my nose and on my upper lip. A moment later, the tin taste of salt and metal dropped between my lips as pain shot through my nose, cheeks, and eyes. Dammit, that fool had broken my nose. 
 
    Involuntarily, I took a breath. 
 
    The toxic gas filled my lungs at once. I knew I had to close my mouth, not inhale, but now all I could do was cough. My eyes grew watery and black spots appeared before them. My knees felt week. 
 
    Disoriented, I looked around the room. If I could just get to the door. 
 
    A dark silhouette approached me. A moment later, Leander came into view. 
 
    “There you are! Modeste? Modeste, where is your mask?” 
 
    “Leander,” I whispered and reached out to him as my knees went weak. 
 
    Leander caught me then swept me up and into his arms. 
 
    He turned and rushed out of the ballroom. 
 
    I jangled weakly in his arms, barely able to keep my eyes open. But a few moments later, I felt the sticky warm summer air on my face and overhead, I saw stars. Orange, red, yellow, and green lights filled the skies. There were so many stars. 
 
    “Leander, the stars,” I whispered. 
 
    Leander chuckled. “Those aren’t stars, Modeste. Looks like that gas got its creator. That’s the aether railroad. The end of slavery in Louisiana begins tonight. Look, just look,” he said, motioning overhead. “Hundreds of airships. Hundreds of them. It’s happening all over the state. Tonight, we have liberated Louisiana. Take a deep breath, Modeste. Breathe in some clean air. Tonight, we have won. And tomorrow, slavery in Louisiana will be in ashes.” 
 
    I watched the stars—no, airships—overhead as Leander quickly ran toward a waiting vessel. There were so many of them. Ships filled the night’s sky transporting slaves to freedom. 
 
    “Up we go. I’ve got you, princess,” Leander told me then hoisted me over his shoulder. Holding onto the rope ladder with one hand and me with the other, Leander quickly climbed up to the waiting airship. 
 
    “They’re the last ones. Set sail, Captain,” I heard Raphael Dupart call. 
 
    Leander rushed to the other side of the airship then knelt, slowly lowering me down, holding my head against his chest. 
 
    “You did it, Modeste. Your device worked perfectly. When those plantation owners wake up, they’re going to have a hell of a headache. By then, it will be too late to stop us,” Leander whispered as he gently wiped the blood from my nose and lips with a handkerchief. 
 
    “Leander?” I whispered. 
 
    “You just rest now. It will take a bit for the gas to wear off. Close your eyes if you want. Sleep it off. Your sisters and father are on another ship, but I’m here.” 
 
    I inhaled deeply, breathing in the clean night air. My eyelids felt so heavy, but I fought it. “Leander?” 
 
    Leander chuckled. “Modeste?” 
 
    “Did you climb that ladder one-handed—in heels—to save me?” 
 
    “I sure did.” 
 
    I felt Leander’s strong arms around me and the drumming of his loyal heart in my ears. 
 
    “Leander?” 
 
    “Modeste?” 
 
    “I love your legs.” 
 
    “I love you, Modeste.” 
 
    I looked up at him, gazing into his deep brown eyes. “Then kiss me, frog. And when I wake up, you’ll be my prince.” 
 
    He laughed. “Anything you want, princess,” he said then set the softest, sweetest kiss on my lips. 
 
    As my eyes closed, I savored that sweet kiss. Then we drifted up, straight into heaven.  
 
    * * * 
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    London, 1823. It has been one of the worst days in Lily Stargazer's life. She lost the London leg of the World Airship Grand Prix. A harlequin shoved a kaleidoscope down her pants, told her to fly to Venice, then threw himself from her airship tower. And her lover, Lord Byron, is living in exile abroad. What's a girl to do? For Lily, the answer is easy: drink absinthe and smoke opium. 
 
      
 
    Lily's efforts to drown her problems fail miserably, and she soon finds herself at the heart of an ancient mystery which has her running from her past and chasing true love along the way. 
 
      
 
    Dive into Melanie Karsak's award-winning steampunk universe, and meet the lovable but damaged airship racer Lily Stargazer and her crew. 
 
      
 
    **Adult novel. Readers of my Steampunk Fairy Tales and Steampunk Red Riding Hood series will find the Airship Racing Chronicles darker and sexier. But broken people often have the best stories. That said,due to depictions of drug use and steamy scenes, this novel is best suited for mature readers.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    I was going to lose—again. I gripped the brass handles on the wheel and turned the airship sharply port. The tiller vibrated in protest making the wheel shake and my wrist bones ache. Bracing my knees against the spokes, I tore off my brown leather gloves to get a better feel. The metal handgrips were smooth and cold. My fingers tingled from the chill. 
 
    “Easy,” I whispered to the Stargazer. I looked up from my position at the wheelstand, past the ropes, burner basket, and balloon, toward the clouds. They were drifting slowly left in a periwinkle blue sky. There’d be an updraft as we passed over the green-brown waters of the canal near Buckingham House. I locked the wheel and jumped from the wheelstand onto the deck of the gondola and looked over the rail. The canal waters were a hundred feet away. I ran back to the wheel and steadied the ship. If I caught the updraft, it would propel me up and forward and give me an edge. 
 
    “Cutter caught it, Lily,” Jessup yelled down from the burner basket below the balloon opening. “Up he goes,” he added, looking out through his spyglass. The gold polish on the spyglass reflected the fire from the burner. 
 
    “Dammit!” I snapped down my binocular lense. I saw Hank Cutter’s red-and-white striped balloon rise upward. At the top, he pitched forward with great momentum, catching a horizontal wind. I could just make out Cutter at the wheel. His blond hair blew wildly around him. He turned and waved to me. Wanker. 
 
    I was not as lucky. Just as the bow of the Stargazer reached the water, a stray wind came in and blew us leeward. The balloon jiggled violently in the turbulent air. I missed the air pocket altogether. 
 
    “No! No, no, no!” I cursed and steadied the ship. I had chased Cutter from Edinburgh across the Scottish and English countryside. He had been off his game all day. I’d had him by half a mile the entire race. With the bottom feeders lingering somewhere in the distance behind us, I’d thought the London leg of the 1823 Airship Grand Prix would be mine. That was until St. Albans, where Cutter caught a random breeze that pushed him slightly in front of me. Cutter had a knack for catching favorable winds; it was not a talent I shared. 
 
    “We’re coming up on Westminster,” Jessup yelled down from the basket. “Lily, drop altitude. Cutter is too high. Come in low and fast, and you might overtake him.” 
 
    The airship towers sat at the pier near the Palace of Westminster along the Thames. A carnival atmosphere had overtaken the city as it always does on race day. Colorful tents were set up everywhere. Vendors hawked their wares to excited Londoners and international visitors. I could hear the merchants barking from their tents even from this far above. I fancied I could smell roasted peanuts in the wind. 
 
    I jumped down from the wheelstand, ran across the deck, and pulled the valve cord, opening the flap at the top of the balloon. Hot air released with a hiss. I kept one eye on the balloon and another eye on Tinkers’ Tower. At this time of day, the heat coming off of the Palace of Westminster and Tinkers’ Tower would give us a bump. I looked up. Cutter had started preparing his descent. It would be close. 
 
    I ran back to the wheel. 
 
    “Angus, I need more speed,” I yelled down to the gear galley, rapping on the wooden hatch that led to the rods, belts, and propeller parts below. 
 
    Angus slapped open the hatch and stuck out his bald head. His face was covered in grease, and his blue-lense monocle glimmered in the sunlight. He looked up at the clouds and back at me. 
 
    “Let’s giddyup,” I called to him. 
 
    “You trying the Tower sling?” he yelled back. 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    He laughed wildly. “That’s my lassie,” he yelled and dropped back down, pulling the wood hatch closed with a clap. I heard the gears grind, and the propeller, which had been turning nice and steady, began to hum loudly. The ship pitched forward. Within moments, we were coming up on Tinkers’ Tower. The airship towers were just a stone’s throw away. 
 
    I aimed the ship directly toward Tinkers’ Tower. Just as the bowsprit neared the clock, I yanked the wheel. The warm air caught us. 
 
    “Whoa!” Jessup yelled as the balloon moved within arm’s length of the tower. 
 
    The sound of “Ohhs!” echoed from the crowd below. 
 
    A mix of warm air and propulsion gave us some go, and seconds later we were slingshotting around Tinkers’ Tower toward the airship platforms. Gliding in on warm air and momentum, we flew fast and low. 
 
    Cutter had kept it high, but now he was dropping like a stone toward his own tower. Damned American. I didn’t blame him; I would have used the same move. His balloon was releasing so much air that I wondered if he would be able to slow down in time, not that I would have minded seeing him smash to the ground in a million pieces. 
 
    “It’s going to be close,” Jessup yelled as he adjusted the heat pan. 
 
    I guided the helm. The Stargazer was temperamental, but we understood one another. A shake of the wheel warned me I was pushing too hard. “Almost there,” I whispered to the ship. 
 
    The Grand Prix Marshalls were standing on the platform. Cutter and I had the end towers. I was going to make it. 
 
    “Cut propulsion,” I yelled toward the gear galley. On the floor near the wheelstand, a rope led to a bell in the galley. I rang it twice. The propeller switched off. 
 
    A soft, sweet wind blew in from the port side. It ruffled my hair around my shoulders. I closed my eyes and turned the wheel slightly starboard, guiding the ship in. Moments later, I heard a jubilant cheer erupt from the American side and an explosion from the firework cannon signaling the winner had been declared. My eyes popped open. I tore off my goggles and looked starboard. Cutter’s balloon was docked. I threw the goggles onto the deck and set my forehead against the wheel. 
 
    The Stargazer settled into her dock. Jessup set the balloon on hover and, grabbing a rope, swung down to the deck. He then threw the lead lines and anchors onto the platform. The beautifully dressed crowd, gentlemen in suits and top hats and fancy ladies in a rainbow of satin gowns carrying parasols, rushed toward the American end of the platform to congratulate the winner. 
 
    I was, once again, a national disgrace. Lily the loser. Lily second place. Perhaps I would never be anything more than a ferrywoman, a cheap air jockey. 
 
    “Good job, Lily. Second place!” Jessup said joining me. He patted me on the shoulder. 
 
    I sighed deeply and unbuttoned my vest. The tension had me sweating; I could feel it dripping down from my neck, between my breasts, into my corset. 
 
    “You did great,” I told Jessup. “Sorry I let you down.” 
 
    “Ah, Lily,” he sighed. 
 
    Angus emerged from below wiping sweat from his head with a greasy rag. He pulled off his monocle. He frowned toward the American side. “Well, we beat the French,” he said with a shrug and kissed me on the cheek, smearing grease on me. 
 
     “Good job, Angus. Thank you,” I said, taking him by the chin and giving him a little shake as I wrinkled my nose and smiled at him. 
 
    Angus laughed and dropped his arm around Jessup’s shoulders. They grinned happily at one another. 
 
    “You stink, brother,” Jessup told him. 
 
    “It’s a wee bit toasty down there. Besides, I pedaled this ship across the entire fucking country while you were up here looking at the birds. That, my friend, is the smell of success.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “You pedaled the ship?” Jessup asked mockingly. “Like Lil and I were just up here playing cards? If I didn’t keep the balloon aloft, your ass would be kissing the ground.” 
 
    “Now wait a minute. Are you saying your job is more important that mine?” Angus retorted. 
 
    I could see where this was going. “Gents.” 
 
    “More important? Now why would I say that? Just because I’m the one . . .” Jessup started and then his mouth ran. 
 
    “Gents.” 
 
    “…and another thing…” Jessup went on. 
 
    “Gentlemen! Our audience awaits,” I said cutting them both off, motioning to the well-shod crowd who waited for us on the loading platform outside the Stargazer. 
 
    I grinned at my crew. “Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    I patted the rail of the Stargazer. “Thanks,” I whispered to her, and we exited onto the platform. 
 
    A reporter from the London Times and several race officials stood waiting for me. 
 
    “Well done, Lily! Well done!” the British race official congratulated me with a pat on the back. “Second place! King George will be so proud. One of these days you’ll have it, by God.” 
 
    I was pretty sure that the last thing I needed was the attention of George IV, the extravagant, unpopular lush. But I bit my tongue and smiled politely. 
 
    “Lily, how did Cutter beat you? You led the entire race,” the reporter asked. She was a round woman wearing a very thick black lace collar that looked like it was choking her. Her heavy purple walking dress looked hot under the late afternoon summer sun, and the brim of her black satin cap barely shaded her nose. I noticed, however, that she had a small clockwork fan pin attached to her chest. The fan wagged cool air toward her face. 
 
    I pulled off my cap, mopped my forehead, and thought about the question. “Luck,” I replied. 
 
    “Lily, that was some move around Tinkers’ Tower. How did you learn to do that?” another reporter asked. 
 
    “My father,” I lied. 
 
    “Make way, make way,” one of the race officials called, ushering a Marshall forward. 
 
    The Marshall looked like someone who lingered an hour too long at supper. The gold buttons on his satin, marigold colored vest would take an eye out if they popped. His overly tall top hat was adorned with a ring of flowers that matched his striking orange colored dress coat. 
 
    “Miss Stargazer, congratulations,” he said, shaking my hand. “The Spanish airship is coming in now. Will you please join Mr. Cutter at the winners’ podium?” he asked politely as he guided me forward by the hand. 
 
    From below there was a commotion. A man dressed in an unusual costume rushed up the stairs. The London constables, a full squadron of the Bow Street Runners, chased him. When he got to the loading platform, the man pushed through a crowd of well-dressed ladies and gentlemen, many of whom were gentry. It was then I could see he was dressed as a harlequin. He wore the traditional red and black checked outfit and a black mask. He scanned the towers until he caught sight of me. He jumped, landing on the tower railing, and ran toward me. A woman in the crowd screamed. Moments later the constables appeared on the platform. The race Marshalls pointed toward the harlequin who was making a beeline for me. 
 
    I let go of the Marshall’s hand and stepped back toward the ship. 
 
    “Lily,” Jessup warned, moving protectively toward me. 
 
    Angus reached over the deck of the Stargazer and grabbed a very large wrench. 
 
    Was it an assassin? Christ, would someone murder me for winning second place? I turned and ran toward the Stargazer. A moment later, the harlequin flipped from the rail, grabbed one of the Stargazer’s ropes, and swinging over the others, landed on the platform directly in front of me. Any second now, I would be dead. 
 
    He panted and muttered “Lily?” from behind the mask. 
 
    “Stop that man! Stop him!” a constable yelled. 
 
    “Get out of my way!” Angus roared at the crowd that had thronged in between us. 
 
    The masked man grabbed me, tugged on the front of my trousers, and leaned into my ear. The long nose of the mask tickled the side of my face. “Go to Venice,” he whispered as he stuffed something down the front of my pants. 
 
    “We got you now,” a constable said, grabbing him, raising his club. 
 
    The man shook him off, took two steps backward, and with a jump, leapt off the tower. 
 
    Several people in the crowd screamed. 
 
    I rushed to the side of the tower to see the harlequin lying at its base. His body was twisted, and his arms and legs bent oddly, contorted into three distinct points. Blood began pooling around him. 
 
    “Miss Stargazer, are you all right?” a constable asked. 
 
    “A man just killed himself in front of me. No, I am not all right.” 
 
    “I mean, are you harmed? Did he hurt you?” 
 
    I shook my head and looked down at the mangled body which lay in the shape of a three-sided triskelion. It was the same symbol that was painted on the balloon of the Stargazer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Absinthe,” I told Rheneas, setting my trophy on the bar. 
 
    He laughed. “Of course, Lily. Hey, you did good today.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, it was all great. Losing. Having a man kill himself in front of me. All good,” I replied. 
 
    “You’re getting to be a grouch in your old age, Lil,” he replied with an injured laugh, his face crumpling. 
 
    “Sorry, Rhe,” I said, feeling regretful for my sharp words. 
 
    “Well, nobody likes to lose to an American. Right, gents?” Rheneas called to the crowd who booed in reply. Rheneas set his hand on mine. He poured me a glass of the green fairy then slid me the iced water along with the plate of sugar cubes and a spoon. “That one is on me.” 
 
    I leaned across the counter and kissed Rheneas on top of his bald head. I popped a sugar cube into my mouth and sipped the drink. The spirit dissolved the sugar on contact. My mouth filled with the exploding taste of sweet and the sharp taste of alcohol. I could smell the anise, fennel, and other herbs in the absinthe. I closed my eyes and let it slide down my throat. Heaven. After two more glasses, I was feeling remarkably better. 
 
    “I’m headed to the back,” I told Rheneas. 
 
    “Why don’t you leave that with me?” he replied, looking at the trophy. 
 
    I gazed at the cup. It was shaped like a hot air balloon. The stem of the trophy was the basket. The top of the balloon was open at the pinnacle and suitable for drinking. It was a heavy piece with inlaid silver filigree. The trophy, once I’d sold it, would probably keep the Stargazer outfitted until the next race. 
 
    With the death of the harlequin, the trophy ceremony had been suspended. The Marshalls had given Cutter, me, and the Spanish airship racer, Alejandro Fernando, our awards behind the scenes as the constables ushered everyone away from the airship platforms. Just like that, after two solid months of preparation, it was all over. Cutter had invited me for dinner at some fancy place in Kensington, but I passed. The boys headed to Scarlette’s Hopper, a tavern near the towers, and I headed home to Covent Garden. 
 
    I looked at the cup and back at Rheneas. He was right. 
 
    “All right,” I said, pushing it toward him. “I’ll be back for it later. Either that, or I know where you live.” 
 
    Rheneas laughed. “You should stop by. My wife has been asking for you.” 
 
    Flying on absinthe, I wound my way back to the opium den. My head felt light and dizzy. The pent-up tension from the race finally started to leave my body. The green fairy had already led me to another plane. I was seeing stars by the time Miss O led me to my opium cot. 
 
    “Lily! You here to celebrate?” Miss O asked, her naked breasts hanging in my face as she set out the equipment for me, including my favorite pipe. 
 
    “Oh yes.” 
 
    “You need anything else, baby? Want me to bring you someone? We got a new girl. How about a nice tickle?” she asked, rubbing her hands over my breasts. 
 
    I laughed. “Miss O. Go away,” I replied, smacking her playfully on the ass as she headed out. 
 
    “Call if you need anything or if you change your mind,” she said, wiggling her tongue at me, then closed the curtain. 
 
    I picked up the engraved brass and wood pipe and lit the opium. I inhaled deeply, the smoke filling my mouth. The sweet scent of the burning herb filled the air around me. I closed my eyes and let the opium do its work. After a few hits, I felt like the world around me had begun to slow. The voices outside my cot seemed drawn out, Miss O’s laughter ringing like a slow gong. My head filled with a light haze. I felt deeply relaxed. Finally alone, I decided to find out what, exactly, the harlequin had passed to me. 
 
    No one had seen him stick the package in my pants. When the constables questioned me, I declined to offer more information than they needed. I told them the clown had asked me to marry him, and I’d said no. Then, he jumped. They didn’t need to know anything else. 
 
    The constables had bitched bitterly when they discovered the harlequin had nothing on him except his mask. Apparently he’d been making a ruckus across London all day. He had manhandled an undersecretary at a downtown office and made off with some papers, stolen something from a cathedral, beaten the priest who’d tried to stop him, and knocked out two of the Bow Street boys to get onto the tower. 
 
    They did, however, ask me to identify him. 
 
    When they removed his mask, we discovered he was young and very handsome. “I’ve never seen him before,” I told them truthfully, a lump rising in my throat all the same. 
 
     “Well, that’s it then. Just some loon. Probably was so depressed she rejected him that he killed himself. After all, no one goes around dressed like that,” the Captain told his underlings. 
 
     “Unless they are a harlequin,” I said. 
 
    “Well, yes, of course,” the Captain replied, irritated. With that, they closed the case. 
 
    I pulled the package out of my pants and unwrapped it. At first I thought it was a spyglass. It was long, gold polished, and had strange symbols engraved all over it. It looked very old. I lifted it, expecting to see magnification, but my eye was met instead by a waterfall of color. A kaleidoscope? Why had someone died to pass me a kaleidoscope? 
 
    I lay back, taking another hit of opium, and looked at the colors. They were exceptionally vivid. I had never seen a kaleidoscope so brightly hued. I turned the glass around and around. Inside the colors changed, at least in my imagination, from vistas of flower filled fields, to bouquets of lilies, to the floral pattern on my mother’s everyday housedress. I stopped. That was an image I had completely forgotten until that moment. Sighing, I turned the kaleidoscope again while my eyes drooped. 
 
    I was sweating. I could not move. I stared down at my foster father’s body lying on the cobblestone street, blood pouring from his mouth and ears. I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t make a sound. I twisted and turned, unable to get away from the sight. It was so hot. I could not breathe. 
 
    “She’s in here,” Miss O’s voice broke in. “You want me to bring a couple of girls again?” 
 
    “No. Not this time.” 
 
    “Lily, visitor,” Miss O called. 
 
    My eyes popped open. I gasped for breath. 
 
    “Bad dream?” he asked. 
 
    “Lord Byron?” I said, surprised, as I tried to pull myself together. I mopped the sweat from my brow. As always, the fucking nightmares. Would it ever end? “Now, what brings you to this den of sin?” 
 
    “I looked for you after the race. I couldn’t find you anywhere. Naturally, then, I knew you would be here,” he said, sitting down on the cot beside me. He lifted the pipe and took a toke. How handsome he looked in the dim light, his chestnut colored hair curling around his ears, his skin, with its alabaster sheen, making him look otherworldly. His pouty red lips always seemed hungry. And then there were his eyes, as clear and blue as a spring sky. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, but why are you in London?” I asked him. He handed the pipe to me. I inhaled deeply. The opium made a haze of everything. I felt like I was experiencing the world from a forty foot distance. 
 
    “Some legal matters needed immediate and personal attention. And I came, of course, for the race. But I’m leaving for Athens at dawn,” he said, stroking my leg. He toked again then poured himself a glass of absinthe from the small decanter beside the cot. He popped a sugar cube and drank the absinthe in one long swallow. 
 
    “So soon?” I said with a sly grin as I grabbed hold of his belt, my fingers inside his pants. 
 
    “That’s time enough,” he replied, “unless, of course, my absence has cured your love for me,” Byron said with a smile. 
 
    “Love?” 
 
    “Of course. It is the duty of a lover to love. Ah, but I forget myself. I have a gift for you,” Byron replied. 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small wooden box. He handed it to me. 
 
    I took another toke then set the pipe down. “What is this for?” 
 
    “Your service to your country,” he replied. 
 
    “Ah yes, how the British love a loser.” 
 
    Byron leaned in and kissed my cheek and ear. “We are giants. That is the reason we cannot tolerate anything less than excellence. Open it,” he whispered. 
 
    I opened the lid to discover a small metal pin tinkered into the shape of a lily. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Ah, but that’s not all. Watch,” he said and tapped one of the intricately designed carpels extending from the center of the lily. With that, the flower came to life. The petals flexed up and down as if they were in the breeze, the carpels waving in coordination. “A lily that never loses its fragrance. A delicacy that never wilts. It is common metal, yes, but strikingly beautiful in its complexity.” 
 
    I stared at it. It was amazing. I set the box down, and lying back, pulled Byron on top of me. I kissed him deeply, my tongue roving inside his mouth, my fingers twisting around his curly hair. I could taste the sugar and alcohol on his lips. His intoxicating scent of patchouli and orange blossom overwhelmed me. 
 
    He moved to unbuckle my corset. “No buttons?” he asked. Puzzled, he eyed the corset with great interest. 
 
    Guiding his hand, I set it on the small metal rosette at the center of the corset between my breasts. “Press down.” 
 
    When he did, the mechanism inside released and the corset fell open. At once, I was topless. 
 
    “Now, that is amazing,” he said, spreading his hands wide. 
 
    “A friend designed it for me. I think it will become fashionable.” 
 
    “If men have anything to say about it, indeed.” He lifted a sugar cube off the tray and licked it once, rubbing it on my nipples. He then nuzzled my breasts as he pulled off my belt. 
 
    I slid out of my pants and pulled the corset aside. I helped Byron unbutton his vest and pulled off the blousy white shirt that lay beneath. Moments later his boots and pants were off too. 
 
    Byron was an infamous lover, and I think many wondered at the relationship between us. It was not that I was so beautiful, so smart, or so alluring that enchanted him. What Byron liked best about me was that I knew what he wanted-it was the same thing I wanted. 
 
    I grabbed my belt and pushed Byron down on the cot. He smiled at me. With a wink, I grabbed his hands and belted them together, cinching the belt tightly to the post. I straddled his waist. Then I leaned in and kissed him deeply. I sat back up. We were locked into a deep stare; then, I hit him hard. Blood leaked from the corner of his mouth. He stuck his tongue out and tasted it. 
 
    “Again,” he whispered. 
 
    I did as he asked, again and again. When tears of pain finally came to his eyes, I stuck him inside me and rode him hard. After I untied him, he grabbed my breasts roughly, squeezing the nipples until I cried out. He was good, knowing just how and when to raise and lower his hips. The first moments were strikingly clear but then the rest became a blur of flesh and feeling. I remember untying him, being flipped on my stomach, and the sharp feel of a lash on my ass, but after that everything else was hazy. 
 
    I woke an hour or so later to find Byron lying beside me looking into the kaleidoscope. My post-opium head was already starting to ache. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” he asked, turning it. 
 
    “The harlequin passed it to me before he jumped.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied. I sat up and opened the curtain. “Miss O?” I called. 
 
    I could see from the open skylight that it was dark outside. An airship passed over; it was a passenger transport. 
 
    “Baby, your lip is bleeding,” Miss O said when she came up to me. She handed me a handkerchief. 
 
    “Thanks. Can you bring some water?” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied and walked away. 
 
    I leaned back in and blotted the blood from my lip. Byron smiled apologetically, but I shrugged. I noticed he had a dark ring under his eye. I said nothing. 
 
    “Did the harlequin say anything?” Byron asked, rolling over. 
 
    I looked at his naked body. I loved making love to him, but there was something so endearing about seeing Byron naked and unaroused that moved me. It almost made the great Lord Byron seem vulnerable. 
 
    “He asked if I was Lily, told me to go to Venice, and stuck this in my trousers.” 
 
    Byron half laughed, half grunted. “When are you leaving?” 
 
    “I cannot afford a holiday to Venice, my Lord,” I said jokingly, taking the kaleidoscope from his hands. 
 
    I put it to my eye again. Once more, I was treated to the beautiful colors. 
 
    “What about your prize money?” 
 
    “Used immediately to settle my debts. I still have to hawk the trophy; the money from that will cover most of the Stargazer’s expenses with a few crowns left over to feed myself. But I need to take fares and get ready for the next race.” 
 
    Byron looked at the kaleidoscope. “No. You should go. It is, after all, Venice,” he said, looking wistful, “a place where dying glory smiles. It is the perfect place for an escape. I have people there who can help you. I will arrange a place for you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You already do too much for me. Besides, I have fares lined up starting tomorrow.” 
 
    “My secretary will cancel them. Do this, Lily.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because this was given to you—specifically.” 
 
    “By some crazed racing fan. It probably means nothing.” 
 
    But both Byron and I knew it meant something, even if we were not sure what. 
 
    He took the kaleidoscope from my hands again and looked at the engraved symbols on the side. “Take it to Venice, to the clockworks in St. Mark’s Square. Someone will know what it is.” 
 
    I looked deeply at him, studying his handsome face as he examined the kaleidoscope. Every time I was with Byron, I felt a rush of excitement. While my stomach filled with girlish butterflies, my body ached for his rough embrace. I set my chin on his shoulder and inhaled deeply, breathing in his sweet scent. 
 
    He smiled wistfully at me then lifted the handkerchief and blotted my lip. “Lily,” he whispered fondly. 
 
    I reached out and stroked his cheek. 
 
    “Water,” Miss O called and handed in a serving platter. 
 
    Taking the tray, Byron uttered a distracted “Thank you.” 
 
    Miss O nodded but said nothing. God knows what she had heard or what she was thinking. With a sigh, Byron started pulling on his clothes. I handed him a glass of water which he drank greedily. Then he pulled on his boots. 
 
    “Now,” he said, and I could see that this was his goodbye, “I insist. Just go. Here,” he said, handing me his coin pouch, “take this. My secretary will meet you in the morning with another sum and my contacts, and he’ll settle with your customers.” 
 
    “George…” I began, but I was not sure what to say. I wanted to go, but I did not want to take his money. 
 
    He rose then and came to stand outside of the cot. “Oh yes, this too,” he said and handed me a bottle of amber colored laudanum. “For the trip. It takes the edge off. Trelawny found a great supplier. It’s the best I’ve had,” he said and leaned in. “Besides you,” he added and kissed me. “Write and let me know what you discover. And Lily, have fun,” he said with a sly grin then walked away. 
 
    “My lord…my lord,” Byron was greeted by others in the den as he passed. Moments later, he was gone. 
 
    I lay back on the cot. Opening the bottle, I tasted just a small drop of the laudanum. It was good. I looked at the kaleidoscope again. When I looked inside this time, however, I thought I saw, for just a moment, a strikingly beautiful woman—all in gold gazing at me. 
 
    I lowered the kaleidoscope then looked again. This time, I saw only colored glass. It was probably just the laudanum playing tricks on me. I lay back. What the hell. I would go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    I woke the next morning feeling like an elephant was thundering around in my head. I didn’t remember how I got there, but I had made it home to my second floor flat on Hart Street. My mouth felt sticky and tasted like the bottom of my boots. I clanged around in my small kitchen and put on a pot of tea. When I pushed open the curtains I discovered it was already late morning. The sunlight made me wince. I put on my dark glasses and sat holding my aching head until the teapot whistled. 
 
    I stumbled back into the kitchen and poured myself a cup. The tart black tea washed away the gummy sourness in my mouth but did nothing to relieve the headache. From the pantry, I pulled out a tin of tobacco. Two months earlier I had raced in the New York City leg of the Grand Prix. I’d come in second, again, but Cutter was nice enough to give me a tin of his family’s tobacco. It was good quality. I pushed a small pinch of the dried tobacco into a pipe. Despite my hopes, it did nothing to ease the headache. 
 
    I went back to the pantry to discover that, besides tea and sugar, I had nothing to eat in the flat. The days leading up to the race were always like that. I could only focus on one thing: winning. 
 
    I noticed then that the kaleidoscope was lying on the kitchen table wrapped in its cloth. I sat at the table considering it while I drank. After I finished the cup of tea, I looked down at the tea leaves. I was not a scryer, but I always impressed people with my ability to bullshit their fortune. I looked down at the pattern in the bottom of the cup. I saw, very clearly, the shape of a swan. 
 
    Forcing myself to get up, I washed my face and combed my hair. I took out the pin Byron had given me and fastened it on the side of my cap. It was already hot. I stripped off yesterday’s clothes and redressed. I pulled on some belted stockings, leather shorts with suspenders, and a scoop necked white lace top. I slid on my black leather knee-high boots and a matching shoulder shrug with a large satin red rose. Securing the kaleidoscope in my satchel, I tossed on my cap and headed out. 
 
    The second I pushed open the door leading to narrow Hart Street, I regretted getting out of bed. The smell of the fruit and flowers being sold in the street coupled with the wafting smell of horse manure filled my nose. Unable to control myself, I leaned into the alley and vomited. That wasn’t a good way to start the day. 
 
    I began the mile long trek back to the airship towers. My glasses on, I kept my head low. The sunlight burned my eyes and made my head throb. Hart Street was relatively quiet in the morning. The sound of the vendors and children and their mothers’ scolding them filled the streets. It was quite different from the raucous sounds of the night when the theaters, taverns, brothels, and opium dens were in full swing. Traveling down the cobblestone, I was happy to notice the pillory stocks were empty; apparently the constables were leaving the man-loving dandies at rest today. 
 
    I had just turned toward King Street when I heard someone call my name. 
 
    “Miss Stargazer?” someone called from behind me. 
 
    Oh lord, the last thing I needed was an adoring fan or a problem. I kept walking, pretending I had not heard. 
 
    “Begging your pardon, are you Lily Stargazer?” someone called again, and I heard feet hurriedly crossing the street behind me. “Miss?” the someone asked as he came up alongside me. 
 
    I turned to find myself looking at a very young priest with a very bruised face. I knew at once who he must be. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said. 
 
    I must not have smelled as good as I thought. I saw him take a sharp breath. I guess I’d grown used to the lingering smell of alcohol and opium. Regardless, he smiled tolerantly at me. He was quite young. His sandy brown hair was cut short, and he had alluringly blue eyes. He was not half bad. “Are you Miss Stargazer?” 
 
    “Obviously,” I replied. Not many London women were in the habit of dressing like an air jockey. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I was just trying to be polite. I heard about the harlequin yesterday. He confronted me as well. I was hoping I could speak with you for a moment?” he said and looked suspiciously around him. Clearly, he was not comfortable being in an area of town with such ill repute. Even though I was in a hurry, I felt bad for him. 
 
    “Sure, why not,” I said sympathetically. “There is a teahouse across the way.” I turned and headed in the direction of Mrs. Mulligan’s. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, relieved. “I am sure you are very busy. Thank you for your time,” he said as he tried to keep pace with me. His long black skirts swished above the stone streets as he walked. 
 
    The bell on the door of Mrs. Mulligan’s teahouse jingled when we entered. We took a seat close to the window. I pulled off my glasses and hat. I noticed that several of the patrons looked up to inspect us when we entered. An air jockey and a busted up priest, we must have made an odd pair. Someone said my name in a whisper. 
 
    The teahouse was quaint. The walls were papered with a blue and yellow floral pattern. Each table had a white lace tablecloth and a small bouquet of irises at the center. 
 
    “Mornin’, Lily,” Mrs. Mulligan said. She was a stout woman who wore a blue cotton gown and a stiff white apron. She set a chipped teapot on the table, clattered down two old cups and saucers, and poured the priest and me tea into mismatched cups: mine bore a yellow daffodil; the priest’s had a dark blue stripe. 
 
    “Want anything?” she asked me. 
 
    My stomach still had not decided if I was hungry or sick. “Let’s have two lemon scones,” I told her. I could not remember the last time I’d actually eaten something. 
 
    I lifted two cubes of sugar and dropped them into the tea, splashing drops onto the white tablecloth. I stirred the tea and looked up at the priest. 
 
    He looked around, taking everything in, then slid a slice of lemon into his tea. “I’m Father Magill,” he introduced. “I heard the harlequin attacked you at the race yesterday.” 
 
    “Well, ‘attacked’ is a bit strong. You look attacked. I was just rattled,” I paused. “You’re a bit young to be a priest, aren’t you?” I lifted the teacup and saucer. My hands were trembling terribly; the china clattered. I set the saucer down, took a quick sip of tea, and returned the cup. 
 
    The priest’s watchful eyes took in my shaking hands. 
 
    “I haven’t eaten,” I explained in something of a lie. 
 
    He looked carefully at me. “You’re a bit young to be an airship racer, aren’t you?” he said with a grin. His face dimpled at the corners when he smiled. He was far too handsome to be a priest, black eye aside. Or, perhaps, included. 
 
    I decided then that I liked him. I smiled. “Yeah, I see what you did there. Now, what do you want from me?” I asked. 
 
    Mrs. Mulligan returned with the scones. They were baked to a golden yellow. I could smell the thin lemon glaze on the top and just a hint of the sweet scent of vanilla. My stomach growled. 
 
    Right away, Father Magill lifted his scone and took a bite. He sighed, savoring the flavors. 
 
    It was my turn to look carefully at him. 
 
    “The church pantries are somewhat limited,” he said in what I suspected was something of a lie. “The harlequin stole an artifact from the church and left me with this little gift,” he said pointing to his eye. “I’m trying to track down the item, and the constables have been no help. My superiors asked me to see if you knew anything. They are put out that it’s missing, and ultimately, it is my fault it got away.” 
 
    “Is it? What kind of artifact?” I asked and took a bite. The scone was good, and my stomach decided to cooperate. 
 
    “Well, I’m not really able to say,” he replied, looking rather embarrassed. 
 
    I laughed. It figured. I then told Father Magill the same lie I had told the constables. 
 
    The priest looked disappointed. He took another bite of the scone and stared down at his plate. His forehead wrinkled with stressed distraction. I suspected that his superiors were more than a little put out. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked, sipping my tea. 
 
    He raised his blue eyes and looked at me. “Arthur,” he replied. 
 
    “Arthur. Savior from the Saxons. Wielder of Excalibur.” 
 
    Arthur smiled. “And how did you end up with the name Lily?” he asked. 
 
    “When my mother dumped me at the orphanage before they hauled her off to debtors’ prison, she left me with a bouquet of lilies. She hoped it would make the nuns like me. From then on, they called me Lily.” 
 
    Arthur looked surprised. “How old were you?” 
 
    “About five.” 
 
    “You said they called you Lily. Did you have another name?” 
 
    I grinned at him. “Guinevere,” I lied. 
 
    “Really?” Arthur asked with a heavy laugh. He rubbed his knuckles across his lips while he looked me over. A moment later, he seemed to come to himself. He lowered his hand, and his eyes, and took a deep breath. “Your mother, what happened to her?” he asked, taking a sip of tea. 
 
    “Died in prison six months later.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “It happens,” I said and suddenly felt a strong urge to get going. “Well, I need to get to the ship,” I said. I polished off my tea as I rose. Fishing a couple of coins out of my pocket, I set them on the table. My eyes caught sight of the tea leaves in the bottom of my cup. Again, I spotted a swan. I pushed the plate with my unfinished scone across the table to Arthur. “Enjoy mine too. Sorry I can’t help,” I told him. 
 
    “Lily,” he said, rising. It seemed he did not know what to say. “Thanks anyway. Congratulations, by the way, on second place yesterday.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, tossing on my cap. “Good luck, Arthur,” I said and exited the teahouse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Rather than heading directly to the towers, I turned toward Hungerford Market. Walking briskly, I found myself in the middle of the busy market less than fifteen minutes later. I passed the fish mongers, fruit carts, and butcher stands on my way to the back. 
 
    Though my stomach felt better, my head still ached. Giving in at last, I stopped in a dark corner between two stalls and pulled out the small bottle of laudanum Byron had given me. I took one drop. I leaned against a beam, closed my eyes, and let it work. I took a couple of deep breaths, and soon my head began to clear. 
 
    I resumed my course to the back of the market. There, in the dim light, I found Tinkers’ Hall. The tradesmen were hard at work. The fireworks vendors, clock makers, jewelers, and other gadgetry vendors were huddled into one end of the market. It was easy to find their section. A ten foot clock tower, an exact replica of Tinkers’ Tower at the Palace of Westminster, which had been a gift from the London Tinkers’ Society to Queen Anne, sat at the entryway of their stalls. A bell struck sharply at the top of every hour. The smell of sulfur from the fireworks makers burned your nose. A chorus of hammers struck metal, filling the place with a sound you could feel. Row after row of vendors displayed unique gadgetry, clothing, and mechanical parts. 
 
    I wove toward the back. Unlike the front stalls, here no one screamed out their wares. Old men with thick, white moustaches and bushy eyebrows looked up at me from behind monocles, their stalls filled with an assortment of gears and parts. I waved at Budgie, a vendor from whom I often bought spare parts. He had been working on a gun of some sort, adjusting the small gears with a very tiny tool. He had his jeweler’s monocle wedged into his eye socket. He removed it when he spotted me. 
 
    “Lily? Didn’t break a part yesterday, did you? I didn’t see Angus—” 
 
    “No, we’re good. I’m headed to see the Italian.” 
 
    “Ah, good, good,” he said with a wave then turned back to his work. 
 
    The Italian. It’s how everyone referred to Salvatore. While Angus and Jessup called him that too, he was a good friend to me. His always had new, ingenious ways to improve the Stargazer or remarkable contraptions, like the clockwork bodice, for me to try. He was also incredibly attractive. 
 
    When I reached his stall, he was not in the front. He had his lanterns burning, but he was nowhere to be seen. I leaned across the counter to look at his workbench. He had several small gears and screws laid out as well as coils of copper wire and magnets. Sitting under a plate-sized magnifying glass was a small device with the tiniest clockwork gears I’d ever seen. The door to his workshop behind the stall was open. I hopped over the counter and headed back. 
 
    “Sal?” I called, knocking on the door. I looked inside. I didn’t see him anywhere. “Sal?” 
 
    A hand dropped on my shoulder. 
 
    I jumped. 
 
    “Miss Stargazer, are you snooping?” he whispered in my ear as he gave my backside a soft squeeze. 
 
    I turned to face him. He had his long, silver-streaked black hair tied at the nape of his neck. His glasses had been pushed up onto his head. His steel gray eyes looked piercingly at me. “Hi Sal,” I said, giving him a soft, sweet kiss. 
 
    “That’s all?” he asked. “Well, I guess it must do for now. Please,” he motioned me inside. 
 
    I went within and sat down. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I want you to look at something. Something…secret,” I said in a whisper. My eyes darted quickly back to the aisles outside. 
 
    Sal closed the workshop door. He went to the pantry and pulled out a bottle. He poured us two small glasses of grappa. He handed one to me. I could smell the sharp spirit. My mouth watered. 
 
    “Salute,” he said. 
 
    Clinking glasses, we drank. He refilled mine; I drank again. 
 
    “Now, what does my Lily have that is secret?” he asked. 
 
    I pulled the kaleidoscope out of the bag and handed it to him. He unwrapped the device and looked closely at the markings on the outside. He lifted the kaleidoscope, aimed it at a nearby candle, and turned the dial. 
 
    “She’s beautiful,” he said, lowering the kaleidoscope again. 
 
    “What are these markings? Do they mean anything?” I asked, pointing to the images engraved on the sides. 
 
    Sal lowered his glasses. “Flora, fauna, some geographical markers. But there is something else here,” he said. He took off his glasses then pulled on the thick pair of goggles he’d had hanging around his neck. He peered intently at the kaleidoscope. When he looked up at me, his eyes seemed ten times their size. “It’s ancient Greek.” 
 
    “Can you read it?” 
 
    “Of course. That is why you came to me, no?” 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    “It is like a poem: ‘Celestial queen with the kaleidoscope mind, come to me once more,’” Sal recited as he read the words. He lifted the kaleidoscope again and looked within. “There is something special in the glass. I cannot tell what unless I take it apart.” 
 
    “Oh no, please leave it as it is,” I said quickly. 
 
    He lowered it again and looked at the symbols engraved on the outside. “Some of these seem random, almost decorative: flowers, doves, apples, shells, swans.” He pulled off his goggles. “It is very beautiful. Where did you get it?” 
 
    “Someone died to get this to me.” 
 
    Sal raised an eyebrow inquisitively then handed me the kaleidoscope. He then picked up the cloth covering to pass to me as well. When he did so, however, the wrapping caught the light. For a brief moment, I saw something on the fabric. 
 
    “Did you see that?” I asked, grabbing the cloth. 
 
    I held it back up to the light. There, just barely visible in the bright light, was the outline of a swimming swan holding a flower in its beak. 
 
    “Now, that is interesting,” Sal said and took the cloth from me. He looked closely at it and then smelled it. “It is drawn with a very light water and oil mixture. If this cloth is washed, the image will fade. Clever.” 
 
    I looked at the cloth. “What kind of flower is that?” 
 
    Sal looked closely. “It looks like an anemone.” 
 
    I stared at the image then wrapped up the kaleidoscope and stuck it in my satchel. 
 
    “Do you like Venice?” I asked him. 
 
    “Ah, Venice. Oh yes. Very much.” 
 
    “Good. Then you’re coming. Be at the airship towers tomorrow at dawn.” 
 
    “Coming? To Venice?” Sal asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Yes, to Venice,” I said then stood. 
 
    Sal leaned back, put his hands behind his head, and exhaled deeply. He looked me over from head to toe. “You’re looking so beautiful today. Why are you in such a rush?” 
 
    I grinned at him. “Well, I’m late to get to the Stargazer.” 
 
    “If you are already late, what does another half an hour matter?” 
 
    “Only half an hour?” I smiled wryly at Sal and then, setting my bag down, slid onto his lap. Sal reached over and grabbed the bottle of grappa. He took a small sip and then pulled me into a deep kiss. The sharp spirit spilled between our lips, burning my mouth. 
 
    He gently pushed the shrug from my shoulders and slid the suspenders off. He then pulled my blouse up over my head and set it aside. 
 
    “My Lily, what is this?” He gently touched my breasts. I looked down to see that both breasts had dark fingerprint bruises. 
 
    “Byron,” I replied. 
 
    “Ahh,” Sal said, gently kissing the bruises, “someone must teach the great poet to be gentle with delicate things.” 
 
    “He did like your corset.” 
 
    “Well, he does have good taste.” 
 
    I unbuttoned Sal’s shirt and rubbed the thick hair on his chest. Pushing his shirt off, I kissed his neck and shoulders, my hands roving across his muscular frame. I could smell the light scent of sandalwood on his skin. Sal stroked his hands across my back as he gently kissed my breasts and neck. I rose and removed my shorts. 
 
    Sal stuck his hands between my legs and caressed me gently. “Tiger Lily,” he whispered, leaning forward to kiss me through my lace underwear, feeling my breasts and backside. He leaned back and unlaced his pants. I slid my panties off, and he pulled me back onto him. Moments later we were flying. 
 
    Sal was not like Byron, but his moves were not tepid. He was fluid and skilled. He was precise in the way he touched me, knowing what would arouse me. Perhaps twenty years my senior, it was not surprising that Sal knew what to do. He loved women, but he rarely left Tinkers’ Hall long enough to engage in any kind of real relationship. He was a perpetual bachelor, married to his craft before anything else. In this, and many other things, we were kindred spirits. And, I adored him. I enjoyed every sweet moment together. In fact, I was so lost in him that after both Sal and I reached release, I dozed off peacefully, nestled snugly against his chest. 
 
    Lost in the void of sleep, I jumped when the clock tower at the end of the hall chimed eleven o’clock. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so late. I need to go,” I groaned. I grabbed the bottle of grappa and took a large swig. 
 
    “So soon?” Sal asked sleepily as he smoothed my hair. 
 
    “The boys are waiting,” I replied. I could already hear the earful I was going to get from my crew. I took another drink. 
 
    “Ah, well, then you should go.” 
 
    “You’ll be there in the morning?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I kissed Sal, who was looking very drowsy, then hurriedly got dressed and headed toward the airship towers. On the way there, I braced myself for a scolding I probably deserved. It would not be the first, and no doubt, it would not be the last. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Lily, where in the hell have you been?” Jessup demanded the moment I reached the Stargazer’s platform. 
 
    Angus was leaning against the hull of the Stargazer looking like he was trying to decide whether or not to be angry. 
 
    My head had already started to ache. Assembled outside the Stargazer were Angus, Jessup, Byron’s secretary, who was holding a large package, and an impatient looking constable. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Lord Byron’s secretary has been rerouting our fares all morning. What the hell is going on?” Jessup complained. 
 
    The constable opened his mouth and stepped forward, but Byron’s secretary motioned for him to be silent. 
 
    “Miss Stargazer,” Byron’s secretary interrupted, “I did let your crew know I had rearranged your passengers’ flight plans with your approval.” He cast an exasperated glance at Jessup. “Now, I have a couple of items my Lord has asked me to pass to you, and I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    I felt sorry for the man, not because he had endured my caprice, as I am sure caprice was something he was used to, but because he’d had to hear Jessup and Angus bitch all morning. 
 
    The secretary removed a small metal bank box from a cloth bag and handed it to me. “My Lord said you would know the combination,” he told me. 
 
    I nodded affirmatively. “Please send my gratitude.” 
 
    “Ah, Miss Stargazer, nothing pleases my Lord more than being your sponsor,” the secretary replied. 
 
    Jessup and Angus exchanged glances. Jessup’s anger seemed to leave him at once, and his eyes shone excitedly. He grinned from ear to ear. Angus nodded knowingly and slid over the rail and onto the Stargazer. 
 
    “He also sent you this package,” he added, handing a large box to me. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “That, I don’t know. Lord Byron passed me the package this morning. Can I be of any further service to you, Miss Stargazer?” Byron’s secretary asked. 
 
    “No. Thank you. Please give Lord Byron my thanks.” 
 
    The secretary nodded politely then made his way down the platform. 
 
    I felt the package with curiosity. I was about to open it when the constable cleared his throat. I had forgotten he was there. 
 
    “Miss Stargazer, my Captain asked me to come see you regarding the harlequin.” 
 
    “I already told your Captain I don’t know anything,” I replied, irritated. 
 
    The constable nodded. “Actually, he wanted to share some information with you. We learned something more about the man. After some research, they discovered that it was your adoption records that were stolen yesterday. The Captain thought you might wish to know; he was concerned for your safety. You’re leaving town? Perhaps that is for the best until this matter clears up.” 
 
    “My adoption papers?” 
 
    “Yes. Where are you headed so I can inform the Captain?” 
 
    “Italy.” 
 
    “Very good. Have a safe trip. Congratulations, by the way, on second place yesterday. Cutter got lucky,” the constable said and left. 
 
    I closed my eyes. Why would someone steal my adoption papers? And why was my head pounding again already? 
 
    I took a deep breath and boarded the Stargazer. 
 
    “All right, Lil, what’s going on?” Jessup asked. 
 
    “We’re off the transport circuit for a bit. We’ll be taking a little trip,” I replied. 
 
    “And where are we going?” Angus asked. 
 
    “Venice.” 
 
    “Venice!” Angus and Jessup both declared at once. 
 
    I laughed. “So we need to get the ship ready. I want to leave by dawn tomorrow. Can we manage it?” 
 
    “Of course we can manage it. We can even leave tonight if you like,” Angus said. 
 
    I shook my head. “That’s okay. We’ll go in the morning.” 
 
    “Why Venice?” Jessup asked. 
 
    I pulled Angus and Jessup into a huddle and told them about the harlequin’s kaleidoscope. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to get mixed up in this? There might be a mess waiting in Venice,” Angus warned. 
 
    “I won’t let it become a problem. And if it does, then to hell with it. Let’s just consider this a little break. I think we all deserve one, don’t you?” 
 
    Angus inhaled deeply and looked at his hands. His eyebrows arched as he mulled it over. 
 
    “I’m happy to oblige Byron and his coin, but Venice?” Jessup said. “You don’t even speak Italian. How are you going to—” 
 
    “I have that covered.” 
 
    “Covered?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Oh bloody hell. No,” Angus said and looked at Jessup. 
 
    “She wouldn’t.” 
 
    Knowing what was coming, I looked away from them. 
 
    “No. No, Lily. You didn’t,” Jessup said. 
 
    I didn’t look at him. 
 
    “Ahh, Christ, she did,” Angus grumbled. 
 
    “Lily! The Italian? You know we hate that guy,” Jessup said. 
 
    “He’ll be giving us advice across the Channel and back,” Angus said. 
 
    “My friend, why don’t you use silk line rather than twine rope,” Jessup said in a mock Italian accent. 
 
    “Grease it a bit more, Scotsman. If you set it counterclockwise it will get better pull,” Angus jibbed. 
 
    “Come on, gents, he’s not that bad,” I told them with a grin. I had fully expected it. Not only was I late, but I knew they wouldn’t be happy to hear Sal and his useful advice were coming. Angus and Jessup were masters at what they did; people came to them for advice, not the other way around. They just didn’t understand Sal the way I did. 
 
    “Not only that, but we’ll have to listen to Sal fucking you the whole way,” Angus added. 
 
    “Lord Byron isn’t bad, Lily, but Sal—” Jessup said. 
 
    “Mind your own business and get the ship ready,” I said with a laugh and sent them on their way. 
 
    Once they had gone, I sat with my back along the bulwark of the Stargazer and opened the package Byron had sent. The brown paper wrapping on the package crinkled under my fingers. I pulled open the lid of the large box. Inside was a light yellow satin and chiffon gown. It had a scooped neckline with lace trim and puffy sleeves. A pair of dainty white leather shoes with rosettes had been stuffed into the bottom of the box. I also found a small ladies’ top hat. Inside was a note: “No one doubted on the whole, that she was what her dress bespoke, a damsel fair, and fresh, and beautiful exceedingly. Wear a gown or the Venetian women will hate you. George.” I stroked the soft chiffon and whispered a prayer of thanks. What fortune I’d won to have Byron in my life. 
 
    I leaned over the rail and looked down to where the harlequin had fallen. Why had he stolen my adoption records? And why had such a young man killed himself? And why had he passed the kaleidoscope to me? Moreover, what was its significance? I could only hope my trip to Venice would bring some answers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    When I returned to my flat to prepare for the trip, I found the place in shambles. Everything had been tossed around; my clothing had been heaved out of drawers, the kitchen cupboards, still embarrassingly bare, were flung open, and my tool box had been torn apart, the tools strewn everywhere. They had even cut open my mattress. They had not taken anything, not even the trophy. They were looking for the kaleidoscope. Clearly, someone had not believed the lies I had told. For a moment, I envisioned Father “Arthur” Magill ripping my flat apart, a desperate expression on his face. 
 
    As I stood in the middle of the mess, I felt violated. Someone had made themselves privy to my private world. One of my opium pipes lay on the floor, the small supply of dried opium sprinkled on the old carpet. I tried to tidy up. I picked up my clothing to put it back in the wardrobe, but the thought of unknown hands on my clothes made me feel sick to my stomach. Maybe Angus was right. Maybe I had no business in this mess, but a man had died to pass the kaleidoscope to me. People only sacrifice their lives for a few reasons: love, religion, or money. Unless I went to Venice, I would never know why he had died. I threw the clothes into a heap in the corner, collected just a few of my belongings, and headed out. I bolted the flat shut and went to spend the night on the Stargazer. There, with the tower guards on patrol, I would be safe. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sal joined us the following morning, and the four of us headed out at dawn. The weather patterns over the English Channel could be unpredictable. The higher we went, the more likely we’d get trapped in a rapid east-west air current. If we stayed closer to the water, we’d be hit with marine conditions. And I hated the water. I always got nervous flying over it, and I liked flying over the Channel, renowned as it was for air pirates, even less. The Stargazer was fast, so I had no doubt we could outrun anyone, but I’d rather not find myself in the position of trying. Angus and Jessup were not as uptight. After getting over the initial surprise, they were both happy to be on holiday, even if Sal was along for the ride. 
 
    As we passed over the white cliffs of Dover, I stood at the wheel of the ship and looked out at the waters of the Channel. A strong wind blew, but it was warm and sweet. It was the beginning of July, and while the hot summer air lingered in the streets of London, in the air I felt free. I could breathe there. I held the wheel steady as the ship glided from over the land to above the water. The balloon joggled with the change in air pressure then steadied. 
 
    “Let’s have ten percent more lift,” I called up to Jessup who immediately adjusted the heat pan. Moments later the balloon pulled the gondola upward. The propeller worked steadily, easing us out over the water. 
 
    The waters just offshore were a soft greenish blue. Once Dover was a speck behind us, the water grew deep. Its color faded to dark navy. It was not a far trip to Calais, a mere 48 kilometers, but I would be nervous the entire time. I held the wheel tightly; I did not want the others to see my hands were shaking. 
 
    I gazed out at the waves. The sight of the water took me back in time. Once again I was a little girl sitting beside my mother on the bank of the Thames in Southwark. It was early morning, and the Thames was covered with thick mist. There was a heavy, fishy smell in the air. The Thames’ waters rippled, curling and breaking against the bankside. I wasn’t sure why we were there. My mother had woken me before dawn, and we had left the small London apartment we’d been sharing with three other families. 
 
    My mother was crying hysterically, her face buried in her hands. 
 
    “What’s wrong, mama?” I’d asked. 
 
    My mother lowered her hands and looked at me. Her eyes were red and swollen. Wild wisps of dark brown hair had pulled from her bun and framed her face. “I just don’t know what to do with you!” she moaned hysterically. 
 
    I remembered being scared, and it was not the first time. We’d left our farm in far-flung Cornwall after my father had disappeared. My mother never told me what had happened to him. He’d simply stopped coming home. When I asked her where he had gone, she would not answer me. I remembered that men came and took all of the furniture from our house. My mother made me pack a small bag and told me that we had to go to London or we would starve. My mother cried a lot and spoke little. I don’t know how long we lived in the cramped London apartment, but I remember my mother leaving before dawn and returning at dusk looking exhausted and smelling like body odor and raw meat. But no matter how much she worked, men still came and demanded money from her. 
 
    That morning, beside the Thames, I was terrified. I didn’t know why. But I did know my mother was sad, maybe sadder than she’d ever been. I put my small hand into my mother’s and smiled at her, trying to comfort her. 
 
    My mother looked down at me, pulled me into a tight embrace, and kissed me on the cheek. She then whispered in my ear. “It’s for the best. Mama loves you,” she said, and picking me up, threw me into the briny Thames. 
 
    I hit the cold water with a startle. The fast waves began to pull me under at once. I was so young, I didn’t know how to swim. The Thames pulled me downstream. 
 
    “Mama!” I screamed. “Mama!” 
 
    I saw my mother standing on the bank, her arms folded across her chest. She stood completely still, as if she was either shocked by or was making peace with what she had just done. As the water of the Thames carried me away, I fought. I kicked my legs hard and screamed for my mother. 
 
    “Mama! Help me, please!” 
 
    “Oh my god,” I heard a man yell and moments later saw someone jump into the water. 
 
    The waves had begun to fill my skirts, and they grew heavy. I could feel them pulling me down. I fought against the current as the deep reached for me, my head bobbing under again and again. My arms and legs were numb from the cold, and I could barely move them. As I was about to lose to the river, someone grabbed me. 
 
    “Hold on,” a young man said. “Hold on.” 
 
    He held me by the waist and pulled me, swimming against the current, toward the shoreline. The Thames fought him, as if the river sought to keep the prize it had won. 
 
    With a heave, he pulled me out of the water. I lay in the grass on the bank. A young man, perhaps no more than fifteen years of age, looked down at me. He was dressed in a dark blue velvet suit. 
 
    “Can you breathe? Are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    My mother ran up to us. “Is she all right? Baby, are you okay?” She sounded hysterical. 
 
    “What happened?” the boy asked. 
 
    “She was dawdling and fell in,” my mother lied. 
 
    The mist had been thick. He had not seen. 
 
    I sat up, coughing out water. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked me again, patting my back. 
 
    I nodded mutely and turned to face my mother. 
 
    She would not meet my eyes. 
 
    My mother then pulled the young gentleman aside and thanked him and God for being there in her most desperate moment. After that, her words grew quiet, and she talked with great intensity to this young gentleman who only nodded solemnly. Wordlessly, the boy carried me back to the road. He loaded my mother and me into his vehicle. Lifting the hood covering the boiler, he checked some instruments. I heard the hiss of steam. He hopped in and pulled a chain attached to the throttle. Steam puffed from three brassy pipes on both sides of the transport. The air around us grew dense; it was like we were driving in a cloud. We set off with a jerk. I shivered in my wet clothes. 
 
    As we entered Southwark, my mother spotted a cluster of lilies growing at the side of the road. She asked the young man to stop, and she picked a large bundle. When she got back in, she whispered to the boy to carry on and shortly thereafter we were at the door of the St. Helena’s Orphanage and Charity School. 
 
    The young man stopped the vehicle, and pulling a lever, let it sit in idle. I could hear the hot water rolling in the boiler. My mother lifted me out. She tried to take my hand, but I pulled it from her. I was wet, freezing cold, and frightened out of my mind. I followed ruefully behind her. 
 
    My mother knocked loudly on the door. We waited for several minutes, but no one came. She knocked again; still there was no answer. 
 
    My mother sighed heavily and looked back at the waiting gentleman. She knelt and looked at me. 
 
    “Give these to the nuns,” she said, passing me the large bouquet of lilies. 
 
    I stared at her. 
 
    “I have made so many mistakes,” she said miserably then looked at me, large tears falling from her eyes. “I will go to debtor’s prison, and I don’t know how long I’ll be there. I will try to work off the debt then come back for you. Be a good girl,” she said then kissed my forehead. “I’m so sorry,” she added, her voice cracking as she held back a sob. She turned and went back to the vehicle. Moments later the young gentleman and my mother pulled away. 
 
    The boy looked back, a worried and despairing look on his face. My mother never looked behind her. It was the last time I saw her. 
 
    “Lily, problem,” Jessup yelled, shaking me—thankfully—from my memories. He was looking out his long spyglass. I followed the direction of his gaze and adjusted my goggles: indeed, a problem. Behind us, a large but tattered pirate ship had dropped out of the thick bank of clouds. Oh yes, this was a problem. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “What kinds of weapons do you carry?” Sal asked as he stared through the spyglass at the ship coming in behind us. The ship had double propulsion—a modification illegal for a racing ship—and was moving in fast. 
 
    “Side arms only. We run light and lean. Right now, an emphasis on run.” I looked up at the clouds. On the horizon, a tower cumulus cloud was forming. Having spent the last three years ferrying around a renowned cloud scientist, Luke Howard, and exchanging everything we knew about clouds and airships, I knew the tower would propel us up—fast. With a punch of propulsion, hopefully we would outmaneuver and outrun them. 
 
    “There,” I said to Jessup, pointing to the tower cloud. 
 
    “Oh Lily, you sure?” he asked. 
 
    Sal had opened the hatch to the gear galley; Angus was looking out. 
 
    “Better belt in,” I told Jessup then turned to Angus. “Ready?” I asked him. “When the time comes, I’m going to need some punch or we’re all going to see stars.” 
 
    “Just say the word,” he said then dropped below. Sal crawled into the galley to help. 
 
    I kept one eye on the ship behind me and another on the cloudbank ahead. The pirate ship would break starboard to avoid the cloud tower—any ship would and should break starboard. It would be a game of nerves. 
 
    The propeller on the Stargazer kicked up a notch, the gears turning quickly, and soon we were rocketing across the sky. Regardless, the pirate ship dropped in close behind us. I looked back and adjusted the lenses on my goggles, trying to make out the symbol on the side of their balloon. As the ship edged starboard, I saw it. The balloon bore a burning castle tower painted in red with a black bird perched on its top: Burning Rook. Dammit. 
 
    “Burning Rook,” I yelled up to Jessup. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” Jessup grumbled, his hand holding the heat valve tightly. 
 
    The Burning Rook was one of the most notorious ships to troll the Channel. Captain Sionnaigh piloted the vessel and was well-known for dumping riders into the water while sorting out their goods. While the Stargazer carried no cargo or treasure, the famous ship was worth a nice ransom. Suddenly I wished I had painted over the triskelion before we’d left. 
 
    “Miss Stargazer, please cut propulsion and allow us to board for a little chat,” a voice boomed across the sky. 
 
    I looked back. Toward the prow of the Burning Rook they had rolled forward an enormous horned speaker. I could see the sun glinting off the brass. The captain, wearing his red tricorn hat, stood behind the horn. 
 
    “Lily, there’s lightning in those clouds,” Jessup called as he looked at the tower cloud. 
 
    Dammit again. A forming storm cloud was one thing. A formed storm cloud was something different. I heard the rumble of thunder. 
 
    I looked back at the Burning Rook. The captain was pacing at the front, waiting for me, expecting me to slow, to bear starboard. I could see the pilot shouting at him. His crew knew it was time to break starboard. Any minute now the air current would pull us in and up. 
 
    I held the wheel steady. A strong wind came in, shifting the Stargazer slightly port. I turned the wheel and headed directly toward the cloud. Behind me, the Burning Rook started to slow and turn. I caught sight of the captain once more; his spyglass was centered on me. I blew him a kiss, turned my back to him, and held tight as the Stargazer rolled into the cloudbank. 
 
    The bow of the ship lifted slightly. We were there. Angus, feeling the movement, punched propulsion, and we cut a hole into the updraft. 
 
    “Whoa!” Jessup yelled as a moment later we were being thrust upward in a draft with enormous speed. 
 
    It was like we were being sprayed out of a water fountain. My heart dropped into my boots. I braced myself against the wheel, holding on for dear life. Wind gushed around us. The Channel and the Burning Rook sank into the distance below us. The air was dewy wet. I heard the low rumble of thunder. I knew that if we shot too far up the air would get thin, and we might black out. I had an altimeter, but I kept my eyes on the Stargazer’s balloon. It would soften as air pressure decreased. She would tell me when it was time. A moment later, I saw the balloon deflate. I reached down and pulled the rope connected to the galley bell. We needed to cut out of the upstream. The propeller groaned. I was thankful that Sal was there. Alone, Angus would not have been able to give enough speed to catch the out draft in time. The gears kicked hard, and I felt the gondola thrust horizontally against the vertical lift. The balloon ropes strained, tipping the gondola slightly backward from the bow as the ship protested. One tether at the very front snapped. 
 
    “Jessup, release air,” I yelled. 
 
    Holding on tight, Jessup opened the flap and let the hot air release from the top. The balloon softened further. The gondola dragged the balloon with it as we searched for the out draft. 
 
    “Be ready,” I called to Jessup. We both knew that moments after we came out of the cloud tower, the balloon would need lift or we would fall like a stone toward the water. 
 
    With one last hard push, the Stargazer broke free of the upward draft. Lightning rocked the clouds behind us. We were flying fast through the air, tossed by the cloud and running on propulsion. The Burning Rook was nowhere to be seen, but in the far off distance, I spotted the air towers of Calais. 
 
    “Now, Jessup! Now!” I yelled. He set the burners on high; an inferno of gold and yellow leapt into the balloon. 
 
    The Stargazer shot forward, and despite the propeller kicking hard, it suddenly slowed to a stop. There was simply not enough lift. Then, she dropped. For a single, terrifying second, we were free-falling toward the water. Suddenly, the lift caught us. The heat in the balloon made up the gap, and we were coasting. 
 
    After several minutes of fast and very, very high flying, Angus opened the gear hatch, and he and Sal came onto the deck. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ve ever flown so high,” Angus said, looking over the side of the ship. 
 
     A strange silence overcame us. We were all filled with a mixture of relief and awe. Perhaps we’d risen too high; I felt lightheaded. Below the ship, the sea birds flew toward the shoreline. Angus was right. We had never been at this high of an altitude before. Far below, the waters of the Channel were glossy in the early morning light. 
 
    Sal took my hands, kissing each one. “So young but so talented.” 
 
    “I’d like to see Cutter try that,” Jessup called down. 
 
    Everyone laughed, and we cruised toward Calais. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    As we came in over Calais, we lowered altitude to catch the main ferry routes across Europe. The total trip from London to Venice would take about twenty-four hours at the Stargazer’s normal cruising speed. We’d planned to put in near Zurich before we crossed the Alps. It would be dangerous to cross the mountains at night, and we would need an update on the range’s weather conditions. After outrunning the Burning Rook, I figured a little 4,000 meter mountain range would be no problem. 
 
    It was near midnight when the red lanterns of Zurich’s airship towers appeared on the horizon. We were grateful. It had been a long day. The laudanum was keeping my headaches at bay and my mood light, but I looked forward to sneaking off for a few hits on a pipe. In Zurich, it would be easy to find somewhere to smoke. It was always easy to find opium; you just had to know where to look. What I wasn’t looking forward to was “the look” Jessup would give when he knew my habit was getting the better of me. Angus never said much. Our history was longer, and he understood me better. I also understood him. I’d fished him out of the bottom of a bottle of Scotch more than once. 
 
    There were a dozen ships docked at the Zurich towers, a popular stop for any traveler before and after the Alps. There were transport ships, personal yachts, and some single-person aircrafts, one of which even had an apparatus that looked like wings. Armed watchmen patrolled the platforms. Jessup settled with the stationmaster, and we tethered in for the night. 
 
    “Let’s go have a drink,” Sal called encouragingly. 
 
    We took the lift down to the wharf at the base of the towers which were situated near Lake Zurich. There were a dozen or so buildings situated there. The wharf was an outpost for travelers: air, land, or sea. The merchant shops, many of which were still open, showcased all manner of supplies. A stone gateway with a clockwork mermaid sitting on top stood over a road that led away from the lake toward the city. 
 
    There were a couple of taverns open; we chose the busiest. We could hear the raucous noise within as we drew close. Outside the tavern were parked a dozen or so steam or pedal vehicles, their brass and copper gears glimmering. The tavern lights were powered by a small windmill on the roof that caught the air coming off the lake. The lights flickered from bright to dim, illuminating the sign over the tavern door. 
 
    “The Crow’s Nest,” Sal said, reading the German name over the door. 
 
    “German too?” I asked. 
 
    “It is a dialect of German, but yes, of course,” he said with a smile as he held open the door for me. 
 
    Jessup rolled his eyes. 
 
    When we entered the tavern, the smell of roasting meat and freshly baked bread nearly overwhelmed me. There was a large stone fireplace at one end of the tavern; a whole lamb turned on the spit. My stomach growled hungrily. I was intrigued, however, by a small clockwork figure at the wheel of the spit. The small machine had arm-like appendages that kept the spit rotating. Behind the bar was a similar contraption pouring ale at what appeared to be the perfect pace. 
 
    “Let’s grab a table,” I called. 
 
    The place was filled with travelers: air jockeys and their crew, grease stained pedal riders, and steamboat sailors. There were also the usual carnal delights. The barmaids wore black lace or red satin corsets decorated with metal trim, short black skirts or shorts, and lacey stockings. Breasts were more than half heaved out; the customers pawed at the fleshy displays. To add to the bawdy atmosphere, a mostly naked woman sat on a pedestal in a stone alcove near the fireplace playing a callioflute. The instrument, powered by steam and water, created sharp, alluring sounds. Water sprayed onto the woman’s body as she worked the mouths of the flute. The steam made her hair curly and skin dewy. 
 
    A tavern girl came to our table. The girl wore heavy black eyeliner and had thick, black hair that fell to her waist. She wore a metal choker with a large glass evil eye pendant. She looked decidedly exasperated. 
 
    Sal took her gently by the hand and whispered to her in low tones. He worked his magic on her. She left with a smile. After a few minutes she returned with two large trays: four heaping plates of food, two ales, and two decanters of wine. She set every item down with the ease of someone who knows her trade. Sal slid her some coin, whispered something in her ear, and she left smirking. 
 
    “Are you always so successful with women?” I asked him as I eyed my plate. 
 
    “When I choose. My only thought was to make sure my Lily had the best cut of meat and the finest wine. And, I have been successful,” he said as he poured me a glass from the decanter. He set it down and kissed me on the earlobe. 
 
    It was my turn to smile. 
 
    “Aye, well, I don’t know what you said, but this is fucking delicious,” Angus said, his mouth already full, as he shoved in a second bite. 
 
    We all laughed. 
 
    I downed the glass of wine and poured another. While my eyes took in the spectacle, I also noticed traffic moving in and out of a room in the back of the tavern where, no doubt, opium could be found. I felt relieved. I picked up a slice of bread. It was still warm from the oven. The tang of the sourdough filled my mouth. The bread was golden and crunchy on the outside, but the soft bread tucked within melted in my mouth. 
 
    We finished our meal, rehashing again the incident with the Burning Rook, and soon we were all drunk and feeling very sated. Like two mother hens, Jessup and Angus chided me for not eating enough. They then headed back to the Stargazer to keep watch. In London, we knew and trusted the airship security. Zurich, however, was another matter. 
 
    Sal and I sat at the table relaxing, but curiosity got the better of Sal and soon we were standing at the bar. I ordered an absinthe while Sal asked the bartender about the clockwork contraptions at the spit and the tap. 
 
    “You have come on the right night,” the bartender told Sal in English with a heavy German accent. “Master Vogt is the tinker. That’s him,” he said, pointing to a very old man sitting by the tavern window. 
 
    Sal smiled at me. “I’ll only be a moment,” he said. And while I am sure that’s what he intended, I knew better. 
 
    I tipped my cap at him then watched as he approached the old man. After a few pleasantries, Sal joined the tinker at his table. I eyed the patrons coming in and out of the back. There was an old woman sitting just by the door. One would barely notice her. She was dressed in all black, her hair covered, her face deeply wrinkled. Each patron spoke to her as they entered, passing her some coins. I popped one more sugar cube, finished off the sharp spirit, and went to the old woman. 
 
    “May I?” I asked, gesturing toward the back. 
 
    She nodded and held out her hand. I pressed two coins therein. She looked them over then motioned for me to enter. Once I was in the room, the smell of opium filled the space. Others with the opium habit were sprawled on cots. A naked girl who looked like the tavern maid led me to the back where there were a few private, curtained cots. As we passed, I saw all manner of people enjoying the pleasure of opium; some sat in silent stupor, others lay back toking sweetly, one man was being serviced by two beautiful young women, and a man and woman were in the heat of full-on fucking as I passed by. No one paid me any mind. Wordlessly, the girl brought me a pipe and an enormous supply of opium. She smiled at me, motioning to a small bell at the bedside, then closed the curtain and left. I filled the pipe, a dark wood and bronze piece, and lay back. Moments later, I was drifting. 
 
    My head felt hazy, and the passage of time seemed to slow. My body had been aching since we left London. Now, I felt fine. In fact, I felt great. I was giddy, and the colors of the kaleidoscope, which safely stowed in my bag, spun in my imagination. I tapped my foot to the callioflute music coming from the tavern and drifted away. 
 
    In my mind, a vision of a woman all in gold appeared: her hair, her clothes, her jewels, and even her skin were golden hued. I’d seen her once before, in the kaleidoscope. She danced now to the callioflute music. She spun quickly, trailing colorful veils around her. She spun and spun, her beautiful body bending erotically with the music. Then, at once, she stopped. With a sly grin, she lowered herself to the ground and crept toward me, her back arching catlike. When she neared me, she stroked my cheek and peered deeply at me with her striking multicolored eyes. “Lily,” she whispered. “Wake up!” 
 
    Startled, I awoke from my opium stupor. When I opened my eyes, I was shocked to see a man leaning across my body. Was he trying to rape me? A second later, however, I realized he had his hand on my bag: the kaleidoscope. 
 
    “Well, mother fucker,” I exclaimed, surprising him. 
 
    The man, who had thus far been sneaking, made a grab for the bag. I pulled one leg free and kicked him toward the end of the cot. He tumbled then righted himself, pulled a knife from his belt, and lunged toward me. His greedy hand aimed for my satchel. I slid sideways and with a fist, hammered him hard in the side of the head. His knife hit the pillow. He rolled, grabbing at the bag once more. I jumped backward out of the cot, knocking over the bell the attendant had left. 
 
    I stood in the hallway. I was trying to pull my sidearm out of my satchel, but my head was spinning; everything was a muddy haze. The man burst forward. The cot curtains twisted serpentine around him, snagging his arms and legs. He fought them off as he grabbed for me. 
 
    Finally pulling my gun from my bag, I was just taking aim as a figure appeared behind the man and dropped a very large mallet on the thief’s head. The man wilted under the blow. Clutching his bleeding head, he turned and fled out the back door. 
 
    I ran to the doorway and raised my gun. Though injured, the thief disappeared into the darkness before I got off a shot. I lowered the weapon. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” someone with a very thick French accent asked. 
 
    Shaking with rage, I could not answer. 
 
    “Mon dieu, Lily. Are you all right?” the person asked again, setting their hands on my shoulders. 
 
    I turned to find myself face to face with Etienne Souvenir, the French airship racer. “Etienne?” I asked. I thought I might be seeing things. The opium did that to me at times. I stuffed my gun in my bag, put both hands on Etienne’s cheeks, and eyed the Frenchman over. Etienne had long, soft looking strawberry blond hair which was pushed back by his goggles. He was fair; his features were petite and sophisticated. His frame was lean and muscular. He wore tan leather travel breeches and a navy colored jacket, its buttons undone, with a blousy white shirt underneath. 
 
    Etienne laughed. “Oui, c’est moi. I think I just saved your life…or at least your satchel. You owe me a drink.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what the hell just happened.” 
 
    “I was in the cot next to you. I heard a noise, looked out, and found Lily Stargazer in a knife fight in an opium den in Zurich. But I was not surprised,” he shrugged and laughed. 
 
    I chuckled, but my stomach had pulled into a knot. I felt angry. Was the man just a thief or was he after me in particular? Did he know what I carried? Would someone kill me for the kaleidoscope? I didn’t even know what the bloody thing was! The sooner I got to Venice the better. 
 
    I pulled myself together and followed Etienne back into the tavern. It seemed that no one else was alarmed by the commotion in the back. Such disturbances must have been commonplace. We joined Etienne’s crew at the bar. I smiled nicely and tipped my cap at them. The French team was not a bad racing crew. They usually placed fifth or sixth. Their problem was they were too hesitant, playing the race too safe. 
 
    The tavern was still very busy, but Sal was nowhere to be seen. Though I was pretty sure I knew where he’d gone, I was worried. 
 
    “Where did the man I was with go?” I asked the bartender. 
 
    “With the tinker,” he replied, sliding a glass of water toward me. 
 
    “Thank you. By the by, I was just in the back and someone tried to kill me.” 
 
    The man nodded nonchalantly but said nothing. 
 
    I laughed at the absurdity and ordered Etienne a drink. The tavern keeper set a glass of chartreuse down in front of him. 
 
     “I did not see you when I came in,” Etienne said, lifting the drink. 
 
    “You rarely see me, Etienne. I am always too far in front of you,” I said with a sly smile as I took his drink from his hand and sipped. 
 
    “Ah, she plays with me, no? And after I just saved her life,” he said to his crew with a laugh, taking back his drink. “So why is someone trying to kill Lily Stargazer?” 
 
    “That was just an act to see if you would save me,” I said playfully. “I wanted to see if the French are still chivalrous.” I grabbed at his glass for another drink. 
 
    Etienne laughed and swiped the glass away from my grasp. “As you can see…to a fault. Why are you in Zurich?” 
 
    “I am headed to Italy. Why are you in Zurich?” 
 
    “I am here for work on my ship. Eh, you know how it is, constant improvement. I was supposed to meet a tinker here, but I find no one.” While his green eyes sparkled, I noticed he had dark rings underneath. 
 
    “Was it Master Vogt?” I asked. 
 
    “Quelle surprise,” Etienne said. “How did you know?” 
 
    “I think my companion ran off with him,” I replied then turned to the bartender. “Where can we find the workshop of Master Vogt?” I asked. 
 
    “Turn left out of the tavern. The building with a clock.” 
 
    “Shall we?” I asked Etienne, motioning to the door. 
 
    Etienne exchanged a few words with his crew. I exchanged a few words with the old woman and nabbed a supply of opium for the road. 
 
    The air outside was cool for a summer night. Etienne and I walked through the fog toward the workshop. The opium made me feel equally foggy. While I relished the giddy and blissful relief of opium, the drug also made my mind dull and muddy. My eyelids felt heavy, and I strained to focus. When I did, I noticed that Etienne’s mood had shifted. He was sulking. It was not like him. Witty and sardonic, he was one of the few other racers I honestly liked. At every race we managed to find a way to exchange a few jabs. The fact that I was one of the few other racers fluent in French helped. We always made fun of the others, especially Cutter. 
 
    “It is not like you to eat opium,” I said. “What’s wrong? Love sick?” 
 
    “Eh, your jest, unfortunately, is correct. Do you remember Benoit? He broke off with me before I left Paris.” 
 
    “Oh Etienne, I’m so sorry.” It was just like me to say exactly the wrong thing. 
 
    “Perhaps I should try to win him back…I don’t know.” 
 
    “I’m not the best person to give advice on love.” 
 
    “You? The whole world knows you are the lover of Lord Byron.” 
 
    “It is one thing to be a lover and another thing to be loved.” 
 
    “That is my problem. I always want to be loved. It never works for me.” 
 
    “That’s why I gave it up.” 
 
    “I thought you were a romantic. No husband in your future? No children? No domestic life for Mademoiselle Stargazer?” he jested. 
 
    His comments silenced me. If I continued like I did, what would be my end destination? The answer to that question was not pretty. I’d stopped asking it long ago. 
 
    Etienne noticed my silence. “Now I have made you sad. Pardon, Lily. You must not worry. A woman like you will burn for a time and then cool. No doubt someone is already waiting for that to happen.” 
 
    Was he right? “Well, it’s not happening tonight,” I replied with a grin and elbowed him in the ribs. 
 
    Etienne chuckled. “Ah, here it is,” he said, looking up at a building with a clock tower. 
 
    The clock face was flanked by clockwork figures holding mallets, ready to chime the hour. I knocked on the door. After a few minutes, the old man appeared. 
 
    “Ah, Etienne…Fräulein Stargazer,” the old man said and motioned for us to come inside. 
 
    The front of the workshop was dark, but I could make out a myriad of shapes. There were huge piles of metal, gears, wheels, and various clockwork figures in heaps everywhere. Etienne and I followed the tinker through a path in the clockwork labyrinth. I tried not to knock over anything. Light poured in from an open doorway in the back. Once there, I found Sal gazing at the gears of a machine lying on a workbench. 
 
    “Lily, you should see this. It is amazing,” Sal told me, distracted. I wasn’t sure if he realized I hadn’t been with him the entire time. 
 
    I snickered. “Sal, you should meet Etienne Souvenir,” I told him, “the French racer.” 
 
    Sal looked up. He had a faraway look in his eyes, his brilliant mind distracted by the machine in front of him. 
 
    “Monsieur, my pleasure. Salvatore Colonna,” he said, shaking Etienne’s hand before turning back to the clockwork on the bench. 
 
    “Tinkers,” I whispered to Etienne who chuckled. 
 
    “Eh, what is this, Master Vogt?” Etienne asked. 
 
    “A metal man,” the tinker replied, “designed to replace your galleymen,” he added, looking from Etienne to me. 
 
    At that moment, I was very glad Angus was not there. Etienne and I came closer to the workbench as the tinker explained how the clockwork man would have the strength of three men. Such new and illegal modifications were rampant amongst pirates. The racing league kept tight restrictions on the design of airships and the composition of their crew, but there was a strong call for the allowance of double propulsion such as the Burning Rook used. 
 
    “And look at this,” Sal said, pointing to a model balloon hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    “The balloon has a semi-rigid structure,” Master Vogt told us. “It will keep buoyancy better and be easier to navigate. It is a prototype.” 
 
    I gazed upward but said nothing. I suspected I was seeing the future. 
 
    “But, I do have business with Monsieur Souvenir for which I am late. It has been a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Colonna,” Master Vogt said. 
 
    I could see the crushing disappointment on Sal’s face. 
 
    “My thanks, Master Vogt, for showing me your creations. They are genius.” 
 
    The old man smiled. “Please, stop again on your way back to England. There is more!” the old man said happily. 
 
    I looked up at Etienne. “See you in Valencia,” I told him and pulled him into a hug. “Don’t despair. As they say, the course of true love never did run smooth,” I whispered into his ear. 
 
    He kissed me on the cheek. “Thank you, mon amie.” 
 
    With that, Sal and I left the workshop and headed back to the Stargazer. Sal was lost in thoughts of the clockwork man, but he had wrapped his arm around my waist and kept me close. Coming down from my opium high, I was left with mixed emotions. I was confused, afraid, and angry. Was someone really following us or was the thief just looking for easy pickings in the opium den? It wouldn’t be the first time someone had lifted my belongings while I was out cold, but it angered me all the same. I’d accepted that the trip to Venice might entail unpleasant interruptions, but I wasn’t expecting someone to try to stab me. I needed to be more careful and to keep my sidearm a bit handier. 
 
    I also thought about Etienne’s words. They left me feeling confused. Would my life only consist of an endless string of lovers? Why was I so unable to allow myself to really connect with anyone? Even I knew I was a ridiculous mess. At least I was having fun, wasn’t I? 
 
    I sighed heavily. It shook Sal from his thoughts. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    I smiled at him. “Thank you for coming.” 
 
    “Who can say no to an adventure with Lily Stargazer?” 
 
    We stopped. The moonlight shone down on us. Sal put his hand on the back of my neck, stroking the nape. I gazed up at him. His steel colored eyes glimmered. He pulled me into a kiss. It was a soft, warm, but passionate kiss, the kind of kiss that left you feeling dizzy and seeing stars. I didn’t remember him kissing me like that before. 
 
    “Italians…you are so passionate,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Indeed, you give me much to be passionate about. Come,” he said, and we headed back to the Stargazer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Jessup and Angus were already sleeping in their hammocks. They had even been nice enough to string up mine. I led Sal to my hammock, and we lay down for the night. I snuggled into Sal’s arms and no sooner had we lain down then Sal was asleep. At first I was surprised, but then I remembered that Sal was much older than me, and it really had been a long day. Perhaps I had tired him out. 
 
    From below, the sounds of a fight drifted upward. I listened as the two men swore at one another in German. Their argument was heated; both men shouted loudly. Soon I heard the grunting sounds of physical fighting. The sound took me back to my days at St. Helena’s. 
 
    “You say that again, and I’ll do you like they did Mary Queen of Scots,” I threatened Maggie, another girl at St. Helena’s, sliding my finger across my throat as I stared the doe-eyed girl down. We were about six years old, and she had just told me for what seemed like the hundredth time that day that I was a piece of rubbish. 
 
    Maggie gritted her teeth and lunged at me. 
 
    I picked up a handful of dirt and threw it in her face. She screamed, the dust burning her eyes. I took the opportunity to punch her in the gut. Crying, she fell to the ground. After she was down, I gave her a solid kick in the side of the head, the other girls cheering me on. Suddenly Sister Margaret was standing over us. Her towering shadow cast a gloomy pall. 
 
    “What is going on here?” she asked aghast. Sister Margaret yanked me away from Maggie, her fingernails digging into my skin. She squeezed my wrist until it ached. 
 
    I pulled my arm free. Knowing I would be punished either way, I decided it was best not to lie. “Maggie was calling me names so I beat her a good one,” I told Sister Margaret. 
 
    She looked down at me, her face furrowing deeply. She had an odd look on her face like she was suffocating rage. “This is the last time—” she began to say but stopped short when she heard Sister Sarah approach. 
 
    “Are you sure, Mr. Fletcher? You did say you wanted a lad. The boys will be out any moment,” Sister Sarah said as she came up behind us. She sounded nervous. 
 
    I turned to look. Sister Sarah escorted two gentlemen onto the yard. The man she referred to as Mr. Fletcher had long, curly gray hair. He wore small, round glasses, a tight blue shirt buttoned to the neck, breeches, striped stockings, and a top hat. The other man, also gray haired but balding, looked like he’d just rolled out from under a greasy transport. He wore a checked top with tan trousers, both of which were stained with grease. His two front teeth were missing. 
 
    “No need. This one fights like an alley cat. She’ll do,” the man she referred to as Mr. Fletcher said, looking down at me. “What do you say, Mr. Oleander?” he asked his companion. 
 
    “Let me see your hands, girl,” the other man, Mr. Oleander, said to me. 
 
    I stuck out my hands and let them inspect me. 
 
    “Dirty under the nails. Scratches on the knuckles,” Mr. Oleander observed. Both men seemed impressed. 
 
    “But gentlemen, a young lady will need some refining, a womanly influence,” Sister Sarah said. 
 
    “We’ve got a woman, don’t we, brother?” Mr. Oleander answered chuckling as he elbowed the other man in the ribs. They both laughed. 
 
    “What is your name, young lady?” Mr. Fletcher asked. 
 
    I looked up at Sister Margaret. Only once had I ever been asked my real name and that was on my first day there. A very old nun had written it and my parents’ names on a paper. She died a few days later. Otherwise, everyone called me Lily on account of my mother’s bouquet. Both Sister Margaret and Sister Sarah had come to St. Helena’s later, and that’s all they and all the others knew of my name. And in my mind, that other girl, the one my mother—who had never come back-had thrown into the Thames, was dead. 
 
    “Lily.” 
 
    “Lily what?” Mr. Fletcher asked. 
 
    “Just Lily,” I replied. 
 
    Both of the men laughed. 
 
    “Yes, she’ll do. Where do we sign?” Mr. Oleander asked Sister Margaret. 
 
    Sister Margaret and Sister Sarah looked at one another in shocked silence. After a moment, Sister Margaret looked down at me, her face still wearing the shadow of rage. I realized then I had chosen the wrong day to infuriate her. Indeed, it would be the last time. “This way to my office, gentlemen,” she said, directing them back to the orphanage. “Sister Sarah, please get Lily ready to go.” 
 
    Lost in my memories, I was about to doze off when I heard a gunshot. Sal snored in his sleep and turned but did not wake. I rose and looked over the side of the Stargazer. In the dim light of the gaslamps, I saw a man run off. The shot man lay still in the street. Clearly, he was dead. The tower guards were soon on the scene. I sighed and crawled back into the hammock. I pulled out the laudanum and took double my usual dose. I snuggled close to Sal, reminding myself that the days with Mr. Fletcher and Mr. Oleander were long behind me. They were now ghosts who could only harm me in my memories. And then, just as I had wanted, everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Early the next morning we bundled up and set sail. Despite my best efforts, I could not shake Mr. Fletcher and Mr. Oleander. The memories added to feeling tense about the altercation in the opium den. I was unnerved. I woke at dawn feeling groggy, nauseated, and irritable. In fact, no one was feeling very happy once I shared how someone had tried to manhandle me in the opium den. 
 
    “You think it was just a thief or did it seem like he was after you specifically?” Jessup asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied, hoping not to alarm them. 
 
    Angus sighed. “I warned you. That kaleidoscope came with blood on it.” 
 
    “Then the sooner we know what it is, and we get rid of it, the better,” Sal said encouragingly. 
 
    Angus, however, went below and returned with loaded sidearms which he passed to Jessup and Sal. Both men took a gun without speaking a word about it. 
 
    Angus handed me an extra box of ammo. “Keep your weapon loaded, your head clear, and watch your ass.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The snow covered Alps, streaked with black rocks, went on as far as the eye could see. Even in July, the air was cold. It was, however, very fresh, so pristine I could nearly sense the divine. Navigating this beauty would be tricky all the same. I had done it before, but I was not in a mood for a challenge that morning. Low level clouds or stray winds would be certain, but I knew it would be manageable. 
 
    “It’s like a fucking painting,” Angus said as we all stood at the bow of the Stargazer and looked out at the mountain range. 
 
    “There are, in fact, several famous paintings of the Alps. There has been much consideration of the painting Napoleon Crossing the Alps by Jacques-Louis David who painted it for the King of Spain,” Sal offered. 
 
    I pretended not to see the gestures Angus and Jessup exchanged. 
 
    “Let’s just hope we meet with a better end than Bonaparte,” I replied. 
 
    We did. After several crisp, beautiful hours of smooth flying, we cruised toward Venice. We passed over the forests, mountains, and farmland in Switzerland, and we were over Italy shortly after the lunch hour. By late afternoon, we approached the Vento area, and air traffic became much busier. At first we saw mainly European transport ships rigged for long haul travel. A steam yacht passed us; it was an unusual contraption held aloft by a cluster of balloons rather than a single balloon. Steam poured from the back of the ship. Since it carried water, it was heavy and low to the ground. As we neared Venice, however, we noticed more brightly colored personal yachts and transport air gondolas. The Venetian air gondolas shone with thick black lacquer, their balloons dyed scarlet red. The air gondoliers wore the same black and white striped shirts as their lagoon counterparts, but the straw hats were replaced with tan leather skullcaps. The colorful ships sailed toward the Venetian air towers on the Lido; it was like a slowly moving painting. I could feel I was in Venice. As I navigated the ship over the city toward the Lido towers, Sal narrated the sites. 
 
    “We’re over the Grand Canal, Lily. There is the Rialto. Ah, there is Saint Mark’s…the Doge’s palace,” Sal listed. 
 
    I took a peek below; the dark teal colored waters of the canals glimmered in the late afternoon light. From above, the orange-red tiled roofs of the palazzi reminded me of a jigsaw of bread loaves. Excited, I smiled. I had been around the world racing, but I had never truly been anywhere on holiday. It was an excitement I knew Jessup and Angus—both of whom had always worked for every crumb in their mouths—shared. 
 
    “Go in port, Lily. There are international transport docks open on the upper platform,” Jessup called from above, his spyglass on the towers. 
 
    The breeze off the Adriatic Sea made for a bumpy ride into the towers. There were more air towers located in Venice than I had seen anywhere else. Big ships like the Stargazer were anchored on the upper levels. There were at least a dozen large ships tethered there. I eyed the symbols on the balloons but didn’t recognize any of them. I did notice a British diplomatic vessel parked in one of the private bays. About twenty feet below the international transports were ports for the local gondoliers, yachts, and personal crafts. 
 
    A Venetian ground crew, all dressed in scarlet, guided the Stargazer into her dock. Soon, Jessup and Angus were hard at work getting the ship tethered in. Once we were anchored, Sal spoke with the stationmaster. 
 
    “My Lily, it seems Lord Byron has cleared the path for you. The Stargazer was expected, and your docking account has been settled. The stationmaster saw the Stargazer come in. As Lord Byron requested, ground transport has been arranged to take us to our lodgings,” Sal informed me as the Venetian stationmaster smiled appreciatively at the Stargazer. “And he is a fan of yours,” Sal added with a lowered voice. 
 
    Angus and Jessup leaned on the deck rail, listening to the exchange. 
 
    “Ask him if he’d like to take a look,” I replied motioning to the Stargazer. 
 
    Sal spoke to the man. The stationmaster smiled excitedly at me, and with a nod, Sal led him aboard. 
 
    “Well, Miss Important Friends, our lodgings, eh?” Jessup said with a laugh. “Where you suppose Byron set us up, Lily?” 
 
    “Us? Well, I am sure a palace awaits me. I think I saw some stables on the Lido for you lot,” I replied with a laugh. 
 
    Angus chuckled. 
 
    The look on Jessup’s face told me he had not considered that Byron had only arranged for me, not all of us. But, I knew Byron. He took care of those he loved and trusted. Despite his reputation as being mad, bad, and dangerous to know, Byron had a good soul and treated well those who did not abuse him—unless, of course, he had asked for it. 
 
    After Sal’s tour was over, the stationmaster—who kissed me on each cheek and spoke excitedly to me in Italian, thanking me and blessing my next race, or so Sal told me—led us to the lift. I was glad a race fan was keeping watch on the Stargazer; I knew she would be safe. 
 
    The clockwork gears ground as the stationmaster operated the lift levers. The massive gears turned, and the lift lowered us slowly toward the sandy beach below. A warm wind blew in from the sea. As much as I disliked the water, Venice was truly beautiful. 
 
    Sal and the stationmaster exchanged a few words, and when we reached the Lido, we headed off in the direction of the vaporetti, the steamboat taxis. Sal was wearing a knowing smile. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Ah, my Lily, how Lord Byron must love you.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    Sal only smiled. 
 
    “Sal,” I warned playfully, sliding my hand under his shirt to tickle his ribs. 
 
    “You’ll see,” he replied, grinning as he grabbed and kissed my fingers. 
 
    Sal spoke a few words to the vaporetto taximan who transported travelers by water from the Lido to the city. The vaporetto itself was a sleek, dark wood boat with a thick coat of polish. A blue and white striped awning covered the taxi seats. The taximan guided us aboard. As we settled in, I followed Sal’s gaze to the copper piping that created the steam propulsion. Angus, too, was straining his neck to get a look. 
 
    As we set off, the taximan eyed me over. My belongings were stuffed into a sack hanging over my shoulder, but under my arm I carried the box containing the gown Byron had sent. The sailor’s gaze had made me feel self-conscious, and though I was not inclined to wear the dress, I was suddenly glad I had it. As we approached the city, passing more Venetians, I better understood the look. The Venetian women looked like china dolls. Their hair was done perfectly. Their ornate dresses looked like bouquets of wildflowers strewn in the wind. While they had their intricately designed jewels and tinkered trinkets, overall their look was soft. English women had their own style. Air jockeys more so. In Venice, however, things were different. I now understood Byron’s gift. 
 
    The vaporetto slipped into the Grand Canal. Moments later we were gliding past the pastel colored palazzi: pink, peach, white, and tan façades faced the water. Most buildings, though somewhat decayed, were decorated with white marble or stone trim. Arching windows with ornate trefoil, carved cherubs, theater masks, regal animals, and other designs trimmed the elegant palazzi. Much like the Venetian women, the buildings were refined in their beauty. 
 
    “Palazzo Mocenigo,” the taximan called as we approached a Venetian palace. The tan façade of the palazzo was trimmed with both wrought iron and stone balconies that hung over the water. The palazzo looked to be four stories in height. In all, the palazzo had four buildings. The gondolier guided us toward one of the middle buildings. 
 
    “Holy Christ,” Jessup whispered. He had grown up on a farm in Norwich and was, no doubt, as impressed as I. 
 
    Indeed, the palazzo was striking. I looked up at the building to see the various carvings of lions’ heads looking down at me. 
 
    Sal smiled at me. “You see,” he whispered. 
 
    The taximan docked and extended a hand to help me debark. A Venetian butler who was fluent in English came to meet us. 
 
    “Signorina Stargazer, welcome to Ca’ Mocenigo. I am Vittorio and am at your service,” he introduced, kissing the back of my hand. 
 
    I introduced the others. Vittorio led us down a marble hallway, the floors polished to a mirror shine, to a stairwell with an ornately carved banister. Golden sconces and magnificent oil paintings lined the walls. 
 
    “You will have two floors, Signorina Stargazer,” Vittorio explained as we went upstairs. “On the second floor you will find the piano nobile where you may entertain guests. Please let me know if you would like to arrange any dinners, and we shall be at your service. Are you expecting Lord Byron?” 
 
    I could hear the excitement in the man’s voice. Byron was famed for his poetry but was infamous for his behavior. He’d been in Venice the few years prior. I’d heard a story about how he’d swum naked in the Grand Canal, holding a torch aloft so he would not be hit by a gondola. I’d laughed until I cried when I heard it. Given Byron’s ways, I had no idea if I was expecting him or not. That was partially why our relationship worked so well. 
 
    “We’ll see. We are not expecting visitors at this time,” I told the man politely. 
 
    He smiled, but his disappointment was evident. “Now, this is the sitting room,” Vittorio said. He pushed open heavy double doors at the top of the stairs to reveal a Renaissance style parlor. The wear on the ornate plaster was evident, and discoloration marred the pale blue walls, but the beauty of the place could not be denied. The grey-flecked marble floors gleamed. The walls were trimmed with gold leaf. Tapestries, oil paintings, and statuary filled the place. An elaborate bird cage contained two doves who cooed nicely when we entered. The place was filled with vases of cut flowers—all lilies—and sumptuous furniture. 
 
    “Follow me,” he called, leading us through the room to a second set of doors. He pushed these open to reveal a dining room with soft yellow paint and glimmering white marble floors. A gold and crystal chandelier hung from the roof where plaster was chipped away. Filigreed mirrors and oil paintings of Dionysian delights lined the walls. 
 
    “This is your formal dining room,” Vittorio said then led us through one final set of doors to reveal a sunny room in the front of the palazzo. “And finally we come to the drawing room,” he said. The room, painted pale peach, looked out on the Grand Canal. It was comfortably arranged with small groupings of chairs for private conversation, and again, the room was filled with lilies. 
 
    “If you need a private work space, Miss Stargazer, there is also a small office through here,” Vittorio added, opening a door just off the drawing room to reveal an office in which a large desk, and only a large desk, sat in the very middle of the space. “Lord Byron worked here when he was in residence,” he added proudly. 
 
    I nodded, and for a brief moment, envisioned Byron laboring over the desk, his dark curls falling into his eyes as they were sometimes apt to do. I smiled. 
 
    “This way.” Vittorio led us upstairs and showed us each to a bedroom. We arranged to have dinner in a couple of hours, and Vittorio left. Angus and Jessup, examining their lodgings, grinned like school children. My room, which was the same Byron stayed in when he was in Venice, as Vittorio had informed me, looked out onto the canal. Double glass doors opened to a magnificent vista. The heavenly smell of lilies filled the room. The bedroom was papered with red brocade that was torn in the corners. Gauzy white fabric draped the tall, four-poster bed. 
 
    Since the men were settling in, I was alone. I took a drop of laudanum and stood in the opened doorway overlooking the canal. Gondoliers poled passengers and crates up and down the green-blue canal waters. As one singing gondolier passed, he tipped his hat at me and called out what sounded like a compliment. I blew him a kiss, and he smiled. Moments later, Jessup and Angus burst into the room behind me. 
 
    “Can you believe this, Lil?” Jessup said excitedly. 
 
    “My màthair would not believe her eyes,” Angus added, pulling Jessup and me both into a hug as we stood looking out at the Canal. 
 
    “Gents, just think. If we can start pulling first place wins, we could really live like this from time to time,” I said. 
 
    Angus and Jessup both turned serious. “If we place first in Valencia and then in Paris, and if Cutter drops to third at least once, we can pull it off,” Jessup said. 
 
    “Cutter doesn’t race well in Valencia. This year we might take him,” Angus added. 
 
    “We need modifications,” I said. “I saw Souvenir in Zurich. He was getting work done to his ship. We need to consider what we can do to reconfigure the Stargazer. Truth is, we need more speed.” 
 
    Sal, who had been leaning against the door frame and listening to the conversation, spoke up. “In Master Vogt’s workshop he showed me a reconfiguration of one of the propulsion gears which requires less muscle to give speed, using centrifugal force over raw power. May I draw it and show you, Angus?” 
 
     Angus looked at Sal, and the look on Angus’ face told me that in that moment he’d finally figured out what Sal was all about. Sal was arrogant. And Sal did offer more suggestions than were needed, but Sal was also a genius. 
 
    “Let’s have it. In fact, why don’t we adjourn to the drawing room and further consider the matter,” Angus said, putting on a mock sophisticated accent that made us all laugh. 
 
    With that, the four of us spent the next two hours huddled over a table as Sal and Angus considered what could be done to reconfigure the Stargazer. The smell of food wafting in from the kitchens on the first floor had my stomach aching. When Vittorio returned to tell us it was time to eat, I was grateful. 
 
    Vittorio opened the doors to the dining room to reveal a table heaped with a sprawling array of Venetian cuisine. Footmen dressed in grey uniforms with silver buckles seated each of us. Vittorio presented our meal. As he went over each dish, a footman poured us all bowls of brodo di pesce, a fish soup with saffron, and glasses of white wine. At the very center of the table was what he called an antipasto de frutti de mare, a massive plate of seafood from the lagoon dressed with lemon and Italian olive oil. 
 
    “A favorite of Lord Byron,” he told us. 
 
    Also on the table were Venetian style sardines, carpacci, muscles cooked in wine, heaps of fresh fruit, bread, and a dish called baccalà manteceta. “You might like this one, Scotsman,” Vittorio told Angus. “It is salted cod minced with oil, garlic, and herbs.” 
 
    Angus looked hungrily at the food, eyeing the salted fish dish in particular. 
 
    “Let us toast,” Sal said. We all raised our glasses. “To the lady with a kaleidoscope mind,” Sal said, referencing the line written on the kaleidoscope. 
 
    I smiled knowingly at Sal. 
 
    Angus looked at Jessup who shrugged, and they called “Cheers.” 
 
    Jessup and Angus ate excitedly, commenting on everything. I noticed that Angus asked the footman again and again to put more of the baccalà manteceta on his plate. I sipped my wine and took in the scene. I felt happy to see them happy. Whatever the harlequin had died for, it had led to this pleasure: good people enjoying a rare treat, something they surely worked hard enough to deserve. I would find the meaning of the kaleidoscope and discover the lady of the kaleidoscope mind—but not just now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    That evening, Angus and Jessup, exhausted, overfull, and excited to try their rooms, headed to bed. Promising Sal I would be by later, I went to the small garden terrace on the roof. Once there, I found a comfortable wicker chaise and laid back. I pulled out my pipe and opium supply and lit up. I lay smoking as I looked at the stars. Air transport ships and gondolas, their lanterns blinking, passed overhead. The sounds of the canal gondoliers singing as they rowed past filled the night air. It was warm with a soft breeze coming in from the sea. The air smelled sweet and salty with a hint of a fresh seaweed scent. I gazed up at the early evening sky and noticed an extremely bright star located just beside the moon. In fact, it seemed almost brighter than the moon. I had not noticed it the night before. 
 
    I pulled out my spyglass to look at it more closely. It was exceedingly bright. Digging in my bag again, I pulled out the kaleidoscope. I hoped the starlight would illuminate the colors. When I centered the kaleidoscope onto the star, I was surprised. In fact, I was so surprised I jumped up, knocking over the glass of wine I’d brought with me. It shattered on the floor. Very clearly reflected in the kaleidoscope were a series of numbers. The colors of the kaleidoscope had rotated so the purples and blues fell together and clearly wrote out numbers: 36.6858. I dug around in my bag for one of Sal’s beautifully tinkered fountain pens. Unable to find paper, I wrote the numbers on the hem of my shorts. I looked again to be sure I had noted the digits correctly. I panned the kaleidoscope to another part of the sky only to see the numbers disappear. They only appeared when pointed to that bright star. Kaleidoscope in hand, I ran back downstairs. 
 
    I ran to Sal’s room, flung open the door, and rushed to his bedside. “Sal,” I whispered, shaking his shoulder. “Sal, wake up,” I said again, jostling him. 
 
    “Ahh, my Lily, here you are,” he said sleepily, raising his hand to stroke my hair. 
 
    “No, no, no. Not that. Sal, come on, I’ve seen something in the kaleidoscope! Please, get up! Come on,” I said, pulling him out of bed. 
 
    Sal rose sleepily. 
 
    “Sal, you’re naked,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    “Ah yes, I thought to save time,” he said smiling as he pulled on a robe. Sleepily, he followed me upstairs. “Ah, what a sight,” he said when we entered the terrace. 
 
    “Careful,” I said, guiding him around the broken glass. I thrust the kaleidoscope at him. “There,” I said pointing. “Aim it toward the bright star beside the moon. Tell me if you see it.” 
 
    Sal yawned then lifted the kaleidoscope toward the sky. After adjusting it a bit and moving it toward the bright star, Sal sighed an excited “ahh,” his eyebrows rising. 
 
    “You see it? The numbers?” 
 
    “Oh yes. 36. Is that a dot? 36.6858. Lily, did you write it down?” 
 
    “Of course. What is it? What does it mean?” 
 
    Sal was still gazing upward. After a moment, he lowered the kaleidoscope. “That is Venus as the evening star. She’ll sink from the sky in an hour or so,” Sal said. 
 
     I pulled Sal down onto a chaise beside me. Once we settled in, I lit the opium pipe again and took a toke. I handed the pipe to Sal and then drank a slug from the bottle of wine I’d brought with me earlier. 
 
    “What are the numbers? A combination?” I looked back up at the sky with a naked eye. Venus’ bright light held steady. 
 
     Sal coughed heavily as he smoked then set the pipe down. “I’m not sure,” he replied. I noticed then his eyes had taken on a glossy sheen. He examined the numbers I had written on my hem. “I’ll need to consider it a bit.” 
 
    I lifted the kaleidoscope again and shone it at the night’s sky. I centered on the moon and a few other stars; there was nothing. Only with the backdrop of Venus, the evening star, did the numbers appear. 
 
    Sal watched me move the kaleidoscope across the sky. “We must seek Venus. She holds the answer,” he said. 
 
    “Seek Venus? Like the Goddess Aphrodite?” 
 
    “As the Greeks called her, yes.” 
 
    “We all seek Venus, don’t we?” I joked. 
 
    Sal kissed me sweetly on the cheek. “Yes, we do,” he whispered in my ear. 
 
    I curled up into his arms and lay looking at the stars, the kaleidoscope hugged tightly to my chest. 
 
    We both must have slept then because I woke up on the chaise the next morning still lying against Sal. We were covered in morning dew. At a nearby palazzo, I heard the voices of workers and the sound of boxes being unloaded. It was just past sunup. Lingering pink light was fading from the sky. 
 
    I woke Sal who was still groggy and led him downstairs and back to his bed. Settling him in, I pulled his covers to his chin and kissed him on the forehead. I stroked his silver-streaked hair away from his face. How sweet he looked. 
 
    I then wandered back to my room where I startled a maid who looked like she’d been looking for me. She spoke some English so I tried to explain I had slept on the terrace. She seemed puzzled but told me to come with her. She was waiting to help me with my bath. 
 
    She led me to the small bathing room where an arsenal of oils, astringents, perfumes, combs, and two more handmaids waited. At once, I felt ill at ease. My mind, startled by the smells of the bathing oils, went back in time to my first day at Mr. Oleander’s and Mr. Fletcher’s alley flat on Neal’s Yard just off Covent Garden. 
 
    “Now Lily, this is Nicolette,” Mr. Fletcher had said. “She will get you cleaned up. We thought we were getting a boy so the only clothes we bought are men’s fashions, but you’ll be more comfortable on the Iphigenia dressed like that anyway,” he continued. “Oh yes, and Nicolette is French. She doesn’t speak English very well.” With that, he left me in a small room in their flat with a blue eyed girl who was about fifteen years in age. The girl looked at me like I was a rodent. 
 
    “What is the Iphigenia?” I asked her. 
 
    “Take off your dress,” she said in a heavy French accent as she began to pour water from a pan over the fireplace into a washing tub. “It is their air transport.” 
 
    “Like a balloon?” I asked. 
 
    Nicolette nodded then helped me pull off my shift. She then lowered me into the hot water. “I thought they were getting a boy,” she said. 
 
    I didn’t know why Nicolette seemed so annoyed. I was so happy to be out of the orphanage that I decided I didn’t care if two old men had been my saviors. I was going to make the best of it. “I’m sorry,” was all I could think to say. 
 
    “Non,” she said, “it’s only…well, we’ll see. Come, let me clean your hair,” she said then poured warm water onto my tangled and dirt-covered tresses. She worked soap into the hair then rubbed in sharp smelling oils, lemon and lavender, trying to break the tangles free. “I will need to cut some,” she said, taking the scissors from the fireplace mantel. With a snip, she rid my hair of about six inches of length. I fingered my hair which now sat on my shoulders. “I’m sorry,” she said then threw the hair into the fire. The smell of burning hair filled the room. 
 
    “You speak English just fine,” I told her. 
 
    “Don’t tell them,” she said with a smile as she combed what was left of my tresses. 
 
    I was confused. After she got done scrubbing a year’s worth of dirt from me, Nicolette plaited my hair into a braid and helped me redress in the clothes the brothers had purchased: tan trousers, black suspenders, a mandarin colored shirt, and black socks and boots. She looked at me and frowned. “You are looking too pretty even dressed like this,” she said and then sighed. “Come. They will want to see.” Taking my hand, she led me back to the sparse sitting room where the brothers sat at worn wooden table looking over some papers. Light shone in from two dirt-stained windows at the front of the flat. 
 
    “Monsieurs,” Nicolette said with a curtsey, her eyes downcast. 
 
    I looked at the two men. Mr. Oleander rose to take a better look at me. “Well, look at the alley cat now,” he told Mr. Fletcher who laughed. “She looks like a girl again, don’t you, pretty kitty,” he said, tickling my chin. 
 
    Nicolette stiffened. 
 
    I tried to turn my face but his sharp fingers followed, poking at me. 
 
    “Now, now,” Mr. Fletcher chided Mr. Oleander, who sat back down. 
 
    “Can you read, Lily?” Mr. Fletcher asked me. 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “You see, even British orphans can read. French girls only look pretty,” Mr. Fletcher told Mr. Oleander. 
 
    “Well, Nicolette earns her keep on her back, not at the books,” Mr. Oleander replied as he poured himself a drink. 
 
    Both men laughed. 
 
    Nicolette’s face had gone pale. She looked at the floor and said nothing. 
 
    “You’re excused, Nicolette. Please go get Lily’s trundle ready. Come here, Lily,” Mr. Fletcher called and then motioned for me to come beside him. “What does this line say,” he asked, pointing to a sentence written in a book which otherwise contained lists of numbers. 
 
    “Fares for the month of May,” I read. 
 
    “Ah, very good. You know your numbers?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Then read these lines,” he said pointing to a row of figures which I read off. 
 
    “Can you do mathematics?” 
 
    “Only a little.” 
 
    “I’ll teach you.” 
 
    “We didn’t go to get a bookkeeper. I need a galley monkey,” Mr. Oleander said and grabbed a few tools from his toolbox. He was about to set them on the table when Mr. Fletcher stopped him. 
 
    “Not where we eat, brother,” he said. 
 
    Mr. Oleander nodded and motioned for me to come to his tool chest. “Which ones do you know, pretty kitty,” he asked. 
 
    I recognized most of the instruments but only knew the names of the wrench and mallet. “It’s a good start,” he told me, then schooled me on the names of the remaining tools. I paid close attention, wanting to impress my new caregivers. When he was done, he quizzed me, asking me to name the tools again. Thankfully, I was able to remember them all. “She’s a good choice,” Mr. Oleander finally determined. 
 
    “Indeed,” Mr. Fletcher said then leaned back in his chair and took a long, hard look at me. “Run off now, Lily. We’ve work to do,” he said and leaned back to look at his papers once again, pushing his small glasses up his nose. “Tomorrow we’ll take you out to the Iphigenia,” he added as I scampered back to the room where Nicolette had gone. 
 
    I found her sitting in my cold bath water. She looked like she had been crying. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. The room still smelled strongly of lemon and lavender. She shook her head but said nothing. The answer would become all too evident soon enough. 
 
    “All done, Signorina Stargazer,” the maid told me, interrupting my thoughts. She handed me a mirror. She had bathed me thoroughly and rubbed my skin with sweet smelling basil and rose oils. My hair was dressed in the same fashion I had seen the Venetian women wearing; it was woven into a bun at the back of my head and wisps of loose ringlets fell around my face. I gazed into the mirror. I felt like I was looking at a stranger. 
 
    “Beautiful. Thank you,” I said. I suddenly felt sick to my stomach. She offered to dress me, but I declined and hurried back to my room. I closed and locked the door then sat down on the bed. My damp skin prickled with cold. Tossing the lid aside, I looked at the contents of Byron’s dressbox. I pulled the lily pin from my pilot’s cap and affixed it to the satin top hat. I then took a drop of laudanum to build up my courage. 
 
    After I dressed, I went downstairs. I could hear the others in the dining room. The door to the room was shut. I took a deep breath and opened the door a crack. The men went silent. 
 
    “Lily?” Sal called. 
 
    “Promise not to laugh,” I said. 
 
    “At what?” Angus asked. 
 
    I stepped into the dining room. “At this,” I replied, entering in Byron’s chiffon gown. 
 
    Jessup set down his bread. Angus stared. Sal rose and took my hand. “Truly, a lily,” he said, kissing my hand. He guided me to my seat. 
 
    “Where the hell did you get that?” Angus asked. 
 
    “Byron. It was a gift.” 
 
    “You look like a dessert,” Jessup told me. 
 
    “Doesn’t she always,” Sal said with a wink, making me grin. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Angus said. 
 
    “Well, we need to go into the city today, and I can’t wear my normal clothes,” I replied. 
 
    “Why the hell not?” Angus asked with a frown. 
 
    Vittorio entered before I could answer. “Ah, Signorina Stargazer, out of your traveling clothes I see. I have arranged for a gondolier. Signor Colonna suggested you might be going out?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you, Vittorio.” 
 
    He nodded then exited.  
 
    I sighed. “Well, gents, ready to see Venice?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The Piazza San Marco was bustling with people and pigeons. The square, framed on its sides by shops and market stalls and capped by the Basilica, was an image of Venice I’d known only through paintings. Now I stood in the shadow of the Basilica watching the Venetians stroll past. The place was a feast for the senses. Warm wind blew in from the canal. The small cafes and bakeries surrounding the square offered up sweet aromas. Textile vendors sold brightly colored silks at outdoor market stalls. Glassmakers showcased a rainbow of delicately blown plates and goblets, trimmed with golden filigree, which caught the morning sunlight. Prisms cast rainbows all around. And then there was the sound of the thronging market crowd and clink of hammers from the tinker stalls. I watched, intrigued, as one vendor displayed his small clockwork pets to two delicately dressed women and their very clean looking children. The little girl squealed with terror and delight as a clockwork spider crawled from the tinker’s hand onto hers. Opposite the clockwork creatures, a vendor displayed wrist-holstered guns to two men wearing matching blue silk suits and top hats. 
 
    Angus and Jessup, armed with Sal’s drawing of propulsion modifications, headed into the market in search of parts. Byron had suggested I consult the clockworks about the kaleidoscope, but I wondered who I could trust. Sal, however, knew a man from Rome with whom he’d grown up. The man kept a small workshop at Torre Dell'Orologio, St. Mark’s Clock Tower. 
 
    “He’s on the second floor,” Sal said as we stared up at the building. The signs of the zodiac on a starry background spun around the Roman numerals on the dial. Above the clock face, the winged lion of Venice, also with stars at his back, stared down at us. 
 
    We headed into the building and followed a twisting staircase to a small room at the front of the tower on the second floor. The sound of the massive clock gears clicked loudly through the walls. 
 
    Sal knocked on the door. 
 
    From within, we heard a rustle and the sound of metal clanging to the floor. Moments later the door opened and a man wearing a leather apron appeared. He was about Sal’s age. He had cropped silver hair and twinkling blue eyes. He was a tinker, of that there was no doubt. Everywhere I looked in the room behind him I saw clocks: wrist watches, pocket watches, cuff watches, necklace clocks, wall clocks, zodiac clocks, replicas of the clock tower, and more. The tick, tick, tick sound of the room was nearly deafening. 
 
    “Salvatore?” he said, seemingly shocked. 
 
    “Anthony,” Sal said with familiarity in his voice. 
 
    “Salvatore!” the man yelled and pulled Sal into a hug, kissing him on both cheeks. The man turned and looked at me. “Chi è questo?” 
 
    “This is Beatrice. My wife,” Sal said. 
 
    Beatrice? Both Anthony and I were stunned to silence. I raised an eyebrow at Sal who simply smiled lovingly at me. 
 
    “English, eh? Well, she is still beautiful! Oh, Salvatore, you old devil. Someone finally captured you! And I thought you would never find a girl good enough for you. Too bad your mama is not alive to see it. She would be so proud of you,” Anthony said with a laugh then turned to me. “Mrs. Colonna,” the man said happily, kissing me on both cheeks. 
 
    “Beatrice, this is Anthony Arcumenna,” Sal introduced. “We grew up together in Rome.” 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, Signor Arcumenna,” I replied. 
 
    “Come in, come in. My goodness, I cannot believe I am seeing Salvatore in Venice. And I thought you swore you’d never return to Italy.” 
 
    “Yes, well, under the right conditions, we all outgrow our past,” Sal said simply. 
 
     I looked deeply at Sal. I had never questioned him about his former life, his youth in Rome. It suddenly seemed odd to me to think he had a mother, a mother who would have been proud of him for marrying me…well, at least Beatrice. And I hadn’t known he’d forsaken Italy. 
 
     “Let’s have a drink. It is early, but I like this news,” Anthony said with a laugh and poured us all a small glass of sambuca. I tried not to drink mine the way I knew how. 
 
    The two old friends made conversation; I paid attention. They exchanged news on common friends and people from home. They reminisced a bit. Their youth was typical of most boys, except they were both geniuses. Then Anthony turned serious, asking Sal about the matter with his brother. “He is what he is,” Sal said dismissively, but I saw a line of worry furrow on Sal’s forehead that I’d never seen before. “I do have a favor I need help with, old friend,” Sal added. 
 
    “Of course. Anything,” Anthony answered. 
 
    Sal motioned to me to give Anthony the kaleidoscope. I unwrapped it, leaving the wrapper safely stowed in my bag, and handed it to him. 
 
    “Ah, now, this is something,” Anthony said, pulling a jeweler’s monocle from his pocket and pressing it into his eye. 
 
    “We’ve come by it with a bit of trouble attached, I must warn you,” Sal said. “I can see there is some tampering in the colored glass display, but I cannot make out what is there without taking it apart, which we do not wish to do. What do you see?” 
 
    As Anthony looked over the kaleidoscope, he too translated the Ancient Greek lines. “The symbols on the side, Salvatore, are not just decorative. These are all symbols of the Goddess Venus: the doves, swans, apples, shells. I use these in my jewelcraft. Ah, and here I see the anemone flower. Do you know the story of Venus and Adonis, Mrs. Colonna?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “It is a very romantic tale fit for a young bride. The Goddess Venus once loved a mortal man, Adonis, with a depth of passion she had never felt for another. Adonis, a rough young youth who liked the hunt, flirted with danger in an effort to impress his Goddess lover. Though Venus told him she did not need his bravado and advised him to be cautious, Adonis insisted on showing his strength. He hunted a wild boar, piercing it with a spear. But the boar would not be defeated. It snapped the spear from its side and ran Adonis through with its tusks, mortally wounding him. As Adonis lay dying, Venus came to his side and wept bitterly. Adonis died in her arms. In her grief, Venus transformed his spilled blood into the anemone flower. The red blossom, which can bloom and die in the same strong wind, is a memorial to the fragility of love. That is why the anemone is called the wind flower. A tragic story, is it not, Mrs. Colonna?” 
 
    “Truly,” I replied. I suddenly felt like I needed another drink. 
 
    “Without dismantling it, I can only tell you it is very old,” Anthony said, handing it back. “And by that, I would guess it is from the ancient world. It is quite a find. I’ve never seen its like. You say it came along with some trouble?” 
 
    “Indeed, so I would appreciate it if you did not mention having seen it—if anyone asks. Now…let’s have a gift for my bride. Let me see your cases, Anthony.” 
 
    Anthony rose. “Oh, indeed! Yes, yes, let me see. Let’s have a nice ladies’ cuff,” the man muttered distractedly as he began pulling cases from the shelves. He set several in front of me. Inside were beautifully crafted cuff watches. I looked them over. I could not help but notice a petite watch decorated with freshwater pearls crafted to look like cattails. They surrounded a watch face adorned with a swan. Gold and brass colored gears gleamed in the background of the watch face. Dragonflies with topaz wings and abalone shell lily-pad charms decorated the cuff. 
 
    “That one,” I said, pointing to it. 
 
    “Ah, of course, Mrs. Colonna. After such an excellent story, that is the right choice. After all, swans are the very symbol of love.” 
 
    Anthony looked at Sal who nodded permissively then boxed up the watch. Sal thanked Anthony heartily, passing him an uncomfortable amount of money, and promised to stop by to see him again before we returned to London. Sal asked again for Anthony’s discretion, and we left. By the time we were out of the room, the ticking of the clocks had given me a headache. 
 
    “Your friend is very sweet, dear husband, but his head must pound all day long,” I said as I leaned against the wall at the bottom of the stairs. I rooted around my bag for the laudanum. I pulled out the bottle and turned from the crowd to take a drop. I offered the bottle to Sal who imbibed as well. 
 
    Sal handed me the box containing the watch. “For my Lily,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “Oh Sal, it was too expensive. Please, let me pay you back.” 
 
    Sal shook his head, and as he put the box into my satchel, he leaned close to me and kissed my neck. “I liked you as Mrs. Colonna,” he whispered, wrapping his arm around my waist. 
 
    I grinned. “Beatrice?” 
 
    “Well, who else could lead me to heaven but Beatrice?” Sal leaned back and looked deeply at me. He had a sentimental look on his face. Perhaps taking him out of his workshop had been a bad idea. 
 
    “Sal…I didn’t know you had forsaken Italy. Why did you agree to come with me?” 
 
    “Did you give me a choice?” Sal replied. He stroked my cheek. “I would not miss out on a chance to be with you.” 
 
    I laughed nervously. “Let’s find Angus and Jessup,” I said, giving him a quick kiss, then led us back toward the crowd. 
 
    The piazza thronged with people. The smells that had formerly delighted me now made me feel nauseous. My head was aching, the bright sunlight hurting my eyes. I put on my dark glasses and followed behind Sal. It was reaching tea time and the market was packed. The crowd of people bumped and pushed us. I don’t know how, but soon Sal and I got separated. I don’t even know how long I stumbled along before I realized Sal was gone. 
 
    “Sal!” I yelled into the crowd of ladies and gentlemen who glared at me. “Sal!” I turned around in the rushing crowd, but Sal was nowhere to be seen. I walked deeper into the market, thinking I would find Angus or Jessup amongst the tinkers, but I couldn’t find them anywhere. 
 
    I was just about to head back to the gondolas when I realized I was being followed. Behind me, a man in a dark suit tried to look nonchalant as he perused a stall displaying carnival masks. The random nature of my searching made his presence obvious, but in true Lily fashion, I didn’t know I was in trouble until I was already in the middle of it. 
 
    I slipped my hand into my bag and grabbed my sidearm. I turned then and advanced on the man. Startled, he turned and began walking in the other direction. He passed between two tents; I followed him. When I made the turn, he grabbed me. 
 
    “What are you doing in Venice, Lily?” he asked, knocking my gun from my hand then twisting my arm behind my back as he tried to reach into my satchel. 
 
    With my free arm, I elbowed him hard in the side. He let go. I turned and kneed him in the crotch. When he fell to the ground, I grabbed my gun and fled. 
 
    Thankful I had forsaken Byron’s dainty heels for my boots, I hiked up my skirts and took off through the crowd. I turned back to see the man picking himself up off the ground. I ran. I rushed through the crowds, dodging between the tents, then under the arched walkways of the piazza to an alleyway behind the square. I ran into the belly of Venice, my assailant pursuing me. I dodged between buildings then paused, peering out of an alley to see the man talking to two other gentlemen also dressed in dark suits. While I could not make out their words, they were speaking English. All three men had sidearms drawn. Taking a deep breath, I slid down the alleyway. At its end, I found myself stuck between a four-foot wide trench and the alley leading back to the street and the men who pursued me. I pulled my dress up to my knees and taking a running jump, I leapt across the water. 
 
    “There she goes,” I heard one of the men yell. He spotted me just as I landed on the other side. I ran between the buildings, dodging children and workers on velocipedes. I turned and looked back to see one of the men emerging from the buildings behind me. I ran over a footbridge, down another street, then found myself cornered between three palazzi. There was no way out. I looked around for a means of escape. To my surprise, I noticed that above the door directly across from me was a façade carving of a swan with an anemone flower in its beak. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “Go that way,” I heard a man yell from the alley. 
 
    I ran to the door and knocked hard. A confused looking maid answered. “Please, let me in,” I told her. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Please,” I said, gesturing toward the swan, but the woman did not budge. 
 
    Just then a startlingly beautiful woman with raven black hair and round, gold colored eyes appeared behind the woman. “What’s the matter?” she asked. 
 
    The men’s rough voices floated toward the alley. “Please, let me in,” I said, trying to push my way inside. 
 
    The woman started to push the door closed. “I don’t invite trouble.” 
 
    Desperate, I grabbed her hand. “I have the kaleidoscope.” 
 
    Her big eyes grew even larger. She peered closely at me then pulled me inside. She clapped the door shut behind her. 
 
    “She’s not here,” one of the men called from the alley outside just moments later. 
 
    The woman peered out the window. The midmorning sun shone in on her causing flecks of blue to sparkle in her black hair. After a moment, she leveled her golden eyes on me. 
 
    “Hello, Lily,” she said in a rich voice that poured out of her like liquid velvet, “I didn’t recognize you dressed like that. Please, come with me,” she said, offering her hand. “I’m Celeste. Welcome to Palazzo del Cigno, the House of the Swan.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Celeste led me through the kitchens to a sitting room in the front of the house. She asked me to take a seat while she exchanged whispered words in Italian with someone unseen. Moments later the back door of the palazzo opened and shut. Pensive about Sal and the others, I paced the room. 
 
    “Please, Lily, you’re safe here,” Celeste said. Taking a seat opposite me, she gestured for me to sit. 
 
    “I was with my crew, a friend…they will be looking for me.” 
 
    “I’ve sent a messenger to Ca’ Mocenigo,” Celeste said. 
 
    “Wait, how did you kno—” 
 
    “Gossip flows like the water in Venice. When Lord Byron moves, people talk.” 
 
    “All right. Then how about you tell me what the hell is going on?” 
 
    Celeste smiled at me as she leaned forward to pour us both a cup of tea. Her hands were long and elegant. Her light blue chiffon dress was cut so low that it revealed the very tops of her nipples. While the back of the gown was floor length, the front was cut into a very short skirt. Her long legs were covered with garters and white silk stockings; she wore painful looking high heels with metal rosettes and spiked bronze heels. I looked around the room. Nude statuary and painted images of lovers decorated the place. 
 
    “Sugar or lemon?” she asked with a smile. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    Celeste raised an eyebrow at me in assessment. “Sugar,” she decided and stirred two cubes into a cup and slid it toward me. “It depends on who you ask. I am known as a courtesan. The House of the Swan is a house of love.” 
 
    “A brothel?” 
 
    “Not quite. I am a courtesan…the lovers I take are of a certain level, a certain repute.” 
 
    “I see, a high class brothel,” I said and paused. “You said, ‘it depends on who you ask.’ What does that mean?” I forced myself to sit and drink tea in hope it would calm my nerves. 
 
    Celeste frowned at my bluntness. “My associates and I are practitioners of Venus. We are, in fact, priestesses of her cult, her ancient and secret worship. That truth would have us all in the stocks, but since you’ve made it here with the kaleidoscope, it seems you are trusted.” 
 
    “By whom?” 
 
    “Venus.” 
 
    “Okay then,” I said, having heard enough. I set the cup down. Again, the tea leaves had fallen into the shape of a swan. “I really don’t know why someone passed me the kaleidoscope or what I am supposed to do with it, so why don’t I just give it to you and be on my way.” 
 
    “Lily,” Celeste said, looking at me very seriously, “we need you. That is why the kaleidoscope came to you.” 
 
    “Need me for what?” 
 
    Celeste sighed. “A very ancient treasure is about to fall into the wrong hands. We need to recover it and secret it away before that happens. But we needed the kaleidoscope to find it, and we need you to make the kaleidoscope work.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “More than a thousand years ago, a treasure was stolen from the cult of Aphrodite. Our early efforts to recover the artifact were in vain; we never found it. The passage of time has kept this treasure hidden, despite of our best efforts to locate it. Now your countrymen are roaming around the ancient world raping it of all its goods. Your new British Museum is slowly filling with more Ionian artifacts than there are in Greece. My order is on a quest to recover our lost item before your countrymen find it first. What we seek to recover is something very special, not something to display in a museum. It is something your countrymen are desperate to find. We must find her before they do.” 
 
    “Her?” 
 
    “The Aphrodite of Knidos. The famed sculpture by Praxiteles.” Celeste rose and crossed the room. She took a small statuette from a pedestal and set it before me. “A replica,” she said. I looked at the statuette and realized I had seen the sculpture of naked Aphrodite, her hand in front of her pubis, before. My parents had one in our garden in Cornwall. 
 
    “The real statue is no ordinary thing,” Celeste continued. “She is something special. For many years we have promoted a lie, saying she was destroyed in a fire in Constantinople. We thought our lie would help us hide the truth until we could recover her ourselves, but the British are good at examining details. We must recover her before the Dilettanti learn her location.” 
 
    I had heard of the Dilettanti before. They were a group of Englishmen, mainly drunken gentry, who had a passion for antiquities. They were, in fact, building up the artifacts in the British Museum. 
 
    “The Dilettanti see the Aphrodite of Knidos as a key artifact for their erotic collection, a crowning jewel,” Celeste continued. “She is, after all, the first nude ever sculpted, but she is so much more than that. They are desperate to find her, so desperate they stole the kaleidoscope, our only key to her true whereabouts, from our people in Paphos. They are so desperate, in fact, that you were just on the run from them. Yet, Venus saw you safely here.” 
 
    “Why do you need me?” I asked. 
 
    “Do you know the Greek dialogue called the Erōtes?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “In the dialogue it relates the tale of how three friends visited the Aphrodite of Knidos and contemplated the nature of love. The story is a bit absurd, but buried within the tale is the allusion to a second story told by a temple priestess. The priestess tells a story from the time of Praxiteles, nearly 1500 years ago, about a man who so loved Aphrodite that he spent night and day in worship before Praxiteles’ statue. So in love, he hid in the temple one night and made love to her. He was discovered, his lusty guilt left on the statue’s thigh. The man, a citizen of Knidos of high repute, was banished from the city. His name was Dorian Temenos.” 
 
    I froze. It was like a ghost had walked into the room. Temenos. My family name. My real family name. That dead girl who had been thrown into the Thames awoke when she heard the name Dorian Temenos spoken aloud; it was her father’s name. 
 
    “Yes, the name Dorian is repeatedly used down your family line. It was your ancient ancestor, Dorian Temenos, from Praxiteles time, who stole and hid the Aphrodite of Knidos. Upon his banishment, he secreted away the sculpture. The oracle at Delphi foretold that when the time came to protect her, only a true lover, a Temenos, would be able to recover the Aphrodite. Now you understand why we sought you. With your father dead, you are now the only remaining descendant of the ancient Dorian Temenos. It took us some work to find you. Who would have guessed that the world-famous airship racer Lily Stargazer was actually Penelope Temenos.” 
 
    I rose then, took the kaleidoscope from my bag, and set it on the table. Without saying another word, I walked back to the door that led to the alley. 
 
    “Lily? Lily, please wait,” Celeste called behind me. 
 
    I did not turn around. 
 
    I pushed open the back door and entered the alley where I had, not an hour before, scratched like a stray dog. I put on my dark glasses and walked away. 
 
    Celeste ran after me. She grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Lily, please, we need you.” 
 
    “When I knocked on your door you told me ‘I don’t invite trouble.’ Let me tell you the same. I’m really sorry that a bunch of old men are after your statue. And I’m really sorry that you are still running around after ancient prophecies and dead gods, but it’s none of my business. Please don’t bother me again,” I said, shrugging her hand off. 
 
    “But Lily, don’t you understand? The statue is not just a statue. She is more; she is the embodiment of love. Will you forsake her?” 
 
    “I’ll forsake her only as much as she has forsaken me,” I replied and walked away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    I flagged down a gondolier and returned to Ca’ Mocenigo rattled and confused. When I arrived, I found Vittorio in a worried huff. Moments before Celeste’s messenger had gotten there, Jessup and Angus had gone to the Stargazer to look for me, and Sal had gone back to the Piazza. 
 
    “Lord Byron would never forgive me if something happened to you,” Vittorio said. 
 
    I asked Vittorio to send someone to the Stargazer to retrieve the crew then turned to head upstairs. But Vittorio stopped me. 
 
    “Oh, Signorina, I nearly forgot,” Vittorio said, looking pale and shaken himself, “there is a British gentleman, a former Parliament member, or so he introduced himself, waiting to speak to you. I did try to get rid of him, but he was insistent. Will you see him?” 
 
    “A former member of Parliament?” 
 
    “Yes, um, Richard Payne Knight. He is an older gentleman. I believe he is in the antiquity trade.” 
 
    Good lord, the day was getting better and better. “I need a minute to get out of this dress,” I said. 
 
    “Of course,” Vittorio replied and motioned for a maid to take me upstairs through the servant stairwell. 
 
    As I slipped into my regular clothes, I tried to remember anything I knew about Richard Payne Knight. He was, as Vittorio suggested, an antiquarian. Knight’s exploits into Athens were well known; he had spent the last decade cataloging and collecting the ancient world on behalf of the British Museum. It did not take a genius to figure out what he wanted from me. 
 
    When I entered the drawing room, he was standing at the window looking down toward the canal. In his youth he had no doubt been impressively tall. He was still more than six feet in height but stood slumped, supported by a cane. His gray hair curled around his shoulders. He wore all black save an expensive looking white silk shirt with a ruffled collar. 
 
    “Sir,” I said generously, considering he was likely behind the little jog I had taken across Venice earlier that day. 
 
    “Ah, Miss Stargazer at last,” he said, crossing the room to take my hand. 
 
    Reluctantly, I extended it. His hand was extremely white, wet, and luke-warm to the touch. When he kissed my fingers, a feeling of revulsion rocked my stomach. “Richard Payne Knight,” he introduced. 
 
    “Seems you already know who I am. Would you like to take a seat?” I offered, wiping my hand on my trousers. 
 
    “Yes, thank you. Sorry to surprise you, Miss Stargazer. I had actually heard Lord Byron was in residence and had come by to see him. When I learned that it was, in fact, Lily Stargazer at Ca’ Mocenigo, I thought to make your acquaintance. Old as I am, I love the races. We’re rather proud to have a lioness battling it out in the air on behalf of the crown. Do you know some have nicknamed you the valkyrie?” 
 
    I did not like his face. His long nose was situated over too wet looking lips. Fat hung two-fold under his chin. While he spoke, his pale colored eyes roved around my body like snakes. “Do they? Can I offer you something to drink?” 
 
    “Ah, no, Venetian hospitality has been hard at work in your absence. I am already full on the house wine.” 
 
    Terrific, he was drunk. “What can I do for you, Mr. Knight?” 
 
    “Ah, straight to the point, are you, Miss Stargazer? Perhaps that is why Lord Byron likes you, aside from your obvious qualities and talents. I’m looking for something, actually,” he said with a tap of his cane. I noticed then that the handle on his cane was shaped like a phallus. 
 
    “Aren’t we all?” 
 
    He laughed. “Well, what I am looking for is rather special,” he said and looked piercingly at me, “something that was recently stolen from my associates and me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear it.” 
 
    “Yes, well, it was a rather unique ancient artifact. We suspect it was the work of the ancient astronomer Eudoxus. We are a bit desperate to recover it.” 
 
    My patience had worn out. “Mr. Knight, I beg your pardon, British as I am I do appreciate tact, but I am not patient with intrigue. I already told Father Magill that I don’t have what you’re looking for…and in truth, I don’t have anything.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, Arthur told us. Miss Stargazer, the Dilettanti are very fond of Lord Byron. He defines a level of eloquence we most admire. As well, from time to time, Lord Byron has been generous to us. We seek only to return his generosity and to support icons of our realm such as yourself,” he said very carefully, measuring his words as one might measure salt. “Our main interest lies in recovering what has been lost—on many levels—and that is all.” 
 
    Celeste was right; this was a man on a crusade. I leaned forward and looked closely at him. “I don’t have anything, and I am not interested in being involved in finding anything. I am a simple air jockey.” 
 
    The old man eyed me over and considered my words. “I understand,” he said finally. “Well, thank you for your time. We do wish you luck in Valencia,” he said, rising to leave. 
 
    I followed him to the door, motioning for an attendant to show him out. He was about to leave when he paused and tried once more. “Lily, did you sell it? You’ve, I’m sorry for saying, a reputation as a bit of an opium eater. Perhaps—” 
 
    “Good day, Mr. Knight,” I said, cutting him off. I closed the door on him and listened to the tap, tap, tap of his cane as he was led out of the palazzo. I leaned against the window and watched a gondolier load the old man into one of the sleek vessels. I was about to turn from the window when I heard an odd trumpeting sound. I looked out in time to see a pair of swans fly overhead. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. I was beginning to feel like the Goddess of Love was stalking me. I took a deep breath and headed upstairs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “What a crock of shite,” Angus exclaimed after I told him and Jessup about my meetings with both Celeste and Richard Payne Knight. While I had given them most of the details, I had left out the Temenos prophecy. I was still reeling from having heard the name spoken aloud. “You did the right thing, lassie. Best not to get mixed up in matters that aren’t your concern.” 
 
    Jessup sat looking at his hands. It was not like him to mull over his thoughts. 
 
    “What?” I asked him. 
 
    He shrugged, spreading his hands, but didn’t answer. 
 
    “Out with it.” 
 
    “Well, this Celeste, she’s right, isn’t she? Doesn’t it seem wrong for a bunch of crusty old buggers to go ripping about the Mediterranean taking everything they want and hauling it back to London?” 
 
    “The rebellious tribe of Boudicca speaks,” I said. “You have a point, but should I be risking my neck over it?” 
 
    Before either of them had the chance to answer, the door to my bedroom burst open, and a wild-looking Sal came in. He said nothing but scooped me into his arms and crushed me against his chest. Taking their cue, Jessup and Angus made silent departures. 
 
    “I can’t breathe,” I told Sal after a moment. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he said, stepping back, smoothing my hair around my face. 
 
    I relayed to him the sequence of events that had unfolded. 
 
    “I went back to Anthony’s workshop. They tore the place apart and bloodied his nose. They were looking for the kaleidoscope. My Lily, I am so sorry. You were right behind me. I stopped for just a moment, and when I turned around, you were gone!” 
 
    “Sal, I’m fine. How about Anthony? Is he all right?” 
 
    “Surprised. Angry. But fine.” 
 
    “I left the kaleidoscope with that woman. We came here to find out what it was and now we know. I’ve got too many of my own worries to get involved in this sort of mess.” 
 
    Sal looked distressed. He held my hand, stroking my fingers. “The statue they seek is a rare treasure. Praxiteles is the most renowned sculptor of the ancient world. Thousands of people sailed to the ancient city of Knidos to view the Aphrodite. I thought the statue was lost in a fire in Constantinople.” 
 
    “Celeste said it was a false lead, that the real statue was hidden by one of its admirers.” 
 
    “The ancient cults, Lily, are very serious. To them, the Gods of the ancient world are as real as they were in the time of Troy. Praxiteles’ statute was created for the cult of Aphrodite Euploia, the goddess of fair voyages. A voyager yourself, you must see there seems to be some connection between you and this goddess. After all, only a stargazer would notice coordinates in a kaleidoscope,” Sal said. 
 
    “Coordinates?” 
 
    “I have been thinking about the kaleidoscope, the numbers, and why the object came to you specifically—your knowledge, your skills. The numbers seem to be a line of latitude. Venus is a morning and evening star. You saw the numbers in the evening star. What would we see if we viewed the numbers at the morning star?” 
 
    “Another set of numbers. The exact coordinates?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “But surely someone else would have noticed after all these years. Knight said the kaleidoscope was ancient, the work of someone names Eudoxus.” 
 
    “Eudoxus was an astronomer. He studied under Plato and was contemporary to Praxiteles. He may have also belonged to the cult of Aphrodite. It is certainly possible he tinkered the kaleidoscope. If the kaleidoscope was only meant to be used in a time of need, then no one may have ever known it was anything other than a colorful looking glass.” 
 
    “Celeste said the Dilettanti stole it from Paphos.” 
 
    “The Dilettanti have two sides. They are lovers of art and culture. On one hand they preserve history that would otherwise sit buried under rubble and grass, but on the other hand, they are dangerous connoisseurs of sexuality. They hold a secret museum of erotic art, so naturally all of London knows about it. They have shaken Pompeii loose of her riches and collected art from every ancient city they have unearthed in search of the divine physical form. No doubt, the Aphrodite of Knidos is a coveted prize, the most dazzling game piece of the ancient world. The courtesan likely did not exaggerate the dire nature of the situation. If the Dilettanti think they have a lead on the Aphrodite, they will not stop until they recover it.” 
 
    “And if they do, then what? It will sit in the British Museum. Is that so bad?” 
 
    “We will all go and marvel at Praxiteles’ creation whereas the cult of Venus, when they see her, will marvel at divine love.” 
 
    I looked at Sal who was staring at me with great intensity. I giggled. “What, are you marveling at divine love?” 
 
    Sal gently took me by both arms and pulled me into a deep kiss. Something felt different. There was a shift, a minor change in pressure, intensity, chemistry, between us. I felt the sweet softness of his lips and breathed in his comforting scent of sandalwood. For just a moment, my heart fluttered open. 
 
    Sal laid me down and whispered in my ear. “When I thought something had happened to you, that I might have lost you…” he kissed me gently, and our eyes locked on one another. 
 
    This was not Sal, the Italian, of Tinkers’ Hall talking to me. This was Salvatore Colonna of Rome, Sal who had old friends, a bad relationship with his brother, and a dead mother who would have liked me. This Sal was not distracted by inventions and devices. A different man, or, perhaps, the real Salvatore was looking down at me. I kissed this man back as Beatrice—or maybe Penelope—might have kissed him. Outside my open bedroom window, the swans sounded again, their calls reverberating deep in my soul. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Even though I was young when I was adopted, it didn’t take me long to figure out that my new situation was far worse than anything I could have ever imagined. Mr. Oleander made no effort to hide his repugnant behavior. 
 
    My first night there, Mr. Oleander came into my and Nicolette’s room after Mr. Fletcher had gone to sleep. I could hear Mr. Fletcher snoring loudly in his room on the other side of the flat. 
 
    The door creaked when Mr. Oleander entered. 
 
    “Sir?” I said. I had been lying on a trundle rolled out from under Nicolette’s bed. Still worried about making a good impression, and desperate not to go back to the charity school, I sat up. 
 
    “Go to sleep, Lily,” he said as he neared Nicolette’s bed. He bore a candle before him; his bent shadow moved along the wall. Nicolette never stirred. I guess, after all those years, she had grown to expect him. 
 
    Puzzled, I stared at Mr. Oleander. 
 
    “Mind your own business, pretty kitty, or I’ll make you my business. Lie down and close your eyes.” 
 
    I was confused, but I did as I was told. 
 
    “Don’t pretend you’re sleeping,” Mr. Oleander whispered to Nicolette. 
 
    “Non. I am only tired,” I head Nicolette whisper. 
 
    “Well, I won’t be long. Come on now. Let’s get acquainted,” he whispered. 
 
    I heard Nicolette sit up, followed by a lot of wet sounds and Mr. Oleander moaning. I didn’t dare to look. After a few moments, I head Mr. Oleander direct Nicolette to lie down. The bed creaked. My trundle shifted when he crawled onto the bed with her. 
 
    Then the bed started shaking. Mr. Oleander was groaning. Curiosity got the better of me. I peeked out from under the blankets to look. Mr. Oleander had pushed Nicolette’s skirts up to her neck and had poised himself between her open legs. He was pumping hard, his face contorted into a weird grimace. Nicolette, her body rocking, stared at the skylight overhead. Her expression was as empty as the full moon. 
 
    Feeling sick, I pulled the blanket back over my head. My trundle rocked as Mr. Oleander relieved his lust on Nicolette. My bed shaking, I began to feel like it was happening to me too. 
 
    “Ahh, by God, there we go,” Mr. Oleander said finally. Moments later he belted up and left, taking his candle with him. 
 
    I crawled out from under my covers and looked at Nicolette. She lay motionless, staring up at the starry sky. Her dress was still pushed up around her neck, her body exposed. Not sure what to do, I gently pulled her skirts back down and covered her. She didn’t resist. In fact, she barely seemed to notice. I took her cold hand and sat beside her. 
 
    “For some reason, I thought he was your father,” I whispered. 
 
    She turned and looked at me. One tear slid from the corner of her eye. “He might be.” 
 
    I was shocked by her answer. “Where is your mother?” 
 
    “Dead. Oleander was one of my mother’s clients. He took me in when she died, brought me here.” 
 
    “From France?” 
 
    “Oui,” Nicolette said in an exhale. 
 
    “How long ago?” 
 
    She sighed. “I don’t remember anymore.” 
 
    I lay my cheek on her hand and said nothing else. I was frightened to my core that I would share Nicolette’s fate. Maybe it would have been better if I had drowned in the Thames. What a choice: be left for dead or be abused until you were dead inside. All I knew was that I did not want that man’s hands on me. I swore that no one would ever touch me without my permission. But I never could have anticipated what was to come. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Standing on a pedestal above an adoring crowd, I felt eyes roving over my naked body. I tried to cover myself, but my arms, stiff as stone, were frozen in place. Inside, I burned. All eyes devoured me: my lips, my thighs, my bare breasts, my secret female parts. Men and women gazed on me with desire and envy. I could read their lusty thoughts in their eyes. At night, as they made love to their paramours, they would imagine the upturn of my nipples, the roundness of my bottom. And I could not prevent them. Their thoughts raped me. They circled around me, gazing, absorbing my every curve. They would comment on my buttocks, my breasts, on which view was more preferable, back or front. The Phoenicians, the Koans, the Knidians, and the Greeks would all come and see what Praxiteles had made. With eyes of stone, I stared out at the blue-green waters of the Aegean and pretended they did not molest me. I thought of what I would say if I could speak, but my stony lips never uttered even a murmur. 
 
    “Be silent. Be still,” Mr. Oleander whispered as he crawled into Nicolette’s bed. 
 
    Moonlight poured in through the skylight, illuminating the room. Nicolette’s face was white, almost translucent. Her glazed over eyes were staring at some far-off point no one could see but her. Her body rocked back and forth. Mr. Oleander’s shadow rolled over her like a storm cloud. 
 
    Nicolette turned her head. She wore the face of the Aphrodite. Her glossy eyes met mine. Her hand slid from the bed. I took it. It was cold as stone. 
 
    “Lily,” she rasped. “Save me!” 
 
    I sat bolt upright. Outside, a gondolier was singing as he poled past the palazzo. I was shaking and drenched in sweat: fucking dreams, as always, the fucking nightmares. I tried to catch my breath. Undisturbed, Sal lay sleeping in the bed beside me. I poured a glass of water and rose. Still naked, the rub of lovemaking fresh on my skin, I leaned against the frame of the balcony window. A wind blew across the Adriatic. It cooled my sticky flesh. Moonlight shone down on me. Its luminescence made the canal waters sparkle with silver light. 
 
    I tried so hard to forget everything, to forget the years with Mr. Fletcher and Mr. Oleander, to forget what had happened to Nicolette and me, but the dreams wouldn’t let it go. Now my dreams were a confused mess, a mix of the mystery of the statue and the pain of the past. And every time I saw Nicolette, even if it was just in a dream, my heart broke again. 
 
    As I gazed out at the canal waters, I thought I saw Nicolette’s porcelain face appear amongst the waves. The image disappeared under the water. And again, I could not save her. But I could save the Aphrodite. Celeste was desperate. Sal was willing. Byron was encouraging. And an ancient prophecy said someone from my family line—my real family line—would protect the Goddess of Love. I didn’t set much stock in such intangible things as prophecies or the familial duty of a family with which I had no connection. But Nicolette had been tangible, someone who had been family. She too had been the victim of hungry eyes. Would I let the sculpture fall to the same fate? 
 
    I closed my eyes and calculated. It had been about nine years since she died—no, no more of this. I wouldn’t think of it anymore. I calculated again. I had not smoked opium for hours. The laudanum was supposed to have the same effect, but it didn’t. Nothing made me feel better than smoking opium. Nothing made me forget better than smoking opium. 
 
    As silently as possible, I pulled a chair to the open balcony doorway. I dug in my satchel and pulled out my pipe. It had gotten tangled up in the kaleidoscope’s cloth wrapping which lay forgotten in my bag. After a couple of hits, my hands started to steady. The images from the dream started to melt. I was able, once again, to push Nicolette’s memory back into the dark place inside me where I kept her. Where I kept her safe. My eyes floated, my head humming. I looked at the cloth; the image of the swan was hidden in the darkness. As a gondolier passed, he looked up to find me sitting naked in the starlight. 
 
    “Bellisimo!” he called excitedly, extending both arms to the night’s sky. 
 
    Feeling momentarily modest, I dropped the kaleidoscope’s wrapping over my cunny. 
 
    “Venere pudica,” the gondolier called with a laugh then poled way. 
 
    “Modest Venus,” Sal said from the bed behind me. 
 
    I looked back at him. The moonlight fell on his naked body. He looked beautiful, his silver-streaked hair shining. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Venere pudica means ‘Modest Venus.’ That is the Aphrodite of Knidos’ common title.” 
 
    “Just how do you know so much about this statue?” 
 
    Sal shrugged. “My brother donated a copy to the Pope a few years ago.” 
 
    I considered for a moment then laughed out loud. 
 
    Sal smiled wryly. “What is it, my Lily?” 
 
    “Well, I guess we have to find her.” 
 
    Sal rose and came to stand behind me. He kissed my earlobe. “I know,” he whispered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    It was sometime after midnight when there was a knock on the door. Sal and I had been lying in bed entwined in one another’s arms. Sighing heavily, I reluctantly got up and pulled on a robe while Sal, a sheet wrapped around his waist, answered the door. 
 
    “Ah, Signor Colonna…” Vittorio said, looking a little embarrassed, “pardon the intrusion. Signorina Stargazer, I am so sorry to bother you, but someone, a woman, has come through one of the secret passages between the buildings of Ca’ Mocenigo. She wants to speak with you. Her name is—” 
 
    “Celeste.” 
 
    Vittorio nodded. 
 
    “Can you escort her to the dining room? I’ll be down in a minute.” 
 
    Vittorio nodded and headed back down the hall. 
 
    “Shall I come?” Sal asked. 
 
    “Give me a minute with her first?” 
 
    Sal’s expression was gentle. “As you wish.” 
 
    I slipped on a pair of slippers and headed downstairs. When Celeste entered I was a bit startled; she was wearing a hooded cape and a carnival mask. The porcelain mask was intricately decorated around the eyes and cheeks with inlaid filigree metalwork. Copper and brass rosettes trimmed the brow line. 
 
    “One of the benefits of living in Venice,” she said, removing the mask, “is that we are deft at subterfuge. Of course, in my trade, I also know everyone’s secret stairwells,” she said with a smile. 
 
    I wondered then if we shared something, someone, else in common but decided not to ask. 
 
    “Thank you for agreeing to see me,” she said and took a seat beside me. 
 
    I nodded. At once, my senses were overcome by the smell of her perfume; the rich scent of gardenia emanated from her. Thanks to the opium, everything in the room seemed amplified yet slightly out of joint. 
 
    “Lily,” she said then, leveling those huge golden eyes on me, “I need to apologize to you. Have you ever been so passionate about something that you just assume everyone else around you cares as much as you do?” 
 
    “I’m a professional airship racer,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    Her serious demeanor cracked. She laughed but then smiled sympathetically and took my hand. “I never thought about why you changed your name. To be honest, I never even cared. It was not until I spoke of your father, of your past, and I saw the look on your face…I’m sorry I have pried into something very private.” With the accuracy I would expect from an expert on matters of the heart, she had hit her mark. 
 
    “My father…you said he’s dead. That is certain?” 
 
    Celeste looked sympathetically at me. “As far as we were able to ascertain, yes.” 
 
    I had always considered myself an orphan, but something about knowing for sure saddened me. I thrust the feeling away as soon as it arose, holding back tears that welled, choking them down. 
 
    “Who was the harlequin? The man who died to give the kaleidoscope to me?” I asked. 
 
    Celeste’s forehead furrowed, and her lips pulled back tightly. “His name was Demetris. He was someone very special to me. He was one of us…a priest, really, from Paphos.” 
 
    The look on her face explained it all. Her love had died to save the Aphrodite. 
 
    “I want you to meet someone,” I told her. “We made a discovery, but you must promise not to discuss prophecies, or ancient ancestors, or…my father. If you can promise that, I’ll help you.”  
 
    The lines around her mouth softened. “Of course.” 
 
    I rose and asked Sal to join us. Now dressed, he’d been waiting in the drawing room. He entered carrying a rolled map. He smiled at Celeste and introduced himself. After simple pleasantries, we got down to business. I relayed to Celeste what I had seen in the kaleidoscope. 
 
    “I believe the numbers represent a line of latitude. It is virtually useless without the line of longitude. But I do have a theory,” Sal explained. 
 
    “Sal believes that when Venus is a morning star it may reveal the longitude coordinates,” I said. 
 
    Celeste opened a small leather journal and set it on the table. “Venus is about to fall into a period when she is not visible from Earth. But Demetris, the other person searching for the Aphrodite, also saw numbers in the kaleidoscope. And he saw them on the morning star. We didn’t know what they were. Here,” she said pointing to a page where copious notes had been jotted in Greek and a series of numbers. 
 
    Sal picked up the journal and read over the notes. He handed me the map then opened a wooden chest he’d carried with him from London. I spread out the map. From inside the chest, Sal took out a number of small measures, a modified sextant, and a very old looking astrolabe connected to a series of dials. Sal went to the front of the palazzo with the sextant and journal, returning several minutes later with numbers scratched down the margin. He then worked the measures and finally set the dial. We sat back and watched; the astrolabe turned, the gears on the dial rotated, clicking into place. Sal took out a pen and drew two lines on the map. Where they crossed, he drew a circle. 
 
    Celeste leaned over the map. “That’s not Knidos,” she said. 
 
    “No, that is the isle of Kos,” Sal replied. 
 
    “The Aphrodite statue was originally created for Kos, but the citizens were shocked by her nudity. They purchased a second Aphrodite by Praxiteles instead, a draped figure. The nude stayed in Knidos,” Celeste told us. 
 
    “Maybe Kos ended up with the nude after all,” I suggested. 
 
    “But why would Temenos take the Aphrodite to Kos?” Celeste mused. 
 
    Sal looked confused. 
 
    “A man named Temenos hid the Aphrodite,” I explained away. 
 
    “We must go to Kos,” Celeste said. 
 
    “Lily, you can’t take the Stargazer. The Dilettanti will follow,” Sal warned. 
 
    “I have an associate with a ship. Veronica will let you take the Bacchus,” Celeste offered. 
 
    “The Bacchus?” I asked. 
 
    “It is a pleasure craft.” 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    “I’ll arrange it. Can you be ready by dawn?” Celeste asked. 
 
    Sal and I looked at one another. Dawn was only four hours away. 
 
    “I will need some things. If you can arrange for them, we’ll be ready,” Sal said then began jotting a list on one of the blank pages of Demetris’ journal. He handed the book to Celeste. She read over the list, looked at Sal inquisitively, then nodded. 
 
    “I’ll make the arrangements,” she said and rose to go. Celeste smiled at me with gratitude before she donned her mask and left. 
 
    Sal and I stood staring down at the map. 
 
    “The Greeks and Ottomans are at war,” I commented absently. 
 
    “Yes,” Sal replied with a sigh. He wrapped his arm around my shoulder, pulled me close, and kissed the nape of my neck. 
 
    We were going. Now I just needed to figure out how to tell Angus and Jessup. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    “You’re just looking for trouble, lassie. Don’t you have enough problems of your own? And what the fuck are we supposed to do if you get yourself killed?” Angus grumbled. 
 
    He had a point. “Look, I’m just trying to help. Once it’s done then it’s done. Besides, Sal will be there. You and Jessup can stay in Venice and work on the modifications to the Stargazer. I promise I won’t be longer than a week.” 
 
    “We’ve heard that before,” Jessup said with a sour face. 
 
    “I mean it. If this turns into a rabbit hole, I’ll come back to Venice.” 
 
    Angus sighed heavily and shook his head. “One day, you need to quit running,” he said, his dark blue eyes meeting and holding mine. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    Sal looked from Angus to me but asked nothing. 
 
    “No more than a week. You promise,” Jessup said, pointing his finger at me. “We need to get ready for Valencia.” 
 
    “I’ll be back,” I promised. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    By dawn, Sal and I were standing on the roof of Palazzo del Cigno staring up at the airship I would pilot on loan. 
 
    “Flying the Bacchus is a lot like navigating a bathtub in a squall, but the old float chugs along,” Veronica said with a laugh. Veronica, or Roni as she told us to call her, had wild brown hair that looped out of control. A lock of pure white hair jutted out from her temple and trailed away from her face, getting lost in a forest of curls. Not even her goggles could keep the wild locks at bay. Her husky voice told me she smoked and drank strong liquor. She wore black boots reaching up to her thighs, short black leather shorts, and a chainmail and leather bodice. Standing side by side with Celeste, Roni made the courtesan look as rigid as the statue she sought. 
 
    But Roni was right. The Bacchus was a heavy old airship. Its gold and purple striped balloon, decorated with the image of the Dionysian god, shifted in the morning air. Its deck was covered by a gold tarp. At the front of the ship was a massive figurehead of Bacchus. Roni’s gear galleyman and balloonman, both trained not to ask questions, were along for the ride. I felt uneasy helming someone else’s ship, but neither Roni nor her crew seemed to mind. 
 
    “I’d give you a few pointers, Stargazer, but there’s nothing here you won’t be able to manage. Just don’t get too fast or too fancy, and he’ll cooperate,” she told me. She then turned her attention to Sal. “And who are you?” she asked abruptly, looking him over from head to toe with a sparkle in her eye that evoked a twinge of jealousy. My reaction surprised me. 
 
    “Salvatore Colonna,” he said graciously, bending to kiss her gloved hand. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” she said prettily. “Colonna? Gee, Stargazer, you have a thing for important men,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    I didn’t understand the joke. Puzzled, I looked at Sal who simply shrugged. 
 
    Roni and Celeste then exchanged a few words. Roni checked in with her crew one more time, and then with a wave, she headed toward the door that led to the palazzo below. 
 
    “Have fun,” she called to me then passed Sal a naughty wink that made him chuckle. The door to the palazzo closed behind her with a bang. I got the impression that wherever Roni went, noise followed. 
 
    Celeste, Sal, and I stood looking up at the Bacchus. The rope ladder leading upward wagged in the breeze. 
 
    “You going to be all right?” I asked Celeste as I eyed the ladder. While she had changed into more reasonable tan colored travel trousers, laced suede boots, and linen top, something told me that most of her physical exertion usually happened between the sheets. 
 
    Celeste followed my gaze up the ladder. It was about fifteen feet to the ship. “I’ll manage,” she replied. And with courage that impressed me, she headed up. Sal and I followed behind. 
 
    Once aboard, Sal pulled up the ladder and set the astrolabe. With a few words to Roni’s crew, we set sail. Once we’d risen over Venice, I turned the ship, and we headed south-east. The good thing about the Bacchus was that it was rigged for overnight passengers and long trips. The bad thing was that the trip to Kos was nearly 2200 kilometers. It would take almost two days to get there. Because Greece was, in fact, in a war for independence, we would need a route that avoided the conflict. After considering options, we decided we would fly first to British-held Malta. From Malta we would cross the Mediterranean Sea to Kos. It was a roundabout path, but it kept us out of the war. Malta was a sailors’ port. Supplies, news, and other luxuries would be in abundance. And if anyone did spot me there, well, no one could guess where I was headed. 
 
    Sal stood at the wheel beside me as we slipped out of the lagoon and began following the Italian shoreline south. The sun was just rising on the horizon. It illuminated the receding night’s sky with a yellow sheen. 
 
    “Well, Mr. Colonna, seems like you are keeping secrets. What did Roni mean?” I didn’t like the idea that Roni knew more about the man at my side than I did. 
 
    Sal wrapped his arms around my waist and leaned his head against mine. “Ah, yes, important Colonna men. There are many Colonnas in Italy who are important, but I am not one of them. The Colonna family is very rich and very powerful. My father was a Colonna; my mother was a serving woman. I am just a tinker with an important name and a father who never thought I was good enough to worry about,” he said and paused, “and a famous brother not interested in his father’s bastards.” 
 
    There was an odd tremor in Sal’s voice I had never heard before. I was suddenly very sorry I had pried. “Well, they don’t know what they are missing,” I said and turned to kiss Sal sweetly on the lips. 
 
    “My Lily,” he whispered, kissing me again. And then, with a playful pat on my ass, he went below to the gear galley. 
 
    As I watched him go, I wondered about my own secrets. Like Sal, another life lived locked inside of me. Long ago I had a mother and father. Long ago they called me Penelope. Then the woman who’d given me life tried to take my life. When she didn’t succeed, she’d left me like a piece of rubbish at a stranger’s door. Was this division of self what caused me, and Sal, from really connecting? Was that why now, with our secret selves circling around the edges, we were starting to feel something more than lust? The thought both enthralled and terrified me. 
 
    Before teatime we neared Pescara, and I navigated the Bacchus westward over the Italian countryside toward Naples. Roni’s crew had made the trip to Malta at least a hundred times. Malta had a reputation as a good place to stop if you were in the exotic commodities trade. Given Roni’s and Celeste’s professions, exotic commodities were all they traded. 
 
    In the late afternoon, after passing Naples, I turned the Bacchus south for a ride over the Mediterranean Sea. We would pass over the southern tip of Italy, east of Palermo, and break again across the sea to Malta. We should put in by sunset. 
 
    The Bacchus, while bulky, turned out to be a very sturdy old vessel. Its hearty endurance, rather than the charismatic finesse of the Stargazer, reminded me a lot of the Iphigenia. Like it or not, it was on Mr. Fletcher’s and Mr. Oleander’s Iphigenia that I had learned to fly. That behemoth was just as cumbersome as the ship whose wheel I now held. 
 
    As we came to the shore of the Mediterranean, Celeste and Sal stood at the side of the ship and gazed out at the water. The Mediterranean’s gleaming waves made my eyes crinkle. I pulled down my dark goggles and tried to fight the memories that seemed to insist themselves upon me, but the feel of the Bacchus, so like the Iphigenia, and the image of the pair at the rail took me back. 
 
    I was almost thirteen when the seams of my adopted family life started to unravel. The balance between Mr. Fletcher, Mr. Oleander, Nicolette, and I could easily be likened to a broken vase that had been poorly mended; with the slightest bit of pressure, it would collapse. And that is exactly what had happened. 
 
    Despite Mr. Oleander’s initial insisting that my sole purpose in life would be to slip between the gears in the galley and help mend, grease, and run the airship propellers, Mr. Fletcher saw something else in me. Over the years, Mr. Fletcher had taken an interest in my education and taught me everything he knew, which was a considerable amount. I learned how to keep books, bargain for parts, charm clients, and navigate an airship through the worst weather conditions. There were times when no airship was in the sky save the Iphigenia; Mr. Fletcher did not fear the wind. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher was like a father to me. When he would catch Mr. Oleander looking sideways at me, or calling me to sit on his lap, Mr. Fletcher always gave him a look. 
 
    “Yes, brother, yes, yes,” Mr. Oleander would reply then shoo me away. But I could always feel Mr. Oleander’s eyes on me, watching, waiting. I never dared get far from Mr. Fletcher for fear of Mr. Oleander. But then, as time would tell, Mr. Fletcher was no saint either. While I had become apprentice to Mr. Fletcher, Nicolette bore the largest burden on our ship. We were not dubbed a pleasure craft the way the Bacchus was, but everyone knew about the French girl on the Iphigenia. Nicolette’s body was often the reason why we had so many fares. When I was about ten, a well-dressed man had inquired on so-using me. When Mr. Fletcher said no, Mr. Oleander cursed him. 
 
    “If I didn’t know better, brother, I’d say you’d be willing to sink us all on account of that alley cat,” Mr. Oleander had said. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher, who was drunk at the time, had hit Mr. Oleander so hard that his mouth had bled. After that, I think Mr. Oleander hated me. It was, in my recollection, the only instance when the two brothers had quarreled. Of course, they were not really related. 
 
    “Mr. Oleander used to be married to Mr. Fletcher’s sister. I overhead someone say she died in an accident, fell from the Iphigenia, before I was brought to England,” Nicolette explained. 
 
    This seemed odd to me. No one ever mentioned the woman. And given the mood of our house, neither Nicolette nor I would dare ask. Despite having had previous romantic attachments, Mr. Oleander never remarried. Why would he? He had made Nicolette his in-house concubine. It was this miserable attachment Mr. Oleander had to Nicolette that led to the ungluing. 
 
    Nicolette was about twenty-two the year it happened. For the last year, she had grown increasingly distant and secretive. Every night, after Mr. Oleander used her as was his custom, she’d slip out of our room only to return before sunup. Despite my quizzing, she would never tell me where she was going. All she would say is, “Don’t tell. Promise me, Lil. Promise you won’t tell.” Then, to my terror, she would climb out of the skylight and make her way across the roof. I could hear the timbers overhead creaking as she walked. 
 
    It went on like this for months. I never knew where she went, and she would never tell me. When pressed, she’d say: ”it’s for your own good. The less you know, the better.” One day, however, I was sent on an errand with Nicolette to the Hungerford Market. Nicolette had tried to shake me in the crowd, but I was not easily dissuaded. I knew something was going on. I followed Nicolette and found her locked in the arms of Abbot, the son of our parts vendor. 
 
    “Mon dieu, Lily!” Nicolette exclaimed when she spotted me staring at her. 
 
    Angry she had not trusted me with her secret, I ran away from her. When Nicolette finally found me in the crowd, she had tears streaming from her eyes. “Please, please don’t tell them! You don’t understand! Please, Lily. Not now. Not now that I’m…” she fell sobbing into a heap. 
 
    “I would never tell them!” I stammered out angrily. How could she think I would betray her? 
 
    “Lily,” she said then, smoothing the hair away from my face. “Don’t be angry. I just don’t want them to know because Abbot and I are going to run away. You know they would never let me go, but I am going to have a baby. I have to go!” 
 
    She was right. Mr. Oleander might just as well kill her before he let her go, and I told her so. 
 
    “That’s why it must be secret. I am going to leave this Friday before Mr. Oleander takes the ship to Dublin. I can’t bear the thought of a bunch of old fuckers riding me while I’m pregnant with Abbot’s child. I love him, Lily. He is going to marry me. Please, please promise me you will keep it secret,” she said in desperation. 
 
    “Don’t you know how much I love you!” I retorted hotly. “I would never betray you.” 
 
    “Of course…it’s just…I just can’t think straight. I didn’t want you to know. I didn’t want them to suspect you knew anything. I am afraid for you. What if Mr. Oleander—” 
 
    “Mr. Fletcher won’t allow it.” 
 
    “You mustn’t trust him so much. He has used me from time to time as well. They are both wicked men. You should come away with Abbot and me. Come with us and be a big sister to our baby.” 
 
    Could I really just run off? Wouldn’t they come after us? And didn’t I owe Mr. Fletcher better than that? I thought about Nicolette’s words. I knew Mr. Fletcher had been with Nicolette but always in the privacy of his room. And she was always given something new, a dress, a scarf, something, the next day. He wasn’t like Mr. Oleander. 
 
    Despite her best intentions, things had not gone as Nicolette had planned. 
 
    “Get up, girls! You lazy lot. Up! Good for nothin’ pack of women,” Mr. Oleander had screamed at Nicolette and me. We’d been sleeping in our small room in the Nell’s Yard flat. “Why Fletcher ever loaded us up with a house full of no good whores . . .” Mr. Oleander muttered to himself as he slammed the door behind him. In the main room of the flat, I could hear him slamming his tools around. 
 
    I opened my eyes sleepily and gazed up at the skylight. It was still dark outside. The smell of alcohol emanating from Mr. Oleander lingered in his wake. 
 
    “Oh non,” Nicolette whispered. “Why is he up so early?” 
 
    The terror in her voice snapped me out of my sleepy state. Nicolette had planned to slip away in the morning after Mr. Oleander left to prep the ship. Our usual routine was for Mr. Fletcher, Nicolette, and me to go to the ship about an hour after Mr. Oleander had departed. With Mr. Fletcher in Paris for the weekend to look over a new ship, Mr. Oleander had changed his schedule. 
 
    “Lily! Nicolette! Move it!” Mr. Oleander screamed from the other room. 
 
    “What do I do? What should I do?” Nicolette asked breathlessly. I could see she was starting to panic. 
 
    “Wait. Just wait. Just hold on. Tomorrow. Go tomorrow.” 
 
    The door burst back open. “Lazy whore! Get up!” Mr. Oleander stormed across the room, grabbed Nicolette by the hair, and tossed her out of the bed and onto the floor. “Now move! Our well-to-do clients are already in Dublin and are waiting on a ferry back. We need to be there first thing.” 
 
    I was already pulling on my boots when Mr. Oleander turned in wrath toward me. Seeing I was almost ready, he grunted at me and left. 
 
    Hurriedly, Nicolette dressed and tried to fight back her tears. Her face had gone deathly pale. While her misery was readily apparent, Mr. Oleander had not even noticed. He herded Nicolette and me out onto the foggy London streets all the while cursing about his capricious clients. 
 
    “Come to Dublin. Can’t they just take a fucking Irish ship back? Come to Dublin. Of all the weekends for Fletcher to go to Paris,” Mr. Oleander muttered angrily. I noticed that Mr. Oleander staggered as he walked. He was either still drunk or drunk already. I wasn’t sure which. 
 
    Nicolette and I followed Mr. Oleander through the fog toward the airship towers. The flickering lights of the gaslamps cast long shadows on the nearly empty streets. Besides the other servants and tradesmen already at work, the rest of London was still in bed. 
 
    I tried to choke back the terror that had my heart slamming in my chest. I hated being alone with Mr. Oleander in the first place, but now I could feel a storm brewing. With Mr. Fletcher gone, it was up to me to pilot the ship across the Irish Sea. It was not a difficult trip, but my hands shook. I cast a glance at Nicolette. All the blood had drained from her face. I feared she would faint. I feared even more that Mr. Oleander would finally realize that something was wrong. Though I was filled with dread, I went through the motions regardless. 
 
    Once we were aboard the Iphigenia, I set about prepping the ship and tried not to draw attention to the fact that Nicolette was curled up against the bulwark crying. We debarked, and soon were flying over the summer country. After we passed over the coast of Wales, Mr. Oleander came out of the galley to check the balloon. 
 
    “Get changed,” he barked at Nicolette. 
 
    Nicolette was standing at the rail looking out at the water. I’d feared she was going to throw herself overboard. When she did not move, Mr. Oleander crossed the deck toward her. They stood side by side, just like Sal and Celeste stood before me, when it all happened. 
 
    “I told you to get changed,” Mr. Oleander bellowed at Nicolette. 
 
    “Non,” she finally replied. 
 
    My whole body froze. It was as if we, aloft and gliding over the Irish Sea, were the only people in the world. It was early morning. The sun had barely risen. Only the first of the sea birds had taken flight. The world was quiet. With only the wind and balloon burner making sound, Nicolette’s “non” carried on the breeze. 
 
    “What did you say?” I could hear the anger in Mr. Oleander’s voice. 
 
    I wanted to call out to Nicolette, to encourage her. She just had to wait a little while longer. But I knew I should stay silent: hold the wheel, keep the ship steady, try not to draw attention to myself. 
 
    “I told you no, you creepy old bugger,” she replied. 
 
    He hit her so hard I heard her nose snap when it broke. 
 
    Nicolette suppressed a yelp as blood came spraying out. He grabbed her by the throat and pushed her against the rail, leaning her over the water. When he did, her obviously pregnant stomach protruded pronouncedly. I saw him take in the sight. He pulled her back. 
 
    “So you went and got my baby in your belly after all,” he said, his hand reaching toward her stomach. 
 
    She slapped his hand away. “What makes you think you have life in that old, dead stump of yours? You’ve been pounding me for years with no results. You’re just a dried up old tool.” 
 
    A lump rose in my throat, and I wanted to scream out to her to be quiet, but I could not speak. 
 
    “One of our clients? No, not that. Got yourself a young man, did you?” Mr. Oleander asked. His words were low and calm, making the danger all too apparent. 
 
    “I’m done with you. When we get back to London, this is over,” she said. 
 
    “And what makes you think I’ll let you go?” Mr. Oleander replied. 
 
    “You can’t stop me. I’m not a slave.” 
 
    “You’re no slave, you are right about that, by God. But I can stop you,” he said, and with a hard shove, he pushed Nicolette into the sea. 
 
    I suppressed a scream and ran to the side of the Iphigenia in time to see Nicolette hit the water below. She smashed into the waves with such impact that it no doubt knocked her unconscious. She floated for a moment on the waves but then her clothes, made heavy by the water, began to pull her under. Her blonde hair fanned out like a halo around her as the waves pulled her down. I saw her face, clear and pale as the moon, slip from the light and fall under the dark waves. Moments later, she was gone. 
 
    Mr. Oleander and I stood alone on the deck of the Iphigenia, both of us watching the murdered girl simply disappear. 
 
    I looked away from the water. Gazing upward, I noticed there was a star in the morning sky. I took a deep breath, knowing Mr. Oleander had turned his eyes to me, and went back to the wheel of the ship. I checked the coordinates then turned the wheel, piloting the ship northward toward Dublin. I said nothing, only held the wheel, because I knew my life depended on it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “Lily?” Sal’s voice broke in. From his tone, I could tell it was not the first time he’d said my name. 
 
    “I’m sorry. What is it, love?” 
 
    “Wine,” he said with a laugh, pushing a glass toward me. 
 
    I pulled off my goggles. The sun was already setting. I looked across the deck of the Bacchus. Celeste raised her glass to me in toast then took a drink. I took the cup from Sal. 
 
    “The crew says we will near Malta within the hour,” he said, taking a drink from his goblet. “Ah, as I suspected. On the Bacchus, they have good wine. Drink, my Lily, it will clear your head,” he said then, eyeing me with perception that made me uncomfortable. 
 
    I locked the wheel and took a deep drink, swishing the dark red wine in my mouth. The dry flavor of the grapes, with undertones of cedar and lavender, crept up my nose.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Sal asked me. 
 
    “Do you remember a boy named Abbot? A parts vendor? Bradley’s son.” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Whatever happened to him?” 
 
    “Hmm, yes, I remember,” Sal said taking a sip of his wine. “He died. Bradley closed his stall for a week. The boy became a sailor and was drowned at sea. Why?” 
 
    “I just remembered him…from before.” It grieved me to know his fate. It was like the ocean had taken their little family. Having barely escaped the water myself, I shuddered. I tried to shift my attention away. “Have you ever been to Malta?” I asked Sal. 
 
    “Oh yes, many times,” he said as he swirled the wine around in his cup. “Interesting place,” he added with a grin then drained the glass. 
 
    “Very interesting,” I said with a smirk as I took a long drink. Indeed, how many times had I woken up in Malta not knowing how I’d gotten there? One of my best memories was of waking up on board a yacht docked in Malta with Byron at my side. We played near the tranquil and startlingly azure waters of the Blue Lagoon until Byron’s fans became too overwhelming. Byron did like attention, but only when he wanted. 
 
    The airship towers came into view just as the sun was beginning to set. They were situated around St. Mary’s Tower, a stone fortress turned sailors’ port on the small Maltese isle of Comino. The scene below the towers was raucous. Loud, cheerful voices rose upward into the night’s sky. From the fireworks exploding in the air to the tall bonfires burning along the beach, it seemed that nothing about Malta had changed. 
 
    I piloted the Bacchus into port on the most distant tower. Most of the air docks were already occupied, and in the water below, boats of every fashion were anchored all around the island. Roni’s crew checked in with the stationmaster. We would spend the night in Malta and leave for Kos in the morning. 
 
    “Let’s get into trouble,” I told Sal after the Bacchus had been anchored. 
 
    “While I couldn’t agree more, we must be careful in case someone recognizes you,” Sal said. 
 
    I looked below. The platform around the tower, the stairs leading to it, and the tower rooftop was bustling with people and excitement. I was itching for a drink, a smoke, and a nice dark corner for Sal and I to play in. “Fuck it,” I said. “By the time news travels anywhere, we’ll be gone.” I tossed on my cap. 
 
    Sal smiled. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Celeste, however, was apprehensive. “I’ll stay aboard,” she said. “I’d rather not show my face here just now,” she added, looking up from a book she’d been reading. “Are you certain you should go?” 
 
    I shrugged. It was only one night, and nothing in life was certain. And it was Malta. 
 
    As Sal and I debarked, Celeste followed us to the side of the ship. “Please be careful, Lily. And do come back,” she added with a knowing smile. 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I replied, and we headed down to St. Mary’s Tower. 
 
    Malta was just as I’d left it. The stairs leading to the tower were packed with people. Common whores were displaying their tits and almost everything else, a group of Persian men with billowing pants were smoking hookah, and spice vendors, gun traders, and even pirates—of both the air and sea—were everywhere we looked. Sal and I went into the massive stone tower. 
 
    Constructed by the Knights of St. John, St. Mary’s was originally a military watchtower. It was the only structure on the isle of Comino, a small archipelago between the two larger islands of Malta. It had four proper tower spires on the cardinal corners, and its roof was still mounted with canons. While Malta was now under British rule, the military had little use for the traders’ port of Comino and kept instead to the main isle of Malta. Something told me that I was not likely to see any aged antiquities collectors. 
 
    Sal and I went in search of the Arabian opium vendors. The arched hallways of the massive stone building were congested. We could buy almost anything, from elaborate wood carvings to delicacies from every corner of the world, from colorful silk scarves from the east to tobacco from the west. The sharp smell of animal urine burned my nose as we passed cages full of monkeys. They shrieked at us. In one dimly lit alcove, I spot a group of air pirates standing around a comrade being tattooed by a Moorish ink artist. Women with alluring eyes outlined with charcoal peered at us from above their veils as their hands worked busily shifting Maltese cumin and other rare spices into bags and vials. As expected, tinkers hawked their wares; a myriad of vibration and crystal powered instruments were on display. To my surprise, Sal only eyed the items and kept moving. 
 
    The opium vendors kept a room in the corner of the tower. The smell of burning opium made them easy to find. When we entered, we were immediately seated under a private, draped canopy. There were at least a dozen such satin tents in the room, the drapes for which were suspended from the ceiling. All the tents opened toward the center of the room. We sat on satin pillows and watched a topless woman do a belly dance while she held a snake around her shoulders and balanced a sword on her head. 
 
    “Dance like that for me. Please,” Sal said jokingly. 
 
    “I don’t have a snake,” I replied with a laugh. 
 
    “I’ll buy one for you. I saw a basket of them in the hallway.” 
 
    We both laughed. 
 
    In another corner, two old men played enchanting rhythmic music on long-necked stringed instruments. In the hallway just outside the room, I spotted a man moving slowly along, his metal leg, a tinkered contraption attached where his knee should have been, clacked as he stepped. Sal eyed him with curiosity. 
 
    Soon they brought us a decanter of vinum opii, a wine made of distilled opium syrup, sugar, cloves, and other herbs. For me, it was like an appetizer. We drank the wine and let its effects sink in. Shortly after, a man wearing a white satin turban brought a tray on which he had a syringe and vile of refined and extracted opium: morphine. Sal, whose use was not as frequent as mine, in fact, I think I brought out the worst in him, passed. I, on the other hand, motioned for the man to proceed. After wiping my skin with alcohol, he stuck me with the syringe. At first the morphine burned, but then a warm sensation took over, and I smiled from ear to ear. At once, Nicolette and everything else was forgotten. This was what I had wanted. 
 
    I leaned back against Sal, who, on second thought, asked the man to bring him an opium pipe. Sal’s hand slid down the front of my shirt, and he sat stroking my breasts, fingering my nipples. As we watched the woman dance, my body began to feel heavy. I imagined I was sinking into Sal, our bodies becoming one. 
 
    Time had become a complete blur. Before I knew it, Sal had finished his pipe. I didn’t even remember the vendor bringing it to him. Sal settled our bill and led us back outside. 
 
    “Let’s go to the beach,” he said. 
 
    I was glad that Sal was more sober than me. Comino, while it had a winding path to the beach below, also had very tall cliffs. One misstep would lead you to a rocky death. What seemed like moments later, Sal and I were standing knee-deep in the Blue Lagoon. I was feeling too high to fear the water. Besides, there were other couples in the water, other shadows pressed against one another in the darkness. I was completely naked. I splashed water at Sal; he picked me up and carried me to the beach. Soon we were making love in the moonlight, the waves lapping at our feet. Sitting on top of him, I could see Sal’s eyes on me. My thighs, covered in sand, burned when our skin was pressed together. I leaned over and kissed him deeply. 
 
    “I love you, Sal,” I whispered to him. “We should be together.” 
 
    “Yes, we should. I love you too,” he replied and kissed me tenderly, “so very much.” 
 
    We lay on the beach until the buzz started to wear off. After, we got dressed and headed back to St. Mary’s for a drink. On the rooftop, one could always find good liquor and good music. When we reached the roof, we headed for the bar where Sal ordered us absinthe. 
 
    “Chasing the green fairy again, eh Stargazer?” a voice called from behind me. 
 
    When I turned around, I found Edward Trelawny, a close associate of Byron and me, standing there. 
 
    “Well, Edward Trelawny. I thought you were in Greece,” I said. Clearly, Trelawny was no more sober than me. His black curls were wildly out of place, and his clothing was a disheveled mess. He struggled to stand upright. 
 
    “I thought you were in Italy,” he replied with a slur. 
 
    “Does the whole world know every move I make? I was in Italy. I’m headed back in the morning. I was craving Malta.” 
 
    “There is much to crave in Malta,” he said with a laugh. 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I have, in fact, come to collect a little something for Byron. There,” here said, pointing upward. 
 
    I looked up. “What the hell is that?” I asked. Above us, a floating warship boasting double propellers and double balloons was anchored in the southern tower. It quite nearly blocked out the light of the moon. It was the most enormous airship I’d ever seen. 
 
    “The Hercules. Commissioned by Byron for his expeditions. You do know you dear lord is about to go to war on behalf of the Greeks? I am headed to Athens to meet him with the ship. I bet he would be very happy if I arrived with you and the Hercules.” 
 
    I looked at Sal. He was leaning against the bar and watching the exchange with a look of annoyance on his face. 
 
    “I’m very sorry,” I told Sal. “Edward, do you know my associate, Salvatore Colonna? Sal, this is Edward Trelawny.” 
 
    Sal raised his glass in toast, took a drink, then turned away. I had never seen Sal act in any degree less than cordial. I was confused. 
 
    “Pleasure,” Trelawny replied absently, barely looking at Sal. “Come on now, Stargazer. Move that pretty little ass of yours onto the Hercules.” 
 
    “I’m already about business that is of interest to Byron. Sorry, but no side trips until that matter is settled.” 
 
    Trelawny sighed. “Well, no doubt you can elbow your way through a war zone if the mood strikes. George would love it. You know, Stargazer, of all the women he has, I think Byron might actually love you. Anyway, I’m off. Sure could use you on the Hercules. My air jockey is a lazy git. Safe travels,” he called then headed back downstairs. 
 
    After he was gone, I turned back to Sal who was now working on his second glass. I ordered another and stood beside him in silence. My head was a fucked up euphoric mess, and the morphine had left my heart an open book. When I looked at Sal, I realized that the opium had the same effect on him. All this time, I thought Sal didn’t care I had other lovers or about Byron in particular. In fact, I just assumed he had other lovers as well. Maybe that was not the case after all. Maybe I had misread Sal. The look on his face, one I had seen him hide before, told me the truth. He was jealous of Byron. This was a problem. 
 
    I took his hand. After a moment, he met my eyes. 
 
    “I’ve noticed something,” I said. 
 
    Sal tossed back the last of his drink. “Yes?” 
 
    “You always call me my Lily.” 
 
    “Do I?” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” 
 
    “And what do you make of that, my Lily.” 
 
    “I love it.” 
 
    Sal smiled at me, kissed me on the forehead, and then pulled me close to his chest. “Let’s go back to the ship, my Lily.” 
 
    The first hint of light was beginning to show on the horizon by the time Sal and I made it back aboard the Bacchus. We crawled into our private sleeping area and slid into each other’s arms. Sal held me tight, and I slept soundly, without dreams. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    I woke a couple of hours later to the sound of Celeste’s gentle voice on the other side of the door. “Lily, sun is up,” she called. 
 
    I groaned tiredly. This was not the way to start an all day cruise. I crawled out of the cot, shaking Sal who snored in reply. I decided to leave him where he was. 
 
    The sun was shining annoyingly bright. I pulled down my dark glasses and went to look for the crew. They were sitting on a small rug on deck eating freshly roasted goat meat and Maltese bread rubbed with tuna. The smell of the fish and the hot, fatty flesh assailed my nose and moments later I was leaning over the side of the Bacchus throwing up yellow bile. When I was done, I lay my head on the rail of the ship and hoped God would just kill me where I sat. 
 
    “Water?” Celeste said, pushing a cup toward me. 
 
    I took it and drank greedily. My hands were shaking, my head pounding. 
 
    “Here,” she said, handing me a small vile of laudanum. “At this point, it is the only thing that can help you, unless…” 
 
    I took a drop from her vile and passed it back. “Unless what?” 
 
    “Unless you quit.” 
 
    “Quit?” 
 
    “Eating opium…and anything else.” 
 
    I was not in the mood, and I didn’t know why people always wanted to have this talk with me. What I did was none of their business. I took another drink of water and handed the cup back. “Do you have the journal? I want to verify the coordinates,” I said brusquely. 
 
    Celeste frowned then went to look through her things. 
 
    I whistled to Roni’s crew. They wrapped up what was left of their breakfast and got the ship ready to debark. I was at the wheel checking the instruments when Celeste returned. 
 
    “Any problems last night?” she asked as she handed me the journal. 
 
    I double checked the coordinates. The ship was ready to go. Unfortunately, it seemed like Roni’s altimeter had stopped working, but I had no interest in going into high altitude. My head pounding, I was still high enough by myself. As for problems, as the memories of the night unfolded, I saw a number of issues now lying before me, none of which had anything to do with Celeste. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about,” I told her. 
 
    Roni’s gearman signaled that we were anchors away, and he was on his way below. The burners fired with a roar, and the balloon pulled us aloft and out of the docking bay. Once the balloon had lifted above the towers, I rang the galley. The propeller clicked on. I turned the wheel and set my compass east. After spending the whole night with her stalking me, I was on my way to hunt Aphrodite. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I was grateful for the silence of the skies. Shortly after takeoff, Celeste disappeared back into the crew quarters, and Roni’s crew minded their own business. I was left alone to feel the wind on my skin and to look at the sky. It was a clear day. The clouds were high up in the atmosphere. The Bacchus chugged along, floating above the blue waters of the Mediterranean Sea. The wind was not overly brisk making the ride rather easy. For a moment, I even fantasized that the Goddess Aphrodite had conjured clear skies for us. That was good, because in my condition, I was not entirely sharp. I loved the feel of morphine, and I rarely came by it, but even I had to admit that the aftermath was horrible. Despite taking laudanum to keep the edge off, my head still ached terribly, my back and legs felt sore, and my nose kept running. I leaned against the wheel of the Bacchus. It was going to be a long day. 
 
    A few of hours later, Sal came out of the quarters looking like I felt. He had let his hair hang loose. His long salt and pepper locks blew wildly around him. He looked tired. Perhaps, at his age, running around all night with a mess like me was bad for his health. He smiled as he approached me; he was carrying two cups of something hot. Steam rose from the drinks. Hiding behind my glasses, I was able to avoid meeting his eyes. I remembered very clearly what I had said to Sal and what he had said to me. I just wasn’t sure that either of us meant it. 
 
    “The gods are at work this morning, my Lily. Tea,” he told me and handed me a steaming cup. 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied, smiling carefully at him. 
 
    Sal stretched, the muscles on his arms flexing, and grinned at me. “How are the skies?” he asked and went to the side of the ship. 
 
     “Calm thus far. We’ve had the wind on our back so we’re making good time. I suspect we can put in by late afternoon.” I looked at Sal as he watched the waves below. How handsome he was, his brilliant mind tucked inside his lean, athletic body. I tried to imagine us building a life together in London. The picture seemed to fall in place very easily. “Sal?” I called quietly, still unsure of what I was going to say next, but then Sal spoke over me. He had not heard me. 
 
    “Look, Lily. A whale,” Sal said as he peered below. 
 
    I locked the wheel and joined him, clasping my fingers in his as I came up behind him. In the deep blue waters, a large dark shape was skimming below the surface. We watched as it moved quickly under the waves. The Bacchus cast her own shadow on the water. It seemed as if the whale was keeping pace with us. Perhaps our shadow had confused the creature. Then I noticed something odd shining amongst the waves. A flash of light, like a mirror’s reflection, glimmered very briefly upward toward the Bacchus. 
 
    “Did you see that?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, I did,” Sal said and set his cup down. He grabbed a spyglass from one of the storage cases and peered below. 
 
    I watched the whale move. Something did not seem right. It lacked fluidity. “There it is again,” I called as the reflective light flashed once more toward the airship. 
 
    A moment later, the Bacchus’ balloonman yelled down to Sal. I looked up to see that he too was watching the shadow moving under the water. I didn’t need to understand his words. His voice held the sound of warning. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, pulling on my goggles and snapping down the telescopic lens. 
 
    The water at the surface began to froth as the creature rose up. The waves retreated violently as the beast emerged from the sea. 
 
    “Here she comes,” Sal said with a mixture of terror and awe in his voice. 
 
    As if in slow motion, it emerged from below the waves. I had heard of experimental underwater vessels but had never seen one. Some said the French were developing a marine weapon. Indeed, more than once I’d heard sailors whisper of seeing a shadow pass underwater that looked like the sea monsters of lore, but I just assumed it to be fantasy. Yet, as the copper hulled behemoth rose up from under the water, I started to panic. It was every bit machine. From its copper skin to the strange shaped piping on its roof, one could see that it was manmade. And everything in the shape of its construction told me to fear it. Logic told me that it couldn’t do anything to us because we were aloft, but my instincts defied that. I trusted my instincts. 
 
    “Altitude!” I yelled at the balloonman, pointing up. “Now!” 
 
    At once, he set the burners on high. The Bacchus started to lift. I rang the bell to the galley calling for speed and grabbed the wheel. 
 
    “What do you see?” I called to Sal as I began to turn the airship leeward. From the wheel, I could not see over the side of a ship. 
 
    “The crew has come out from below. They are launching a sail on the top of the ship. They’ve got some sort of hand crank. The sail is rising up from a storage locker in the hull. It’s not large, but it seems to be fully functional. They are trying to catch the same wind you’re riding. There is a propeller at the back of the vessel. I can see it churning the water. The craft must be twenty feet long. They are moving with some considerable knots, Lily. They are keeping pace with you.” 
 
     The door to the crew quarters slapped open and Celeste rushed out. “What is it? Pirates?” she asked alarmed. She joined Sal at the side of the ship. 
 
    “You won’t believe until you see,” Sal replied then handed her the spyglass. 
 
    “What is that?” she asked, a tremor in her voice. “My god, it looks like a metal sea monster! Is that copper?” 
 
    “So it appears,” Sal replied. 
 
    “There are windows all along its side under the water. And I think, as well, at the front. You can just barely make them out,” Celeste said and handed the spyglass back to Sal. 
 
    “They are assembling some kind of apparatus on the top of the ship. Get higher, Lily!” Sal called and shouted in Italian at the balloonman who pushed the burner. It roared as the flame found its limit. The Bacchus groaned, and I started to worry about the old balloon catching fire with so much hot air circulating inside. The ropes on the balloon creaked as it began to pull quickly upward. 
 
    Celeste ran from the bulwark and opened the door to the gear galley. She yelled below. A moment later the propeller turned harder. 
 
    “Elven Rue…the name of the ship is pounded into the metal,” Sal called again looking through the spyglass, “some call number after…S7081J. Elven Rue S7081J.” 
 
    “Could be English or French. They post an ensign?” I asked. 
 
    “No, it appears they are too busy assembling some kind of weapon,” Sal replied. 
 
    “Weapon!” Celeste shouted aghast and rushed again to the side of the airship. 
 
    “Let’s hope your Aphrodite is truly on our side today,” I called to Celeste. “I need your eyes, baby,” I yelled to Sal. 
 
    “They are keeping pace with you. You’re going to have to get above or dodge whatever is coming.” 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    Sal shouted up to the balloonman who responded in such a way that I understood there was nothing more he could do. We were, however, still gaining altitude. 
 
    “Lily, remember what Roni said. This isn’t the Stargazer,” Celeste warned. 
 
    From the water below, I heard a strange popping sound. It sounded almost like a cannon. 
 
    “Turn! Turn!” Sal yelled. 
 
    I yanked the wheel hard and tried to find a wind draft to get some extra speed. I was lucky. The wind pushed us leeward and whatever had been shot toward us flew just behind the ship, missing us. I watched as something attached to a line shot about twenty feet above the stern of the Bacchus. Sal ran astern to get a look as the device fell back into the sea. 
 
    “Some kind of grappling hook,” Sal called. 
 
    I heard the device splash into the water below with a crash. 
 
    “They are reeling it in fast,” Celeste called. “They have some kind of crank pulling it in.” 
 
    I scanned the horizon. On the port side, two sea hawks were spiraling upward in a thermal. A small, rocky archipelago was causing a heat draft the birds were riding. I turned the airship toward the birds. 
 
    “They are reloading,” Sal called. 
 
    I was not going to make it in time. 
 
    Again I heard the popping sound. There was a whoosh as the hook flew up just behind the wheelstand. It fell just short of snaring the balloon. Instead, it snagged one of the Bacchus’ ropes tethering the balloon to the gondola. 
 
    The balloonman shouted in panic and threw a knife down to the deck. The blade stuck in the wood. Sal grabbed it and ran toward the rope. Just as the line on the grappling hook grew taut, Sal severed the balloon tether. Above, the Bacchus’ balloon rocked as her grip on the gondola loosened. The grappling hook slid off the rope and fell onto the deck of the ship. It slid across the deck. 
 
    “No you don’t,” Sal said and kicked it hard. The hook pulled off a small piece of rail as it went overboard, falling back toward the sea. 
 
    Sal turned to me. “Whatever you’re planning…be fast.” 
 
    I rang the galley again and giving a final heave, the Bacchus’ propellers pushed us forward. Moments later we floated over the small, stony island. Hoping the balloon, one tether short, would hold, I rode the Bacchus into the thermal. Up we went. I pulled the bell to the galley, and the propeller went still. One of the sea hawks cried to see us infringing in his air space. The Bacchus rode the heat upward, gaining altitude fast. The only downside was that we, like the birds, had begun to slowly pivot in the heat draft. The effect was dizzying. 
 
    “They are turning aside to miss the island,” Sal called. 
 
    While Sal watched what has happening below, I watched the sky above. Not too far above us, a lateral wind was cutting off the thermal. Some smaller cumulus clouds were forming at the top, a foaming bubble on our thermal boil. This was a good thing in that the thermal was releasing. Not being able to keep an eye on altitude would lead us to the same worries we had when we outran the Burning Rook in the Stargazer. On the other hand, when we reached the top of the thermal, the wind shear could grab us, and it would be a hell of a ride backward or worse. If we were sideways, it could spell disaster. I was not sure that the Bacchus could handle it. 
 
    “Lily, we must be out of range. They are pulling down the sail and packing in the grappling gun,” Sal said then. 
 
    “Fantastic. Now, if the clouds don’t kill us, we might just make it to Kos.” I looked at the sky and calculated. 
 
    After a few moments, Sal reported that the metal sea monster was once again diving below the waves. “It’s gone,” he said. I couldn’t help but notice the awe in his voice. 
 
     I asked Celeste to have the balloonman keep the burn pan on high. The galleyman had stuck his head out. I instructed him to keep the propeller off. An argument then ensued between the balloonman and the gear galleyman, and for a moment, I felt like Angus and Jessup were with me. 
 
    “They are debating, but they think you should turn the propeller on,” Sal said as he listened to the exchange. 
 
    Celeste stood at the center of the ship. She had gone completely pale and was holding onto a rope for dear life. 
 
    I looked back up at the clouds and considered. “No,” I said then. 
 
    Sal looked thoughtful. “No doubt you know best, my Lily.” He then turned and instructed the men to keep as we were. 
 
    Silence filled the space as we waited. The cloud bank at the top of the thermal neared. We were still spinning. I held the wheel. The rush of the wind stroked my face, and I began to feel the cool air from the approaching clouds. I closed my eyes. I remembered then the story of Aphrodite, Adonis, and the anemone flower, the blossom that could bloom in and be destroyed by the same strong wind. 
 
    It happened so gently. The Bacchus popped out of the thermal. A wind caught the ship from behind and pushed it softly forward. Since I’d kept the balloon overfull on hot air, the change in temperature once we were inside the cool cloud never caused the ship to stir. The lift simply slowed, and the Bacchus settled into the lateral wind shear. We were inside the cloud. The air felt dewy. I opened my eyes to see the deck of the Bacchus draped in mist. 
 
    Celeste looked around in surprise. Sal and Roni’s crew were smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    “Now, turn the propeller back on. Easy as she goes,” I told the gearman; Sal translated. 
 
    The gearman said something in Italian, smiled at me, then went below. 
 
    Sal chuckled. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “He said, ‘That’s why the Italians can never beat her. She carries the winds in her heart’,” Sal translated. 
 
    I smiled. Maybe I did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    After we were clear of the metallic sea beast, Sal immediately went about taking notes on and drawing everything he had seen. Celeste took a position on the prow of the ship like a masthead as we floated through the clouds toward Kos. I kept our altitude high and in the cloud-cover. The deck of the ship stayed draped in fog, just like it had the evening Mr. Oleander and I had returned to London without Nicolette. 
 
    Mr. Oleander had not spoken a single word to me the rest of the trip to Dublin. When we arrived, much to my great relief, Mr. Oleander had gone into the city and had returned with a common street whore. I had lived in terror that he would make me take Nicolette’s usual role. Too frightened of what Mr. Oleander would do to me if I didn’t comply, and grieving over the loss of Nicolette, I had guided the ship into the towers at Dublin with a sick stomach. I had even considered throwing myself overboard. For me, death would have been a better fate than being handed to lusty men. The wild blonde Mr. Oleander had picked up, however, spent the entire trip from Dublin to London naked and dancing on the deck of the Iphigenia. She was more than enough entertainment for the hungry-eyed men. They never even noticed me. 
 
    When we arrived in London, it took some time for the customers to depart. Mr. Oleander gave the Irish girl a small bag of coin, and she went happily away. 
 
    I busied myself taking care of the Iphigenia. It was late evening, and the Thames had created a thick bank of fog. The gaslights in the street below shone dimly, their hue dampened by the mist. Once I had gotten the ship tucked in, I sat along the bulwark near the wheelstand and considered what to do. I could not go to the constables. Why would they believe a throwaway like me? 
 
    Mr. Oleander crossed the deck of the Iphigenia toward me. In this mist, I could not make out his features. He lumbered toward me like an evil spirit in the fog. 
 
    “Go down to the gear galley,” he said, his voice rough and serious. 
 
    I didn’t move. 
 
    “I ain’t gonna hurt ya, girl. Just go,” he told me. 
 
    I rose, my hands and knees shaking, and went below. 
 
    The gear galley is a cramped space suitable for two adults at maximum. The complex mechanical gears for the propeller lay just below the deck of the ship. A small galley increased the aerodynamic features of a ship and weighed less: the smaller the galley the better. The Iphigenia’s galley was tightly built. Below, a small lantern burnt. The sharp smell of grease and metal filled the space. It was a smell I usually loved. In that moment, however, I feared it would perfume my dying breath. 
 
    Mr. Oleander crawled in behind me and pulled the galley door shut with a bang. Still drunk, he was barely able to keep himself upright in the narrow space. 
 
    “Take your clothes off,” he told me. 
 
    I froze and tried to back away. 
 
    “Aye, pretty kitty, I know Fletcher is keen for you, but we need to come to an understanding. I’m going to teach you why you need to keep your mouth shut,” he said as he began to unbuckle his pants. 
 
    “I won’t tell. I promise. There is no need. Please, Sir. There is no need. I won’t tell,” I said. I was trapped. 
 
    Mr. Oleander reached forward and ripped my shirt open. I stood aghast. Just a girl, I had little to show for my womanliness. In fact, my courses had only come on me a few months preceding. 
 
    “Come on now, pretty kitty,” he whispered dangerously, reaching toward me. He grabbed my shirt by the sleeve and tugged it off of me. 
 
    I turned and fled, slipping between the galley gears. The propeller off, I was able to slide deep into the back of the ship where Mr. Oleander was too large to follow. He reached out and tried to grab me, catching hold of my foot, but I pulled my leg free, leaving my boot in his hand. I scratched my skin on a piece of sharp metal in the effort, but moments later, I had escaped Mr. Oleander’s grasp. Behind me, the old man cursed. 
 
    “Have it your way, pretty kitty. Let’s see how you like spending the night in the dark. Come morning, perhaps you will be more receptive to our new arrangement,” Mr. Oleander said with a laugh then crawled out of the galley. I heard the galley door slap shut. Mr. Oleander laughed as he slid the bolt through the lock. 
 
    “Try that for size,” he yelled then strode off the ship. 
 
    Moments later I was alone in the dark. The Iphigenia rocked in the cool evening air. I put my head on my knees and cried. There was no way to get out of the galley. Nicolette was gone, and I was trapped. I sat in misery, half asleep and half hysterical, until I was awakened by the sound of steps on the deck of the ship. Thinking Mr. Oleander had returned, terror seized me. I listened and soon heard the familiar humming of Mr. Fletcher. 
 
    “Sir?” I called from below. “Mr. Fletcher? Is that you, Sir?” 
 
    The boot steps stopped. “Lily? Where are you?” 
 
    “In the galley,” I moaned miserably and started climbing back through the gears toward the door. 
 
    “Why is the galley locked?” Mr. Fletcher puzzled aloud as he slid the bolt. “Lily?” he called as he opened the door. 
 
    I shimmied through the gears. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher caught sight of my shirt and boot lying on the floor. He picked them up and looked at them. “Lily? What happened? Come out, girl.” 
 
    He led me back onto the deck of the ship. It must have been very early morning. It was still very dark, and the mist was very thick. He removed his coat and dropped it over my shoulders. 
 
    “My girl,” he said, taking me by the chin, “are you hurt?” 
 
    I shook my head but the tears had already started flowing. 
 
    “Where is Oleander?” he asked, bewildered. 
 
    I could not answer him. I burst into tears in reply. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher, who had previously looked perplexed, started to put the pieces of the puzzle together. His face went red and stiff with anger. “Where did Oleander go?” he asked me again. 
 
    “I don’t know, Sir.” 
 
    “Where is Nicolette?” 
 
    I moaned miserably. It was too terrible to speak. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher put his hands to his lips and considered. “Come,” he said. Carrying his lantern in front of us, he led me to the Captain’s Room. He sat me down on a chaise. “Lay down, Lily. Rest. Don’t come out unless I call you. I’ll be on the deck,” he told me. Just before he blew out the lantern, I saw that the lines on his face look deeply grooved. His eyes looked wild with anger. 
 
    I pulled his coat up to my chin and breathed in the smell of him. My savior. As Mr. Fletcher opened the door to go back onto the deck of the ship, I finally found the courage to speak. 
 
    “He pushed Nicolette into the sea.” The words heaved out of me in a giant exhale. I sucked air back into me after I spoke, just barely keeping myself from hyperventilating. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher had his back to me. I saw him stiffen at my words. He did not turn around. “I know,” he said and closed the door behind him. 
 
    I did not move from the chaise, but I heard Mr. Fletcher moving around on the deck of the ship. About an hour after Mr. Fletcher rescued me from the galley, I heard Mr. Oleander mumbling to himself as he made his way down the loading platform toward the Iphigenia. His heavy footsteps hit the deck of the ship with a thud. 
 
    “Good morning, brother,” I heard Mr. Fletcher say. His voice was low and dangerous. 
 
    “What, ho! Back so soon? By God, about time. The Dublin trip was a disaster, by God.” 
 
    “By God, was it so?” 
 
    “Indeed, brother. You won’t believe what ill fate has befallen us.” 
 
    “Perhaps I won’t. Do tell,” Mr. Fletcher said, and I heard the warning in his voice. Mr. Oleander, too lost in the bottom of a bottle of something, had missed it. 
 
    Now more curious than afraid, I quietly slid off the chaise and snuck to the door. The seal on the Captain’s Room never closed properly and left a sizeable gap. If I knelt, I could see outside. Mr. Oleander was leaning against the side of the ship. Mr. Fletcher stood at the center of the ship holding onto the balloon ropes. 
 
    “Ehh, yeah. Nicolette has run off. Turns out she was pregnant by some lad. She musta stolen away to meet the boy.” 
 
    “How do you know she was pregnant?” 
 
    “Oh, our Lily, solid little lass, told me.” 
 
    “Where is Lily?” 
 
    “I left her sleepin’ in the galley. She was tuckered out from the trip. Curled up down there amongst the gears. It’s bad luck, brother. Bad luck, I say.” 
 
    “Bad luck. Just like when Laura died. Bad luck then too.” 
 
    “No, my brother, that was the worst of luck. Your sister was beautiful, but lord knows, she was none too graceful. I can’t cross the Channel without seeing her ghost in the waves.” 
 
    “How, exactly, was it that Laura came to fall? Can you tell me again?” 
 
    “You know, I’ve had a bit to drink, brother, and would rather not live over again something more than twenty years behind us,” he slurred but continued. “My heart hurts for that little bird. She just toppled in, right over the rail and into the brink. Waves took her before I even got the ship low enough to look for her.” 
 
    My hands flew to my mouth as I suppressed a gasp.  
 
    Mr. Fletcher was silent for a long time. In the mist, I could only see the shadow of his figure. Mr. Oleander started to fidget. 
 
    “Fog is thick tonight,” Mr. Fletcher said then. 
 
    “Isn’t it though? I half worried about falling from the tower on my way back. Can’t see five feet in front of ya.” 
 
    Mr. Fletcher laughed. “Come on now, brother. Can you give me a hand? I purchased a new chronometer. Come take a look.” 
 
    “I can’t see a damned thing. Where is your lantern?” Mr. Oleander asked. 
 
    “I left it at the back. Wick got too wet to light.” 
 
    Their voices retreated toward the back of the ship. I stood to watch them from the window. Their figures became mere shadows in the fog. I gripped the handle on the door so hard my hand hurt. I knew it was coming. I knew. I just didn’t do anything about it. It seemed like it took an eternity. But in reality, it was just moments later when I heard Mr. Oleander scream. His loud yell echoed through the foggy darkness as he fell to the ground. In the lingering silence of the early morning, I even heard his body hit cobblestones below. 
 
    I clambered back to the chaise and pulled Mr. Fletcher’s coat over my head, feeling both relieved and sick. I heard him cross the deck of the ship and open the door of the Captain’s Room. 
 
    “Mr. Oleander fell from the ship. Come with me. We need to call the constables,” he said then opened a trunk and pulled out one of Nicolette’s old lacey blouses. “Put this on. I need you dressed,” he added and handed it to me. 
 
    I slid his coat off and pulled on my boot. He lit the lantern as I redressed. I could not help but feel his watchful eyes on me as I moved, topless, in the glaring light of the lantern. His dark eyes were glued to my small breasts. I turned from his gaze and slid the top on. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher pulled his coat on and took my hand. We crossed the deck of the Iphigenia hand in hand. I could hear footsteps pounding down the loading platform as someone ran toward our ship. 
 
    “He was drunk. He fell,” Mr. Fletcher whispered, looking down at me. 
 
    “I know. I saw,” I replied. 
 
    “Sweet Lily,” he said, kissing me on my head, and we went together to tell a lie. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    We snuck past the southern tip of Greece toward the islands just off the shore of the Ottoman mainland in the Aegean Sea. After the excitement that morning, the last thing I wanted was to find myself in the middle of a military conflict. We were lucky. Wherever the Greeks and Ottomans were fighting, it was not over the isles of the ancient world. 
 
    It was early evening when we closed in on the location provided by the kaleidoscope. The late summer sun was still in the sky. We would have a few hours left to explore the small isle of Kos. The landscape below the western coast where we flew in was dotted with groves of olive and date trees. When we reached the coordinates indicated by the kaleidoscope, we found ourselves hovering above a cypress grove. 
 
    Celeste looked puzzled. “There should be a shrine here. The Kos Aphrodite was kept at the Asclepeion.” 
 
    “What was the Asclepeion?” I asked. 
 
    “A medical center, like an ancient hospital, built in worship of the god Asclepius. Kos boasted the most famous Asclepeion in the ancient world. That is where Hippocrates learned his trade. People came from all around for healing. It was an enormous temple, probably as large as St. Mark’s Square, with three levels. Thousands of people would come here to take restorative. Yet all I see is trees.” 
 
    “Perhaps the passage of time has buried the world you seek,” Sal suggested. 
 
    “Well, there is no way to know for sure until we go look.” 
 
    I lowered the Bacchus to tree level and climbed down the rope ladder. It didn’t take us long to figure out we were in the right place. You couldn’t take two steps without stumbling over a piece of fallen stonework. The problem was that the ruins were a complete disaster. Columns jutted out of the ground, floor stones were half heaved up in the dirt, and chiseled rocks lay everywhere. 
 
    Celeste looked completely exasperated. “We’ll need a team of people to dig,” she said. “We’ll need to excavate the site. She’s here. I know it. We’ll just need to unearth her.” 
 
    Sal and I exchanged a glance. 
 
    “Celeste,” I began, but I was not sure what to say. Even if she did excavate the site, by the time she found what she was looking for, the Dilettanti would be all over the dig. 
 
    Celeste looked at me with tears in her large, golden eyes. The early evening sun made her hair sparkle. She was a picture of sadness. “It has to be here,” she whispered desperately. 
 
    I turned to Sal to discuss the matter when I noticed he was looking at something in the distance. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked him. 
 
    “A boy. Just there,” he said. 
 
    A young boy, perhaps eight years of age, was looking from us to the ship and back again. He leaned against a wooden staff. His small herd of goats was stepping carefully between the fallen rocks, nibbling on the grass. 
 
    “Why don’t we ask him?” I said, gazing at the boy. 
 
    Celeste looked puzzled. “Ask him what?” 
 
    “Where the statue is. After all, he must know this land,” I replied. 
 
    Celeste looked uncertain, but with no better recourse, we decided to give it a try. Cautiously, Sal approached the small boy. The boy looked like his common sense was telling him to cut and run, but sheer nerve made him stay. I liked the lad. Sal knelt down to talk to the boy at eye level. The boy waved his hands toward the balloon then at the landscape around us. After a few moments, Sal stood up, ruffled the boy’s hair, and waved for us to join them. 
 
    “I asked him where the Asclepeion was,” Sal told us when we joined him, “and he told me, ‘you’re standing in it,’” he added with a laugh. 
 
    I smiled down at the lad. He wore rustic looking cotton trousers and a patched shirt. The child had dirt smeared on his face, and his pants were stained on the knees. His smile was wide and toothy, and his eyes showed innocence rarely seen in children roaming the streets of London. When he clicked at his goats, they obeyed his command. The boy led us uphill through the cypress grove. The goats followed obediently along. 
 
    Sal and the boy chatted along the way. “The temple is his family’s grazing land. The boy’s father told him much of the temple was destroyed in an earthquake many years ago, but he knows where we can see the best parts of the ruins,” Sal said. 
 
    Celeste smiled, not a coquettish sidelong grin, but a smile of raw joy. 
 
    We entered a clearing. There we found what we had initially expected: the ruins of the temple. Their view had been hidden by a rise in the earth and a thicket of trees. What was left of the stone walls outlined the space. In one area, the walls of the temple were still erect. Temple buildings, constructed with small round stones, shimmered with a golden hue in the fading sunlight. Fallen marble columns lay amongst the wildflowers. Some of the ruins seemed to be in relatively good condition. The buildings were mainly roofless, but you could still see the arched hallways with ornately chiseled stonework. 
 
    The boy was talking quickly and pointing toward a rise before us. 
 
    Sal nodded. 
 
    “You can see, just there, how the earth does not rise in a natural way but looks more squared. Under the earth, the temple expands upward toward a shrine that would have crowned it at the top. You can just see the exposed stairs. Your temple is yet undiscovered, Celeste,” Sal said then turned to the boy and asked the child a question. 
 
    The boy looked thoughtful then pointed toward an area in the ruins. 
 
    Sal smiled happily. His silver eyes crinkled in the corners. “I asked him if he knows of any statues within the ruins. He said the statues are ‘in there,’” Sal said, following the boy’s gaze. 
 
    “Oh, please, let’s take a look,” Celeste said excitedly to the boy who smiled up at her in return. The boy led us through the high grass toward the ruin. Along the way, he pointed to fallen stones which bore chiseled lion’s heads, leaves, and flowers. I could not help but notice the snakes, many very large, lying on the stones soaking up the last of the sunlight. 
 
    “There are snakes everywhere,” I commented to Sal, motioning toward the copper, almost yellow, colored snakes lying on the rocks. 
 
    The boy followed my glance and stopped. He motioned to the snakes and began explaining. 
 
    “These are temple snakes,” Sal translated. “They used snakes during the healing rituals in worship of Asclepius. The temple is gone, but its snakes remain. They are not venomous. In fact, his grandmother still puts a snake in his bed when he is sick. He says it stays in the bed with him until he is well then crawls away.” 
 
    The boy plucked one of the smaller snakes from a stone. Celeste took a step backward. He handed the creature, which wiggled to be free of his grasp, to me. 
 
    I extended my hand. The boy set the snake in my palm. The small creature curled into a ball and lifted its small head as if to look at me. 
 
    The boy smiled up at me and spoke. 
 
    Sal translated, “He says it wants to help you.” 
 
    I looked at the little creature. “Sorry, but I think it will take longer than you have,” I said, gently setting the creature back down on one of the warm stones. 
 
    The lad grinned and led onward. We moved into the temple and travelled the ruined hallways of the ancient hospital. Like any other English child, I had wandered around my share of ruined medieval haunts, but this was totally different. The structure was ancient. It both awed and unnerved me. I remembered feeling the same magical sensation the first time I’d flown over Stonehenge. 
 
    The boy chatted, Sal occasionally translating details of interest. I was mostly quiet as I absorbed the enormity of the experience. I understood then why Richard Payne Knight and the others wanted to haul the ancient world back to London. There was something magical about being able to touch the past. I reached out to feel the stone walls, my fingertips stroking the rough stones. How many people had come before me to this ancient place? What had they been searching for? I closed my eyes, just for a moment, and tried to envision the place as a bustling place of healing. The thought of it touched me deeply. 
 
    The boy led us to a part of the wall that was lined with deep niches. In one niche, a working fountain poured water from an image of Pan into a half-moon shaped basin. The lad scooped up a drink with his cupped hand, encouraged us all to do the same, and then waved us onward. 
 
    We all drank, Celeste muttering a little prayer to Pan, and then Sal and Celeste followed the boy toward the eastern side of the terrace, closer to the cypress grove over which the Bacchus hovered. I sat on the stone retaining wall around the spring. 
 
    I waved to Sal. “I’ll catch up,” I called. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    It was terribly hot in the late afternoon sun. My stomach was feeling nauseous. I swore to myself I would never take an injection of morphine again. A breeze coming off the sea cut the heat, but I was sweating nonetheless. I took off my cap, dipped my hand in the water, and mopped down the back of my neck and splashed water on my face. The startlingly cool water had a minty taste, and I could smell fresh mint in the air. I looked around to see both mint and basil growing in large clumps near the fountain. I took another drink of water, wet my face, and put my cap back on. I then followed the direction toward which I had seen the boy lead Sal and Celeste. 
 
    I worked my way back through the ruins, passing through the arched hallways of the ancient structure, listening for Sal’s voice. I found myself in an area the boy had not yet shown to us. I was in the courtyard of a temple. At one end of the temple were the remains of a sculpture. Its body was charred, and its head and arms were missing. I got a sick feeling in my stomach. I approached the sculpture to see that is was, in fact, the sculpture of a woman. Was this all that was left of the Aphrodite? I looked upward and caught sight of the bow of the Bacchus. If the kaleidoscope’s coordinates were exact, then this was not the statue we hunted. Our statue would be east of here. I looked around to see a set of crumbled stairs leading downward into a mostly collapsed hallway that led underground—and east. I went to the stairwell. Someone had cleared the fallen rock. If I kneeled down, I could enter the ruin. That is, if I wanted to enter. Then I noticed one of the smaller golden colored Aesculapian snakes working its way over the rocks into the underground passage. The space looked tight and dark. The snake turned and looked toward me, pausing for several moments before it slithered into the darkness. 
 
    “Fantastic,” I muttered. 
 
    Someone had left a small white candle at the entrance. A fellow opium eater and chemist who lived on the Strand had given me a small box of his experimental sulphur timbers which I always carried. I struck up my nerve, lit the candle, and entered the underground passage. 
 
    My imagination had me going, and I expected the place to be squirming with snakes. To my luck, only the small, golden snake was moving on the ground before me. The place had suffered at the passage of the hands of time. Rubble was everywhere. The roots of trees overhead had grown down the hallway walls. Many of the walls had completely caved in. Yet I could still see some of the ancient beauty of the place. On one wall, I saw the faded colors of a still-striking painting of a goddess in an ocean setting. Where the soil had not encroached, small white tiles and mosaic patterns appeared on the floor. The passage was dark and winding. Small rooms, many entirely filled by earth, sat just off the hallway. One room, which had remained untouched by time, had a number of stone bathing tubs. I followed the hallway until it reached a “T”. I flashed the candle around before me and worried about getting lost. The flame’s light caught the glowing scales of the snake, which had turned left. 
 
    “I guess you’re leading,” I said, knowing just how crazy I sounded, and followed along. 
 
    Here the ruins were even more collapsed. In order to follow the serpent, I had to climb over a tall pile of rubble. I had just about made up my mind that I’d had enough risking my neck looking for an old piece of stone when I saw light ahead. Thinking the temple wall must be open to the outside, I went forward. 
 
    A golden hue illuminated the end of the hallway. The glow bobbed on the hallway wall, almost as if it were sunlight refracted by water. The temple snake kept a steady path toward the light. 
 
    I turned at the end of the hall and sucked in my breath in awe. The temple was not open to the outside light. Instead, a statue, shimmering brilliantly from the dusting of gold that covered it, filled the room with liquid light. The statue was celestial, but it was not the statue I sought. I immediately understood that I was in the temple room of the god Asclepius. The statue in gold was the god of healing. 
 
    Boasting a broad chest, curly hair, and draped robes, Asclepius was an imposing figure. He leaned against a staff around which two snakes had entwined. The golden dust on him gave the statue a lifelike hue. At Asclepius’ feet, water poured from the open mouth of a marble serpent into a basin. The snake climbed up the statue, twisting around the god’s staff, until its head rested on the god’s shoulder. 
 
    I took off my hat and knelt before the statue. Given my upbringing, I was not a religious girl. And I had never before sensed the divine except at the edge of an opium high. In those moments, where I sometimes lingered too long, the wind of the otherworld had blown ever so lightly upon me. Standing there, however, in that ancient place, I felt…something. The forgotten god’s eyes, still outlined with faded paint, seemed to look down at me. And they seemed to pity. 
 
    I leaned my head against the basin and wept. At once, every terror I carried inside of me welled up and wanted to be let loose. I wanted to be rid of my mother. I wanted to be rid of Nicolette. I wanted to be rid of Mr. Fletcher and Mr. Oleander. I wanted to be rid of the drinking, and the opium, and the emptiness. I wanted a real life. I wanted to be something different. Couldn’t I be Lily Stargazer, airship racer, but not have to be an opium eater? Couldn’t I have just one man in my life who loved only me? And couldn’t that person be Sal, who I knew in my heart, I loved? Why had I always let others’ decisions unmake me? Why did I have to feel so broken? 
 
    I felt stupid sitting in that place weeping like a child. I tried to pull myself together, but I couldn’t. I looked up at the old god, and in that moment, I had the strongest hallucination of my life. The god leaned down, cupped water from the fountain inside his hand, and put the drink to my lips. I sipped the water, startled by the warmth I felt from the statue, as if it were flesh. The water, ice cold, chilled my throat. I felt its coolness slide down my body to my stomach. I closed my eyes. The god then put his wet hand on my forehead, spoke a word I did not understand, and stood again. 
 
    In that moment, I knew I had to stop running from myself. It was time to accept the past for what it was and move on. I had to quit my habits. It was time to have a real life. 
 
     I took a deep breath and opened my eyes. I was startled to see that the room around me was dark save the small candle I had brought with me. The gold on Asclepius was gone. I stood and wiped the tears from my eyes. I lifted the candle and looked at the statue. Faded paint, now just a shadow, had once given color to his lips and shaded to his eyes. Otherwise, now, he was only marble. The room was dark as night, and the snake that had led me there was gone. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    From the other end of the underground temple, I heard Sal’s voice. I lifted the small candle and went back to the hallway. Before I left, I looked back once more at Asclepius. I was not certain what had happened, what I had seen, but I knew something within me felt different. I’d had my share of drug-induced hallucinations, but this was not the same thing. The tangy taste of the cold water still lingered in my mouth, yet the basin at Asclepius’ feet was dry. I smiled at the marble statue, now seemingly cold and dead, and went after Sal—and Aphrodite. 
 
    Trying not to stumble over the shifted stones, I followed bits of light toward the other end of the temple. I could hear Sal’s and Celeste’s voices but could not make out their words. The hall turned toward the east. As I got closer, I noticed that the stones on the walls were carved with the anemone flower, apples, doves, and swans. 
 
    I then heard Celeste exclaim excitedly. 
 
    I entered the room behind them. Sal and the boy were holding up lanterns as they gazed at was, without a doubt, the Aphrodite of Kos. While time had worn away her paint, she was a statue with classic beauty. Celeste had said the Kos Aphrodite was draped, but it seemed that Praxiteles had done little to hide the erotic curves of the Goddess of Love. His carved draping of the goddess accented her round hips, full breasts, and long legs. Her lips were slightly parted as she gazed at a mirror she held in her left hand. In her other hand, which was carved to appear to hang loosely before her pubis, she held a marble replica of the kaleidoscope. 
 
    Sal turned. He gazed at me with a look of wonderment in his eyes. 
 
    “Chasing Aphrodite,” Celeste whispered with both awe and frustration in her voice. “All my life I have been chasing Aphrodite.” 
 
    “Well, in Kos, we have found her,” I said, my eyes still locked on Sal’s. 
 
    Celeste, just realizing I was there, looked at me. “This is the Kos Aphrodite. The Knidos is not here. What should we do now?” 
 
    I looked at Sal. “Indeed. Now what?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Four hours later we were sitting in the moonlight enjoying dinner with the young boy’s family. The small boy, whose name was Selim, had insisted we come home with him. After some debate as to whether or not it was safe—for them or us—we agreed. It turned out that the family owned a vast olive and almond farm. Their rustic yet beautiful villa sat nestled into the hillside. 
 
    We had stayed in the temple with the Kos Aphrodite until dark. Sal, who had studied the sculpture with great scrutiny, had fallen into near complete silence as his brilliant mind went to work. In the temple, he had examined the carving of the kaleidoscope, the Aphrodite’s mirror, her face, and even her bracelet. He took notes while Celeste sat in prayer at the base of the Aphrodite’s feet. It was unlike Sal to be so silent. Sal loved to teach, to narrate as he worked, but he’d lost himself in the puzzle of the kaleidoscope. I sat on a small patch of an ancient mosaic and watched him. I, too, was distracted, but by my hallucination. I felt emotionally exhausted. I gazed up at the Aphrodite. The statue was beautiful, but in the end, it was just a statue. Her cold marble eyes gazed into the mirror she held. I wondered how she saw herself. I put my head on my knees and tried not to think about how I saw myself. 
 
    After it had grown dark, we left the temple and walked with the boy to his farm. The child led the way, clicking at his goats as he blazed a path. Sal took my hand and kissed it gently. 
 
    “My Lily,” he whispered in the darkness. 
 
    The small act almost made me burst into tears. 
 
    At the boy’s farm we were met with great curiosity. Once Sal explained that we’d come to look at the ruins, we were welcomed. The large family, from which the small boy was only one of many children, was a loud, happy, and excited crew. The father, Yunus, even knew a little English. The women of the group eyed me with stunned curiosity when Sal explained to them that I had piloted the airship to Kos.  
 
    “You are flying that ship?” Yunus asked. He gazed toward the horizon where the red lamps on the Bacchus were still visible. 
 
    I nodded. “I’m a pilot.” 
 
    Yunus looked thoughtful but said nothing more. 
 
    The older boys, a good looking lot with dark hair, had clustered around Celeste and were eyeing the courtesan hungrily, inexplicably pulled toward her. Their mother shooed them away. 
 
    “Please,” the boy’s mother, Emine, had said, then led us to their el fresco dining terrace under the stars. 
 
    She seated us at the long dinner table. Soon Emine and five girls—no doubt Selim’s sisters—had loaded down the table with wooden bowls filled with olives and platters of feta cheese, lamb roasted with rosemary, and a large round of bread with a yogurt and oil porridge baked into its center. 
 
    Yunus led the table in a toast. “To our guests,” he called. 
 
    “To Aphrodite,” Celeste added. 
 
    Yunus laughed. “Yes! To Afrodit!” 
 
    Everyone at the table cheered and soon we were delighted to a feast. 
 
    As we ate, the discussion turned to the ruins. As it turned out, the shrine of the Kos Aphrodite had recently been damaged. Originally, the shrine had boasted a domed roof with a skylight. A tremor a few years earlier had caused much of the roof to collapse. 
 
    “But we protected her. We laid planks over the roof. We keep her safe,” Yunus explained. He was proud of the statue. It was part of Koan history. From how many villages just like this one had the Dilettanti simply come in and taken what they wanted? What right did they have? 
 
    “This opening in the roof, how large was it?” Sal asked. 
 
    The man stood. “Like this,” he said, extending his arms to make a circle. “Like a barrel,” he added. 
 
    “Was it directly above the statue?” 
 
    Yunus nodded. “When rain came, or sun, it fell only on her. It was beautiful.” 
 
    I looked at Sal. His mind was busy, but he put his arm around me and pulled me close. 
 
    It was a beautiful night. The outside patio where the dinner table sat was partially enclosed by a wisteria arbor. The sweet purple blossoms perfumed the air. I was leaning my head on Sal’s shoulder, fighting off a headache, and watching the couple’s two smallest children playing with a nearly feral kitten when Emine asked a question. 
 
    “My wife…she is wondering if you have children,” Yunus asked. 
 
    Sal looked down at me and stroked my cheek. “Not yet,” he said then kissed me on the forehead. 
 
    Before his answer would have either amused or terrified me. I gazed deeply into his eyes. His gaze was loving and serious. Things between Sal and I had changed forever. Sal smiled then turned back to Yunus. 
 
    “Does your wife have a looking glass?” Sal asked him. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied curiously. 
 
    “May I purchase it from you? I need something at least this big,” Sal said then framed his hands to show he was after a mirror no smaller than the lid of a hat box. 
 
    The man exchanged a few words with his wife who looked perplexed. After a moment, she shrugged and went back into the villa. She returned with a wood framed oval mirror that looked like she’d taken it from the wall. She handed it to Sal. 
 
    Sal looked it over, nodded affirmatively, then set it aside. He dug into his pocket then slid a very generous amount of lira across the table to Yunus. The farmer began to protest, but Sal waved his hand gracefully to dismiss any argument and said nothing more. 
 
     It was not long after that we decided to head back to the ship. Yunus led us through the darkness to the ancient healing temple and our airship. When we arrived, he’d looked up at the Bacchus with wide-eyed fascination. 
 
    “Come have a look,” I offered. 
 
    I could see from the starry look in his eyes that he truly wanted to see the ship, but he was cautious. And in the end, maybe a man with a home full of children was wise to be cautious. “No, but thank you. Please come see us again before you leave,” Yunus said. 
 
    “Thank you for everything,” Celeste said, kissing Yunus on both cheeks, causing him to blush. She climbed back into the airship. 
 
    Sal and I too parted ways with the kind man who stood in the dark holding a lantern aloft to illuminate our steps up the ladder. Sal, climbing up behind me, hauled the mirror on his back. 
 
    Once on board, I leaned over the rail and waved to Yunus. “Thank you,” I called. 
 
    The man waved, and I watched his lantern bob through the night back toward his villa. 
 
    Roni’s crew, who had been sleeping when we returned, looked relieved to see us alive. Sal let them know we would be anchored in this location for a while longer. They seemed satisfied with that and then went back to sleep. 
 
    Celeste went to the bow of the ship and leaned against the bulwark trying to catch a glimpse of the temple on the other side of the trees. Sal headed into our quarters with the mirror. I went to the wheelstand and checked all the instruments then climbed into the basket to check the burners. Everything seemed to be in working order. I busied myself to keep my mind off of what was really bothering me. It had been several hours since I’d last taken any laudanum. And I could feel it. I climbed back down to the gondola and sat down, my back against the wheelstand. I gazed up at the starry sky. My head was aching, and my hands had started shaking two hours before. I didn’t want to take more laudanum. The craving was horrible. I knew that if I waited longer, I would start sweating and feeling nauseous. I also knew that if I ate opium I would feel better, and I would forget again. But for the first time, I did not want to just forget the past. I wanted to be finished with it. If I kept burying it under opium, it would never end. I gazed up at the stars. The sky above the ancient world looked different from the sky above the London. Somehow the sky above Kos seemed wiser. 
 
    I heard Sal return from our cabin with a jangle of instruments. He lit several lanterns, and I heard the clang of metal as he set equipment down on the deck of the ship. Curious, I rose slowly and went to see what he was doing. 
 
    Sal had laid Emine’s mirror down on the deck of the ship and was looking over his notes. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    Sal took out a drawing compass, centered it on the mirror, and began to sketch out an oval. 
 
    “The Aphrodite’s mirror,” Sal said as he worked. He then opened his tinker’s kit and removed a number of sharp looking precision instruments. “The mirror…the way she holds it in her hand…it was not angled to reflect her face. I didn’t understand why until Yunus mentioned the opening above the statue.” 
 
    Celeste had come up behind me and was watching Sal. 
 
    “What is she looking at?” I asked. 
 
    “Indeed, a good question, my Lily. At first I thought there used to be something on the ceiling. But now I don’t think so. I think there is something else reflected in the mirror.” 
 
    “The sky?” Celeste asked. 
 
    “The stars,” I said. 
 
    Sal looked up. “The stars,” he repeated and turned back to his instruments. With a fluid circular motion, Sal cut an oval out of the mirror. It was the same size and shape as the looking glass Aphrodite held. He stood, holding the mirror in his hand, and shined it at the night’s sky. Celeste and I gathered behind him and looked up. It reflected the stars. 
 
    “We need to go back into the temple. Tonight. But we need that roof removed,” Sal said. 
 
    Celeste smiled. “I’ll wake up the crew.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    An hour later we were once again inside the temple of the Kos Aphrodite. Above ground, Roni’s crew worked carefully in the darkness to remove the timbers over the statue’s head. 
 
    “I feel guilty,” I told Sal. “We need to put it back just the way Yunus made it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. We’ll make it right.” 
 
    While the crew removed the planks, Sal carefully placed his cut looking glass onto Aphrodite’s mirror. It was a perfect fit. 
 
    We waited breathlessly as the men removed the last of the timbers. Moonlight slanted into the temple. It showered the goddess with celestial light. 
 
    Celeste snubbed out her candle to take in the view. “Beautiful,” she whispered. 
 
    She was right. The moonlight, cascading over the pure white marble, made the statue glow with otherworldly light. 
 
    Once the ceiling was open to the sky, the three of us crowded around the Aphrodite like curious children. We all tried to see into the mirror. 
 
    Sal chuckled. “We must see what she would see,” Sal said. “At this angle, I only see your face, my Lily.” 
 
     “What better thing is there to see in Aphrodite’s mirror than your true love?” Celeste asked. 
 
    Sal laughed. “Well put.” 
 
    He then went behind the statue, gazed over her shoulder, and looked into the mirror. Tall as he was, once he balanced on the statue’s pedestal, he was able to follow the sculpture’s gaze. 
 
    “Lily, please find the star chart in my satchel,” Sal instructed. 
 
    I dug through his bag. I pulled out maps, blueprints, and a variety of unusual instruments. I even found what felt like an enormous piece of rolled silk cloth. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked. 
 
    Sal glanced quickly toward the bundle. “Just something I’m working on.” 
 
    I set the bundle aside and finally pulled out the chart. “Here it is,” I said, and handed it to him, “but Sal, we don’t even know what time of year or time of night we should be looking in the mirror. Won’t that determine what is reflected?” 
 
    “Yes, but the mirror only catches a small band of stars no matter,” Sal said then drew a set of parallel lines across the chart, boxing in the stars the mirror could possibly reflect. “Of course, we also have to calculate precession. The sky overhead looks different from when Eudoxus made the kaleidoscope.” 
 
    Sal climbed down and set his star chart on the dusty floor. Celeste leaned over the chart while Sal began pulling instruments from his bag. 
 
    I gazed up at the Aphrodite. I wanted to look into the mirror as she saw it. As I searched for a foothold on the pedestal to push myself up, I glanced down the hallway toward the temple of Asclepius. Again I saw golden light emanating from the room. I stopped for a moment and looked. Then I got an idea. I climbed up and looked into the mirror. The star garden overhead twinkled brightly. 
 
    “I can make some adjustments to my instruments to get a rough estimate on precession. I believe the symbols carved around the frame of the mirror are intended to show us when, seasonally, we are supposed to look. Her bracelet seems to direct one to the signs of the zodiac. I believe it is key to knowing where in the night’s sky—” Sal was saying when I cut him off. 
 
    “The god Asclepius…does he have his own constellation?” I gazed back down the hallway toward the golden light emanating from the other temple. 
 
    Sal stopped. “Yes…we call him Ophiuchus today. It can be seen in the summer sky.” 
 
    Sal rose and looked up through the open slats in the roof. “It is there,” Sal said. “Do you see Ophiuchus’ bright star? That’s Rasalhagues, the figurehead. Look,” Sal said then drew a box in the sky with his finger. 
 
    I looked into the Aphrodite’s mirror. 
 
    “Is it there? Can you see it in the mirror?” Celeste asked. 
 
    I stood up on my tiptoes and looked over the statue’s shoulder. Trying to follow her gaze as best I could, I looked into the mirror. “It’s there. It’s a little out of alignment, but it’s there.” 
 
    “Celeste, give Lily the kaleidoscope,” Sal said with urgency in his voice. 
 
    Celeste dug into her bag, pulled out the kaleidoscope, and handed it to me. 
 
    “Aim it right on Ophiuchus, Lily. Try angling your gaze the same way the Aphrodite is holding the mirror,” Sal advised. 
 
     I put the kaleidoscope to my eye and leaned awkwardly against the statue trying to get a look. At first the kaleidoscope showed only faint hues of red and blue. After a moment, I began to see flecks of clear colors filtering through. 
 
    “Try to catch the Rasalhagues, the head of the constellation,” Sal advised. 
 
    I pulled the kaleidoscope from my eye, took a look at the constellation with the naked eye again, then adjusted the kaleidoscope. Sal gripped my waist, supporting me so I could lean back safely and look up. Once the angle was just right, the colors rolled into place. 
 
    “A blue sea. Something that looks like two harbors, one large and one small. A temple near the larger harbor? A theater. And in the distance, in the water, a small island. The figurehead star is shining above the small island. It’s a landscape.” 
 
    “But where?” Celeste asked. 
 
    I crawled down and let Celeste take my place. Sal and I supported her so she could look. 
 
    “Oh my god,” she said when she had finally gotten the colors aligned. “Oh my god. That’s Knidos! That’s the twin harbors of Knidos!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Sal asked. 
 
    “I am, but I don’t understand. My order…the Dilettanti…we’ve been all over Knidos. And Temenos reportedly moved her. She isn’t there.” 
 
    “Well, she is, after all, the Aphrodite of Knidos,” Sal said as he helped Celeste down. 
 
    I gazed down the hallway toward Asclepius’ shrine. The room had gone dark, and my head didn’t ache anymore. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Since Knidos was only a few miles from Kos, Sal and I convinced an exuberant Celeste to wait until morning to take off. Even after Sal and I had gone into our crew cabin, I still heard Celeste moving around on the deck of the Bacchus. She was singing a low chant that sounded like prayer. I envied her deep love of and attachment to the divine. Sadly, it was an attachment I’d never felt with anyone or anything. 
 
    But that night, as Sal and I got ready to sleep, I could not take my eyes off him. I don’t know if it was the influence of Aphrodite, but something between us had changed, permanently. When Sal moved to touch me, to stoke my hair, to gaze into my eyes, I could feel I was in love with him. And from the expression on his face, I could see he loved me too. I rose and gently lifted his shirt over his head, pressing my face against his chest. I heard his heart beating and could smell the sweet scent of sandalwood on his skin. When he wrapped his strong arms around me, I was overcome. I reached up to touch his face, to stroke his cheek, to pour myself into the depths of his eyes. Every fiber in my soul called out for him; it was a feeling I’d never had before. Sal and I had been lovers for two years. When we made love, I’d always sensed there was something special about him, something special between us. But in reality, maybe I’d never made love to Sal, or anyone else, before. Maybe really loving someone had always lain just beyond my reach. 
 
    Gently, Sal helped me remove my clothes, and he lay me down carefully, entwining his fingers with mine. He kissed me slowly, moving gently, moving like we were more than lovers. My hands stroked the muscles on his back, touching his skin, smelling the fragrance in his hair. We were patient. We kissed each other, feeling one another’s body in a way we had never done before. My heart felt like it would burst. And when we finally made love, Sal’s eyes locked on mine, and I was surprised to feel tears trailing down my cheeks. 
 
    “My Lily,” he whispered in the dim candlelight. “My Lily.” 
 
    I kissed his wrists, his fingers, and began to dream what life might be like from now on, now that I’d let Aphrodite have her way with me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    My head was ringing when I woke. Despite my earlier hopes that somehow I had been permanently cured of my opium cravings by the experience in the temple of Asclepius, that was not the case. I was overcome with nausea and was soon ungraciously vomiting into the bedpan. My head ached like someone had hit me with an anvil. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Sal asked quietly as he wet a cloth and handed it to me. 
 
    I dampened my face and tried to calm my stomach. My face flushed red with embarrassment. It was one thing to face your habits alone; it was another thing to have someone you admired see you at your lowest. 
 
    “I haven’t had any opium in a while,” I confessed. 
 
    Sal poured me a glass of water. I drank it greedily as I shifted my hand through my satchel. I’d almost finished the bottle of laudanum Byron had given me back in London. I held the bottle of amber colored liquid in my hand. If I quit in that moment, I would be unfit to fly the ship. I had tried to break the habit before. It would take a week, at least, to feel even a little human. 
 
    “I’m going to stop. Soon,” I said and looked up at Sal. 
 
    He kissed me on the forehead and pulled me close to him. 
 
    I took two drops of laudanum and closed my eyes, waiting for the liquid to work its magic. I pressed my head against his chest and listened to his heartbeat. Within five minutes, my headache started to pass. Sighing heavily, I opened my eyes and gazed out at the sunrise. The sky was cherry red with streaks of gold and lavender. 
 
    “We all have difficulties we must pass,” Sal said quietly as he stroked my hair. “For many years I could not understand why my father, my brother, did not accept me, what I lacked. But I learned it was not in my hand to change the past. Sometimes your world must get turned upside down for you to truly see yourself.” 
 
    I looked up at him. “Never think of yourself as lacking. There is no one else like you in this world.” 
 
    “And what about you, my Lily? What drives someone so loving, so gifted, to the bottom of this bottle?” he asked, taking the vial of laudanum from my hand. 
 
    “I guess I’m just…running…hiding.” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    “From,” I said, and then I didn’t know what to say. From myself? From the past? From that tender place inside me that thought I was so worthless I could just be trashed in a river. My eyes started to water. How could I explain it to him? Should I tell him what had happened? 
 
    “Ahh, Lily,” he said, pulling me tight. “The past does not have to define you.” 
 
    I sniffed and wiped my nose with my sleeve. “You should listen to your own advice.” 
 
    Sal chuckled. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, and taking a breath, I tried to pull myself together, “maybe the Goddess of Love will help us. I think Celeste has been pacing the deck since the sun rose. Shall we see Knidos?” 
 
    Sal nodded. 
 
    I dressed and got the crew up and going. We set sail. First we guided the Bacchus to Yunus’ farm. We found him and his sons working in the olive grove. His boys clustered around him. They stood staring, eyes wide, up at the airship. 
 
    Sal and I went down to bid the farmer farewell. 
 
    Yunus removed his hat and shook Sal’s hand. “Best of luck on your journey,” he said smiling. He waved up to Celeste who leaned over the rail of the ship. 
 
    “Thank you for your hospitality. May your family be blessed,” Sal said with a slight bow. 
 
    “Thank you for sharing your ruins with us,” I added. “But please…I don’t mean to alarm you…please consider hiding the Aphrodite…and the Asclepius. My countrymen—you may have heard what they are doing in Athens—they will take your statues if they find them.” 
 
    The man looked at me as if he had not clearly understood every word I had spoken but got my warning nonetheless. He nodded stoically. 
 
    With that, we made our way back to the Bacchus, Sal pausing to ruffle little Selim’s hair once more. Once we were aboard, I set the ship’s coordinates to Knidos, and the propeller kicked hard as we made our way out to sea. 
 
    “What did you mean, the Asclepius?” Sal asked. 
 
    “There was another shrine near the Aphrodite. It was a temple of the healing god. Didn’t you see it?” 
 
    Sal shook his head. 
 
    “I stumbled upon it. It was…remarkable.” 
 
    As we made our way toward Knidos, Sal studied the notes he had taken. He set his star chart, astrolabe, and sextant out before him. He was swinging a pendulum over the chart. 
 
    “The carvings in the mirror indicated that we should look in the mirror during the summer months, so we are lucky there. The bracelet gives an orientation in the zodiac, but precession has shifted placement in the sky. Ophiuchus was just out of alignment. The zodiac would have made shifts from Eudoxus’ time, but I cannot be certain how much. My talent with astronomy is rather limited,” Sal said. 
 
    I grinned. What Sal thought of as limited likely bested many of Oxford’s brightest. “Once we get to Knidos, we’ll know if we are in the right place or not.” 
 
    “Have you ever met the Scotsman Alexander Jamison?” Sal asked. “He stops by Tinkers’ Hall from time to time. He gifted me this copy of his Celestial Atlas. It is a remarkable piece of work.” 
 
    “Isn’t he the school master? The little mathematician married to that prudish travel writer?” 
 
    Sal laughed. “Yes, that’s him. Here is his plate of your Ophiuchus,” Sal said, showing me the engraved image of the god Asclepius. Jamison had drawn the god standing astride in the evening sky. Between his muscular legs, Asclepius gripped a massive serpent by the head and tail. 
 
    “That serpent…seems the Scotsman doth protest too much.” 
 
    Sal laughed. “Most Scotsmen do.” 
 
    “Don’t let Angus hear you say that.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it. That lengthy constellation is Serpens.” 
 
    “Serpens?” 
 
    “Asclepius clutches the serpent, conquering it. You see, my Lily, with determination, all monsters can be overcome. It is written in the stars.” 
 
    “One can hope.” 
 
    “I can see Knidos!” Celeste called to us from the prow of the ship where she had perched since we’d set sail. 
 
    Kos and Knidos were not far from one another, and soon the twin harbors of the ancient city of Knidos came into view. Sal joined Celeste at the front of the ship. A strong wind blew across the Aegean. Celeste, her long hair flying in the wind, looked every bit the part of the goddess she sought. A sharp wind came in and snatched the white silk scarf she had tied around her neck. It floated in the air and fell toward the blue-green waters of the sea below. 
 
    The Knidian coast was rocky with high cliffs pocked by caves. Intermittently, we also saw sweet secret coves boasting sandy beaches and jewel colored waters. The landscape had waving golden grasses, dusty earth, tall Cypress trees, and thick green shrubbery. I sensed the ancient path of the sea captains who had come before me as I guided the Bacchus over the small, eastern Knidian harbor. Knidos was built in part on an island and in part on the mainland. A land bridge separated the two, making two harbors: one smaller and eastern, the other larger and more western. I envisioned the ancient warships docked in the lapis colored waters. 
 
    The island part of Knidos was rocky and shrub covered. Near the land bridge connecting it to the mainland, I could see the ancient stone walls of Praxiteles’ city. The concave shape of an amphitheater was visible as were many other ruins. It looked just as I had seen in the kaleidoscope. 
 
    I yearned to look over and see more, but the Bacchus, struggling in the harsh sea winds, demanded my attention. 
 
    “We need to bring the Bacchus down!” I yelled, gesturing to the balloonman. He nodded and began to release warm air from inside the balloon. We dropped altitude. I navigated the ship in, looking for a spot somewhere out of the harsh breeze. Once I had gotten the ship out of the wind shear, the jostling eased. I lowered the Bacchus below the mountain range and settled into a calm spot just east of the ancient theater. There, the Bacchus seemed to find a remarkably calm harbor from the wind. 
 
    “Let’s hover here until we see what kind of company we are in for,” I said. The crew and I anchored the ship while Sal and Celeste began packing their bags. To my surprise, Sal pulled out his sidearm. 
 
    “Bring yours as well,” he told me. 
 
    He was right. If the Dilettanti thought we were after the Aphrodite, they may certainly be waiting for us in Knidos. Sal dropped the rope ladder. I grabbed an anchor line, and holding tight, leapt off the rail of the ship. I slid down the rope twenty feet to the ground. 
 
    My boots hit the dusty earth with a thud. Below my feet were marble floor stones. Green grass shot up from between the cracks. Behind us, the rocky remains of the ancient city wall were nestled against the mountainside. Directly ahead of us, a sandy bar jutted out between the mainland and the island. 
 
    “Cape Krio,” Celeste said as she joined me, motioning to the island. She rubbed her hands. Her palms were red from gripping the ladder. 
 
    “That’s not the island we saw in the kaleidoscope,” I said. 
 
    Celeste shook her head. “No, that was east of here.” 
 
    Sal joined us. He had been talking to the crew of the Bacchus who now stood, rifles in hand, on the deck of the ship. 
 
    We scanned the horizon. We spotted two tan colored tents on the other side of the land bridge on Cape Krio. No one seemed to be moving around. This was either a very good thing or very a bad thing. 
 
    “Here we go,” I muttered. 
 
    “Let’s be friendly,” Celeste suggested. 
 
    “Let’s be cautious,” Sal corrected. 
 
    We headed across the sandy land bridge. Around us, the landscape was dotted with low green scrub and creeping purple flowers. Although I expected I would be shot at any moment, I could not help but be taken with the landscape. I don’t think I had ever seen a more beautiful sight in all my life. The ancient city, like the Asclepeion, was in complete disarray, but it seemed that more had survived in Knidos than had in Kos. In fact, the owner of the tents seemed to have set up camp near the ruins of an ancient watchtower at the entrance of the eastern harbor. We crossed onto Cape Krio and followed the old wall toward the tents. As we neared the camp, I began to smell roasting meat and could hear someone singing. 
 
    Sal pulled his weapon. 
 
    As we came upon the tents, we found two very sleepy looking Ottoman workers laboring over the campfire. Both men wore a red fez, a traditional Ottoman cap, and loose, ballooning pants. Their clothing looked rather disheveled. Apparently they had recently woken. Both men stood bolt upright. 
 
    “Professor,” one of them called, and my stomach dropped to my boots. Sal gripped his gun harder. 
 
    “Ja, ja, was ist los?” we heard someone reply from inside one of the tents. 
 
    A moment later, a very old man with small, round glasses and a white moustache that curled at the corners emerged from the tent. He eyed us with great curiosity. 
 
    “Humm…Italiener?” he asked Sal. 
 
    “Ja, und Engländer,” Sal replied. 
 
    The old man blew air through his lips. “Engländer,” he said like curse. “Do you all speak English?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Sal replied. “We don’t mean to bother you…Professor, no? We’ve come to see the ruins and wanted to ensure we were not imposing.” 
 
    The man looked at Sal’s gun, his eyes quickly darting to my own weapon. “Imposing. Expecting trouble, were you?” 
 
    Sal shrugged. “We did not know what to expect.” 
 
    The old man laughed a long and hearty laugh and then looked Celeste and I over with great curiosity. “Nice company you keep. Come. Have tea. These Ottoman’s will drink tea when it’s a hundred degrees, but it is morning and not yet hot, and this old man would like to sit and have a look at your beautiful comrades. I’m Professor Herzog,” he introduced. 
 
    Sal smiled. “It is our pleasure, Professor. I am Salvatore, my wife Beatrice, and my sister Viola.” 
 
    The professor smiled and holding open the tent door flap, gestured for us to go within. Sal holstered his gun, took my hand, and we entered. Inside, the old man had strung up maps and sketches of Knidos. He had collected a fabulous array of marble pieces. Picks, shovels, and an odd looking pole with a disc on one end leaned in the corner of the tent. Large boxes were stacked to the top of the tent. On one table, a marble hand sat under a magnifying glass. The hand clutched a fist full of arrows. On another table were about a dozen palm sized figurines. 
 
    “I’ve been hunting the sun god,” the old man said. “In fact, I have finally revealed his temple.” 
 
    “Apollo?” Celeste asked, raising her eyebrow. The Ottoman workers poured us tea into small, glass cups. 
 
    The professor smiled at her. “Ah, a woman educated in the classics. Yes, my dear, but how he has eluded me! I have been on this cove for the last ten years hunting him down, fending off the British who would have me kicked out of this dig. But I have convinced them I am simply an old man on a tired pursuit, and they leave me in peace. Besides, all they want is the Aphrodite. What do they care of my Apollo?” 
 
    The three of us exchanged glances. 
 
    “To be honest, I expected to find an Englishman in your tent, Professor,” Sal said then, sipping the hot tea. 
 
    I pick up the cup, nearly burning my fingers. “Bloody hell,” I grumbled under my breath. 
 
    “Like this, dear,” the Professor told me, demonstrating the correct grip as he held his glass with his fingertips by the rim. “You’ve just missed them. They packed it in two days ago and headed back to Constantinople. Good riddance. No offense,” he added, smiling at me. 
 
    “None taken.” 
 
    “Would you mind, Professor, if we have a look around?” Celeste asked. 
 
    “My dear, with eyes like that, all you should do is look around,” he said with a laugh. “Drink up. I’ll give you a tour,” Professor Herzog said and then hurried us along. 
 
    We polished off the hot tea, which made me sweat in the early morning heat, and headed outside. 
 
    “Come, I’ll take you to the shrine of Apollo,” the Professor said, taking a walking stick with one hand, and his strange disked device in the other. “Where is your ship—Gott, is that an airship?” 
 
    “We travel in style,” Sal said jokingly. 
 
    The old man laughed a long, hard laugh. After a moment, it became clear that it wasn’t Sal’s comment that had amused the professor. 
 
    “Professor?” Sal asked. 
 
    “Ah, my Italian friend, I laugh because you have docked your ship—isn’t that the wine god on its balloon—directly above the ancient temple of Dionysus. I guess the old boy knows where he belongs,” the old man said and led us back across the land bridge. 
 
    As we walked, I eyed the landscape. I was trying to find the image I had seen in the kaleidoscope. It seemed that the image I had picked up in the lens was oriented from the land side of Knidos. As we hiked up the hill along the seaside to the shrine of Apollo, I shaded my eyes with my hand and looked out at the water. The kaleidoscope had clearly indicated there should be a small island just off shore, but I saw almost nothing on the horizon. All around me, however, pieces of the ancient city were found in plenty. 
 
    “Here is one of the east-west roads through the city,” the old man said as he pointed his walking stick toward a flat area carved into the mountainside. “And a row of houses. Some shops are still under the dirt along there. No doubt the Dilettanti will dig them out.” 
 
    Sal and I exchanged a glance. 
 
    The old man, who was soon breathing hard and sweating profusely, led us to a section of wall quite near the sea cliff looking out over the ocean. Below us, on the city side, a pit had been dug into the earth. Marble stone floors and a pedestal had been unearthed. 
 
    “Here we are,” the professor said, flourishing his hand toward the dig. “Besides me and my workers, you are the first eyes to see the temple of Apollo in more than a thousand years,” the old man said then, his voice rich with satisfaction. “Are you pleased?” he called, facing upward toward the bright morning sun. He turned back to us again. “Granted, not much to see, but once we get the earth moved there will be more!” 
 
    “Congratulations on your achievement,” Celeste said with a smile. “It is quite moving.” 
 
    “Moving indeed! Ten years on this cape and more years than I can say buried in the archives of my university chasing Apollo,” the Professor said then took Celeste’s hand. “I must say, my dear, my heart nearly gave out when I saw that old stone floor. It was like passion.” 
 
    “Passion is something I understand well,” she said flirtatiously. She then turned back to the dig. “It is like a miracle,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes, yes indeed,” the Professor agreed. 
 
    “What led you to this location?” Sal asked him. 
 
    “This,” the man said, patting the strange instrument he carried. 
 
    “I did indeed notice this device, Professor. What is it?” Sal asked. 
 
    “Ah, you see, it is a device of my own creation! I began to wonder if there was some way to sense the presence of marble structures, walls, temples, under the earth without having to dig. I realized I could find them if I look by vibration! I have employed the use of crystals in what I call my clockwork dowsing rod. The vibrations given off by raw earth opposed to the linear lines of cut stone, manmade objects, are different. Using crystals, I catch the resonance. As such, I found the structure.” 
 
    “Quite amazing,” Sal said. I noticed that several times Sal’s hand had moved toward the device as the professor waved it about. 
 
    The old man, lost in his thoughts, had not even noticed. “I tried to assist the Brits, but they think they know better, mucking around in the mud. They are not even looking in the right place for their Aphrodite.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked. 
 
    The old man laughed. “It is written in the Erōtes exactly where she can be found.” 
 
    “On a hill above the harbor. Aphrodite Euploia, the lady of safe voyages, blesses the ships as they pass, and she can be seen from the sea. She has a rotunda, an open air temple, where laurel trees grow and fruits and flowers. It is a place where lovers meet and practice her art under the eyes of Apollo,” Celeste said dreamily. 
 
    “Indeed, by Apollo, she has it,” the old man said, smiling at Celeste appreciatively. “One would almost think you are an Aphrodite scholar. Now, young lady, if that is an accurate description of the temple, where would you look?” 
 
    “Somewhere high. At the seaside. Somewhere visible from all around. Somewhere where laurel trees still grow.” 
 
    “The Dilettanti have been digging this site since 1812, yet you’ve put it together with more logic than all those so-called experts combined!” he said and pinched her cheek. 
 
    Celeste grinned. “Do you know where the Aphrodite temple is?” 
 
    He smiled. “Come with me.” 
 
    He led us away from the Apollo temple and upward, following the sea cliff, toward an impressive rockslide that had shifted from a nearby crag. We crawled carefully around the rocks until we were standing at the cliff’s edge. It was a steep drop to the water below. I noticed that mature laurel trees dotted the location. A soft, warm breeze floated in. 
 
    “What better place from which to see the Aphrodite?” the old man said. “I nearly broke my neck trying, but I explored that heap with my dowsing rod. Looking. Just looking. And do you know what is under all the scree?” With his walking staff, the Professor drew a large circle in the dirt. “Something large, round, and manmade.” 
 
    “The temple of Aphrodite?” Celeste more breathed than asked. 
 
    The old man shrugged. “What do I know? I am just an old man chasing Apollo. Let the Dilettanti take the next hundred years figure it out!” he said with a laugh. 
 
    I had to join him. British prattishness, of which I was sometimes prone when it came to talking about racing, was an unflattering quality. I stared out at the sea. The view struck me. I recognized it immediately as the view from the kaleidoscope. 
 
    I nudged Sal. “Nice view,” I said, looking out at the blue-green water. 
 
    Both he and Celeste turned. Celeste had been staring intently at the pile of rubble; her eyes had a faraway look. I imagined she had been envisioning the ancient temple of the goddess lying underneath. In a world where Catholics and Protestants burned one another at the stake every other hundred years, it was a dangerous thing to have a faith so far beyond the pale. Her faith revealed, Celeste surely would have gone to the stocks, glossy hair and all. Her eyes widened as she looked out to sea and realized that we were seeing the image from the kaleidoscope. 
 
    “Looks pretty clear out there. Any islands offshore?” I asked. On the far horizon, Kos rose from the sea like a gray-green shadow. 
 
    “Just rocks. Not much to see. Except, of course, Aphrodite’s fingers,” the Professor said. 
 
    “Aphrodite’s fingers?” Celeste asked. I could not help but hear the excitement in her voice. 
 
    “Just a pile of rocks, really. Five rocky fingers sticking out of the sea, waving” he said and wiggled his fingers. He then pointed toward the horizon. “North of the harbor. You can see it from here. Look,” he added. And where he pointed, I just made out a small island that looked to be exactly where the kaleidoscope had indicated. 
 
    Celeste released a small, excited “Ahh!” but held herself in check. 
 
    I noticed then that the old man looked rather gray around the lips.  
 
    “Can we help you back? The heat is rising,” I said. 
 
    “Ah, yes. We’ve been in a duel, Apollo and me. Either I’ll find him, or his sun will kill me. Seems I am triumphant,” the Professor said with a laugh. 
 
    Sal gently took the old man by the arm, and we walked back to his tent. Along the way, I noticed that there was a small sailboat docked in the harbor. 
 
    “Is that ship yours, Professor?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, but I haven’t used it in ages. I used to like to sail around. Lots of lovely beaches along the shoreline. Fit for the foam-born daughter herself,” he said, patting Celeste on the arm. 
 
    Celeste raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “I hate to impose, but would you mind if we borrowed your boat? We would love to take a look at the shoreline, but the weather is too rough for the airship,” I said. 
 
    “Have you got any ale on your dirigible?” the old man asked with a twinkle in his eyes. 
 
    I turned to Celeste. 
 
    “Yes, there should be some there,” she said. 
 
    “Then you have a deal! The boat is yours to use. Just bring the ale with you when you come by tonight for dinner. We’ll drink to Apollo!” 
 
    “Of course,” Sal said. 
 
    When we reached the tent, Sal helped lower the old man into a chair, and the Ottoman assistants came at once to remove his boots and give him water. 
 
    “Thank you for the tour. It was an honor,” Celeste said, kissing him on the cheek. 
 
    “Ahh, you smell better than the Goddess of Love herself,” the old man said, whisking a handful of Celeste’s long locks toward his nose. 
 
    Celeste smiled and kissed the old man playfully once again, allowing him to stroke her hair once more before he let her go. 
 
    “We’ll be back at sunset…with ale!” I said. 
 
    The professor was fanning himself with his hat. “Now, that is something to look forward to!” 
 
    We left the Professor’s tent. It had grown extremely hot in the midday sun. The sea breeze cooled us to some degree, but there was little by way of shade in the ancient city. 
 
    “The boat…what do you have in mind, Lily?” Celeste asked. 
 
    “Well, it seems the Aphrodite is literally waving us in, but it will be practically impossible to explore by air,” I said, knowing it was the truth. I scanned the teal colored waters. While the vista was striking, a lump rose up in my throat. I knew I had to try to put my fears aside. We were too close to stop now. Besides, we had a boat. It would be fine. It would be safe. I turned to Sal: “Can you sail?” 
 
    He shook his head. I was surprised. I guess I’d come to think that Sal knew everything. 
 
    “I can,” Celeste said. Again, I was surprised. She caught my expression. “I grew up on an island,” she explained. 
 
    “Well then, shall we set sail?” Sal asked. 
 
    Celeste looked out at the sea. “That’s why we are here. Let’s pray Aphrodite gives us safe voyage.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    While I clung to the boat and pretended I was not frightened to death of the water, Celeste showed a side of herself I’d never expected. Her hands moving quickly, she readied the small boat and guided it out of the Knidian harbor with finesse. The small white sail, discolored with age and disuse, flapped in the breeze. Part of me thought that even if Celeste had not known how to sail, she still would have helmed the ship. She was a woman on a quest that was nearing its end. In those moments, a person will risk anything to win what they love. 
 
    Sal panned his spyglass across the water as we set out of the harbor. We had not gone far when he spotted Aphrodite’s fingers. “There,” he said pointing. “I can see the rocks jutting out of the water.” 
 
    Celeste adjusted the sail, and the small ship pushed through the waves. 
 
    I gazed down into the turquoise colored waters. You could see the sea bottom. Below, I saw the dark shapes of rocks and the quick movements of silver fish. The water was beautiful albeit terrifying. 
 
    It was not long until the rocky island came into view of the naked eye. To say it was an island was a bit of an exaggeration. In reality, it was five tall rocks sticking out of the water. Like a hand waving at the shoreline, the rocks really did look like fingers. The back of the hand seemed to face the sea, its dark black stones looking like knuckles. The palm faced the coast. The rocks looked like slim fingers jutting out at different angles. 
 
    Celeste guided the boat toward the rocks, all of us looking intently for any sign of a cave or anything else. 
 
    “Let me drop anchor here,” Celeste said as we came within several feet from the rocks. “I don’t want to risk damaging the boat. We can swim over,” she said. Sal nodded in agreement while I looked at both of them like they’d lost their minds. They didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    Once she had the ship anchored, Celeste began pulling off her boots, and Sal tied his hair back and pulled off his shirt. I sat perfectly still, gripping the rail of the boat as sea spray splashed over its side. 
 
    “Lily?” Sal asked. His forehead furrowed with confusion. 
 
    “I’ll stay and mind the boat,” I said. 
 
    Celeste and Sal both looked questioningly at me. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Fantastic. I’ll just stay here and mind the boat,” I said again. I could feel that all the blood had drained from my face. 
 
    Sal peered deeply at me. “Very good. We’ll take a look.” 
 
    “Be careful swimming near the rocks. Don’t get pulled under,” I told them both. 
 
    Celeste nodded, and with a jump, she splashed into the water and started swimming toward the stones. Sal slipped off the side of the boat and followed her. A few moments later, they appeared on the rocks, helping one another get a handhold. The rocks were much larger up close, perhaps twice the size of a man. I looked at the rocks, taking in the surroundings, as I sat on the rocking boat. I pulled out Sal’s spyglass and examined the shoreline. In general, the coast had high cliffs, but I did spy one small cove nestled into the curvature of the land. There was a small, private beach. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Celeste called. 
 
    “No, me either,” Sal answered.  
 
    “It’s all stone. Just wet, slippery stone. You see any carvings? Anything? They might be faded from erosion,” Celeste called. She sounded exasperated. 
 
    “Not yet,” Sal answered. “Maybe there is something under the water. Look for a chain or something leading below,” Sal called to her. 
 
    I gazed up at the fingers. Professor Herzog was right. The Aphrodite’s fingers did seem to waggle, almost like she was waving toward the shoreline. I then noticed that one of the fingers was bent lower than the others, more lateral to the ocean. Given all the fingers seemed to be pointing, just in different directions, I didn’t think much of it at first. But then I realized that the lowest and most lateral finger was, in fact, the ring finger of a left hand. I lifted the spyglass and looked. Following the line of the finger, it seemed like it was pointing directly to the small, hidden cove. 
 
    “Sal?” I called. 
 
    “Nothing yet, Lily. Are you all right over there?” 
 
    I took a deep breath, reached down, and grabbed Celeste’s satchel. From inside, I removed the kaleidoscope. Getting my balance as best I could, I stood, aligned myself with the finger, and aimed the kaleidoscope toward the shoreline. 
 
    “Sal?” 
 
    “Lily? Everything okay?” he called from the other side of the rocks. 
 
    “You and Celeste should come back to the boat.” 
 
    “Why? What’s wrong?” Celeste called. 
 
    I smiled. “Nothing. It’s just…well…I know where to find the Aphrodite.” 
 
    In the kaleidoscope’s colored glass, clear as day, was the image of the Aphrodite of Knidos. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    The small boat made a soft scraping sound as it hit the sandy shoreline of the beach. We jumped into the startlingly warm, topaz blue water and pulled the boat onto the shore. 
 
    The cove turned out to be even more secluded than it had initially seemed. The rocky shoreline formed a crescent shape, secluding and protecting the view of the much of the beach from the sea. As we stood on the beach, it became clear that this was a perfect hiding spot. Where, exactly, the Aphrodite was hidden remained to be found. Sal, Celeste, and I scoured the small beach for any sign of the Aphrodite. I panned the kaleidoscope around but was treated only to colors. 
 
    We spread out to scan the cove. I must have been looking for at least fifteen minutes when Celeste finally called out: “Here! Here!” 
 
    She was standing in one of the most secluded spots on the cove near the cliff wall. There, the cliff was open, just a crack. If you knelt, you could just see the sky on the other side. Above the narrow slit, however, was a carving. It was not large and time had worn it down, but carved into the rocks above the crevice was a swan with an anemone flower in its beak. 
 
    “I’m confused,” Celeste said. “Is she buried in the sand? Under the water?” 
 
    Sal waded in and examined the rocks. Waist deep in the water, he stood in the middle of the inverted v-shaped opening. He turned and smiled at Celeste. Grabbing hold of the rocks, he pulled himself up out of the water and disappeared into the sea wall. He looked back out with a grin. “A cave.” 
 
    Without another word, Celeste went after him. 
 
    I looked at the water. It wasn’t that deep, maybe only thigh high. I followed behind them. 
 
    The cave was very narrow but passable. We crawled through the cavern deeper into the cliff side. It seemed to me the cavern turned to the right with the shape of the crescent moon. Soon it grew very dark. 
 
    “Watch your step. I can see some light up ahead,” Sal called from the front. 
 
    I reached out for handholds, afraid I would feel the squishy body of a bat or worse. The stones were wet and grimy. The sharp smell of seaweed and earth filled the place, and the cave floor was jagged and slick. More than once I scraped my leg on the rocks. Before me, I heard Celeste struggling, but she never complained. Perhaps she had not even noticed. The passage, while rough, was short. Light began to filter in from the other side. 
 
    “My Lily?” Sal called back to me. “Are you all right? Almost there.” 
 
    Sal was the first to emerge. I saw Celeste struggle out of the cave before me. Finally dragging myself over the damp rocks and out of the cave, I emerged into what can only be described as a natural cathedral. 
 
    Inside the cliff was a massive cave that was maybe thirty feet in height. Small openings, from which seabirds flew in and out, let light into the place. The cave floor, sandy on the bottom, was submerged in just a few inches of clear water. Vines with small purple flowers grew everywhere, their cheery faces turning toward the sun, their scent perfuming the place. In the middle of this natural house of worship, on a pedestal adorned with seashells, sat the Aphrodite of Knidos. Sunlight slanting in through cliff side crevices bathed the goddess in the golden light of Apollo. The sun’s rays mixed with a thin coat of crystalline dust that had fallen on the statue. She glimmered gold. The sight was breathtaking. 
 
    Celeste took two steps toward the sculpture then fell on her knees and burst into tears. 
 
    I came up behind Sal and took his hand. 
 
    We all stood in awe, not of what Praxiteles had made—though the rarity and delicacy his sculpture was without equal—but of what that moment meant to each of us. This was what the Dilettante did not understand. It wasn’t what the sculpture showed us of herself, or of Praxiteles, that made her so important. It was what we saw through her that mattered. Through her, I saw hope. I squeezed Sal’s hand. 
 
    After a few moments, we approached the sculpture. With a disconnected eye, you could see it was a divine work of art. Why Praxiteles had made the sculpture was unknown, but there was something special about it. Energy seemed to pulse from it. I’d felt the same thing in the shrine of Asclepius. 
 
    Celeste reached out and touched the naked toes of the goddess. I heard her murmur under her breath. When she removed her hand, I noticed that her fingers had lifted off the golden dust. White marble, almost translucent in color, was revealed. 
 
    “How did they get her in here?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    Sal, who had a strange, faraway look his eyes, seemed to pull himself back from beyond. “The cave entrance is wide enough for her but not practical,” he said. 
 
    “How about from above? Maybe they widened one of the crevice openings and lowered her in,” I suggested. 
 
    “That could very well be. And even if that is not how they brought her in, certainly that could be a way to get her out.” 
 
    I frowned. “The Bacchus is not strong enough to lift marble. Even if we modify the gear shaft to pull her, it can’t be done from aloft. It would destroy Roni’s ship. Maybe Profess—” 
 
    “We can lift her. She’s not heavy. The Bacchus will be able to lift her out,” Celeste said. Her voice sounded thin. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear what I just said? A piece of marble that siz—” 
 
    “She’s just a woman. She weighs no more than you or I,” Celeste corrected, her eyes locked on the face of the Aphrodite. 
 
    I looked at Sal. This is exactly the kind of zealot-like behavior I feared I’d get from Celeste. 
 
    “Celeste, we don’t have time for this. If you want to get her moved, we need to get help.” 
 
    She shook her head and looked at Sal. “You understand? You feel it too, don’t you? You feel it. Just try. Let’s see if we can lift her. It will work.” 
 
    Sal looked up at the Aphrodite. I suddenly started to feel like a person left out on a joke. I watched Sal’s face as he considered. He had a strange look in his eyes. 
 
    I looked up at the statue. The face shined with great luminescence. For just a brief moment, my vision seemed to double. It was almost like the statue had vibrated. I closed my eyes, trying to clear the blurry vision, then opened them again. 
 
    “Stand back, my Lily,” Sal said and walked behind the Aphrodite. “Come. You’ll need to help,” he called to Celeste. 
 
    Had the two of them lost their minds? I was about to tell them so when Sal wrapped arms around the waist of the sculpture, and with a slight heave, moved her from her pedestal. He stepped backward, slowly setting her onto the sandy floor of the cave. Celeste took the Goddess’ arm and steadied her. 
 
    I realized then that they were not seeing what I was seeing. What I was seeing was impossible. Or, she was not made of marble. Or, something else was going on, and I had not been invited to the party. 
 
    “We’ll need to go back and get the Bacchus,” Celeste said then, dusting her hands off on her wet trousers. 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak then closed it again. 
 
    Sal nodded. “We will pull her out from above. I’ll harness her in and get her lifted using the gear assembly. It will work. Does that sound all right to you, Lily?” Sal asked. 
 
    What could I say? “Of course, my love.” 
 
    Sal smiled. “All right. Let’s head back.” 
 
    We turned back to the cave opening when suddenly we realized the water around the edges of the cave was significantly higher and that the entrance to the cave was almost entirely submerged. 
 
    “Tide must have come in,” Celeste said. 
 
    “It’s not a far swim. Looks like we’ll have some air at the top of the cave for another minute or so,” Sal added. 
 
    Celeste nodded and headed into the mouth of the cave. Moments later, without another thought, she disappeared under the water. 
 
    Sal turned and looked at me. 
 
    I had not moved an inch. I stared at the water. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I stood frozen. 
 
    “It’s not far. Use the cave walls to guide you. I’ll be right in front of you. You just need a little nerve, something you always have in abundance,” he said with a wink. He reached out for my hand. I stood still. 
 
    I couldn’t do it.  
 
    “Lily?” Sal said, confused. 
 
    After a moment, I said, “Go ahead. I’m coming.” 
 
    Sal looked worried. “The longer you wait, the higher the water will get. I promise you, I’ll be right in front of you.” 
 
    Sal took my hand and led me into the water. As we neared the cave, the water inched high and higher: first to my waist, then to my torso. When it reached up to my neck, we stopped. 
 
    “Remember, the cave bends a little to the left. Pull on your goggles,” he said, pulling them from my pocket, shaking out the water, and handing them to me. “That will help you see. Use your legs to guide you and take a deep breath.” With that, Sal dove under the water. 
 
    I uttered a faint “wait,” but he was already gone. I pulled my goggles on. I was deep in the cave. The light from Aphrodite’s chamber glimmered faintly behind me. My hands started to tingle as the water began to rise toward my earlobes. I felt the tears coming, and my chest started to hurt. The water seeped into my ears. I could do it. I didn’t have to be broken. I could do it. 
 
    I took a deep breath and plunged under the water. The feeling of being completely submerged alarmed me so severely that I felt a sharp pain in my chest. I braced myself against it and pushed off into the darkness, feeling the cave walls with my fingers, pushing myself along with my feet. 
 
    Further and further I pushed. I opened my eyes. The water was pitch black. I pushed forward, my chest beginning to burn. I expected to see light at any moment. I started to panic. What if I didn’t make it? What if the water finally got me? I pushed forward again, still not reaching the end of the cave. I needed air. I had to breathe. Then, in the water before me, I saw a face. At first I could only make out feminine features: it was a woman with alabaster skin. She was swimming toward me. I stopped. My chest screamed for air. Then, I thought I saw light. Golden light illuminated the dark waves. Sunlight slanted into the water, and I found myself face to face with Nicolette. Her hair moved wildly around her. She reached out, took my hand, and pulled me forward. She led me toward the sunlight. Smiling at me, she pulled me by both of my hands then pushed me toward the surface of the water. 
 
    I broke through the surface with a gasp. Celeste pulled me out of the water. I sputtered, half choking. 
 
    “Oh my god, Lily. Why didn’t you tell us you can’t swim,” Celeste scolded, leading me to the sandy beach. 
 
    Sal pulled off my goggles, pushed my hair away from my face, and sat me down on the warm sand. 
 
    I coughed hard, getting the last of the water out of my lungs. 
 
    “I didn’t understand. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Sal said, pressing me against his chest. 
 
    I nodded, waving my hand dismissively at them, and caught my breath. “It’s okay. I’m okay now,” I said, and I meant it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In silence, the three of us sailed back to Knidos. Sal kept his arm protectively around me. Celeste looked radiant. I stuck my hand over the side of the boat and let my fingertips glide along the water’s surface. Nicolette. I closed my eyes and felt the wind on me. Nicolette. What had I seen? In the end, it didn’t matter. My aching heart felt like it had been soothed. My sister. Nicolette. I closed my eyes and relished the experience. 
 
    Before I knew it, we had returned to the harbor at Knidos. I think we were all relieved to find it just as empty as we had left it. I shook myself from my dreamy thoughts and tried to focus. 
 
    “We cannot delay,” Celeste said when we had anchored the sailboat. “There is no telling when the Dilettante will return. Sal, do you think you can make the harness tonight?” 
 
    He nodded. “I must start now. I was working on a project for Lily that I can modify.” 
 
    “What kind of project?” I asked. 
 
    “You saw the roll of silk?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Based on a model by Da Vinci, I have been working on a kind of parachute such as Lenormand and Blanchard have used, but this one will be harnessed around the chest like a vest. It is a prototype, but it seems quite effective. I have the harness completed. I can modify it just a bit and use it and a pulley system to lift her onto the ship.” 
 
    As usual, I was amazed, but then I remembered something: “We did promise the Prof—” I began, but Celeste cut me off. 
 
    “We really must act quickly. I can’t bear the thought of the statue alone in that cave,” Celeste said. 
 
    “Well, she has been alone in there for hundreds of years. I think she can wait until we finish a pint.” 
 
    Celeste frowned. 
 
    “My Lily, take the professor his ale and our thanks. Celeste and I will get the ship ready.” 
 
    While I wasn’t wild about the plan, I agreed. The Bacchus had several stoneware jars of ale in stock. They weren’t exactly cold, but I suspected the Professor would not mind either way. 
 
    I wound my way back to the Professor’s tents where I found the Ottoman workers packing a mule cart with the Professor’s boxes. 
 
    “Are you leaving?” I asked them, confused. 
 
    It was clear something was afoot. After discussing the matter for a few minutes, they led me inside Professor Herzog’s tent. Inside, Professor Herzog was laid out on his cot. His skin had already started to turn ashy. I sat on his bedside. His eyes had been closed. I opened one of the jars, toasted the man, and took a drink. Setting the jar down, I sighed and took his cold hand. There was a shadow of a smile on his lips, and the aura of a fulfilled life emanated from him. I closed my eyes and prayed his Apollo would bless his path. I hoped that I would be lucky enough to die so satisfied. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    We sailed from Knidos and travelled the coast until we reached the cove where the Aphrodite lay hidden. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s strong enough to hold you?” I asked as Sal pulled on the harness. We had reconfigured the Bacchus’ gears to be used as a makeshift pulley. 
 
    “It can hold two grown men,” Sal said, pulling on the straps. “It is woven metal and leather. Don’t worry.” He then tied a rope to a hook on the front of the harness, working it until it was tight. He had extra straps, hooks, and clasps in a bag belted around his waist. Nervous, I bent and looked the rope over. I didn’t know where Celeste had found it, but it was very high quality, strong enough to carry marble. 
 
    Sal motioned to the galleyman. The man removed the pins that held a hatch door under the gondola closed. The door swung open. A breeze from the sea blew in, making the ship rock. 
 
    The galleyman swore. 
 
    I agreed. The hatch door was only opened to make repairs or to change parts, not to lower people into caves. 
 
    “Sal, this is dangerous.” 
 
    Sal grabbed a miner’s pick and motioned to the galleyman who began cranking gears. 
 
    “It’s a leap of faith,” Sal said with a grin then dropped out of the bottom of the ship. 
 
    I held onto a rod and looked down, afraid I would see Sal smashed to pieces below. Instead, he wagged in the breeze about six feet below the ship. 
 
    Sal yelled up to the galleyman who lowered him toward the cliff. Once he reached the rocks, he called “Stop.” I watched from above as Sal peered through the opening into the cave below. 
 
    “I can see the statue. Celeste is there too,” Sal called. Celeste had gotten off the Bacchus at the beach and had gone back inside through the beachside cave. “The rocks are loose here. I can open a space,” Sal said. Getting into position, he began to pick away at the rocks and sediment. He opened up a gap large enough for him and the sculpture to fit through. 
 
    My teeth clenched tightly, I watched as he worked. It seemed to take an eternity, but soon he called: “Good! I’m ready.” 
 
    I motioned to the crewman to begin again. Sal crawled into the crevice, disappearing into the cave. 
 
    “Sal? Salvatore?” I called. 
 
    “I’m okay,” his voice echoed from within the cave. A few minutes later, he called “Stop. I’m down.” I motioned to the crewman to halt. I shook my head. This felt like lunacy. 
 
    I went back on deck to see if I could get a better look. I stared down at the crevice into which Sal had been lowered. I felt like I was frozen in place. After what seemed like an eternity, Sal called up to me. His voice echoed from the expanse of the cave. 
 
    “We have her. Up and slow,” he called. 
 
    I went back down to the galley and nodded to the crewman, motioning for him to go slowly. As the line on the harness grew taught, the Bacchus put up a little resistance. The gears groaned a bit. For a moment, I feared we really were trying to lift marble. The crewman applied a little more torque and soon it began to lift. 
 
    I leaned back over the open hatch door and waited. 
 
    “Stop,” Sal called. His voice sounded like he was just near the opening. I saw the harness shake. 
 
    “Sal?” 
 
    “I’m all right. Just adjusting,” he called. A moment later he yelled, “Begin again. Easy.” 
 
    I nodded and signaled once more. 
 
    A moment later, Sal and Aphrodite emerged into the sunlight. The statue glimmered blindingly bright. 
 
    “Ave Maria!” the galleyman exclaimed in surprise. 
 
    It was an amazing sight. Sal had lashed her tightly against him, gripping the statue under the arms and around the waist. He guided her carefully out of the crevice, protecting her head as best he could as she neared the sides of the opening. The two of them slipped through. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. I headed to the deck and leaned over the rail so I could see when Sal made landfall. He used his legs to guide them around the rocks, clutching the statue as he moved toward the flat, grassy landing above the cliff. 
 
    Once his feet were flat on the ground, I called stop. The gears on the Bacchus ground to a halt. Sal unharnessed himself and the statue. 
 
    “Lily, bring the Bacchus down as low as you can. Let’s crate the statue and get her stowed in the galley,” Sal called. 
 
    Airships do not like to be low. It risks damage to the rudder and propeller. I frowned and signaled to the balloonman. He frowned in agreement but opened the balloon value a crack. The ship began to lower. 
 
    “Watch the rudder, Sal,” I called. 
 
    When we came within ten feet of land, Sal called “Stop!” 
 
    I dropped the ladder overboard and went down. We had traded Professor Herzog’s workers a spyglass and a case of Italian wine for a long, wooden crate in which we could transport the statue. There was just enough room in the galley to stow her there, out of sight. 
 
    “Let me talk to the crew. I’ll need more muscle to get her loaded without damage,” Sal said as he positioned the statue on the grassy cliff-top. 
 
    In the bright light of day, the statue was truly stunning. It was not made of marble, at least not any kind of marble I had ever seen. I didn’t know what it was made of, but it was beautiful. I reached out and touched her cheek. I could see why she had scandalized the ancient world. It was not so much that she was nude that was so shocking, it was the way she stood that made her so provocative. While they might have called the statue “Modest Venus,” her pose was anything but modest. The Aphrodite was not shyly covering her feminine parts with her hand. Instead, her hand was tipped forward; she was offering her body to the viewer. 
 
    Sal and the galleyman returned with the crate. Carefully, we lowered the Aphrodite of Knidos into the box. She lay in a bed of golden straw. Her eyes were blank, but the playful smile on her lips made me think that she was enjoying all this intrigue. 
 
    Once she was secure in the crate, the box was lashed with rope, and the pulley system lifted the statue into a small space in the gear galley. The galleyman and I reboarded the ship and guided the crate to rest between the rods. She barely fit, but we had her. 
 
    I could not help but smile. “Let’s pick up Celeste then head out,” I said. 
 
    “To where?” Sal asked. 
 
    Indeed, where could you hide the Goddess of Love? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    “Lesvos,” Celeste said. 
 
    We were standing on the deck of the Bacchus debating—more disagreeing—our next move. 
 
    “Celeste, the isle of Lesvos is situated right in the middle of the Ottoman-Greek conflict,” Sal said. 
 
    “Perhaps we should take her back to Venice,” I suggested. 
 
    Celeste shook her head. “We have a sanctuary on Lesvos that is secret. She will be safe there. In Venice, our moves are watched.” 
 
    Sal looked at me. “Lesvos is not a hotly contested piece of land. It’s what may lie between us and Lesvos that is a problem.” 
 
    “We’ve come all this way, Lily. We must take her somewhere safe. Cyprus is compromised. In Venice we are watched. Athens is a disaster. I must move her, at least for now, somewhere secret. She must be taken somewhere secluded until our order decides what is best. Please!” 
 
    “And if the Bacchus is blasted out of the sky?” 
 
    “Fly an Italian ensign. With Bacchus on the balloon, people will know we are not about war,” Celeste said. 
 
    This was exactly the kind of mess Jessup and Angus had worried about. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Please, Lily. Please!” she said, taking my hand. Her eyes brimmed with tears. “Please help us.” 
 
    I sighed. “Let me see a map.” 
 
    I looked over Celeste’s proposed flight path. She was asking us to fly into a war zone. 
 
    “Is there no other option? I could fly the Bacchus to London or Paris. You could transport her elsewhere by land or sea.” 
 
    Celeste shook her head. “We can move in and out quickly. No one will ever know. I just need to get her to Lesvos.” 
 
    “You could have mentioned your plan to fly into the middle of a war before we left Venice,” I chided. 
 
    “I was afraid you wouldn’t come.” 
 
    “You were right.” 
 
    I handed Celeste the map. “In and out. After the drop, no more side trips. I have a race to worry about.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand. Oh Lily, thank you so much!” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” I said with a sigh and then turned to Sal. “You all right with that?” 
 
    He shrugged nonchalantly. “It is for you to decide.” 
 
    “Then let’s get the crew ready,” I said. 
 
    Sal nodded and went to exchange words with the crew. 
 
    I was feeling irritable, and it was not just because Celeste had me potentially dodging canon fire. I had already started to stretch out my laudanum intake. As delighted as I was that we had found the sculpture, I was already headed back to London in my mind and was in no mood for a detour. That, and I wanted to smoke opium. I really wanted to smoke opium. 
 
    Fly fast. Move quick. Get it over with. That was my mantra as I took the wheelstand and guided the ship northbound into the belly of the Aegean. If we caught a good wind, and the Bacchus showed me what it was made of, I could have us in port by midnight. 
 
    It was late afternoon when we flew between Kos and Knidos. I took the Bacchus up. I wanted to get well out of eyeshot from anything on land or in the water. The cloud bank promised some cover. When it got dark, I would keep the lanterns off. The stars had guided me this far, maybe they could shed a little light on the rest of the journey. 
 
    I asked Sal to have the galleyman run the Bacchus at full speed. Something inside me made me feel like I was on the run. 
 
    Gliding along the coast of the Ottoman Empire, I kept my eyes peeled for any sign of trouble. Sal and Celeste watched over the side of the ship looking for action in the water below. Thankfully, the waters were clear. There was no Greek incursion on Trojan shores that night. 
 
    A couple of hours into the trip, I found myself rooting through my satchel for my laudanum. I was feeling frustrated with the world for no good reason other than I had not indulged my habit for hours. It was a horrible feeling. I tried to keep my cravings at bay, tried to focus on Sal, on the Aphrodite, on the race, on getting to Lesvos, but nothing was working. The longer I waited, the more agitated I became. Once I finally dug out my bottle, I took three healthy drops of the opiate. It would be enough to make the trip tolerable. I closed my eyes and drifted. The feel of the drug made my body tingle, and suddenly I felt lighter. I felt less irritable. My head was swimming in a foggy haze. I rocked with the ship, feeling the Bacchus shift in the wind. It was so peaceful. 
 
    It was not until Sal was standing before me in a fit of panic that I realized I had missed something, something important. Sal moved my hands from the wheel and cranked it hard. 
 
    “Starboard! Starboard!” Celeste was shouting. 
 
    I tried to focus. On our starboard side, a small ship was flying in very fast. Someone aboard the deck of the opposing ship was loading a harpoon. It was aimed at the Bacchus. 
 
    “Oh my god!” I exclaimed and reached for the wheel. “I’ve got it!” I told Sal. “We need to drop elevation!” 
 
    Sal yelled up to the balloonman then pulled out his sidearm. 
 
    If we got the ship low, they would not be able to harpoon the gondola. If they wanted us alive, they would not take out the balloon. The Bacchus did its best, but in the end, the ship was bulky and slow. 
 
    The harpoon hit the prow of the Bacchus with a jolt. I gasped to see the metal claw puncture through the prow. Wood shrapnel sprayed everywhere. By luck, they had missed the propeller assembly. Since we’d already begun dropping altitude, when the harpoon caught the ship by the nose, it heaved us up. I clutched the wheelstand as the ship began to tip from the prow. The small ship that attacked us used counter maneuvers to avoid being dragged down. They increased their altitude. Soon, they were pulling us upward. 
 
    With no better recourse, Roni’s balloonman heated the Bacchus’ balloon to keep pace before we all got dumped into the ocean or the balloon buckled into the burners. 
 
    I looked at the opposing ship. This was no pirate vessel. Nor was it a Greek or Ottoman warship. The ship was a sleek, expensive, and well-equipped private ship. It was the kind of ship an aged antiquity dealer could afford. On the ship’s side, I noted the vessels’ name: Hephaestus. No, this was no coincidence; on the deck of the ship was the man I had outrun in Venice. The Dilettanti had us. 
 
    Celeste headed below. 
 
    Sal, weapon drawn, came to my side. 
 
    I let go of the wheel. There was nothing more I could do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    “Well, Miss Stargazer, what are you doing so far from home?” an Englishman in a dark suit asked me from the deck of the Hephaestus as they moored to the side of the Bacchus. Inconspicuously, I pulled my gun from my satchel and stuck it into the back of Sal’s pants. Anger made my hands shake. While I felt rage toward the Dilettanti, I was angrier with myself. This was my fault. 
 
    “I suggest you don’t come closer,” Sal said, aiming his handgun toward the Englishman. 
 
    “Signor Colonna, we are after your sculpture, not your woman. Miss Stargazer just needs to tell us the location of the sculpture, and we’ll let you limp to port,” the man said. 
 
    They did not know we had the Aphrodite. 
 
    “What sculpture?” I asked. While my head was still a mess, I forced myself to focus. 
 
    “Come now, Miss Stargazer. We know what you are up to,” he replied. 
 
    “Perhaps she needs more motivation,” one of the henchmen said, and before we could react, he pulled his sidearm and fired, shooting Roni’s balloonman in the shoulder with startling accuracy. The man screamed and clenched his wound. 
 
    “Do watch the burners. I’d hate for the ship to explode before Miss Stargazer gives us the information we need…oh yes and the kaleidoscope,” the man said. “Now, where is the courtesan?” 
 
    We did not reply. 
 
    The ringleader sighed. “We’ll be boarding your ship now, Lily. Do mind your manners. Signor Colonna, I suggest you lower your weapon. The five of us,” he said, motioning to his crew, “are all armed, and we’d hate to see you meet with an accident.” 
 
    The five men boarded the Bacchus. 
 
    “I’ll take that,” one of the men said, wrenching the gun from Sal’s hand. 
 
    “Go below. Bring the galleyman up and find the courtesan,” their leader said. “Someone get the wounded bird out of the nest and tie him up,” he added, looking up at the burner basket. 
 
    “Stay close,” Sal whispered to me. 
 
    “Now, Lily, why don’t you be a good girl and pass me the kaleidoscope,” the ringleader said. 
 
    I scanned the deck of the Bacchus. Celeste’s satchel had slid toward a storage hold. 
 
    “All right. Let me get it for you.” 
 
    “No games,” the man holding a weapon on Sal said, pushing his revolver into Sal’s ribs. 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I replied. 
 
    I grabbed Celeste’s satchel and pulled out the kaleidoscope. I handed it to their leader. “I guess we’ll be parting ways now,” I said. 
 
    “Ahh, but something tells me you might have information to share. Do you know where the sculpture is, Lily?” 
 
    I heard Celeste grunting as the henchman yanked her and the galleyman, both with hands bound behind their backs, onto the deck. Celeste’s lip was bleeding. The galleyman came along quietly. I saw him scan the deck. He saw his crewmate, bleeding from the shoulder, sitting bound against the bulwark. He lowered his eyes and cooperated. 
 
    “Ah, the lovely Celeste. How are you, dear?” 
 
    “Go to hell,” she replied. 
 
    “Mr. Holloway,” one of the henchmen said. “You should come below deck, Sir. There is something down there.” 
 
    “Something? Be more specific.” 
 
    “A crate, Sir.” 
 
    “A crate?” 
 
    “Large enough to hold a statue.” 
 
    Holloway smiled at me. “Well done, Miss Stargazer. You’ve made it easy for me.” He and two of the Dilettanti henchman headed toward the galley. One guard kept a gun on Sal and me, another man guarded Celeste and Roni’s crewmen. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of this,” Sal whispered. 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    Moving fast, Sal grabbed the gunman closest to us and knocked the weapon from his hand. I grabbed a wrench lying on the deck, and moving quickly, came up behind the henchman holding the gun on Celeste and slammed him in the back the head with the wrench. He went down with a screech. The others turned back and soon we were in a fray. 
 
    Sal pulled the gun from the back of his pants, but before he could get off a shot, two men jumped him. They pushed him down on the deck. I reached out to help him but instead took a blow to the right cheek; my mouth filled with blood. I spat out a tooth. Celeste came up from behind. She tried to use her shoulders to push the man they called Holloway off the ship. He tossed her onto the deck like a ragdoll. I heard her head hit the deck of the Bacchus hard. I kicked one of the men pummeling Sal in the ribs, and he toppled over, clutching his side. 
 
    “Someone knock that bitch out,” Holloway yelled. 
 
    I turned in time to get clocked in the face. I heard my nose bone snap. I staggered backward. Blood sprayed from my nose. 
 
    “Throw the Italian overboard,” Holloway commanded. 
 
    “No!” I screamed and ran toward Sal. One of the henchmen grabbed me. 
 
    “Sir? Sir! What is that!” one of the henchmen shouted urgently. 
 
    “What are you talking about? Get some rope and tie Stargazer up.” 
 
    One of them grabbed my arms, and I felt the burn of rope around my wrists. 
 
    “That! Sir! Port!” 
 
    “Sal!” I wailed as they began hauling Sal toward the side of the ship. I struggled against the man who held me, and then, in a desperate move, I shot my leg backward, kicking the henchman between the legs. He groaned and went down. 
 
    I ran toward one of the men dragging Sal toward the rail. I slammed into the henchman, knocking him onto the deck. 
 
    “Sir! Sir! Port!” the henchman screamed again. 
 
    This time we all looked. An enormous dark shape dropped from the clouds. It was like the hand of a god was descending upon us. 
 
    “Oh my god,” one of the henchmen whispered. 
 
    Everyone stared in wonderment as an enormous warship came out of the clouds and headed directly toward us. Its cannons gleamed in the dimming twilight. At once, I recognized the double-propelled war machine dubbed Hercules. And at its prow, I saw a poet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    “George! George!” I screamed, fearful Byron would not recognize me or the ship. 
 
    Hoping to silence me, Holloway hit me hard. I fell onto the deck of the ship. 
 
    “Lily!” Sal called, reaching for me. 
 
    A split second later, I heard a gunshot. Holloway fell onto the deck beside me; blood poured from a bullet hole between his eyes. His men scattered. 
 
    I closed my eyes and sent out a silent prayer of thanks. 
 
    “Lily! Lily? Are you all right?” I heard Byron call from the Hercules. 
 
    I was now. 
 
    “Here, let me help you up,” Sal whispered. His face was a bloody mess. He lifted me and helped me to the rail. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I called to Byron. 
 
    “Stay there. We’re coming. My crew has your new friends in their optics. I suggest no one moves.” 
 
    The four remaining henchmen stood frozen as the Hercules came up alongside us. 
 
    Byron signaled to his crewmates. They extended a plank between us and the Hercules. Byron was the first to cross over. Four young men, by their appearance I guessed them to be Greek, followed him. Byron took in the scene and directed his crew to watch the remaining henchmen. 
 
    Byron took me by the chin, smoothing the hair away from my face, and looked me over. “My Lily,” he whispered. 
 
    Beside me, Sal stiffened and took a step away from Byron and me. 
 
    Reaching into his pocket, Byron pulled out a handkerchief and wiped the blood from my face. I caught his intoxicating orange blossom and patchouli scent in the soft material. “What have they done to you?” he asked and pulled me close to him. Part of me wanted to fall into the crush of his chest, but then I opened my eyes and saw Sal. I pulled back. 
 
    “Can you cut me loose?” I asked. 
 
    He let me go. I turned my back to Byron so he could snip the ropes. I looked at Sal who looked straight ahead and not at me. 
 
    “Who are they?” Byron asked. 
 
    “The Dilettanti. They have been tracking Lily since she left London. They were after the kaleidoscope,” Sal answered. 
 
    “Colonna, isn’t it?” Byron asked. 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.” 
 
    Byron laughed. “No need for formality. I am a fan of your inventions, tinker” he said, clapping Sal on the shoulder. “But your face is a mess.” 
 
    “That is their handiwork,” I said, motioning toward the henchmen who stood silently on the other side of the ship. I rubbed my wrists where the rope had burned them. 
 
    “Who do you work for?” Byron asked them. His voice was dark and serious. 
 
    They all looked at the ground. 
 
    I saw a sparkle in Byron’s eyes, the glimmer of madness which I had seen before on only a few occasions. I knew it to be dangerous. 
 
    “Let me ask you again,” he said, and I noticed his cheeks had begun to flush red as he crossed the deck toward the men. As if the look in his eyes was not telling enough, Byron’s limp became pronounced. Always self-conscious about his condition, Byron usually took great care to hide the birth defect. When he was distracted, however, that was another matter. “No one wants to talk?” he asked them. 
 
    None of the men spoke. 
 
    “You work for Knight, don’t you?” I said. 
 
    One of the men looked up. 
 
    “Richard Payne Knight?” Byron asked me. 
 
    I nodded. “He paid me a little visit in Venice. He was looking for the kaleidoscope.” 
 
    Byron turned back to the men. “The lady asked you a question,” he told them. 
 
    No one spoke. 
 
    “Well, this is boring,” he said then turned to his crew and gave orders. 
 
    In a heartbeat, the soldiers turned and shot three of the henchmen. They then unmoored the Hephaestus and tossed lit lanterns onto its deck. Oil spilled across the gondola. With a great boom, the ship caught fire. As the vessel floated from us back into the clouds, it became engulfed in flame, and soon the burning wreck fell toward the sea. 
 
    The remaining Dilettanti henchman watched the ship burn. “She’s right. We work for Knight,” the man said. 
 
    “Thank you for confirming,” Byron replied and motioned for his crew to throw the man overboard. The henchmen fell screaming from the Bacchus. 
 
    Lady Caroline Lamb was the one who had called Byron “mad, bad, and dangerous to know.” And in that moment, I suspected this was the side of him to which she was referring. But this was the Byron who had saved us. 
 
    Byron looked around the ship. Spotting Celeste, he knelt down and helped her up. 
 
    “Celeste? Whatever are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
    I felt my eyebrows furrow but tried to hide my reaction. Apparently the instinct I’d had in Venice was right. 
 
    “Lord Byron,” she whispered. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve had quite the adventure, Lily,” he said with a smile. His blue eyes twinkled. 
 
    “That is an understatement. But we do have an injured man here,” I said, motioning to the balloonman who was nursing his shoulder. “Is Dr. Thomas traveling with you?” I asked. 
 
    “He is. Let’s get you and your crew aboard the Hercules. I’ll tow your ship to Athens.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I half expected Celeste to protest against leaving the Aphrodite aboard the Bacchus, but she made her way onto the Hercules without complaint. Perhaps she was feeling just as I did: safe. 
 
    Roni’s crewmen went with Byron’s physician while Byron led Sal, Celeste, and me to his Captain’s quarters. The space was small but voluptuously decorated. Windows looked out onto the deck on three sides, and the wood paneling gleamed. He had a small meeting space outfitted with expensive chairs that had blue velvet upholstery. Behind them was a large captain’s desk upon which he’d spread several maps. In the back of the quarters was a curtained space where, no doubt, one could find his sleeping area. 
 
    Byron’s servants cleaned us up. My nose throbbed. And it never felt good to lose a tooth. I eyed Sal over. He had a black eye and a bruised cheek. He flinched as he settled into his seat. 
 
    “Is your rib broken?” I asked him. 
 
    Sal’s eyes met mine. There was a strange expression on his face. Was he angry? Had I done something wrong? “I’ll be all right,” he said and sat back. 
 
    Byron also looked a little rougher than I was used to seeing him. His hair did not curl as primly as usual, and his clothing looked less than freshly pressed. 
 
    “You were lucky. I just broke the ship in. We are returning from a campaign,” Bryon explained as he poured us all a drink. 
 
    I polished mine off and held the glass out for a refill. Byron smiled at me and filled the glass to the rim. 
 
    “There are no words to express our gratitude,” Celeste said. 
 
    “Well, words were never your strong suit, my dear,” he told her then turned to me. “Now…someone tell me…what exactly is going on? Lily?” 
 
    I looked from Sal, who would not meet my gaze, to Celeste, who begged me with her eyes to keep quiet. Again, Byron’s reputation had preceded him. In that moment, I realized that I was the only one in the room who really understood Byron. And that realization struck me with a terrible sense of confusion. I was in love with Sal. Of that there was no longer any doubt. And Sal was in love with me. But somewhere along the way, I had forgotten to really process what I had with Byron. We were lovers, that much was true, but Byron trusted me the way he trusted few others, and I would not betray his faith for the world. After all, I trusted Byron the way I trusted few others. In that moment, I realized I would never break his faith, but I might have to break his heart. Then, I worried that they might be the same thing. 
 
    I looked at Sal again. His long hair hung all around his face. He had closed his eyes and pressed his glass against his forehead. I understood what plagued his mind: me. 
 
    “The kaleidoscope led to the lost sculpture Aphrodite of Knidos. We recovered the sculpture, and it is stowed in the galley of the Bacchus. Celeste needs to take the sculpture to Lesvos where it can be safely hidden by the secret sect of Aphrodite to which she belongs.” 
 
    Celeste’s mouth hung open. 
 
    Sal opened his eyes and looked at me. 
 
    Byron lifted his drink to his lips, took a long sip, and smiled at me with his eyes. 
 
    “All right, Lily. Let’s get the ships back to Athens, and I’ll have a private vessel, someone I trust, take Celeste and the statue to Lesvos. Where are you and Mr. Colonna headed?” 
 
    “Back to Venice,” I answered for both of us. I looked at Sal. He seemed perplexed. 
 
    Byron sighed and slumped down into his chair. He tossed back his drink and set the glass down on the table. He smiled at me. “Care for an aperitif?” he asked, motioning toward his opium pipe sitting on the table beside him. I had noticed it as soon as I’d entered the room. The sweet scent of opium still perfumed the air. Apparently he’d just used it himself. 
 
    “I’ll pass tonight. I’ve had enough stimulation for one day.” 
 
    Byron laughed. “Is there such a thing? I’ve never known you to find its limits before.” 
 
    I turned and looked at Sal. It was clear from his expression that this entire situation was making him uncomfortable. 
 
    “Things change,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Too much change is unhealthy. You know, I was thinking it was rather lucky that the four of us are together,” Byron said slyly. “Mr. Colonna, I have to tell you how much I admired the bodice you made for Lily. That was your work, wasn’t it? Your hands are rather genius. I can only imagine what they must be able to do. It was a rather tedious campaign. I’d like to suggest we all have another drink and move our conversation to my sleeping quarters.” 
 
    “All of us?” Celeste asked. I could tell from the expression on her face that she had not really meant to say it aloud. 
 
    Byron shrugged and poured himself another drink. “I didn’t think it was outside your repertoire.” 
 
    I wanted to bury my face in my hands. 
 
    “I’m afraid that is not my style, Lord Byron. But I do appreciate the compliment,” Sal said and then rose, again nursing his broken rib. “If you will excuse me, I’ll be on deck.” 
 
    I feared then how Byron would respond. To my great relief, Byron laughed out loud. “How disappointing! But, it’s no wonder Lily likes you. As you wish,” Byron said then tipped his glass at Sal. 
 
    Sal nodded to him, gave me a long look, then left the Captain’s quarters. My fingers itched to follow him, to nurse his wounds, to whisper in his ear and do away with any worries that plagued his mind. He knew how much I loved him, didn’t he? 
 
    “Celeste?” Byron asked, turning to her. 
 
    “I, too, must pass, Lord Byron. I hit my head rather hard and need rest.” 
 
    “As you like it. I’m beginning to think I’m losing my charm, Lily,” Byron said and rose. He went to the door of the Captain’s quarters and called to a crewman. He motioned to Celeste. “He will take you to a private room,” Byron told her. After she left, he came and sat very close to me. He took my hand. “Are you all right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “It seems like your adventure was rather…revealing,” he said carefully. 
 
    “Revealing?” 
 
    “How many years have we been together?” he asked me, stroking the nape of my neck. 
 
    “More than four,” I said thoughtfully. 
 
    Byron nodded. “More than four years. Do you know what I’ve always liked about you?” 
 
    I smiled slyly at him. “I think there are many things.” 
 
    He laughed. “That is true…no one understands me as you do. But what I love most about you is that you are honest, in your words and in your heart. I know you love me. And, in truth, I love you. But I can never love you the way that man who just left loves you.” 
 
    I looked at Byron. “What should I do?” 
 
    “It depends. What do you want? You can come to my bed, or you can go after him. The choice is yours.” 
 
    I looked at Byron. “I want you to see the Aphrodite.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me. “Now?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He took another drink and considered. “Lead the way.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    It was already dark when Byron and I made our way back onto the Bacchus. I gazed up at the stars. Ophiuchus was visible in the night sky. We held our lanterns aloft as we crossed the deck of the ship. I stepped carefully around the puddles of blood. Roni was not going to be happy. 
 
    “It’s in a crate in the galley,” I told Byron. 
 
    “How did you get it in there?” 
 
    “Sal reconfigured the gears to be used as a pulley.” 
 
    “Genius. I like your tinker, Lily.” 
 
    I laughed. “So I noticed.” 
 
    “You’ll need to loosen him up.” 
 
    “I like him as he is.” 
 
    “Be careful. He may domesticate you.” 
 
    “Is that a bad thing?” 
 
    “For you? Yes.” 
 
    When we got below, I hung up the lantern and crawled over the gears to the crate. “Hand me the prise bar.” 
 
    Byron passed it to me. I loosened the nails, pried open the lid, and slid it off. Part of me half expected, well, something, but this was not my moment. The Aphrodite lay where we had left her amongst the golden straw. Wind blew in from the opening in the prow and ruffled the padding around her. It gave the effect that she was moving. I smiled at her. In the light of the lantern, she glimmered magnificently. 
 
    “Let me crawl out so you can see her. There isn’t room for both of us,” I said and slid back toward the galley opening where Byron waited. 
 
    We exchanged places. Byron slipped between the gears and worked his way toward the crate. I handed his lantern to him then crawled out of the galley to the deck of the ship. 
 
    Once on deck, I dug into my satchel and pulled out the tin of Cutter’s tobacco and a pipe. I lit up. I gazed up at the stars. The tobacco didn’t make my headache go away, but it comforted me. I blew smoke rings into the air and watched them twist away in the wind. Below deck, Byron was silent. 
 
    I finished the first pipe then smoked a second. Venus was no longer visible in the evening sky. On the deck of the Bacchus behind me, I heard something rolling. I looked back to see the kaleidoscope lying forgotten on the deck. It glimmered in the moonlight. I got up and retrieved it. I lifted it toward the night’s sky. I was startled and saddened to find that the glass within was cracked. 
 
    I tried to center the kaleidoscope on Ophiuchus. Not only did the image of Knidos fail to appear, but for a brief moment, I thought I saw Mr. Fletcher’s face. I sat back down, leaned my head against the rail, and looked up at the stars. 
 
    The first two years after Mr. Oleander and Nicolette had died, my relationship with Mr. Fletcher was made up of a strange mixture of awkwardness and affection. The lie we shared seemed to cement us together. With Mr. Oleander out of our home, something changed between my foster father and me. We grew very close and were very sweet with one another. I began to feel certain that my foster father really loved me. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher had sold the flat on Neal’s Yard and had rented a small loft in the building next to Rheneas’ tavern. The flat only had one room. The space was fine for a father and daughter. I clung desperately to Mr. Fletcher who seemed to enjoy our closeness. I loved being loved. All my life I had wanted someone to really love me, to see me as someone worth keeping, worth loving. Through Mr. Fletcher, my father, I finally found what I was looking for: unconditional love. 
 
    In the meantime, we were still flying. Mr. Fletcher had sold the ill-fated Iphigenia to a Dutch crew and had picked up a new vessel, the Irish-built Deirdre. The Deirdre was fast and sleek. On her, I began to learn how to pilot like a champion. 
 
    In the year after Mr. Oleander’s death, Mr. Fletcher had hired Angus to apprentice in the galley of the Deirdre. From the start, Angus and I got along very well, but Angus never liked Mr. Fletcher. 
 
    “His eyes are too hungry,” Angus would say. 
 
    It was the first time I’d ever heard the phrase and wasn’t quite sure what he’d meant. One spring morning, however, I found out. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher woke me earlier than usual. “Get up, Lily. We’ve got some business to attend to today,” he said, shaking my shoulder gently. 
 
    Since we lacked space, Mr. Fletcher and I had taken to sharing the same bed. He almost never got up before I did. 
 
    “But it’s Monday,” I complained. We never ran fares on Mondays. On the weekends we worked around the clock. I was exhausted. 
 
    “Not that kind of business. We’ve got legal business to get on with,” he explained. “Get dressed. I laid out some new clothes for you.” 
 
    I woke tiredly and stumbled to the table where I discovered that Mr. Fletcher had purchased me not just new clothes, but a dress. I lifted the gown. The style was modern and very similar to the attire I’d seen the female air jockeys wearing. The bodice was constructed with black leather and purple velvet. The skirt, which was very short, had high splits up both legs. I set the clothes back down on the table and burst into tears. 
 
    “Lily?” 
 
    “How could you!” 
 
    “How could I what?” Mr. Fletcher looked confused. 
 
    “I can’t. I can’t be like Nicolette!” 
 
    “Oh, dear Lily, never! My sweet girl, you are grown now. You should dress like a woman. Today is an important day. You should dress the part!” 
 
    “The part?” 
 
    “You’ll see. Put it on, and let me see you,” he said, sitting down to watch me change. I slipped my house clothes off and pulled the dress on. 
 
    Between Mr. Fletcher watching my clumsy movements and the dress squeezing me, I felt awkward. “How is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Very nice!” Mr. Fletcher said and then rose to stand behind me. “I’ll lace it for you. Push your bosom up a bit, Lily. Here, let me help,” he said, his hand scooping under the fabric, adjusting my breasts. I could not help but notice the caress with which he touched me. It made me uncomfortable. 
 
    After I got the bodice on, he tightened the laces and unbraided my hair. He pulled a comb through my long locks. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. Mr. Fletcher then spun me in a circle. “Perfect. Lily Fletcher, air jockey!” he said with a laugh. “Now, come,” he said, and we headed out. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher had arranged for a carriage to take us across town. We road to a section of London with which I was unfamiliar. From the attire of the men moving busily about, I gathered we were near the Inns of Court. Mr. Fletcher led me into an office building. We entered a small, quiet office where two old men sat laboring over massive piles of paper. We sat waiting for a long time before we were called. 
 
    “John and Lily Fletcher?” 
 
    Mr. Fletcher took me by the hand, and we went to the back. Mr. Fletcher pulled my chair out, and I sat, struggling to find a way to sit in the short dress without showing the whole word what I was made of. 
 
    “Papers?” the clerk said, never looking up. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher handed a number of papers to him.  
 
    “And Mrs. Fletcher will be sole beneficiary of your estate?” 
 
    “That is correct,” Mr. Fletcher said. 
 
    Confused, I looked at Mr. Fletcher. 
 
    “Sign here,” the clerk said. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher signed his name. 
 
    The clerk stamped the paper. “Can your wife write?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Sign here, Mrs. Fletcher,” the man said then slid the papers toward me. 
 
    I looked aghast at my father. 
 
    “Go ahead, Lily,” Mr. Fletcher said. 
 
    I signed my name on the paper and leaned back into my seat. I could feel the blood draining from my face. 
 
    “Your nuptials and estate are now confirmed, Mr. and Mrs. Fletcher. The fee, please,” the clerk said. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher slid a small stack of coins to the clerk who counted them carefully, twice. 
 
    “Thank you. And congratulations,” the man said absently. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher rose and took my hand, pulling me behind him. I followed him to the street. I felt like I was going to faint. 
 
    “Lily? What’s wrong? You’re absolutely pale!” 
 
    “Are we…are we married?” I stammered. 
 
    “Here,” he said, pressing a vial of laudanum in my hand. “Take just one drop. It will calm you. Of course we are married. How else do you think I can ensure you’ll inherit my estate if, god forbid, I die? Now, bottom’s up.” 
 
    I did as he instructed. The laudanum hit me hard. Moments later, I was lost in a fog. I vaguely remember being loaded back into the carriage. The ride home over the bumpy cobblestone jostled me. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher, my father, kept his hand on my inner thigh the entire ride. “You see,” he said, “I promised you I would take care of you. I taught you everything I know! What a pair we will make! Maybe we’ll even have a child, Lily! What-ho! Can you imagine what fun that will be?” 
 
    The carriage stopped outside our flat. I stumbled when I got out, scrapping my knees on the cobblestones. 
 
    “My goodness, Lily. You can’t even hold a drop. Strong stuff though. I try not to use it much, but once it gets you by the nose, it doesn’t let you go. Let’s go upstairs and celebrate. Here, my girl, I’ll carry you,” he said and hoisted me up. 
 
    My head was a confused mess. I thought maybe I was dreaming…or maybe I was dead. In what seemed like moments later, I was standing before the fireplace in our flat. Mr. Fletcher, my father, was lying in the bed. He was calling my name. When I did not respond, he rose. He wrapped his arms around my waist. 
 
    “Come now, Lily. I’ll be easy,” he whispered. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Ah, my girl, there is no need to fear. I’ll be gentle. Come now.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Don’t make it come to this,” he whispered in my ear. “We love one another.” 
 
    “You’re my father!” I wailed. 
 
    “Actually, Oleander was the one who officially adopted you. Come on now, Lily. Be smart,” he said, his hands roving between my legs. “You stand to gain everything. Who could ever love you as much as I do?” 
 
    “Please don’t,” I whispered. 
 
    Before I could stop him, he turned me and slammed me, face down, on the table, my cheek pressed against the tabletop. I wailed miserably. “Please! No!” 
 
    In that same moment, the door to the loft opened. Mr. Fletcher had given Angus the key so he could drop off the fares. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sir. It was dark. I thought you were out—for Christ’s sake, what’s happening here!” Angus exclaimed. 
 
    I slipped from Mr. Fletcher and ran to Angus, clinging desperately to him. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here,” Mr. Fletcher yelled and grabbed me, pulling me away from Angus. 
 
    “No! Please don’t go! Don’t leave me here,” I pleaded, reaching out to Angus. 
 
    “This isn’t proper! That’s your daughter there!” Angus exclaimed. 
 
    “It’s not a bit of your business! Get out or find a new situation!” 
 
    “Come on, Lily. Come with me, lassie,” Angus called and reached for me. 
 
    I pulled out of Mr. Fletcher’s grasp. He came rushing after me. Trying to get away from him, I moved aside. Mr. Fletcher lost his balance and fell out of the open door and down the stairs. He landed on the street below, his body twisting awkwardly. 
 
    I ran to the bottom of the steps. Several people had already gathered around him. 
 
    “Call the surgeon! Call the surgeon!” someone screamed. 
 
    “What happened, Lily?” someone asked. I looked up. It was Rheneas. 
 
    “He fell!” I exclaimed. Tears ran down my cheeks. 
 
    I knelt beside Mr. Fletcher. He was still alive. His hand, jutting sideways, twitched oddly. 
 
    A constable came running up. “What happened?” 
 
    “She said he fell,” someone repeated. 
 
    “What’s his name?” the constable asked. 
 
    “That’s Mr. Fletcher, the air jockey.” 
 
    “Mr. Fletcher? What happened?” the constable asked. 
 
    Mr. Fletcher’s eyes were already growing dim. A shadow seemed to hover around him. Blood trickled from his ears and mouth. It took him considerable effort, but he made eye contact with me. After a moment, he breathed, “I’m an old man, and I’ll die like an old man. Slipped and fell,” he whispered then he died. 
 
    I looked up at Angus. His dark blue eyes met mine. He set his hand on my shoulder. 
 
    My whole body shook. My father had tried to make me his wife, body and soul. Now he lay dead at my feet. 
 
    In the end, Mr. Fletcher, just like my mother, had seen me as someone to do with as he pleased. My entire life, I was always someone to be used or not, kept or left, at another person’s will. 
 
    A shuffle from below deck startled me from my memories. Byron reappeared from the galley looking paler than usual. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked him. 
 
    He turned and looked at me as if he were surprised to see me there. “Lily,” he said, his voice sounding hollow. 
 
    I didn’t need to ask Byron what he had seen or what had happened. By instinct, I had known, through and through, that Byron needed to see the Aphrodite. And from the look on his face, I was right. He’d seen what he needed to see. 
 
    “Let’s go back to your ship,” I said, taking his hand.  
 
    Once we’d boarded the Hercules, we stopped and looked up at the starry sky. We stood, hand in hand, in quiet contemplation. 
 
    “Athens!” a crewman called from overhead. 
 
    On the horizon, the airship towers of Athens were coming into view. The Hercules began to drop altitude. In a matter of moments, we would be docked. 
 
    Byron looked down at me, kissed me on my forehead, and stroked my cheek. “Don’t forget me,” he whispered. 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    He pulled me into a tight hug, and I soaked up his warmth, knowing it would be the last time I would ever feel him like that. From now on, my heart belonged to Sal. It was time to leave the past behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    There was complete mayhem on the airship towers in Athens when the Hercules arrived at port, the Bacchus in tow. I couldn’t find Sal anywhere. The platform was flooded with Greek soldiers, English ex-pats, and travelers trying to dodge trouble. In the midst of all that confusion, Celeste found me. 
 
    “We need to get the Aphrodite off the ship!” she said, wringing her hands. 
 
    “Have you seen Sal?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Oh my god, Lily. It’s like we are in the lion’s den! How are we going to smuggle her out of here?” 
 
    I smiled at Celeste. The Bacchus had already been pulled into a docking bay, and a repair platform had been cranked out underneath. Byron was shouting instructions to his crew. 
 
    “Stay with Byron. He will see her safely transported.” 
 
    It was not until that moment that Celeste realized my role in her quest was done. “Lily! I…I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It was fun.” 
 
    “Your broken nose doesn’t look like much fun,” she said then smiled. 
 
    “I like you like this,” I said, grinning at her. “Natural joy suits you. You should try it more often.” 
 
    She laughed and pulled me into a hug. “I am happy, but Roni won’t be. Her ship! Can you send word when you reach Venice? Let her know we’ll be making a few minor repairs? I spoke to her crew. They want to stay in Athens until the ship is fixed.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I’m afraid the Dilettanti may still follow you,” she said as she released me. 
 
    “I sense that Byron might be able to handle that as well. After all, what can I tell them? I don’t have the kaleidoscope,” I said, and then pulling the kaleidoscope from my bag, I handed it to her. “And I don’t know the whereabouts of any ancient sculptures.” 
 
    “Just…please…be safe.” 
 
    Celeste pulled me into a hug again. 
 
    “Celeste?” I heard Byron call. 
 
    We turned then to see him waving her to the Bacchus. 
 
    “May the Goddess of Love bless you,” she whispered in my ear then disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    I waved to Byron. 
 
    He lifted his hand, smiled at me, held my gaze for several moments, then turned back to the ship. 
 
    My transport to Venice had already been arranged. Now I just needed to find Sal. I worked my way through the platform traffic to the tower where the European ships were debarking. From a distance, I saw Sal talking to the pilot of a Swiss ship. I was puzzled. 
 
    I walked down the platform toward him. “Sal?” I called. 
 
    He turned, spotted me, then spoke a word to the pilot who nodded. Sal walked across the platform toward me. As he neared, he kept his gaze on the landing. My stomach began to knot. 
 
    It was not until he was standing in front of me that Sal looked me in the eyes. The expression on his face was one I had never seen before. He looked anguished. 
 
    “Sal? What’s wro—” 
 
    “I’m taking a transport to Zurich,” he told me. 
 
    “What?” I searched his face. While he tried to pull on his mask, he could not. He looked like a man destroyed. “I don’t understand, Sal. I thought we…Look, Byron and I—” 
 
    “My Lily,” he started. He reached out to take my hand but pulled his hand back. “Lily, I can never be a Byron. I will never drop out of the clouds and save you. I’m just a tinker and that is…not enough,” he said then turned to go. 
 
    “Sal? Wait! Please!” I said and walked after him. I grabbed his arm, but he did not turn toward me. 
 
    “I understand your choice,” he said, his voice cracking. He shook my hand off and strode down the platform. Nodding to the Swiss pilot, he boarded the transport. The ship pulled up her anchors and lifted out of the dock. Moments later, Sal was flying away from me. I stood on the platform all alone. Only Asclepius, astride across the night’s sky, was there to see me weep. I had gone on a quest to find the Goddess of Love only to return home empty-handed. And I had been discarded—again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Two months later, I stood on the pilot’s platform looking out across the green grounds of the Champs de Mars below the Paris airship towers. Thunder rolled in the clouds overhead. Cloud-to-cloud lightning cracked ominously. A cool fall wind blew across the field. Behind me, Angus swore under his breath. 
 
    I looked up at Etienne. He had sucked in his lips and was tapping his finger on his chin. 
 
    The crowd below was waving the Union Jack and chanting “Star-gaze-r-Star-gaze-r-Star-gaze-r.” 
 
    “No pressure,” Jessup joked sarcastically. 
 
    On my other side, Alejandro Fernando was arguing vehemently with his team. 
 
    “Attention!” a voice crackled from a huge brass horn at the Marshalls’ platform behind us. We all turned. “L'équipe Américaine s'est retirée!” Cutter’s team had withdrawn. 
 
    The mainly European crowd cheered jubilantly. 
 
    “Well, that’s a great fucking vote of confidence!” Angus swore. 
 
    Angus was right. While Cutter had taken first in New York and London, I had deftly trounced him, and everyone else, in Valencia. I’d come in a full mile before him. Apparently racing sober, something I’d never done before, significantly improved my piloting skills. Cutter’s team was banking on me to fail. 
 
    I saw Cutter and his crew following behind his well-shod sponsors who had, no doubt, made the final decision not to risk the Double Eagle. They headed toward the observation platform. To describe his expression as angry would have been an understatement. He gazed over at the pilot’s platform and flashed me a thumbs up. 
 
    Despite their certainty that I would botch it, I knew better. What Cutter didn’t know was that my team had been in almost continual training since Venice. Well, that and the fact that I was, in fact, sober. I spent the first month home killing my habit. It hadn’t been pretty. Every ounce of me wanted to bury my broken heart under a bottle of absinthe and in an opium fog, but I didn’t. I wouldn’t. Not then and never again. 
 
    As if constant sweating, vomiting, headaches, body pain, and irritability were not enough, Angus had hauled me to his little cottage in Scotland where there was nothing to stimulate me except the trees. I suspect I sobered up quickly just to get back to London before I died from boredom. 
 
    Sal had not come back. When I returned to London after the stint in Scotland, I went to Tinkers’ Hall. His stall was still closed. In that moment in Athens, I didn’t fully understand why Sal had left me. As I reflected later, I realized that what had really happened was that the deep wounds inside both of us had rubbed against one another. Sal, who had been schooled his whole life that he wasn’t good enough, had felt eclipsed by the blinding sun that is Byron. When I had not followed Sal to the deck of the Hercules that night, he must have assumed the worst. I wish he had trusted me to do right by him, but after a lifetime of being dismissed as worthless, what else would he expect? 
 
    I went to Zurich to set things straight. I’d hoped to find him at the workshop of Master Vogt. Sal had been there, but by the time I’d arrived, he’d left for Rome. Something told me Sal was sorting things out. I went back to London. I would wait. If he came back, he came back. If he didn’t, my heart would heal in time. 
 
    To my great relief, Byron had understood my decision. His letters still came as regularly as ever. We were still the greatest of confidants even though we were no longer lovers. And through Byron, I learned that the Aphrodite had been safely stowed. In that, I felt a sense of peace. 
 
    I looked again at Etienne. “Well?” I asked him. 
 
    He blew air through his lips. “It’s Paris.” 
 
    Lightening cracked on the horizon before us. 
 
    Etienne sighed. “Mon dieu…we’ll probably die, but let’s race,” he said, raising the French flag, wagging it in the air. 
 
    The French crowd below burst into a loud cheer. 
 
    Etienne kissed me on both cheeks. “Be careful,” he told me then headed to the Étoile. 
 
    A light rain began to fall. Lightning cracked again. 
 
    I turned to Alejandro and stuck out my hand. He was the only one close enough to me on the points’ board, besides Cutter, to be a threat. “Vaya con Dios,” I said with a half-smile. 
 
    Alejandro sighed, kissed my hand, and turned to his team. 
 
    Angus raised the Union Jack. 
 
    Alejandro’s crewmate waved the Spanish flag. 
 
    The crowd below screamed. 
 
    “Fly low,” Angus said as we made our way to the Stargazer. “We’ll need to win on speed alone.” 
 
    The announcer started listing the teams still in the lineup: France, Spain, England, Italy, Austria, and Germany. All good crews, but no one was better than us. 
 
    I looked up at the sky. There was a strange yellow hue on the horizon. My scalp tingled with the feel of electricity. Maybe Etienne was right. Maybe we would all die. Lightning cracked nearby; thunder rolled toward us in waves. 
 
    Angus and Jessup strategized as we walked down the platform. 
 
    “The new configuration has us running faster than anyone else,” Jessup said. “Low and tight. It’s a straight shot to Le Mans.” 
 
    “Lily! Lily!” I heard someone call from the notables’ platform. Had Byron come? 
 
    I scanned the platform. To my shock, Sal was trying to push his way to the front of the crowd. 
 
    “Sal?” I whispered. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Angus and Jessup exchange a glance. 
 
    “Sal!” I yelled. I rushed across the platform. “Let him through!” I called to the guards. 
 
    They released him. 
 
    “Lily,” he more breathed than said as he grabbed me by both arms. “Lily…I am so sorry. I crossed paths with Byron in Rome. He told me…Lily…” 
 
    I’d waited months to hear those words. 
 
    “Mademoiselle Stargazer, we need you on your ship,” a Marshall said from behind me. 
 
    “Please, come later,” I told Sal, taking his face into my hands. 
 
    Lightning crashed nearby. It made the ground shake. 
 
    “Here,” Sal said, pushing a bundle toward me. I recognized the harness and roll of silk. “Let me put it on you,” he said and quickly dropped the harness around my shoulders and under my arms, belting it around my waist. He pulled the belts tight. I relished the feel of his hands on my body. “The chute at the back will open if you pull here,” Sal said, guiding my hand to a pin on the vest. “It should lower you safely down. God forbid, Lily. But this weather…please be careful. Lily…” 
 
    “It’s okay. I love you, Salvatore,” I whispered. 
 
    “My Lily.” He pressed me against his chest. Sandalwood. 
 
    “Mademoiselle Stargazer?” 
 
    “I’m coming!” 
 
    “Good luck. Be careful,” Sal called. 
 
    I walked to the deck of the Stargazer with tears in my eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    The ring of the cannon signaled start. The Stargazer’s propellers kicked over hard, and she leapt out of her tower. I watched from the wheelstand as the other ships lifted toward the sky. Everyone went up except us. Low and fast. Low and fast. 
 
    Lightning rocked the horizon. We had barely moved from the green of the Champs de Mars, the official race gateway, when the sky flashed white. I winced. My ears rung as the lightning rocked my body. My god, had we been struck? 
 
    The Stargazer’s propellers stopped. I heard the door to the gear galley clap open. “Are we hit?” Angus called. 
 
    “Fuck! It was close! No, we’re okay! Lily?” Jessup called down. 
 
    I opened my eyes and scanned the horizon. In the sky above us, the other ships were turning, moving back toward the airship towers. All of the ships were turning, that is, except the Étoile. In the sky above me, Etienne’s airship was on fire. 
 
    “Oh my god…oh my god! Jessup! Take us up!” I screamed. 
 
    Jessup cranked the heat in the Stargazer’s balloon. 
 
    Angus ran across the deck of the ship and started pulling out the airship-to-airship highwire. 
 
    “Fuck! Jessup, hurry!” I screamed. Already the Étoile’s deck and ropes were on fire. 
 
    “Where the fuck are the Marshall ships?” Angus screamed. 
 
    I scanned around. The Marshall ships that were supposed to fly with us were still docked. 
 
    The Stargazer blasted upward like a cork being shot out of a bottle. I turned the wheel to bring us alongside the Étoile as we lifted. We reached the burning ship just as the first of her ropes snapped. 
 
    “Lily!” Etienne screamed from the deck of the ship. 
 
    The Étoile started to tilt starboard. 
 
    “Now, Angus, now!” I yelled. 
 
    He cranked the high-wire launcher and shot the line to Etienne’s ship. 
 
    Etienne was screaming at his crew to lash onto the hoops of two-way drag line.  
 
    “Come on! I’ll pull you in! Hurry!” Angus yelled. 
 
    Grabbing safety belts, the crewmen started to hook on. 
 
    “The balloon isn’t going to make it!” Jessup yelled. “Etienne! Come on!” 
 
    Another rope snapped. The ship shook as the gondola began to hang sideways. 
 
    “Burner is gonna catch! We’ve got to cut her loose or she’ll pull us down too!” Jessup yelled down to me. 
 
    I locked the wheel and went to the side of the ship. “Etienne!” 
 
    The Frenchman held on tightly to the remaining ropes and tried to make his way to the back of the ship. Angus towed the crewmen toward the Stargazer. The high-wire machine cranked quickly and soon Angus was pulling both men aboard. On the Étoile, Etienne was hanging on for dear life as the gondola looked like it was going to capsize. 
 
    “He’s not going to make it, Lily! He’s not going to make it! Where the fuck are the Marshall ships?” Angus cursed again. 
 
    There was a boom as the burners set the soft fabric of the balloon on fire. 
 
    Etienne hung onto a rope, but as the balloon burned, the ship started to plummet toward the ground. 
 
    Angus disconnected the high-wire between us as the Étoile. 
 
    Etienne’s crew stood speechless as they watched in horror. 
 
    “Take the wheel!” I called to Angus. 
 
    “Lily?” 
 
    Etienne screamed as he let go of the rope and began to free fall toward the ground. 
 
    “Angus, come take the fucking wheel and get the Stargazer out of here!” I yelled and with a running jump, leapt off the side of the Stargazer. 
 
    “Lily!” Jessup and Angus screamed in unison. 
 
    The earth rises quickly toward you when you are falling from the heavens. I set my eyes on Etienne, narrowed my body as I’d seen every bird do, and aimed toward him. I gained speed, and a fraction of a second later, I came face to face with Etienne. The look of shock on his face was priceless. 
 
    “Let’s try not to die,” I said, and wrapping my arms around him, I held Etienne with all of my strength. I turned, and with my teeth, pulled the pin from Sal’s harness. 
 
    A leap of faith. The silk unfurled with a swish like a woman’s gown. The fabric yanked the halter when it filled with air. I nearly lost my grip on Etienne, but he was holding onto me so tightly I could barely breathe. 
 
    The parachute held. Our descent slowed. I saw a mob of people rushing across the Champs de Mars toward us. 
 
    “Lily,” Etienne whispered aghast. Tears were streaming from his eyes. 
 
    “I owed you one,” I said. 
 
    We still had some speed as we neared the ground. I pulled my legs up and tried to shelter my head against Etienne’s chest. We hit the ground hard and were separated by the jolt. I rolled across the grass. The landing had knocked the wind out of me, but otherwise I felt all right. The parachute fell on top of me, and I lay under the blanket of white material. It was like lying in a cloud. 
 
    Moments later, I heard the Étoile crash to the ground somewhere not far from me. The burners exploded with a boom. 
 
    Voices drew close. 
 
    “Mademoiselle Stargazer? Are you all right? Are you alive?” 
 
    “Etienne est vivant!” I heard someone call. He was alive. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    They pulled the parachute off me. 
 
    Overhead, the clouds broke for just a moment to reveal the early evening sky. From the star garden above, a single bright star shone down on me. 
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    With Lionheart as the new alpha, the streets of London are quiet. But above the realm, mischief is brewing. 
 
      
 
    While airship pirates are a common plague upon the kingdom, the airship Fenrir proves particularly troublesome—especially on a full moon. 
 
      
 
    Clemeny must take to the skies before these shape-shifting Vikings kick off a new Ragnarok. Easier said than done now that she’s down one good eye, a partner, and not to mention the fact that she gets motion sick. 
 
      
 
    On top of that, the new scar across her face makes Clemeny feel like she’ll have better luck intimidating her foes than finding a beau. But Agent Edwin Hunter, recently assigned as head of Clemeny's division, is proving to be an interesting prospect. Despite her apprehensions, it’s up to Agent Louvel to chase Fenrir across the heavens. 
 
      
 
    Alphas and Airships is a retelling of the Little Red Riding Hood fairy tale set in Melanie Karsak’s bestselling steampunk universe. Alphas and Airships is Book 2 in the Steampunk Red Riding Hood series. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1: When Werewolves Fly 
 
      
 
    I clutched the rail of the airship and tried not to look down. My stomach flopped as the vessel rocked in the turbulent air. A raven landed on a nearby rope. It turned and cawed loudly at me. 
 
    “Bad omen,” the airship balloonman called down from the crow’s nest just under the balloon. “Must be getting close.” 
 
    I waved my hand at the bird, shooing it away. 
 
    “Close to what? How can you tell we’re close to anything?” I asked, gazing out at the mist-drenched sky. My stomach pitched sideways once more as the airship jostled in the breeze. I inhaled deeply through my nose then exhaled long and slow. Travelling by any means of conveyance save my own feet always brought out the worst in my stomach. But journeying a long distance in an airship? The worst. My mouth watered, and I swallowed hard. 
 
    “Close to land. I say, you look green, Agent,” the balloonman said. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I lied then turned and looked back out at the fog. 
 
    The balloonman chuckled. 
 
    For weeks now, the Scottish division of the Red Cape Society, a unit called Shadow Watch, had reports of a rogue airship trolling the skies above Scotland, the isles, and the North Sea. The pirate ship had been a nuisance at first—as most airship pirates were—but they’d recently attacked Her Majesty’s aether armada. They’d lifted a large shipment of weapons and other valuable, but secret, intel from the ship, dropping the sailors in the North Sea as thanks. Our sovereign was not happy. 
 
    Airship piracy, even when a nuisance enough to bother Her Majesty, wasn’t usually of concern for the Red Cape Society. But one stray report caught the attention of Shadow Watch. One unfortunate bloke, a victim of an attack, washed ashore in Caithness with the story that the pirates had red eyes. Red as rubies. 
 
    So here I was, chasing werewolves through the aether. 
 
    Captain Martin, who piloted the ship, pulled a cord on his wheelstand. Below deck, a bell rang. Leaning toward a receiver near the wheel, the captain called, “Slow to coasting.” He then looked up at the balloonman. “Hold her steady.” 
 
    I dipped into my vest pocket and pulled out a piece of candied ginger. When Grand-mère heard I was headed aloft, she’d insisted I bring the candies along. I was very glad she had. If not for her quick thinking, I’d likely give our location away by retching violently over the side of the airship. 
 
    I crossed the deck of the Jacobite, a vessel belonging to Her Majesty’s aether Navy, and joined Captain Martin. 
 
    He unrolled a map. “There was an attack in this area two nights ago. They wait for dense air such as this.” 
 
    “How do they find the other ships in all this cloud cover?” 
 
    “If we descend about fifty feet, we’ll fall out of the dense cloud bank. Then, we’d be like ducks in a pond. They must sit in the fog and listen, waiting for their marks to fly past. Typical pirate tactic. They just seem especially good at it—or especially lucky.” 
 
    Or they have the enhanced hearing of werewolves, I thought, but I didn’t say so. 
 
    We grew silent as we listened. Below, I heard the sound of the waves. Everything was so still.  
 
    Captain Martin was right. If another airship simply sat idle, hidden in a bank of clouds, they could easily hear another craft’s gears running. But it also required patience. Thus far, we’d been hunting the pirate craft for the last three hours without any luck. 
 
    I glanced at the map the captain was holding. I squinted as I tried to make the image come into focus. I hadn’t gotten used to the eyepatch covering my left eye. Fenton’s attack had not rendered me completely blind, but it might as well have. My left eye had paled to moon white. All I could see out of that eye were shapes and some stray colors. My right eye was still struggling to keep up with its new burden.  
 
    Nor had I quite adjusted to the massive scar across my face. From my brow to my cheek, I now wore a badge of my profession, a gigantic scar from the werewolf’s claws. On top of that, where he had scratched me on my hairline, my black locks had turned white. I stroked my hand across the silvery tuft of fur hanging from my belt. Well, I’d gotten him in the end. Fenton was dead. Under Lionheart’s new rule, the realm had been relatively quiet. But there had been a price. I still didn’t have a partner. Quinn was barely recovered. I was half blind. And if I’d had bad luck finding a suitable beau before, now my chances were about zero. My beauty was ruined thanks to Fenton, but at least my hide wasn’t hanging from his belt. 
 
    I refocused on the map. The elusive pirate ship had been spotted all over the area. However, there had been reports of attacks taking place above the Orcadian and Shetland Islands in the last few days.  
 
    “Let’s cruise north a little,” Captain Martin suggested then rang the galley and signaled to the balloonman. 
 
    With a lurch—which made my stomach lurch along with it—the airship moved slowly forward in the fog. 
 
    I went to the bow of the ship. Pulling out my new night array optic, I slipped off the simple leather eyepatch I’d been wearing. I winced as my left eye adjusted to the mist-shrouded light. There was a soft glow of gold and pink that made the clouds shimmer as the last rays of sunlight illuminated the skyline. Blinking to adjust my sight, I looked out at the horizon. We were floating inside a cloud. 
 
    I looked down at the night optic lens. Master Hart hadn’t been able to repair the one Fenton had broken. Keeping in mind the condition of my left eye, he’d made me a new one. It was designed to work in daylight and at night. While it was still handy at night, I felt self-conscious wearing it during the day. Through the blue-tinted day lens, my white eye was still visible. 
 
    I was about to slip the lens on when in the far off distance behind us, I heard a pop. And then another. 
 
    “Captain?” I called as a flare briefly illuminated the sky. 
 
    “Distress flares. I see them, Agent. Hold on,” he said then began to bank the ship sharply. He yanked on the bell to the gear galley. “We need speed. Quickly.” 
 
    From below the deck of the airship, I heard gears grind as the galleymen prepared to get the airship up to speed. 
 
    I grabbed a supporting rope overhead, willed my stomach not to empty itself on the deck of the airship, then squinted in the direction of the flares. 
 
    A moment later, I saw a blast of orange light. Through the still air, I heard the sound of voices, yelling, and gunfire. 
 
    The Jacobite quickly picked up speed. From belowdecks, two Black Watch agents appeared, both of them carrying massive weapons. Lot of good they had been so far. Other than looking nice in their kilts, they’d spent the entire trip playing cards and drinking Scotch. I didn’t mind much, just felt a bit jealous be left out.  
 
    Sliding the optic back into my pocket, I pulled out my spyglass. Holding on to a rope, I set my right eye on the lens and looked out. It was hard to see through the fog. I saw the silhouette of the ship under attack. There was a shadow in the mist as another ship, the assailant, arrived just off the starboard side of the unlucky vessel. I could see people—just shadows—swinging through the air as they moved off the pirate ship and on to the other vessel. 
 
    The Jacobite moved quickly toward the scene. 
 
    Once more, a raven flew around the Jacobite. It circled our vessel then headed back into the mist. As we neared the catastrophe in the making, someone on the pirate ship blew a horn. The long, lonely sound filled the air with its sorrowful call. I scanned the ships. The pirates were shifting goods from the vessel under attack on to their own airship. And the second ship—the one under attack—was beginning to lose altitude. 
 
    The horn sounded again. 
 
    “Ready the guns,” Captain Martin called. 
 
    As we neared, I began to feel a tell-tale prickle in the palms of my hands and the bottom of my feet. 
 
    I lowered my spyglass and watched. 
 
    My mooneye twitched. Out of habit, I closed my right eye—I had always favored the left—and looked. There was definitely something odd about the figures on the deck of the pirate ship. While I couldn’t see more than their silhouettes, my bad eye spied an aura of color around them. It quickly became clear that these pirates were not entirely human. 
 
    “Now,” Captain Martin called. 
 
    A moment later, a barrage of bullets rattled from the Jacobite toward the pirate vessel. 
 
    The horn on the pirate vessel sounded once more. I saw the remaining airship pirates return to their own ship. Then, the pirate ship began to turn away. 
 
    Given it was still foggy, and that the sun would drop from the horizon any minute, soon we’d be chasing pirates in the dark, a prospect that didn’t sound a bit appealing. 
 
    “They’re retreating,” I called to Captain Martin.  
 
    Captain Martin rang the bell in the gear galley. “We need speed.” 
 
    “Captain,” the balloonman shouted. “The second vessel is a shipping craft. Their balloon just caught on fire. They’re going down, sir. All hands still aboard.” 
 
    “Dammit,” the captain swore. 
 
    Lifting my spyglass once more, I watched as the pirate airship turned in the opposite direction. As it did so, three things became immediately apparent. 
 
    First, like all airships, the balloon had a unique marking. This ship boasted a hammer on the balloon. And on the pommel of that hammer, was a wolf head. 
 
    Second, the long, narrow airship boasted a massive figurehead at the prow. As the airship turned away from us, I was able to make out its distinct shape. On the prow of the ship was a wolf. 
 
    And finally, if my itching palms and the shadowy colors on the pirates’ silhouettes weren’t proof enough, when I scanned my spyglass along the vessel, I spotted a hulking figure standing on the rail. While I wasn’t able to make out his face, I could see he had long hair which blew in the breeze. His eyes glimmered a dark, wine-red color. 
 
    The elusive pirate must have been watching me. He lifted his hand in greeting, then the airship turned, gaining altitude as it went, and disappeared back into the fog. 
 
    Meanwhile, the screams from the merchant’s vessel quelled out any hope of pursuit. There were innocent people on that ship, and if we didn’t move fast to rescue them, they’d soon be swimming. 
 
    “Well, there went your pirates, Agent Louvel,” the captain called. 
 
    “Those weren’t pirates,” the balloonman corrected. 
 
    I looked up at him. “No?” 
 
    The man shook his head. “That was a longship. Norse construction. No, sir, not pirates. Those were Vikings.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: Agent Edwin Hunter 
 
      
 
    Frowning at the papers lying in front of me, my head blaring with a headache from trying to see the lines with one bad eye, I tossed my fountain pen onto my desk and leaned back in my seat. I pulled off my eyepatch and pressed the palms of my hands into my eye sockets. 
 
    God, I missed Quinn. He always handled the paperwork. 
 
    “Agent Louvel,” a voice said from behind me. “Enjoying completing your paperwork, I see.” 
 
    I suppressed a sigh. Agent Hunter, my new boss, seemed particularly keen on ensuring protocol was followed at every turn, including paperwork. I would have completely hated him for it if he had not been so damned good-looking. Quickly grabbing my eyepatch, I pulled it back on then rose. 
 
    “Of course, Agent Hunter. What else is there to live for in life?” I said, turning to look at him. I wasn’t sure I had ever seen so fine a specimen of a man in my entire life. His yellow hair was perfectly coifed, his muttonchops neat and tidy, his suit well-tailored to accentuate every perfect curve of his body. If he had not been so tightly wound, and my boss, and so much out of my league, he would be perfect. My eyes drifted to his. They were sky blue. No. He was perfect. I was the one who was a mess. 
 
    “Other than chasing flying werewolves? I hate to take you from your report—I see you’re quite engrossed—but would you mind joining me in my office?” 
 
    In your office. On your desk. What? Good lord, Clemeny. He’s your boss. “I, um, sure.” 
 
    “Very well,” he said with a nod. He placed his hands behind his back, and together, we headed toward his office. 
 
    I eyed the other agents as we went. Headquarters was unusually busy. There must have been at least four dozen agents in-house that morning, most of them at their desks working. Many of them looked up, giving Agent Hunter semi-annoyed glances. 
 
    Ah. They were here filling out reports too. No wonder it was so busy and so grumpy. 
 
    Agent Greystock had always let us slip a little, giving a little latitude where necessary—and sometimes even when it wasn’t. Agent Hunter, however, didn’t just go by the book, he might have actually written it. 
 
    “I reviewed your preliminary field notes. Plans for follow-up?” Agent Hunter asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I noted the marking on the balloon, and the airship had a distinct masthead. I’ll begin checking port records then asking some questions at the London and Edinburgh Towers. I need to see who knows what about this airship crew and is willing to talk.” 
 
    Agent Hunter nodded. “And you are certain that these were preternatural pirates?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. As we expected, they were wolves, sir.” 
 
    “How do you know? Were they shifted?” 
 
    “No. It’s all in the eyes. Werewolves always have a spark of red in the eyes. They can’t hide it. And, well, I was just sure. They aren’t doing much to hide it,” I said then pulled out my tablet, flipping to the sketch I had made of the sigil on the balloon of the airship. I handed it to Agent Hunter. 
 
    “The balloon emblem?” 
 
    I nodded. “And on the masthead of the ship was a wolf.” 
 
    Agent Hunter stroked his chin. “The Hammer of Thor.” 
 
    “The Hammer of Thor?” 
 
    He nodded. “The symbol is not just any hammer. This shape… It’s Norse. This is the Hammer of Thor married with the image of the wolf’s head.” 
 
    I smirked then shook my head. “Vikings.” 
 
    Agent Hunter looked at me. 
 
    “Just something one of the crew of the Jacobite said. He called them Vikings, not pirates. Their airship had an unusual, longship design. That, coupled with the wolf symbols—Vikings.” 
 
    Agent Hunter nodded. “Seems he was right.” 
 
    We arrived at Agent Hunter’s office. A craftsman was working on the door, removing Agent Greystock’s name. 
 
    “I have no doubt you’ll get a handle on your Vikings. I have reviewed your file, Agent Louvel, and you are a highly accomplished field agent. You and Agent Briarwood were quite the pair to be reckoned with. I understand Her Majesty awarded you a special commendation for your work in the recent Marlowe case.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Indeed, she had. I wasn’t much impressed with the bonus at the time—given I was nearly blind in one eye, a colleague was dead, and my partner had just quit—but I was able to buy Grand-mère a new bed with the extra coin, so in the end, I had appreciated the gesture. Her Majesty had even sent along a bauble, a silver and onyx broach, to honor my service. Quinn had been given one too. I didn’t know whether or not Agent Rose had also received any kind of recognition for her—and Constantine’s—part in the case. I hadn’t seen her since. 
 
    “Given how accomplished you are in the field, it seems foolish to have you wasting your time chasing down small details, interviewing people. I have assigned you a new partner, on a temporary basis, for this case.” 
 
    My stomach dropped to my feet. Oh. God. No. 
 
    “Your new partner can work on any minutia at your discretion. I have also sent word to my counterparts at Shadow Watch. That division’s aid is entirely at your disposal, including the Jacobite.” 
 
    “Thank you. And my new partner?” My mind quickly went down the list of people Agent Hunter might have paired with me. I grew increasingly despairing as I thought it over. This was not the right time to train a rookie. 
 
    Agent Hunter smiled, motioned to the workman who stepped aside, then we entered his office.  
 
    There, I found junior Agent Harper. 
 
    “I believe the two of you already know one another,” Agent Hunter said. 
 
    I breathed an audible sigh of relief. Okay, at least it was just Harper. But still. “Agent Harper, I’m surprised. I thought you wanted to work in—” 
 
    “In administration. I know. I’m going to try some field rotations. I thought… It’s just… I always admired you and Quinn. When the opportunity arose to work with you, I applied. I won’t get in your way, Clemeny. I promise.” 
 
    I chuckled. “It’s not me you need to worry about. Get your things, Agent Harper. We’re headed out now.” 
 
    “Out? Out were?” 
 
    “First stop, of course, is the big, bad wolf,” I said, turning to pass Agent Hunter a playful wink only to realize a stupid truth. I wink with my left eye. Instead, I made a strange, half-squinting but slightly flirtatious—yet ugly—face at him. 
 
    Agent Hunter raised an eyebrow at me but then chuckled softly, an honest and endearing smile crossing his face for just a moment.  
 
    It was the sweetest thing I’d seen with my one good eye all week. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3: Ragnarok 
 
      
 
    The sound of the squash ball hitting the wall was audible even before we slipped into the viewing box at the back of the court. The sport, which had never much appealed to me, was all the rage these days. When we opened the door to enter the viewing room, Agent Harper and I were surprised to find a pair of King’s College students inside. Deeply engrossed in one another, they didn’t even notice us. 
 
    I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Room’s taken, bugger off—” the gentleman began but then turned and looked at Agent Harper and me. 
 
    The moment he caught sight of our red capes, his expression changed. 
 
    He whispered to the girl then took her hand. The pair slipped past us, giving us sidelong glances and a wide berth. 
 
    “I’ve worn the cape for eighteen months. Still haven’t gotten used to being treated like a leper,” Agent Harper grumbled. 
 
    I smirked. “It’s better this way. Now we have the place to ourselves.” 
 
    “Fabulous spot for a cuddle though.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” I replied with a smirk, slipping inside. The viewer’s box was narrow and had a low ceiling. All in all, it felt a bit like a confessional. The place was congested, smelling heavily of dust and the wafting tang of sweat from the squash court. And just below that, I caught Lionheart’s musky scent. 
 
    I inhaled slowly, feeling the strange flush that came over me whenever Lionheart was around. I sighed. Seriously, I needed to find a man. 
 
    Much to my surprise, Agent Hunter and his honest smile passed through my mind. 
 
    A grin played on my lips. 
 
    “What is it?” Agent Harper asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Is that him?” Agent Harper asked, motioning to Lionheart. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I saw him just once before, but at a distance. He was talking to Her Majesty.” 
 
    I nodded then watched as Lionheart and Bryony Paxton moved quickly, volleying the squash ball back and forth, and trying to outsmart one another in the process. Bryony’s blond hair, which she’d pulled into a bun, was coming loose. Strands of golden hair trailed down from her temples. Her face was flushed red from the exertion, but she was smiling all the same. All in all, she looked very pretty. Happy, even. Very happy. 
 
    I sighed softly, my eyes going to Lionheart. I watched his moves. To my surprise, he wasn’t holding back—much. He probably could have hit the squash ball hard enough to make it explode, but as I watched his arm muscles flex, I realized he was using more strength just to control his lupine energy, keeping the match fair. But at the same time, Bryony was no slouch. Her hits were solid, slick, and sometimes, a little dirty. 
 
    They were actually well-matched. 
 
    Lucky girl. No wonder she looked so happy. 
 
    “He’s not so bad to look at,” Agent Harper whispered to me. “Especially in his fitness pants.” 
 
    Lionheart cast a quick glance over his shoulder. 
 
    “One thing you need to understand about werewolves is that they have exceptionally good ears.” 
 
    Agent Harper’s cheeks flushed pink, her embarrassment showing up quickly on her fair, peaches and cream complexion. It must be troublesome to be a redhead. They never seemed able to hide their blush on those pale cheeks. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I don’t think Sir Richard minds a lady noticing how firm he is,” I said with a grin, fully aware that Lionheart could hear. “Have you noticed his calves, for example? Have you ever seen such perfect specimens?” And, as I had hoped, my comment had thrown him off, distracting him from the match. 
 
    “Point,” Bryony cheered. “And, that’s match,” she added, her hands on her hips as she grinned at her partner. Her breath was ragged, but she was beaming at Lionheart. 
 
    “Are they?” Agent Harper whispered in an almost inaudible voice to me. 
 
    I looked at her then raised a playful eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, Agent Louvel, you’ve cost me the match. Why don’t you come out and join us?” Lionheart said, turning to the box. 
 
    Bryony’s brow flexed in confusion as she turned around. 
 
    I motioned to Agent Harper, and we exited the low door that led out into the squash court. 
 
    “Clemeny,” Bryony said, moving to greet me. “I’d embrace you, but I smell like an old sock,” she said with a laugh, pausing to kiss me on both cheeks. “Good to see you.” 
 
    “And you,” I said, then looked to Lionheart. “Sir Richard.” 
 
    “Agent Louvel,” he said with a smirk then cast a glance back at Agent Harper. “Agent Harper, correct?” 
 
    “I-um-yes. Pleased to meet you, sir.” 
 
    “How is Agent Briarwood?” Lionheart asked, turning away from Agent Harper. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Agent Harper frown at being ignored so easily. It would take time for Lionheart to get used to her.  
 
    “On his feet, which is about as much as we can ask for, for now.” 
 
    “Very good.” 
 
    “I have a couple of questions if you have time,” I said. 
 
    “And I’m sure you have the same questions even if I don’t.” 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    “I’ll go wash up. Meet you in the commons?” Bryony said to Lionheart. I cast her a glance, realizing that her cheerful smile had deflated somewhat.  
 
    “Sorry. Just business. It won’t take long,” I told her. While my heart thumped in my chest every time Lionheart beamed his smile—especially his smirky half-smile—at me, if Bryony Paxton had a claim to the werewolf’s heart, I would never do anything to disrespect that. I might really want someone of my own, but only a bitch—literally and figuratively—gets in between a woman and her man—er, werewolf. 
 
    Bryony nodded. She reached out for Lionheart’s hand and gave it a little squeeze then headed toward a side door. 
 
    Motioning for me to come along with him, Lionheart picked up Bryony’s racquet and headed toward the rack on the other side of the room. 
 
    I motioned to Agent Harper to stay behind. 
 
    “Quite unfair of you, Little Red,” Lionheart said as we crossed the court. “Now I have to pick up the tab for dinner.” 
 
    “Whatever are you talking about?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    Lionheart huffed a laugh. “Agent Harper then?” 
 
    “Trial period.” 
 
    Lionheart harrumphed again. 
 
    “Don’t think she’ll work out?” 
 
    “Perhaps you should guide her toward something else.” 
 
    “Are you offering me advice?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I mused. “Speaking of advice, perhaps you should tone down that wolfy smirk. Might accidentally make the woman who loves you feel jealous.” 
 
    “The woman who loves me?” Lionheart said, stopping cold. 
 
    Didn’t he realize? “Just a suggestion.” 
 
    “Duly noted. So, what can I do for you today, Agent Louvel? As far as I know, everything is quiet.” 
 
    “So it is, on the ground,” I said then pulled out my sketch of the airship. “It’s the aether I’m worried about.” 
 
    “Aether? Does Her Majesty have you chasing Valkyries?” 
 
    “Not quite,” I said, handing the sketch to Lionheart. 
 
    He slipped the racquets back into the rack then took the drawing pad from me. He studied the image. “Where did you see this symbol?” 
 
    “On the balloon of an airship prowling the North Sea.” 
 
    Lionheart grunted that low, quiet, and very werewolf-like noise that always surprised me. “These are mixed symbols. This is the Hammer of Thor,” he said, his finger tracing the sketch. “But this is the symbol of Fenrir,” he said, pointing to the wolf’s head on the pommel of the hammer. 
 
    “Fenrir?” 
 
    “Fenrir the wolf. Don’t you know your Norse mythology, Agent Louvel?” 
 
    “No, but I did save a bear named Loki once.” 
 
    Lionheart smirked. “Fenrir the wolf was the son of Loki. The Asgardian gods raised Fenrir. But when he grew too large, too dangerous, they chained him. During Ragnarok, Fenrir the wolf escaped. The wolf swallowed the sun and killed Odin himself.” 
 
    “That’s cheerful.” 
 
    “Clemeny, the Norse werewolf packs are not to be trifled with. The worship of the wolf is steeped deep within their culture and religion. Werewolves, such as Fenrir, were worshipped as gods. There was a time when there were nearly as many werewolves as there were men in their lands. That was part of the reason the Vikings were so strong, so successful,” Lionheart said then sneered. 
 
    “Viking werewolves. Fabulous.” 
 
    Lionheart handed my notepad back to me. “I’ll make inquiries.” 
 
    “I’m headed back to Scotland. Shadow Watch was kind enough to offer to ferry me through the clouds.” 
 
    “While I admire your abundant bravery, Little Red, don’t forget you can’t fly.” 
 
    “How do you know? Maybe I smell like roses because I’m secretly a Valkyrie. I might sprout some celestial wings and prevent the next Ragnarok.” 
 
    “Didn’t you just tell me not to flirt?” 
 
    “Who’s flirting?” 
 
    Lionheart laughed. “Be careful up there, Agent Louvel.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir Richard.” 
 
    With a nod, I turned and rejoined Agent Harper. The pair of us headed back outside. 
 
    “Well, seems Sir Richard hasn’t warmed up to me yet,” Agent Harper said. 
 
    “He will. Give him time.” 
 
    “I didn’t mind. The view from where I was standing was divine.” 
 
    I laughed. “Careful. Don’t forget, he bites.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4: The Dís 
 
      
 
    Per Agent Hunter’s advice, I sent Harper to the London airship towers while I headed in a different direction. Over the years, Quinn had managed to make a good network of informants. Most of them had come to trust me as well. Except Alodie. The bitch. When Lionheart took control, I’d suggested to him that Alodie be shipped off to Australia as well, but Lionheart disagreed—albeit reluctantly. The two of them had never gotten along. Her tarty ways might have been fine for Cyril, but they did not mesh with the morals of the Templars. Lionheart let her stay in London on the condition she close the brothel and stay out of the way. She’d agreed and had been quiet ever since. Her silence, however, did not convince me that she was to be trusted. After all, she had sold out Quinn. She denied it. But one expects that from a bitch. 
 
    Alodie would be no help here, but I knew someone who might. If she would talk. 
 
    Making a quick stop first, I headed across town to Canterbury Row. The street, which had once been fashionable, had fallen into disrepair. Sitting on the very edge of one of London’s dark districts, a place where the preternatural frequently roamed, the aura around the street seemed to keep the human patrons away. Still, small shops lined the place, most of which looked as if they hadn’t seen a customer in ages. 
 
    I paused outside the small bookshop and looked up at the sign: The Norns’ Eddas. The letters had been written in a font that looked more rune than alphabet. 
 
    I headed inside. 
 
    The bell above the door rang as I entered. 
 
    I was immediately overcome by the scent of old books, dust, and incense. 
 
    I cast a glance around. Everywhere I looked, I saw books, scrolls, and other odds and ends. Nearly unidentifiable skeletons sat under glass. I threw a wary eye at a handmade mobile that hung above the door. It was made of bones, black feathers, and mirrors. On the floor was a circle with runes drawn within it. 
 
    “I knew you were coming,” a scratchy female voice called from the back of the room 
 
    “Well, that’s easy to say.” I eyed the eerie circle then stepped out of it. It wasn’t intended for me. I headed toward the back of the shop. Tracing my fingers along the bookcase, I made a line of dust. I flicked the dust from my fingers. “Maid take the year off?” 
 
    There was a cackling laugh. “I like your jokes, Clemeny Louvel.” 
 
    “I’m delighted to hear that,” I said as I reached the back. There, a small flight of steps led to a raised platform. Bookcases lined the walls, but at a small table in one corner sat an ancient woman in an old velvet gown that was fraying visibly at the seams. She had long, curly silver hair that was a tangled mess. On the small table before her was an oil lamp, a yellow scroll, and a heap of bones. She gave me a toothy grin as she looked up at me with her rheumy eyes. 
 
    “By Freya, he did a number on you, didn’t he? You’re almost as blind as me,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    I huffed a laugh then climbed the steps to join her. 
 
    “Doesn’t have much to say about it now though, do you, Fenton?” I asked, patting the pelt. 
 
    At that, she laughed. “No, he doesn’t. Quite silent. Quite silent. You want me to call him up? We can ask him what he thinks,” she said, reaching for the pile of bones. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, thanks.” 
 
    “No, of course not. You’re not here for him. You’re here to find out about the son of Skoll.” 
 
    I took a seat. Thank the gods—hers, mine, whomever—that she was in the mood to talk today. There were times when Quinn and I visited the Dís only to find her sitting unmoving, unspeaking, for months. But luckily, not today. 
 
    “I’ll bite. Who’s Skoll.” 
 
    “Skoll chases Mani.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s not helpful.” 
 
    The Dís laughed. “Agent Louvel, you always say the funniest things.” 
 
    “I’m glad you think so.” 
 
    “Skoll and Hati were wolves, brothers, sons of Fenrir. Hati chased Sol, the sun, and became a man. Skoll chased Mani, the moon, and your enemies were born. I have seen you in the clouds, chasing the son of Skoll.” 
 
    Now we were getting somewhere. “Who is he? Where can I find him?” 
 
    The Dís pressed her lips together and hummed. She picked up the bones with her ancient hands and held them out to me. 
 
    “Bleed now so you will not bleed later,” she told me. 
 
    Sighing, I pulled my knife from my belt. Cutting my finger, I dripped blood onto the bones. For the briefest of moments, I could have sworn I saw a flash of gold. 
 
    The Dís laughed then tossed the bones on the table before her. She then dug into the pocket of her old gown and pulled out a feather. Moving slowly, she held it above her lamp until it smoked. She wafted the smoke over the bones, bathing them in the pungent air. She then began to intone lightly. As she spoke, her eyes rolled, revealing only the whites of her eyes. 
 
    Curious, I pulled off my eyepatch and looked at the bones. 
 
    “Yes, you look, Clemeny Louvel. You look with your new eye,” the Dís said then chanted some more. 
 
    I stared at the bones until my vision blurred and faded. An image appeared before me. It was murky at first, almost cloudy in the mist. I heard a raven caw, and slowly, an image came into view. It wasn’t just the vision I saw that made things cloudy. It was actually clouds. My eyes settled on a man who was standing at the prow of an airship. The massive wolf’s head on the masthead pushed through the clouds. The man stared into the distance, his eyes glimmering red. He had long, blond hair and his arms were covered with tattoos, including the Hammer of Thor married with the wolf’s head. 
 
    “Captain Skollson,” someone called from behind him. 
 
    The man didn’t look around. 
 
    “Zayde?” 
 
    The man frowned, looking annoyed. “What?” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. We found something interesting amongst the log of the Perceval. We thought you should have a look.” 
 
    The captain looked out at the sky. The airship moved out of the clouds, pushing into the clear blue sky. A cool wind whipped off the dark waves below. The captain closed his eyes, seeming to relish the breeze on his face. 
 
    “For Fenrir,” he whispered, then turned back to his ship. 
 
    The Dís snapped her fingers, and the image faded. 
 
    I looked up at her.  
 
    “Son of Skoll,” she said. “You see.” 
 
    “I do. But why is he here?” 
 
    “When one king’s reign ends, and a new reign begins, they will all test the mettle of the new ruler. The son of Skoll smells blood in the wind.” 
 
    “The changing of alpha,” I said. 
 
    She nodded. “He may be the first, but he will not be the last. Until the Lion shows his teeth, they will all come.” 
 
    “Wonderful. So I’m doing Lionheart’s dirty work.” 
 
    The Dís laughed. “And he hasn’t done yours?” 
 
    “True.” I rose. 
 
    “Did you forget my fee, Clemeny Louvel?” the Dís asked. 
 
    I smiled. “Of course not.” 
 
    Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a small box and set it on the table before her. 
 
    “Belgian or French?” 
 
    “French, of course.” 
 
    She lifted the lid, revealing the chocolates inside. The fine quality confections had set me back a day’s wages, but you get what you pay for. And the Dís’s fee was always worth the price. 
 
    “Felice Louvel has taught you well,” she said as her fingers waggled over the chocolates. “Excellent taste.” 
 
    I smothered a frown. After Fenton, I didn’t want any of them to know anything about my grand-mère. But at least the Dís wasn’t dangerous.  
 
    “Thank you,” I told her, pushing in my chair. 
 
    She inclined her head to me then took a chocolate from the box. “Raspberry,” she said, looking it over.  
 
    “What, you can see inside the chocolates as well? Prophetic about the taste?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    She laughed. “No, you stupid girl, there is a key printed on the inside of the lid.” 
 
    I looked at the box. So there was. I laughed. “Enjoy.” 
 
    “I shall. Be careful when you are north of old Hadrian’s wall, Clemeny Louvel. The son of Skoll travels with his fylgja. But when you need them, remember that the old ones will always shelter those with the right blood. Those like you.” 
 
    I turned and looked back at her. “And just what is a fylgja?” 
 
    She chuckled. “You’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Prophets. Always riddling,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “I’m no prophet. I am Dís,” she said with a laugh, her mouth full of chocolate. 
 
    Chuckling, I turned and headed outside. 
 
    Well, Zayde Skollson—and your fylgja, whatever that was—it was time for you to learn that this realm has teeth. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5: The Graveyard Shift 
 
      
 
    The agency airship lifted off from the roof of headquarters, ferrying Agent Harper and me to Edinburgh. 
 
    “Three sightings,” Agent Harper said as she settled onto the bench beside me. 
 
    Chewing my candied ginger, which I really should have bought more of when I stopped at the confectionary, I willed my stomach not to pay attention to the way the airship gondola rocked in the breeze. 
 
    “There have probably been more, but, of course, no one wanted to talk to me. I bribed a few people. Is that okay?” Agent Harper asked. While it was an honest question, her green eyes smiled mischievously. Maybe she was more suited to field work than she thought. 
 
    I nodded. “File them on form 71-B for a reimbursement.” 
 
    “71-B? On the expenses sheet? Seriously?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Agent Harper chuckled then turned back to her notes. “I suppose as long as I file my paperwork, Agent Hunter will be satisfied. All right, so there is a merchant vessel that ships Scotch between a distillery in the highlands and London. Your pirate airship has tried to catch them on two occasions. The airship is heavily armed but only got away by chance on both occasions. Once, due to a freak lightning storm, and the second time because the pirate ship retreated.” 
 
    “Retreated? That’s odd. All right, what else?” 
 
    “Now, the second story was from a pilot who runs transports. He’s a courier, quick trip chap, pilots an old racing airship. Of course, I don’t know if his tale is fact or fable, but he talked about the pirate airship like it was a ghost vessel. I don’t know. Maybe he just made up the story. It sounded too unbelieveable.” 
 
    “Well, we are talking about an airship full of werewolves. Could anything sound less believable?” 
 
    Agent Harper laughed. “You’re right. It was the bit about the ravens, I guess.” 
 
    “The ravens?” 
 
    She nodded. “The pirate said he was pretty high aloft when a flock of ravens suddenly surrounded his ship.” 
 
    “An unkindness.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “A flock of ravens is called an unkindness or a conspiracy.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Quinn,” I said with a smile, suddenly missing my old partner. 
 
    “All right. Well, an unkindness of ravens appeared. He also spotted the wolf masthead. I think it spooked them.” 
 
    “How did he get away?” 
 
    “Cut altitude and raced through a pass of rocks at sea level. He said he pushed the old racing ship to its limit, damaged the rudder in the process. They were at the repair tower.” 
 
    “Why would the pirate ship attack a courier? What was he carrying?” 
 
    “Yeah, he clammed up when I asked. He muttered something about the Earl of Derby, but wouldn’t divulge more.” 
 
    “I see. And the last ship?” 
 
    “Scottish craft. The crew was Shetlandic. From what I understood, they spotted the pirate airship near Fair Isle. They gave the ship a wide berth and escaped unscathed.” 
 
    “Fair Isle.” 
 
    “A tiny little isle in the Shetlands. Mostly uninhabited.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good place to hide out.” 
 
    “Exactly what I was thinking.” 
 
    “Well done, Agent Harper.” 
 
    She beamed a little. “Thank you, Clemeny. I was supposed to go on rotation next month with Cressida, but when I overheard some talk about assigning you a new partner, I jumped. I just… I hope I can do a good job.” 
 
    “So far, so good. No one’s dead yet, and we have a lead. Let’s see what they know at Shadow Watch, and we’ll go from there.” 
 
    “What about you? Any luck?” 
 
    “Some. I know the name of the man we’re hunting.” 
 
    Harper’s mouth dropped open a little before she caught herself. “What? How?” 
 
    “Well, we’ll get into the details of that later.” 
 
    “Okay, then who are we after?” 
 
    “His name is Zayde Skollson.” 
 
    Harper turned a page in her notebook and jotted the name down. “Norwegian,” she said as she tapped her pen on her journal. “Skollson… Son of Skoll. Wasn’t Skoll one of the Norse gods?” 
 
    “Apparently Skoll was a wolf.” 
 
    “Well, that makes sense.” 
 
    “You know your Norse gods?” 
 
    “A bit.” 
 
    “What’s a fylgja?” 
 
    “Fylgja? I have no idea. Why? Do you know what it is?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, that’s why I was asking you. Whatever it is, it’s probably going to try to kill us, so if we can figure it out first, that will be helpful.” 
 
    Harper laughed. “Noted. I also sent along a runner. I’ve secured us rooms in Holyrood House Inn so we can get some rest tonight.” 
 
    “Ah,” I mused then grinned at her. “Agent Harper, I have some very bad news for you.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “Werewolf hunters rarely sleep. And we never sleep at night.” 
 
    “Oh,” Agent Harper said then looked off into the distance. 
 
    For the first time, I saw her enthusiasm for the job dim. 
 
    I chuckled. “But I suppose I can let you rest for a few hours. From here on out, it’s the graveyard shift.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “Now, we may not sleep, but we do drink. After that terrible news, the first round tonight is on me,” I said, giving her a gentle slap on the back. 
 
    My stomach, however, reminded me that I needed to get back on the ground first before I started thinking of putting anything in my stomach. I pulled the brown paper packet of sugared ginger from my pocket and popped another confection. 
 
    Well, one thing was sure, I was most definitely motivated to get this case over and done with. I had never been so nauseated in all my life.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: Meat and Potatoes 
 
      
 
    Much to my relief, the airship arrived in port just as my sugared ginger had taken me as far as they could go. I consented to let Agent Harper check us in at Holyrood House Inn where my stomach could get a few minutes rest before the night began. 
 
    Holyrood House Inn was an old Tudor-style building along the Royal Mile not far from the airship towers. All in all, the place was quiet enough and clean. The maid led us upstairs to two adjoining rooms. I took the one that overlooked the street. It was always good to have options for a getaway. 
 
    “I spotted a pub down the way. Horse something. Meet you there in two hours?” I asked Agent Harper as she headed into her own room. 
 
    “All right. We’re expected at Shadow Watch whenever we’re ready.” 
 
    I nodded but didn’t say anything more. The agency always wanted us to report in here or file a report there. Shadow Watch, the Scottish Division, probably wanted to know what, exactly, we were up to. Agent Greystock had always been good about letting Quinn and me roam wherever we needed. We got the job done. That was all that mattered, in the end. Agent Hunter had been on the job for a couple of months now. He was a stickler for formality and procedure, but aside from making me fill out lengthy reports—which were really part of the job anyway—he hadn’t gotten in my way.  
 
    I entered my room. Aside from the tidily made bed, the narrow room had a dressing table, chair, wardrobe, and washstand. At once, I extinguished the lamp. It was almost dark. It wouldn’t do to have anyone glancing this way. I checked the wardrobe—never hurt to be safe—then looked out the window. 
 
    Edinburgh, like London, was a busy hub. Everywhere I looked, I saw horses, carriages, autos, velocipedes, and steambikes. But what was on the ground hardly mattered. It was what was up in the sky that was the real problem. 
 
    My stomach reminded me then that going back into the clouds was the last thing it wanted. 
 
    I flopped down on the bed. Pulling out my small pocket watch, I looked at the time. It was nearly seven. I closed my eyes. Once more, Agent Hunter came to mind. I remembered his slight, honest smile. Reaching up, I pulled off the eyepatch covering my mooneye. My fingertips lightly touched the scar on my face. I had been pretty. But now? I sighed. I closed my eyes and pushed the dark thoughts away. It didn’t matter how sweetly Agent Hunter had smiled. I was an inferior at work and a werewolf hunter with a mangled face. At this rate, I was going to have a hard time attracting even the likes of Pastor Frank.  
 
    Shut it, Clemeny. There’s got to be someone out there for you. 
 
    Even Lionheart had someone. I swallowed the jealousy that wanted to wash up in me when I thought of Bryony Paxton. Hell, if I couldn’t even win a preternatural, was there any hope? I closed my eyes and willed myself not to think on it anymore. I needed to sleep. It was going to be a long night. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I dozed off long enough for my stomach to recover. I woke feeling hungry and thirsty. My meal that day had consisted primarily of ginger. I needed real food. Lots of it. Dreaming of Scotch pie and a pint, I washed my face and headed out. Lingering by Agent Harper’s door, I heard her snoring loudly inside. 
 
    I chuckled. Agent Harper, who was a very pretty girl—petite, red-haired, green-eyed—snored like a lumberjack. From the sounds of it, she could use a bit more rest. Planning to return in a couple of hours, I left her at the inn then made my way down the busy street to The White Horse Pub. 
 
    When I entered, a few people gave me and my red cape a sidelong glance, but no one said anything. I found a seat at the end of the bar where I could keep an eye on the door. 
 
    “What will you have, lass?” the bartender asked, his voice thick with a Scottish accent. 
 
    I turned to find myself face-to-face with a brown-haired, brown eyed, beauty. From his square jaw to his massive biceps, he was a sight to behold. 
 
    “Your best stout and a Scotch pie.” 
 
    The bartender inclined his head to me. “Of course,” he said then whistled at another attendant, made a hand gesture, and turned to the tap. 
 
     “What was that?” I asked. 
 
    “What was what?” he replied as he began pouring. 
 
    “This,” I said, replicating the move he’d made with his hands. 
 
    He chuckled then set my pint down in front of me. The black liquid had a soft, caramel-colored head. Perfect. “Well, you almost had it right. But the way you did it, you ordered extra potatoes on the side.” 
 
    “Extra potatoes?” 
 
    The bartender nodded. “Johannes is deaf. We have a system for handling the kitchen orders.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, maybe I wanted extra potatoes.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I’m Ronald,” he said, inclining his head to me. 
 
    “Clemeny.” 
 
    “I don’t remember seeing you here before, Clemeny.” 
 
    “That line sounds tired. Want to try a different one?” 
 
    Ronald laughed. “All right. Don’t see many Red Capes in here. Up from London?” 
 
    “That’s better. Yes, I am.” 
 
    “And what is it, exactly, you people do? Aren’t you some sort of constable?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Tough job?” 
 
    “At times,” I said, tapping my cheek below my eye patch.  
 
    “Just another day on the job? What happened, tangle with a bear?” 
 
    “Wolf, actually.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said then gave me a wink. “One moment,” he said then turned and went to the small window that looked back toward the kitchen. He waved to someone then made another motion with his hands. After, he returned once more. 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow at him. 
 
    He grinned. “Anyone who takes on a wolf for the greater good of the realm is certainly deserving of a side of potatoes. On the house,” he said with a grin, and then went to wait on another patron. 
 
    My stomach, which had been doing nauseated flips all days, turned once more. But this time, with a strange, excited hope. Not two hours ago I had given up hope of love forever. A brawny Scottish tapster would work just fine, thank you. 
 
    As I sipped my pint, I suddenly became aware of a strange tingling in the palms of my hands. Scanning the room, I spotted a tall man at the very back of the pub. He was talking to a pretty girl who appeared to be part of an airship crew. I eyed him carefully, letting all my senses come to me. 
 
    Not a wolf. 
 
    But not a human either. 
 
    The man smiled at the girl, but he quickly passed me a look. 
 
    He had strange eyes. Even from this distance, I saw how they sparkled. They were not the mirrored silver of a vampire’s eyes. Nor were they the red of a werewolf. Too tall to be a goblin. Too well-built to be a ghoul. 
 
    The man excused himself from his pretty female companion for a moment and went to the bar at the other end of the pub. He spoke to Ronald, and a moment later, the tapster handed him two glasses of Scotch. To my surprise, the man crossed the room and came to stand in front of me. He set the drink down on the bar before me. 
 
    “Er ye lookin’ fer me?” He had a deep, thick accent and something about the way he rolled his words told me that whomever he was, he’d been around for a very long time. He eyed me warily. It suddenly occurred to me that he was deciding whether or not to murder me right then and there. 
 
    “Not unless you’re a werewolf.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Then we should be at peace. I dinna come fer trouble, Agent. Just fer a drink.” 
 
    “Same,” I said then lifted the Scotch. “I’m hunting flying werewolves. Any chance you’ve seen any?” 
 
    “Hmm,” the man said rubbing his chin. “Air is nary my element. But if I see any swimmin’, I’ll let ye know.” 
 
    I smirked. He was a kelpie. That explained the eyes. “Bit landlocked, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Not t’all,” he said then lifted his drink. “I’ll be swimmin’ soon enough.” 
 
    I laughed then inclined my head to him. 
 
    He nodded then clicked his glass against mine. We both drank. But as I did so, I felt someone else’s gaze on me. The girl the kelpie had been talking to was glaring daggers at me. 
 
    “I think you better swim back across the pub. Your sweetheart is getting the wrong idea. I assume you have no intentions of pulling her under.” 
 
    “Ne’er. Only und’r the sheets,” he said with a laugh. 
 
    I laughed. “Very well. Carry on. And who am I thanking for this drink?” 
 
    He inclined his head to me. “Eideard.” 
 
    “Thank you, Eideard. It’s was a mighty fine Scotch. I’m Agent Louvel.” 
 
    “Well met,” he said then inclined his head to me. 
 
    Looking around him, I waved at the girl who glared at me. 
 
    Eideard gave me a smile then headed back across the pub to the girl who had gone into a full pout. Her arms crossed, her gaze moody and distant, I marveled at her ability to so deftly shame a man while also looking stunningly beautiful. Maybe the reason I still didn’t have a beau was because I was decidedly unskilled in the art of the hunt. Werewolves? No problem. An eligible bachelor? Not so much. 
 
    Speaking of. 
 
    “Here you are,” Ronald said when he returned with my plate. The Scotch pie was sided by a massive heap of potatoes, and the entire meal was slathered in rich beef gravy. 
 
    “Heaven on a plate.” 
 
    “You haven’t even tasted it yet. How do you know?” 
 
    “I can just tell,” I said with a grin. 
 
    Ronald chuckled. “Nice to see a lady with an appetite,” he said with a smile, and then turned to wait on another patron. 
 
    My utensil heaped with a massive bite of potatoes and gravy, I paused. Wasn’t it Lord Byron who said that watching a lady eat was vulgar? Or was it Percy Shelley who’d said that? Twats both. I remembered thinking that comment the stupidest thing I’d ever heard. I looked at the potatoes. Okay, maybe I wasn’t as refined as Grand-mère might hope, but I was hungry. And I was on the job. 
 
    I stuck the bite into my mouth. Salty, beefy, and starchy. Divine. 
 
    I sighed then got lost in my plate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was on my third stout, which given I’d also had a Scotch, was one too many, when I realized that my level of flirtation with Ronald the tapster was getting quite ridiculous. I also realized that Agent Harper had never shown up. It was one thing to get distracted on the job because something was trying to kill you. It was quite another to get distracted by drink and bulging biceps. 
 
    I had just risen and was setting some coins down on the bar when Roland returned. 
 
    “Leaving?” he asked. I thought I heard some disappointment in his voice, but I wasn’t quite sure. My instincts invariably failed me in this department. 
 
    “Need to meet my partner,” I said, motioning toward the door. Assuming I hadn’t already left her to an untimely death while I was busy dreaming of snogging a handsome tapster. 
 
    He nodded then pushed my coins back toward me. “On the house. As thanks for whatever it is you do on behalf of the realm.” 
 
    I cast a glance back toward where the kelpie and his girl had been hovering. They’d already cleared out. Off for some swimming, I supposed. 
 
    I could do with a bit of swimming myself. 
 
    Smiling at Roland, I said, “Thank you.” 
 
    He inclined his head toward me. “It was nice to meet you, Clemeny.” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    “I… I’m here most nights.” 
 
    Don’t say something stupid. Don’t say something stupid. “Then I’ll be back for more potatoes.” 
 
    And you said something stupid. Well done. 
 
    He smirked. “Good.” 
 
    With a little wave before I said anything else wholly ridiculous, I headed outside. 
 
    Now, I had two problems to consider. First, I had very likely left Agent Harper behind to her certain doom. And two, I was the worst flirt ever. Seriously. Potatoes? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7: The Dark District 
 
      
 
    One should never, ever drink too much on the job. That was one of the first things Quinn told me. In general, I was more for tea than ale, but between the Scotch, the stout, and the allure of the tapster, I found my head was far too swimmy for my own good. I cursed myself as I headed back to the inn. My balance was still a bit off due to the eyepatch. I realized I was zigzagging down the street like the local drunk. Wonderful. I pulled off my eye patch and steadied myself. 
 
    The risk of being killed by a werewolf was not worth the flirtation. And besides, even when lusty images of Ronald the tapster came to mind, I found myself thinking about how getting involved in such nonsense would reflect on me. I didn’t want Agent Hunter to have any reason to think poorly of me. 
 
    Cursing myself for my stupidity, I headed back toward the inn. 
 
    The Edinburgh airship towers were alive with light. Ships flew in and out of the busy port. I stopped and eyed the markings on all of the balloons. No sign of Thor’s Hammer. 
 
    “You won’t find her there,” a voice called from the alley on the opposite side of the street. 
 
    At once, my stomach twisted with knots, and the palms of my hands prickled. 
 
    Hell’s bells, I had drunk so much my sixth sense was off.  
 
    I turned and looked toward the alley. To my surprise, with my mooneye, I saw a reddish glow surrounding the person—well, werewolf—leaning against the building. 
 
    I stared at the man. 
 
    Just as I had seen in my vision, he had long blond hair braided at the temples and an equally long beard. His tattooed arms were crossed on his chest. He wore striped pants and a heavy tunic. 
 
    “Why are you looking for me, Agent Louvel?” he asked. His voice was deep and dusky, thick with a Norwegian accent. 
 
    “Am I looking for you?” 
 
    “You’re looking for the Fenrir. I’ve seen you up there,” he said, tilting his chin toward the sky. 
 
    “Perhaps I am, Zayde Skollson.” 
 
    He paused. I could see from his expression that he was surprised that I knew his name. “Perhaps you’d better find something else to do. Keep your nose on the ground with the professor and out of the aether. We have our own business aloft, and it had nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “By business, I suppose you mean piracy,” I said, taking a step closer to him so I could see him better. I saw the glint of gold hanging from one ear. 
 
    He smirked. Why do they always smirk? “Just a hustle or two. Nothing to be concerned about.” 
 
    “Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong. Her Majesty was rather put out about her ship. And I really don’t like hearing of citizens ending up in the drink for a hustle.” 
 
    The werewolf stepped toward me. He really was a massive creature. “And what are you going to do to stop me?” 
 
    “Why, anything I can, of course.” 
 
    “Lionheart doesn’t rule the skies. There’s a different alpha in the aether. Fenrir is lord there, and I am his son. Stay away, or you’ll pay the price.” 
 
    I ran my hand across the pelt hanging on my belt.  “Funny. Fenton told me something quite similar. Didn’t you, old boy,” I said, patting the fur. “And we all know how that turned out.” 
 
    The werewolf’s gaze grew steely. “I won’t let you get in my way.” 
 
    “Then I guess we have a problem.” 
 
    The werewolf straightened then looked gravely at me. “It’s not worth dying over, Agent Louvel,” he said then quickly shifted form into a wolf. His fur was a light gold color. He looked at me, his eyes blazing red. A moment later, he turned and loped down the alley. 
 
    And like a fool, I went after him. 
 
    First, this was very likely a trick. Chances were good I was being led somewhere, presumably so I could be either killed or abducted. If not, I wanted to at least see where the werewolf had headed. If he wasn’t docking his airship at the Edinburgh towers, then where had he stashed his ship? Once again running in the direction of the monster—stupid, really—I headed into the alley. As I raced ahead, I pulled out my new night optic array. I slid it on and activated the device. A green light glowed, and a moment later, I could more easily make out shapes. The wolf darted down the street ahead of me. My head swam from the drink. 
 
    Foolish, foolish, foolish girl. Never again. 
 
    I grabbed my pistol. In my semi-inebriated state, if I carried my knife, I could very well fall on it and stab myself. All my senses in full alarm, I followed the wolf down the dark alley.  
 
    But Edinburgh wasn’t London. 
 
    Using the airship towers and Edinburgh castle on the hill as my benchmarks, I tried to keep my direction but quickly lost my way. Suddenly, I found myself at a juncture deep in the alleyways. I had no idea where I was, and I couldn’t see the castle anymore. Dimly lit streets trailed off in the cardinal directions. And in each alley, I spotted shadowed shapes.  
 
    Hell’s bells. 
 
    The wolf had led me into a dark district. All around me, I sensed the preternatural—and not just werewolves. Such places existed in London as well. Unless there was trouble, we Red Capes rarely entered such zones. If there was trouble, the alpha or other group leaders—such as they were—would handle it. Humans were persona non grata in such places. Maybe I could have gotten away with wandering through such a place in London without getting murdered due to my alliance with Lionheart—and the fact that I wore Fenton as an accessory—but I wasn’t in London anymore. 
 
    I skidded to a stop. My heart thundered in my chest. I watched as shadows moved down the alleyway toward me. My head swam. Inhaling deeply, I began to slowly back away only to trip over something massive and metal. Jutting sideways, I fell to the cobblestone, scraping my lip in the process.  
 
    I turned, my gun poised, to find a hulking metal creature with glowing yellow optics looking down at me. Standing beside it was a small, stoutly built man. He swore at me in a language I didn’t understand. He then activated the device in his hand. The hulking metallic creature lurked. The man and his monstrous automaton moved off into the darkness. 
 
    As I gazed down the alley, I spied ruby red eyes in the far distance. Much to my frustration, the image before me swam drunkenly. Foolish girl.  
 
    “Agent Louvel?” a voice said, a hand reaching down toward me. “Are ye tryin’ to die?” 
 
    I looked up to see the kelpie, Eideard, standing there. Taking his hand, I rose. 
 
    Eideard cast a glance down the alley. 
 
    “Looks like ye found yer wolves. But I suggest ye go that way,” he said, motioning behind us. “Even the Shadow Watch be not comin’ here.” 
 
    “I… Thank you.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I turned and looked back down the alley. The red eyes had retreated. 
 
    Damned wolves. 
 
    “Thanks again,” I told Eideard. “Watch yourself,” I said, eyeing the alley. 
 
    Eideard laughed. “Wee babes, these. But now ye owe me a drink.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. I smiled at him in thanks then turned and hurried out of the alley. 
 
    All right.  
 
    Okay. 
 
    Well, I had almost gotten myself murdered, but now I knew a few things. I confirmed the name of the airship—the Fenrir—and got a good look at Captain Zayde Skollson. I also learned a little of his intentions—to rule the skies. Very well. We’d be nipping that in the bud. 
 
    I also learned that there was at least one friendly preternatural in the city. But it seemed that Edinburgh was more ripe with problems than Shadow Watch let on. The taste of blood in my mouth and the throbbing of my sore, broken lip were also very poignant reminders that I wasn’t in London anymore. And that I had no business drinking more than three stouts while on duty. Or, at least, no more than two stouts but no Scotch. Or one Scotch and one stout. Ugh. 
 
    Now I just had to make sure that my drunken mishap hadn’t put my partner in danger. If I wanted to make a good impression on Edwin Hunter, it certainly wouldn’t do to get my new partner murdered on her first day on the job.  
 
    Edwin.  
 
    That was a nice name.  
 
    A smile danced across my lips followed by stinging pain. I rubbed the back of my hand across my broken lip, smearing blood on my skin. Good job, Clemeny. 
 
    I headed back to Holyrood House Inn, which was reassuringly quiet. Moving quickly, I went to Agent Harper’s room. The door was still locked. 
 
    I knocked heavily. 
 
    There was a rustle inside. I couldn’t tell if it was a good rustle or a bad rustle. 
 
    I knocked again. 
 
    More rustling but no answer. 
 
    I stepped back, preparing to bust down the door when the door suddenly opened. 
 
    On the other side, looking decidedly bedraggled, was Agent Harper. 
 
    “Clemeny? Did I oversleep?” she asked with a yawn. “Your lip is bleeding. What happened?” she asked as she pulled a dainty lace-trimmed handkerchief from her pocket. She handed it to me. 
 
    I pressed the heavily perfumed fabric against my lip. 
 
    “Get dressed. I’ll tell you along the way.” 
 
    “Along the way? To where?” 
 
    “To Shadow Watch.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: Shadow Watch 
 
      
 
    I sipped a cup of tea in the front parlor of the inn, trying to get my wits together, as I waited for Harper to get ready. What was it that Fenton had once said to me? That I was either really brave or really stupid? Yeah, perhaps that old werewolf was right after all. If not for the kelpie, I would have been in trouble. I’d have to remember to make good on my promise to buy that old stallion a drink. Of course, that would mean I would have to go back to the pub. Sounded like a good idea a few hours ago. Now, running the risk of ruining my reputation with my new boss by botching a job because I got tipsy flirting with a tapster seemed a lot less shiny and bright. I didn’t want Agent Hunter to see me like that. That wasn’t who I was. And I should have known better. 
 
    Quinn would have known better. He would have been there to kick my ass when I did something stupid like that, or at least watch my back after the fact. 
 
    Now I had Harper, who had been in bed asleep while I was out working the case. 
 
    Fabulous. 
 
    I sighed and sipped my tea. I couldn’t blame her. What did she know? She’d only ever worked in administration. This was her first case. 
 
    “Ready,” Agent Harper said as she stuffed papers into her satchel as she joined me. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked, eyeing up the documents. 
 
    “Just some notes. I was trying to triangulate the pirate attacks, see if I could figure out the location of their home base. I think I have it narrowed down. Let’s see if Shadow Watch will take us aloft for a look.” 
 
    Impressed, I nodded. “Well done.” 
 
    Agent Harper beamed a smile at me. “Thanks, Clemeny.” 
 
    Harper and I headed outside. 
 
    Checking my gun, I held it in hand as we headed down the street toward Edinburgh Castle. To my surprise, the weapon didn’t attract even a little attention. I kept an eye out as we moved. My head was coming back to rights after a spot of Earl Grey. Thus far, no tingly palms.  
 
    “So, I met the captain of the airship Fenrir,” I told Harper. 
 
    Agent Harper stopped in her tracks. “You found him?” 
 
    “He found me, more like.” 
 
    “Did he…” She pointed to my lip. 
 
    I laughed. “No. I tripped over the foot of an automaton being led by a dwarf.” 
 
    “Dwarf? No. Would have to be a gnome.” 
 
    “A gnome?” 
 
    “Little people of the hollow hills. They’ve been emerging, drawn by all the new technology. It seems their minds are quite sharp for it. Scary buggers in their true form, from what I’ve heard. They’re shifters. They appear human, but their true form is not remotely as cute. Did you actually see the creature?” 
 
    “Um. No. I did not.” 
 
    “And what about the werewolf? What did he say?” 
 
    “Bravado, bravado, bravado, death threat. Then tried to lead me into a trap in a dark district.” 
 
    “A dark district?” Harper replied, a nervous tremor in her voice. 
 
    “That’s okay. My white horse arrived in time to save me.” 
 
    “Who? Also, I think the saying is a knight on a white horse.” 
 
    “So it is, but I mean a white horse. Literally. A kelpie stepped in.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s…unexpected.” 
 
    “Anyway, this airship pirate thinks he’s the alpha of the aether, which was a new one for me. He’s either Norwegian or from one of the remote Scottish isles.” 
 
    “That fits with what Lionheart told you.” 
 
    I nodded. “Let’s see what Shadow Watch has to say, shall we?” 
 
    Harper nodded. “This way,” she said. 
 
    I knew that the Shadow Watch headquarters were located in Edinburgh Castle, so I was surprised when Agent Harper led me not toward the castle itself, but around its mountain base. Glancing back and forth from a note in her hand toward the rocky crag on which the castle sat, she led us to a single gaslamp at a jumble of rocks that remotely resembled a rough-cut stairwell in the cliffside. There, I noted the letters R. M. carved into the stones. 
 
    I scanned around, trying to sense anything nearby. I activated my night optic. There wasn’t anyone nearby. 
 
    “This way. Watch your step,” she said.  
 
    We headed up the cliff. 
 
    Feeling very grateful once more for Master Hart’s invention which showed the outline of the pseudo steps carved into the rock, I followed Agent Harper. We moved around a few jutting boulders and into a narrow pass. Ahead of us, we finally came across a very small, round metal door. It looked like the outlet for some kind of pipe. There was a wheel on the door, but when I grabbed it, it was stuck in place. I knocked on the thick panel. There was a hollow echo on the other side. The door had to have been several inches thick. 
 
    “It’s a false door,” Agent Harper said. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out a thin piece of metal. Under the moonlight, I could see that the metal had been punched with an elaborate array of holes. She eyed the round door. Noting a nearly invisible slot on the side of the door, she slipped the metal card inside. 
 
    Harper motioned for me to step back. 
 
    From somewhere inside, I heard a series of gears clang, and a moment later, the hatch opened. The metal card Agent Harper used popped out. Grinning, she took it, slid it back into her vest, and then motioned for me to follow her inside. 
 
    We entered the narrow passage. It was so low that I had to duck to follow Agent Harper. 
 
    Harper pulled a lever on the wall. The metal hatch closed behind us. The metal locks tumbled back into place. The door had locked itself once more. Everything went dark. 
 
    “Damn,” Agent Harper swore. “I thought a lamp would come on. You go on. You can see better with your optic.” 
 
    Groaning, I scooted around Agent Harper then headed down the narrow tunnel. “You know, I’m very sure they have a front entrance. This seems immensely impractical. Who gave you instructions on how to enter?” 
 
    “Someone named Agent Walsh.” 
 
    “And did you tell them you were working the case with me?” 
 
    “I… I’m not sure.” 
 
    I sighed. Some senior agents enjoyed messing with the rookies. When I first started, either Quinn stepped in or the other agents just decided I wasn’t a mark, but no one ever bothered me. But this was precisely the kind of prank I’d expect. And given Shadow Watch and the Red Capes had an ongoing rivalry, I suddenly had the feeling I was prey to a Scottish ruse. “All right. And where does this tunnel lead?” 
 
    “Keep an eye out for a ladder.” 
 
    “Good thing I have an eye.” 
 
    “Oh, Clemeny. I’m sorr—” 
 
    “Just kidding,” I said with a laugh then headed forward. “Seriously, they must have a front door. Next time, let me do the talking.” 
 
    “You think they were just messing with me?” 
 
    “Most definitely, yes.” 
 
    Harper harrumphed but didn’t say anything else. 
 
    Trying not to grumble under my breath, and bent in half, a position which my ginger-infused, stout-filled stomach did not enjoy, I worked my way forward. Sure enough, the narrow stone passage soon came to an abrupt end. There was a massive cavern before me and no way down. 
 
    “Um, the cliff of doom here,” I said. 
 
    “Look for a ladder on the cliff wall.” 
 
    I looked over the ledge. There, metal rungs had been worked into the cavern wall. I cast my gaze down. It was…far. 
 
    Sighing, I slid onto my belly then grabbed the first rung. “It’s a climb,” I told Agent Harper. “And whomever Agent Walsh is, I am already planning to do very, very bad things to him.” 
 
    “Clemeny…” 
 
    “Don’t. Say. Anything,” I said, but I had to chuckle. It was a good prank, but very evil at the same time. 
 
    As Harper and I climbed down, soft music came to my ears. I distinctly made out the sound of a pipe. The ghostly tune resonated throughout the cavern. 
 
    “The piper,” Agent Harper said. 
 
    “Piper?” 
 
    “Yeah, haven’t you ever heard the story of the piper of Edinburgh Castle? A young boy found the caverns underneath the castle. He went in to map them, playing a pipe as he went so people above ground could hear him. But then his piping mysteriously stopped.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying that’s the sound of a ghost I’m hearing?” 
 
    “No, Shadow Watch has a paleophone playing in the tunnels under the castle. It scares away anyone who gets too curious.” 
 
    “Splendid.” 
 
    “Their headquarters really are under the castle in the bedrock. I swear. That’s why I didn’t question the entrance instructions. I’m sorry, Clemeny.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Don’t worry. It’s not you I’m annoyed with.” 
 
    After a climb, we reached the cavern floor. I was surprised to see the flicker of a gaslamp in a narrow passage. Due to the way the tunnel bent, I hadn’t noticed the passage from above. 
 
    “There?” I asked Agent Harper. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    We headed across the cave and into the illuminated tunnel. Gaslamps lit the path. We wound through the darkness until we met with another metal door. Agent Harper pulled out another metal card, this one a bit larger, and slipped it into a slot. 
 
    We heard a chime on the other side. 
 
    After a few minutes, the metal door opened to reveal a wooden entryway that looked much like a formal waiting room. To my surprise, a woman sat at a desk working busily on some paperwork. She looked up at us. 
 
    “Names?” she asked primly. 
 
    “Agents Harper and Louvel, Red Cape Society. We’re here to meet Agent Walsh,” Harper said. 
 
    The woman’s lips twitched as she suppressed a smirk. 
 
    I gave Harper a knowing glance. 
 
    She winced. 
 
    The woman pulled out a clipboard and ran her finger along the paper thereon. She nodded to us. “Very good,” she said then pulled a lever on the ground beside her. 
 
    My legs shook as the room suddenly jerked. A moment later, the entire room spun on its axis, a move my ginger- and stout-filled stomach seriously disliked. A moment later, the room turned to reveal the underground headquarters of the Shadow Watch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9: Castle Rock 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Castle Rock,” the attendant said, waving for us to step into the room. 
 
    Stretched out before us was a massive workroom. Agents in their black and silver kilts worked at their desks or moved quickly to and from the offices off the main room. There was a spiral staircase at the center of the room, wide enough for four people, which extended beyond the ceiling of volcanic rock overhead. Agents hurried up and down the steps. 
 
    I pulled off my night optic and slipped on my eyepatch before anyone else had a chance to see me.  
 
    A squat man with broad shoulders, a bald head, and a massive mustache over a neatly trimmed beard crossed the room to greet us. 
 
    “Agent Harper?” 
 
    Harper nodded and stuck out her hand. “That’s me.” 
 
    “I’m Agent Walsh,” he said, shaking her hand.  
 
    “Ah, Agent Walsh. Junior Agent Harper told me it’s you we should thank for the instructions on how to enter Shadow Watch. Thank you for that.” 
 
    Agent Walsh smiled at me, his grin wide and toothy. “Agent Louvel. I only just learned Harper was accompanying you. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” he said then shook my hand. His grip was firm, but his expression was playful. 
 
    “Indeed,” I replied, giving his firm handshake an extra hard squeeze. 
 
    Agent Walsh laughed as he eyed the pelt on my belt. “Rumor is true then? I tangled with Fenton once. Nice to see he learned to mind his place.” 
 
    “All tricksters do in time,” I said, passing Agent Walsh a wink. 
 
    Agent Walsh grinned then let me go. “I’ll keep that in mind. Granted, I didn’t know who Harper was coming with when I sent along the, um, instructions. Now, this way, agents. Agent MacGregor is expecting you,” he said then led us toward the stairwell. 
 
    As I glanced around the room, I noticed that Shadow Watch’s headquarters were roughly half the size of that of the Red Cape Society. But the agents themselves struck me as looking more like battle-hardened warriors. It made sense. Shadow Watch tangled with some of the worst preternaturals in the land. Demons and other nasty buggers had a tendency to pop up beyond Hadrian’s Wall. And from what I’d heard, Agent Edwin Hunter was the most feared demon hunter in the realm. 
 
    Agent Walsh led us up the spiral staircase to the second floor. We emerged in what appeared to be the lower level of Edinburgh Castle. The walls and floors were covered in hardwood. Agent Walsh led us down a hallway to a door labeled with Agent MacGregor’s—Shadow Watch’s lead agent—name. This was the position Agent Hunter had previously held. 
 
    Agent Walsh knocked on the door. “Sir, Red Capes are here.” 
 
    “Come,” a voice called. 
 
    Agent Walsh entered, motioning for us to follow along behind him. 
 
    Agent McGregor rose to greet us. He was a tall man with thinning black hair and a hawkish expression. His eyes were an icy blue color. I gazed around the room. It hadn’t taken long for him to redecorate. The coat of arms for Clan MacGregor, paintings of ancestral castles, and a large portrait of Rob Roy MacGregor hung on the walls. 
 
    “Agent Harper and Agent Louvel,” Agent MacGregor said, looking from one to the other of us in turn, his eyes briefly scanning the eyepatch on my face. He motioned for us to sit. “So, what can you tell me about the menace I’ve got overhead?” 
 
    I sunk into the seat. “The airship Fenrir,” I said. 
 
    Agent MacGregor folded his fingers into a steeple and bobbed them gently against his lips. 
 
    “Wolves, of course. Painting themselves as Vikings. Managed to meet their captain a few hours back. Hulking beast, blond, lots of tattoos, very Norse. His name is Zayde Skollson.” 
 
    “Airship Vikings?” Agent Walsh said in surprise. “That’s a first. These days, nobody expects a Viking invasion.” 
 
    “No, they do not,” I concurred with a soft chuckle. “Apparently Zayde Skollson fancies himself the alpha of the aether.” 
 
    Agent MacGregor exhaled slowly as he considered. 
 
    “Sir, if Shadow Watch would be kind enough to take Agent Louvel and me back up, I have triangulated the airship Fenrir’s movements, and I believe—” Harper began. 
 
    “You encountered the airship captain. Here? In the city?” Agent MacGregor asked, cutting Harper short as he turned to me. 
 
    I stilled. Maybe it was the crawl through the tunnel or the post-stout headache that was forming, but the slight to Harper agitated me. I turned to my partner. “As Agent Harper was saying, she has triangulated the airship Fenrir’s movements. Once we go back up, we know where to hunt him.” 
 
    “I see,” Agent MacGregor answered. He kept his gaze firm, but it was clear he had not missed my cue. “We’ll make the arrangements for that. Very good, Agent Harper.” 
 
    “And yes, I did meet Zayde Skollson in the city. As one expects, he threatened my life, lured me into a dark district, then loped off. Typical posturing. All it means is that he’s nervous. And he should be. Agent Harper has leveraged us an advantage.” 
 
    “Yes. Well. I’m just surprised the scoundrel showed up here in the city. Agent Harper, where have you placed him?” 
 
    Agent Harper pulled out her map. “May I set this out?” she asked. 
 
    Agent MacGregor motioned for her to use a round worktable in the corner. Rising, we followed Harper as she laid out her map. “You see, I have noted the locations of the attacks. It seems that wherever their base is, it can’t be far from this area. They’re hunting the trade routes, but only within this circumference,” she said, noting a circle she’s drawn on the map. 
 
    I looked at the map. “What’s this?” I asked, pointing to a tiny green spot amongst the blue. 
 
    “Fair Isle,” Agent Walsh said. “In the Shetlands.” 
 
    “Isn’t that where the airship crew you interviewed in London spotted her?” 
 
    Agent Harper nodded. “We should scout this area.” 
 
    Agent MacGregor nodded. “Let’s see what we can find,” he said then turned to Agent Walsh. “Ask Captain Martin to take her up again. This time, more guns.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And Agent Louvel, do be careful poking around Edinburgh. Our dark district is a bit unsettled at the moment. Some shifts of power taking place. I believe you just went through the same kind of commotion in London.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. With the werewolves’ alpha.” 
 
    Agent MacGregor nodded. “I wish werewolves were our only problem.” 
 
    “Seems you do have a unique set of preternaturals in Scotland. I met my first kelpie tonight.” 
 
    Both Agent Walsh and Agent MacGregor became deathly still. 
 
    “What did you say?” Agent Walsh asked. 
 
    “I…I said I met a kelpie.” 
 
    “A kelpie? Where?” 
 
    “I met him at a pub. In fact, he saved my arse from a patch of trouble.” 
 
    Both looking astonished, the two agents looked from one another to me. 
 
    “He said his name was Eideard,” I added. 
 
    “And he lent you a hand? Did he know who you were?” 
 
    “Yes, he did. In fact, he bought me a drink at the pub. Though I think he was just trying to make sure I left him alone. Ran across him again in the dark district. The wolves didn’t seem very interested in tangling with him. Why? What’s the problem?” 
 
    Agent MacGregor shook his head in astonishment. “You, Agent Louvel, are fortunate to be alive.” 
 
    “But he’s just a shifter.” 
 
    “That he is, when he isn’t busy paddling around Loch Ness,” Agent MacGregor said then turned to Agent Walsh. “Let Ailith know her boy was spotted in the city. She needs to get him rounded up and headed back home before he upsets the balance of things worse than they already are. Christ, Eideard. Why now of all times?” 
 
    “From what I saw, it looked like he had an itch to scratch,” I said with a slight grin. 
 
    Catching my meaning, Agent Walsh chuckled. “That would do it. I’ll let Agent Monroe know, sir,” he told his boss. 
 
    Agent MacGregor nodded. “Very good, Agents. Agent Walsh will see to it you are aloft by tomorrow. Please let us know if you need anything else,” Agent MacGregor said then went back to his desk. 
 
    “This way,” Agent Walsh said then led us back into the main room. We went to a lift on the far side of the room. Once we stepped inside, Agent Walsh activated a lever, and the wooden wall panels closed behind us. 
 
    “Agent Walsh, are you telling us that Agent Louvel met the Loch Ness monster?” Agent Harper asked, unable to hide the astonishment in her voice. 
 
    Agent Walsh chuckled. “Indeed she did. Old Eideard is the oldest cryptid in the realm and stronger than any werewolf alive. And he hates us. Must have been something about you he liked, Agent Louvel,” he said then gave me a curious look. “Otherwise, you’d be dead. Lucky.” 
 
    When the lift came to a stop, it chimed, and the doors opened to reveal a narrow passageway which, from the look of the stone walls, carpets, and oil paintings, was on an upper floor of Edinburgh Castle. A well-armed castle guard stood waiting. 
 
    “See them out, George,” Agent Walsh told the guard standing there then turned to us. “Expect someone at the inn tomorrow. I’ll make the arrangements. And Agent Louvel, try not to unbalance the entire preternatural society in Scotland in a single night,” he said with a wink then tugged on a lever, closing the lift door behind him.  
 
    “This way, Agents,” the guard said. 
 
    “What was that about?” Agent Harper whispered to me. 
 
    “Which part?” 
 
    “You know, the bit about the shifts of power, the unbalanced society, and the… waterhorse. I thought they were going to faint,” she said then laughed. 
 
    I smirked. “So did I.” 
 
    Agent Harper shook her head. “First Lionheart and now that creature. You certainly have a way with them, Clemeny. I wonder why.” 
 
    “Like Walsh said. Luck, I guess.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Agent Harper mused. 
 
    I frowned. Eideard hadn’t seemed that bad. Wary, yes. Dangerous, perhaps. But hateful? Not to me, at least. Maybe it was the way I thought about the preternaturals that set me apart. I didn’t know about Eideard, but Sir Richard Spencer had once been human. Most of the preternaturals were, after all, just people. Just people who’d been modified. As such, they ranged from good to bad. Hell, even the vampire Constantine—wherever he’d gone—still had some of his humanity left in him.  
 
    However, I knew not all my colleagues saw them like that. Some only saw the monster. And many, like Cyril and Fenton, deserved it. But not all of them. 
 
    The guard led us through a series of hallways, behind a tapestry, through a narrow passage, across the kitchens, through a garden, and finally, to the front of Edinburgh Castle. 
 
    With a nod, he left us there. 
 
    Grinning, I looked at Agent Harper. “Told you they had a front entrance.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes at me, we turned and headed back into the city. That single exasperated gesture filled my heart with hope. Maybe this partnership would work out after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: Ginger Brew 
 
      
 
    It was around two in the morning when we finally returned to the inn.  
 
    “I’m going to go over my notes again. Want to join me?” Agent Harper asked as she unlocked the door to her room. 
 
    “Considering I didn’t have the luxury of a lengthy nap, I’ll pass.” 
 
    Harper scrunched up her brow. “Sorry, Clemeny. I—” 
 
    I clapped her on the shoulder. “No worries.” 
 
    “Thank you. And back at Shadow Watch, when Agent MacGregor brushed me off… Thanks for that too.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It was nothing. But next time, speak up. Show them the steel in your spine, and you won’t be sent down a cave tunnel again.” 
 
    Harper grinned at me. “Thanks, Clemeny. Goodnight.” 
 
    I nodded to her. “Goodnight,” I said then headed to my room.  
 
    Once inside, I went to the window and looked out. It was quiet on the street below. My sixth sense didn’t feel the unseen. I watched the few stragglers still meandering up and down the street. What, exactly, was unbalanced in Scotland that had everyone so on edge? Not my beat. Not my problem. 
 
    Pulling off my cloak, I tossed it on the corner of my bed then sat down at the dressing table. I looked in the mirror. Leaning in, I inspected my split lip. The wound had sealed, but the lip was puffy and discolored. I pulled off my eyepatch and set it on the table. Sitting back, I took a long look at myself. I wasn’t sure how, but when Fenton had scratched me, he had also damaged the roots of my hair. My previously black hair was now streaked white. Three long scars went from my hairline, across my face, and onto my cheek. 
 
    I looked at my mooneye. There was no color left, just white. I was lucky that I could still see something, even if it was only shadows. But still. The truth was, I’d been disfigured. The girl in the mirror, one I barely recognized as myself, was a mess. 
 
    Sighing, I rose and went to the bed. Pulling off my silver vambraces, I lay down. My head on my pillow, my dagger in one hand and a pistol in the other, I willed myself to sleep, reminding myself that I’d be aloft tomorrow once more. 
 
    And I was almost out of candied ginger. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was still early when Captain Martin arrived the next morning. The fog had barely lifted off the streets and the lamplighters were working their way down the Royal Mile. 
 
    Reluctantly, I got myself ready then joined Agent Harper and Captain Martin who were already waiting downstairs. 
 
    “G’morning, Agents. We’re docked at the towers,” Captain Martin said, motioning to the Edinburgh Towers. “Ah, Agent Louvel, I have something for you. My wife sent it along.” 
 
    “Your wife, sir?” 
 
    Captain Martin smiled. “I told my wife I finally met someone who gets more airsick than her. When she heard I was taking you back up, she told me to bring you this,” he said, handing me a flask. 
 
    I took it. “What is it?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know for sure, but I do know my house smelled like mint and ginger while it was brewing. The cat sneezed all night long. She said to tell you to sip it as needed.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Please give your wife my thanks.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    As we walked, I opened the lid on the flask and gave it a sniff. The strong scents of ginger, mint, and other herbs assailed my nose, making me wince. I took a small sip. The concoction was so strong my sinuses cleared at once. 
 
    I pushed the flask toward Harper. She lifted it and took a sniff. Handing it back, she shook her head no so violently I thought she might hurt herself. 
 
    Once we arrived at the airship towers, we took the lift up. Maybe it was just the anticipation of being aloft once more, but I could already feel the unsteady sway as we made our way down the platform toward the Jacobite. When we climbed aboard the airship, it became clear that Agent MacGregor’s request for more guns had been heard loud and clear. This time, it seemed, we were travelling with a small army. 
 
    I grinned, wondering what Quinn would think about this turn of events. No doubt, he would have complained about them getting in the way. But Quinn never had to chase werewolves through the sky before. 
 
    Agent Harper went to the wheelstand and spoke to Captain Martin. Not long afterward, the airship lifted out of port and headed north. 
 
    I found a spot near the prow of the ship. Hanging on to a rope, I tried to reassure my stomach that Mrs. Martin’s brew was going to work wonders. 
 
    “We’re headed toward Fair Isle,” Harper said when she joined me. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Clemeny… What will we do if we find them? I mean, what did you and Quinn usually do?” 
 
    “We arrested them if we could.” 
 
    “And if you…if we can’t?” 
 
    “And if we can’t?” I patted the pelt on my belt. “What do you say, Fenton?” 
 
    Agent Harper laughed nervously but didn’t say anything else. I had a feeling that very soon I’d see what Harper was made of.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11: DogFights 
 
      
 
    Captain Martin took us up into the clouds. The ride north was uneventful, but when we finally passed over the shore and began flying above the waters north of Scotland, an uneasiness washed over me. And it wasn’t my stomach talking. 
 
    My sixth sense came alive. 
 
    They were there. Somewhere. 
 
    Keeping us hidden amongst the clouds, Captain Martin cruised into the area frequented by the airship Fenrir. The massive airship Jacobite had three propellers, one on each side and one below. The captain instructed his crew to run with only the lower propeller going. It cut the noise significantly. We drifted through the clouds, watching and waiting. 
 
    I stared out into the dense cloudbank. 
 
    We cruised around slowly, Harper using her map as a guide. She’d already identified the most popular shipping and trade routes north. The Viking ship had been lingering around the edges, looking for anyone on which to prey. 
 
    In the distance, I saw a shadow of another ship moving through the clouds. 
 
    I snapped my fingers and pointed. 
 
    The captain lifted his spyglass. I pulled out my tinkered optic and slid it on. Dropping down the magnification lens, I looked out. 
 
    It wasn’t him. 
 
    I looked back toward Captain Martin who shook his head, confirming my assessment. 
 
    A moment later, a raven appeared from somewhere deep within the cloudbank. It circled around the Jacobite. Alighting on a rope, it cawed then flew off in the direction of the other airship. Soon, other black-winged birds appeared, following the first to the vessel off the starboard side. The entire unkindness of birds circled the other airship. 
 
    A sick feeling knotted my stomach. I switched my lens on my optic into night vision mode and looked all around. 
 
    The palms of my hands itched. 
 
    There, moving slowing under the cloud cover, I spied the shadow of a massive wolf head at the prow of an airship. And onboard, glowing red eyes. But they weren’t watching us. I wasn’t even sure if they’d seen us at all. They were moving in slowly, propelled by momentum, toward the second ship. It was like watching a predator stalk its prey. 
 
    “Hell’s bells.” I turned and ran back to the captain.  
 
    The entire crew turned to watch me. 
 
    “There,” I whispered, pointing toward the dense clouds. “They’re hiding in there.” 
 
    Harper followed my gaze, squinting to look. 
 
    The captain lifted his spyglass. “Like shadows,” he whispered then a moment later, he signaled to his crew. 
 
    The men readied their guns. Crewmen rushed belowdecks. 
 
    There was a click as the second and third gears in the galley turned on. 
 
    Captain Martin motioned to the balloonman. 
 
    Hot air hissed as the balloon filled. The airship lifted quickly, my stomach flipping along with it. 
 
    The Jacobite rose out of sight moments before the airship Fenrir launched her attack on the unsuspecting merchant vessel. There were shouts and screams as the Viking warship attacked. Through the misty air, I could hear Skollson barking orders. The merchant ship picked up speed as it tried to escape, the Fenrir racing up alongside her. Damn, that ship was fast. 
 
    The Jacobite turned slowly.  
 
    “Ready the guns,” Captain Martin called. 
 
    The Jacobite turned, aligning herself with the other ships. 
 
    The captain grabbed the rope that led to the signal in the gear galley. 
 
    “Now,” Captain Martin called to his crew, yanking on the line. Below, a bell rang. A moment later, the Jacobite shot off in the direction of the Fenrir and her prey, the Jacobite’s guns at the ready. The captain steered us toward the confrontation. 
 
    Orange gunsmoke lit up the clouds as the airship Fenrir attacked the merchant vessel. Captain Martin sped toward them, but we were still hiding aloft. Once we neared the fray, Captain Martin motioned to the balloonman who yanked open the flap at the top of the balloon. The airship quickly started to sink. 
 
    Grabbing on to a rope, I inhaled deeply as my stomach heaved. With many, many blessings heaped on Captain Martin’s wife, the contents of my stomach stayed in my stomach. 
 
    Once again, a raven flew near our ship. 
 
    This time, however, it cawed loudly. The entire unkindness of birds headed toward us. 
 
    Steadying myself, I rushed to the front of the ship. The merchant vessel was moving fast, trying to outrun the Fenrir, but the Viking ship had already pulled up alongside her and was edging in to tether to the second ship. 
 
    When the Jacobite descended from the clouds, I heard shouting from the Fenrir. 
 
    A moment later, Zayde Skollson appeared at the stern. 
 
    Standing at the front of the ship, my red cape swirling around me, I waved to him. 
 
    The werewolf’s eyes flashed red.  
 
    He shouted something over his shoulder, and at once, the Viking ship began to disengage. Looking angry, he turned and stalked back onto the deck of his ship and out of sight. 
 
    “Starboard side. Guns ready,” Captain Martin shouted. 
 
    As the Jacobite approached the Fenrir, the Viking ship turned in an effort to make a hasty getaway. 
 
    “Fire,” Captain Martin shouted. 
 
    Guns blasting, I heard the wood on the gondola of the airship Fenrir crack. Moving quickly, the airship turned and headed back toward the cover of the thick clouds. The propeller at the back of the Viking airship came up to speed, and a moment later, the airship sped away from the Jacobite’s assault. 
 
    Captain Martin began to make chase. “Speed. We need more speed,” he called to the gear galley. 
 
    Two men toting long-range guns raced toward the front of the airship and continued the barrage.  
 
    Despite the fact that the gears below were turning rapidly, we quickly lost pace. I watched as the Fenrir slowly disappeared back into the clouds. 
 
    “Dammit! We’re losing him. More speed,” Captain Martin barked. 
 
    The Jacobite lurched then moved ahead. 
 
    But not quickly enough. 
 
    The lightweight Fenrir, far more agile than the hulking Jacobite, disappeared. 
 
    As it did, the ravens followed along behind it. 
 
    “They’re using the bloody birds as scouts,” I said, turning to Agent Harper who nodded. 
 
    “Clever pirates,” one of the crewmen standing nearby grumbled. 
 
    “Not pirates. Vikings,” Harper said with a smirk. 
 
    Clever, clever Vikings. 
 
      
 
      
 
    We spent the rest of the day hunting the Fenrir, but it was no use. The airship had retreated. 
 
    “Take Harper and me to the port at Thurso,” I told Captain Martin. “We’ll go by sea to Fair Isle.” 
 
    “By sea?” 
 
    I nodded. “The Jacobite can head back to Edinburgh. We’ll return to the city tomorrow or the day after.” 
 
    “But Agent Louvel—” 
 
    “No offense, Captain Martin. You’ve done all you could here. The Fenrir is too fast for the Jacobite. I’ll flush him out my way.” 
 
    “Of course, Agent,” Captain Martin said, and the airship turned, heading back toward land. 
 
    “You have an idea?” Agent Harper asked me. 
 
    I nodded. “He knows we’re looking for him aloft. So, let’s go find him where he isn’t expecting us.” 
 
    “On the ground?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “And then… Well, we’ll see.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12: Thurso 
 
      
 
    The airship port at Thurso was rudimentary, to say the least. The northern village had been occupied since the days Thorfinn the Mighty terrorized the seas. Today, it was filled with fishermen, villagers, and drunks. 
 
    But the local pub was always the best place to find gossip and a charter. To our luck—or was it a detriment? From the smell I wasn’t sure—there was a pub not far from the airship tower where the Jacobite had left us.  
 
    “Come on,” I told Harper, leading her to The Salty Mermaid which sat on the cart path between the airship towers and the seaport. Thurso was decidedly unmodernized. It might as well have been the eighteenth century here. 
 
    We headed inside The Salty Mermaid. Grabbing a table that had a good view of both the back door and the front, Harper and I slid into our seats. 
 
    The barkeep whistled at a girl who’d been washing cups, motioning for her to wait on us. 
 
    “Ale, misses?” the young girl, who was about twelve or so, asked. 
 
    “What do you have to eat?” I asked. 
 
    “Fish and chips. Kidney pie. Plowman’s platters.” 
 
    “Fish and chips,” Harper said. 
 
    “Same,” I added.  
 
    “And two stouts?” Harper said, looking at me. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, no, no. Have tea?” 
 
    “No, but I have water,” the girl said. 
 
    “Water it will be then. One stout, one water.” 
 
    The girl nodded then headed back. 
 
    I cast a glance around the room. Fishermen, airship crews, and other workers filled the busy pub. Suddenly, I wished I had Lionheart’s ears.  
 
    “Always take a seat where you can see the exits,” I told Harper. “Don’t just watch who is already in the room, keep an eye on who is coming, going, and how you can get the hell out in a hurry.” 
 
    “Front door. Back exit,” Harper said, motioning with her chin. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know.” 
 
    I motioned to the window. “There’s always a way out if you really need one. Did they give you a gun?” 
 
    She nodded then tapped the satchel she always wore strung around her body bandolier style. 
 
    “Take it out. Wear it on your belt. If you need to pull it in a hurry, you won’t have time to drag it out of your reticule,” I said with a wink. 
 
    “Hey, this isn’t a reticule. It’s a journeyman’s satchel. And it was a gift.” 
 
    “It’s a very nice satchel, I don’t disagree. But not for carrying a weapon,” I said then eyed the leather bag more closely. Someone had taken great care to purchase the bag for Harper. The initials E. H. surrounded by a nice filigree were burned into the leather. “Harper, what’s your first name?” 
 
    “Elaine.” 
 
    I nodded. “Elaine.” 
 
    “And who, Elaine, gave you such a nice satchel?” 
 
    Harper shifted nervously. “A friend…at the Society.” 
 
    The barmaiden returned with the drinks. Harper snatched hers straight away, relieved to find an excuse not to talk more. But now my curiosity was piqued. I leaned back in my seat and sipped my water. I didn’t remember Harper ever spending time with any of the male agents. Well, except for Agent Hunter. The idea that Hunter was the mysterious gift giver suddenly made me feel very jealous. I looked at the satchel once more. It was relatively new. I frowned. 
 
    “Did you ever meet Allan Quartermain?” Agent Harper asked, her voice light and a little nervous. 
 
    Allan Quartermain, who had a reputation as a big game hunter and royalist, was frequently in Africa on behest of Her Majesty. And unbeknownst to most, it wasn’t lions Quartermain was hunting. He was head of the small division that dealt with the preternaturals in the colonies, a job I would wish on no one. But the young agent had a keen eye and good sense for the job. I’d never been introduced to him, but I’d seen him once or twice while he was in the office before heading back out to the field. 
 
    “No, but I know him by reputation.” 
 
    “We’re childhood friends,” Harper replied. “He gave me the satchel before he left for Africa again,” she said then sipped her drink. 
 
    There was a tinge of sadness in her voice. I sensed a lot of unspoken story there, and despite my curiosity, one that didn’t need me digging around into it. 
 
    I smiled. “Well, it’s a nice bag, but put your gun on your belt. Quartermain would never forgive me if I let you get shot. And something tells me I don’t want a man who can shoot me from two miles away on my bad side.” 
 
    At that, Harper laughed then pulled out her pistol and slipped it into her holster. 
 
    Once again, the girl returned. This time, she had two heaping plates loaded with fried fish and chips. My stomach growled hungrily at the sight. Rising, I took the plate from the girl’s hand, popping a burning hot chip as I sat back down. “Thank you,” I told her through bites. Despite the pain, the lure of salt, oil, and potatoes was too much to deny. I took another bite, burning my tongue in the process. 
 
    Harper looked at me, smirking as she gently laid her napkin across her lap. 
 
    Seems I’d been working with Quinn far too long. But then again, Quinn also had better table manners than me, despite Grand-mere’s repeated attempts to teach me. 
 
    “What? I’m hungry,” I said, grabbing another chip. The tavern girl chuckled. 
 
    “You’re going to burn your fingers,” Harper told me then lifted her fork and knife. 
 
    “Already burned my tongue,” I said with a laugh then grabbed my fork. 
 
    “Anything else, misses?” the girl asked. 
 
    Harper shook her head. 
 
    “We need a ferry. Who do you think would talk to us?” I asked the girl. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder, scanning the room. “In the corner by the cabinet. Try them. Let me know if you need anything else,” she said then headed back behind the bar. 
 
    I noted the table the girl had mentioned. There, an ancient man and woman sat nursing their cups. Both looked half-asleep, and from their clothes, very hard up. The girl’s instincts were right. The other men in the room would gossip, ask questions, or be too paranoid to take us anywhere. The old couple? They looked like they could use the coin. 
 
    I turned back to my food, scarfing it down as quickly as I could. The batter in which the fish had been cooked had pools of hot oil that burned my mouth, but the pain was so worth it. Grand-mère had raised me with a snobbish love of French cuisine, but nothing could shake my taste for salty and oily pub food. 
 
    Once I was done, I looked at Harper who still had half her plate. 
 
    She stared at me.  
 
    I winked, washed the meal down with my water, then crossed the room to talk to the old man and woman. I pulled up a seat beside their table, the legs on the chair squeaking. They both looked up at me. 
 
    “My partner and I are looking for a charter,” I told the old couple. 
 
    They were an ancient pair. The old man had tattoos on his arms and face, but they had long since faded. The old woman had long silver hair and light-colored eyes. There was something decidedly unusual about them. They were human, kind of. Maybe it was the glow of the otherworld on them, the nearness of death, or perhaps it was something else, but they were off. 
 
    “To where?” the man asked. His accent was so thick, I could barely make out his words. 
 
    “Fair Isle,” I said in a soft voice so the nosey barman wouldn’t hear. 
 
    “Lots of isles hereabout. You sure you want that one?” the woman asked. To my surprise, she smirked at me. 
 
    “Do you have a better suggestion?” 
 
    “I do. Probably best we don’t go out now though. Too close to nightfall.” 
 
    I leaned back in my seat and folded my arms across my chest. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    The old woman winked at the man sitting across from her. “The ravens tell me North Ronaldsay would suit better. Wouldn’t you say, love?” 
 
    “Oh, aye.” 
 
    I looked from the man to the woman. I grinned. “All right. Shall I meet you at the port in the morning then?” 
 
    “Aye,” the woman said. 
 
    “Aye,” her companion agreed. 
 
    “Your ship’s name?” 
 
    “The Boudicca,” the woman replied. 
 
    “Very well. Thank you,” I said then rose. 
 
    Odd. Definitely odd. 
 
    I turned and motioned to Harper that it was time to go. Harper dropped some coins on the table then we headed outside.  
 
    “We’ll go in the morning,” I told her. 
 
    “That’s fine. But where are we going to sleep tonight?” 
 
    “What, you don’t have your standard issue bedroll in your fancy journeyman’s satchel?” 
 
    “What? You mean to say we’re going to sleep outside? Clemeny, I don’t think…” 
 
    I laughed. “No, we’re not. There is an inn down the way.” 
 
    “Are we safe here though?” 
 
    “No,” I said with a chuckle. “God knows what strange buggers are lurking about. And then there are the preternaturals.” 
 
    Harper chuckled. “Oh.” 
 
    I wrapped my arm good-naturedly around her shoulder. “Well, at the very least, we aren’t out in the savanna hunting lions like Quartermain.” 
 
    “You know those aren’t really lions, right?” 
 
    “I do. And whatever bogeys he’s chasing, I’m just glad it’s not me.” 
 
    Harper laughed. “Same.” 
 
    And with that, we headed toward the dilapidated building at the edge of town aptly named The Seawolf. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13: North Ronaldsay 
 
      
 
    As soon as the sun had risen, Harper and I headed to the port where we found the old couple already waiting. With less than a dozen words spoken between us, we set sail for North Ronaldsay. 
 
    I eyed the old couple carefully. In truth, I knew little of Scottish folklore. These two were a curious pair. My palms didn’t itch when I was around them, but still, there was more to them than met the eye. 
 
    “What is it?” Harper asked as she sat down alongside me. 
 
    “Probably nothing. Just wondering about them,” I said, passing a glance at the couple. 
 
    “They are curious. The man’s tattoos… The symbols are old. Celtic. Possibly druidic.” 
 
    “But I thought the druids were hanging around Stonehenge.” 
 
    “They aren’t always hanging around Stonehenge. Have you ever been there? There’s nothing there but the stones, some mounds, and a big, windy field. I haven’t seen those symbols before except on standing stones.” 
 
    I pulled off my eyepatch and looked at the old woman. There was a shimmer around her shape, a swirl of silver light. And around the old man, a shine of green and gold. Druids. Well, that was a new one for me. 
 
    I turned and looked at Harper. 
 
    She stared at me, her eyes on my mangled face. She swallowed a gasp. 
 
    “Yeah, bloody awful, isn’t it?” I said, touching the still-tender skin. 
 
    “I didn’t know… Your eye. It’s a mooneye.” 
 
    I nodded. “Pretty, isn’t it?” 
 
    Harper gave me a sympathetic smile. “Can you see at all?” 
 
    “Silhouettes.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I shrugged then pulled my eyepatch back on. “It’s all right. He went after my grand-mère. Couldn’t let that happen. I got the better of him in the end. Bloody werewolf.” 
 
    To my surprise, the man and woman chuckled, but neither said anything to me. Working deftly, they guided the ship across the dark blue waves and into port at the northernmost Orcadian island. 
 
    Once the ship was tied up, Harper debarked, and I went to the couple. “Thank you,” I said, handing them payment. 
 
    The woman gently pushed my hand back. “Go chase the devils out of my country, Clemeny Louvel.” 
 
    “I… How did you…” 
 
    She chuckled. “Blood knows blood. Be safe.” 
 
    I looked from her to the old man. He touched his fingertips to his forehead. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told them. 
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
    Once I debarked, the pair unlashed the ship then set sail once more, guiding the vessel back out to sea. 
 
    I headed down the dock and joined Harper. What did she mean, blood knows blood? What kind of blood? Was she talking about the druids? What did I have to do with the druids? 
 
    Frowning, I joined Harper who waited for me at the end of the pier. 
 
    “Okay, now what?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, first, how big is North Ronaldsay?” 
 
    “Oh, a couple miles around, I suppose.” 
 
    “Population?” 
 
    “Less than one hundred, maybe?” 
 
    I nodded. “Won’t take long then.” 
 
    “Long to do what?” 
 
    “To find out if there is anything weird happening here.” 
 
    “Aside from the mysterious ship Boudicca?” Harper asked, looking back out to sea. 
 
    “Yeah, aside from that.” 
 
    “All right. Let’s go chat with the locals,” Harper said then shifted her journeyman’s satchel, adjusting her belt so her pistol was readily at hand. 
 
    I grinned at her. Maybe she was going to work out after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long to “talk to the locals.” Just about everyone we met had a story to tell about the strange lights and noises in the caves on the far side of the island, stories of missing livestock, and the appearance of some rough looking men in the village. The crew of the airship Fenrir, it seemed, was doing an abysmal job of keeping a low profile. 
 
    After getting some directions, Harper and I set out to investigate. We headed across the wind-swept landscape to the western side of the island where a series of coves and caves dotted the seashore. Following the cliff, we soon spotted a cove where a single airship docking station had been built. There, the airship Fenrir sat tethered. 
 
    Harper and I approached the site carefully. We stayed on the cliffside above the port. It seemed that the crew was using the caves as a makeshift base from which they were launching their attacks. 
 
    “We need to stay downwind,” I told Harper, lifting a few blades of grass and dropping them in the air. “They have good noses.” 
 
    “Oh. Wonderful.” 
 
    “Hey, you wanted to try out this beat.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “What do you think so far?” 
 
    Harper chuckled. “Well, no one’s tried to kill me yet, which is a good sign. 
 
    “The day is still young.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s not the daytime I’m worried about.” 
 
    “Smart.” 
 
    We stayed low as we approached. Lying on our bellies in the grass, we surveyed the scene. Harper pulled out her spyglass while I used my magnification lens. 
 
    “It’s quiet,” Harper said. “Just a few people milling about the cave.” 
 
    I scrunched up my right eye so I could look out the left. Everything was shadowy, but I was able to see the glow of the preternatural all around the airship. Opening my eye, I looked once more. 
 
    “There. On the ship. That’s the captain, Zayde Skollson,” I said. 
 
    “That blond brute?” 
 
    “Alpha in the aether.” 
 
    “But alpha of how many? One ship or more? You suppose he’s a lone wolf? We should contact Oslo,” Harper suggested. 
 
    “Good idea. He may be a known operator.” 
 
    “Could be he’s trying to reclaim a dead tradition, strike out on his own. He may very well be alone,” Harper said. 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” I replied, suddenly dreading the thought of werewolves dropping out of the skies from all directions, an image which was both horrifying and funny all at once. 
 
    “I count twelve wolves,” Harper said. 
 
    “Let’s assume thirteen.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well, thirteen is unlucky, and in this job, we’re always unlucky. And when don’t you get a baker’s dozen?”  
 
    Harper chuckled. “All right. Now what, partner?” 
 
    “Surveillance. Then we head back to Edinburgh and get Shadow Watch involved.” 
 
    “The Boudicca left.” 
 
    “There was an airship port in the village.” 
 
    “You did see that airship, right? It was older than both of us together. And it only had one old prop.” 
 
    “Hey, the Stargazer was a one-prop.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it was also a racing ship.” 
 
    Harper and I settled in behind the patch of rocks and kept our eyes on the Fenrir. The crew was busy unloading crates and barrels into the cave. Afterward, I saw the balloonman roll a pallet of fuel onto the ship. Then the gunners started loading boxes of ammo onto the ship. 
 
    “They must be heading back out,” I whispered. 
 
    Harper nodded. 
 
    Through the still air, we heard the loud cawing of ravens. A swirl of black emerged from the cave. 
 
    “Hell’s bells,” I swore. “Forgot about the bloody birds.” 
 
    “Why does it always have to be ravens? Why can’t it ever be a flock of songbirds or something nice? Like a flock of butterflies?” 
 
    “Butterflies don’t flock. A group of butterflies is called a kaleidoscope.” 
 
    “Wait, how do you—” 
 
    “Quinn. And only princesses can conjure up a kaleidoscope of butterflies. Don’t you read fairy tales?” 
 
    Harper laughed. 
 
    Frowning, I watched as the crew boarded the ship. Six stayed on the Fenrir, six stayed behind at the camp. I assumed the seventh was wherever would be the least convenient when the time came. 
 
    Six wasn’t many. Harper and I could take the ground crew out. 
 
    But there were two problems with that plan. One, Harper wasn’t Quinn. She was smart and capable, but she was still a junior agent with no field experience. And second, I didn’t want the captain to know I’d discovered his whereabouts just yet. 
 
    “Um, you see that, right?” Harper whispered as she began to move back. 
 
    I followed her gaze. The Fenrir had lifted out of port and was turning in our direction, the unkindness of ravens not far behind.  
 
    I looked behind us. There was little more than a vast, empty field. We were painfully exposed. 
 
    I sighed. “Complications. Always complications.” 
 
    “What do we do? Those birds are going to spot us.” 
 
    I scanned the field. There, in the distance, was a ring of standing stones. The Dís’s words, “the old ones will always shelter,” came back to me. I had assumed she’d meant people, old races, old preternaturals. But there was little older in the realm than the rings—except maybe Eideard. And, at least in some legends, the stones were said to have once been people. 
 
    “There. The standing stones,” I said, pointing to a ring of menhir. 
 
    Staying low, Harper and I raced toward the stones. I snatched off my cape and stuffed it into my bag. Harper did the same. 
 
    The ring of stones was complete with a tomb at the center. The tomb consisted of three side stones and a massive capstone. 
 
    “There,” I told Harper. “In the tomb.” 
 
     The palms of my hands prickled, the bottoms of my feet itched, and my skin rose in goosebumps, but there was nowhere else to go. The minute Harper and I entered the ring of stones, I felt like my skin was on fire with energy. I ignored the sensation and raced toward the center tomb. Crouching low, Harper and I crawled inside, hiding under the shelter of the cap. It would be impossible to see us from above. As long as they didn’t smell us, and those damned birds didn’t investigate too carefully, this was going to work. 
 
    Harper’s eyes were wide as she peered out the entrance to the tomb. She stared off into the distance, waiting for the airship to appear over the cliff ledge. 
 
    I inhaled deeply and tried to shake off the feeling of magic all around me. 
 
    We really, really needed to get out of there. It was cramped, dark, and if the raised earth beneath my feet was any indication, we were standing on the bones of someone who had once been really important. Inside a druid’s tomb was no place for a living person. There was too much magic here. 
 
    A warm, soft breeze blew from the back of the tomb. It ruffled my hair. Along with it, I smelled the sweetest scent. Apple blossoms? 
 
    “Clemeny.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. 
 
    Oh, hell’s bells. 
 
    “There,” Harper whispered. 
 
    The Fenrir rose above the cliff and disappeared into the sky, the bloody birds following along behind it. 
 
    Harper and I held our breaths as we waited for the airship to pass overhead. 
 
    “Clemeny.” 
 
    I got the distinct, creepy, and wholly unexpected feeling that there was someone standing right behind me. 
 
    Harper turned her face so she could look out of the small crack in the stones overhead, watching as the airship and the birds disappeared. “They’re going up,” she whispered. “Headed south.” 
 
    “Clemeny.” 
 
    Once more, I smelled apple blossoms. There was a softness to the air, like being in a park just after a spring rainstorm. The wind was warm and sweet. 
 
    “Okay, it’s clear. They’re in the clouds, and the birds are gone,” Harper said then began creeping back out. “Oi, my back. Cramped in there. Clem, you coming?” 
 
    “I… Yeah.” Don’t look back. Don’t look back. Don’t look back. 
 
    Moving carefully, I shifted out from the under the rocks, decidedly not looking back, not even when someone lifted a long strand of my hair and stroked it gently as I moved away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14: The Menapii 
 
      
 
    Harper and I returned to the tiny village on North Ronaldsay where we convinced a very grouchy airship pilot—after promising a lot of coin—to give us a lift back to Thurso. The rickety old airship, which seemed like it was sewn together more by the sheer will of the captain than anything made of wood and metal, arrived in port with an exhausted huff of fishy smelling smoke from the burner basket.  
 
    Now we just needed to find a ride back to Edinburgh. 
 
    “Look,” Harper said, pointing to a well-dressed airship captain talking to the Thurso stationmaster. “Belgian flag. Let’s see if he’s headed home.” 
 
    Our red capes whipping around us, we headed down the ramp to the captain and the stationmaster. The captain paused midsentence and gave us both a short bow. 
 
    “Ladies,” the stationmaster said in surprise. “Surprised to see you here. I thought your ride left yesterday.” 
 
    I frowned at him, annoyed that he’d taken notice of the Jacobite’s—and mine and Harper’s—comings and goings. But it was to be expected. In London, it was a lot easier to blend in. Here, Harper and I were like poppies in a field covered with snow. “Yes, well, needed to pop back by. Forgot my reticule.” 
 
    The stationmaster snorted. 
 
    The Belgian captain smiled. Not a bad smile either, equipped with dimples on both cheeks. 
 
    I returned the expression, but then the captain’s eyes drifted to Harper. And stayed there. 
 
    Oh, sure, gawk at the girl with two working eyes. Of course. 
 
    “I was wondering, if you don’t mind me asking, where you are headed, sir? We need a lift to Edinburgh,” Harper told the captain. 
 
    “You’re in luck. I’m headed to Bruges by way of Edinburgh then London. My crew heard talk of pirating over Scotland, so we thought we’d stop for a chat, see what anyone knew. I was just planning to lift anchor.” 
 
    “Pirating. Bah. Just rumors,” the grizzled old stationmaster told the captain. 
 
    “Rumors? That’s understating it a bit, isn’t it?” I asked the man who rolled his eyes at me. 
 
    “There are reports of pirating, sir. It’s true. You should stay off the trade routes,” Harper told the captain, which earned her an annoyed glare from the stationmaster.  
 
     “What?” she protested indignantly. “The Viking ship is watching the trade lanes.” 
 
    “Viking ship,” the stationmaster said with a laugh. “Now, that’s a good one.” 
 
    I eyed the stationmaster. His dismissive attitude and reckless disregard for Harper’s warning did not escape my attention.  
 
    “What does she know? She’s a civilian. The wind is better if you take the shipping route south,” the stationmaster assured the captain. 
 
    When Harper meant to protest again, I set my hand on her arm and shook my head.  
 
    “Ladies, you are welcome to join us,” the captain told Harper and me—well, mostly just Harper—then turned back to the stationmaster. “Thank you for your advice, sir,” the captain told him then we all turned and went to the airship which, I noted, was named The Menapii. 
 
    Behind us, the stationmaster grumbled then went back to his post. 
 
    Once we were aboard, I motioned to Harper and found a spot out of the way but not far from the wheelstand. Digging into my pocket, I pulled out the flask Captain Martin had given me. I gave it a shake. More than half left. Surprisingly, the brew worked much better than the candied ginger.  
 
    The crew untied the ship, and it lifted out of port. Once the captain had the ship aloft, Harper and I joined him. 
 
    “Stay off the shipping routes. The stationmaster lied,” I told the captain. “The airship pirate is hunting along the trade routes.” 
 
    “Vikings,” Harper corrected. 
 
    “Sorry, airship Vikings,” I said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” the captain asked. 
 
    “Yes. The stationmaster is on the take.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Harper asked me.  
 
    My hands tingled. I went to the starboard side of the ship. Pulling out my pistol, I eyed the mist around us then lifted my gun. 
 
    “Clemeny?” Harper asked. 
 
    There. 
 
    I took aim then pulled the trigger. There was a strangled squawk then a puff of black feathers drifted by. 
 
    “Clem… Did you just shoot a bird?” Harper asked. 
 
    “That I did.” 
 
    “Excellent shot too,” the captain said. “You must be a hunter.” 
 
    I laughed. “That’s an understatement.” 
 
    “And why are we shooting crows?” the captain asked. 
 
    “Not crows. Ravens. And that one was tracking you.” 
 
    “Tracking me?” 
 
    I looked at Harper who nodded, understanding washing over her face. “Trained birds, Captain,” Harper explained. “Agent Louvel was right. The stationmaster must have sent it to follow you. Clever.” 
 
    I nodded. “The bad ones always are.” 
 
    Harper pulled out her map. “Captain, you should take this route,” she said, pointing to her map. 
 
    “Agent Louvel?” the captain said, eyeing me more closely this time. 
 
    “Yes. And Agent Harper.” 
 
    The captain nodded slowly. “Well, Agents, I think I got very lucky today. We’re pleased to have you aboard The Menapii.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. 
 
    “The Menapii. That’s an unusual name. What does it mean?” Harper asked. 
 
    “It is the name of our ancient Belgic tribe. We were all Celts once, were we not? And there is nothing Celts love to do more than fight Vikings. But today, let’s evade, shall we?” he said then called to his balloonman in Belgian. 
 
    The balloon filled with hot air, lifting the ship higher. The captain studied Harper’s map once more, reset his instruments, and then banked the ship starboard. 
 
    Leaving them, I went to the prow of the ship where I could get some air while I waited for Mrs. Martin’s brew to start working in my stomach. Holding on to a rope, I stared out at the sky, letting the wind caress my cheek.  
 
    I closed my eyes, remembering that soft voice that had called my name. The voice had been sweet and feminine, the air perfumed with apple blossoms. What had I heard? The otherworld? The land of the Seelie? The Golden Troupe was said to use the standing stones and mounds to pass from our world into theirs. And worse, so did the Unseelie, though they had not been seen in the realm since Victoria took the throne. But I didn’t know much about them. The fey had nothing to do with my beat. And as far as I knew, the Seelie were almost never in the realm. 
 
    Then what or who had called to me? 
 
    And how had they known my name? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15: The Calvary 
 
      
 
    The airship Menapii arrived in port at Edinburgh in the early evening. Rather than returning to the inn, Harper and I headed directly to Shadow Watch. This time, we went to the front entrance. Expecting to be taken downstairs, we were surprised when we were asked to wait. A messenger went below. Immediately thereafter, Agent Walsh appeared. 
 
    “Good to see you both,” Agent Walsh said. “Please, step inside,” he said, motioning for us to join him in the lift. “We were afraid something happened to you.” 
 
    Harper and I climbed into the lift. Agent Walsh activated the levers, and to my surprise, we ascended. 
 
    “Sorry to cause any concern. The Jacobite was too slow, so we sent her home. I need to talk to Agent MacGregor. We were thinking—” I began. 
 
    “That will have to wait. I’ve been instructed to bring you along as soon as you arrived.” 
 
    “Bring us along where?” 
 
    “Your flying wolves struck again, and this time, they torqued off the wrong target.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    The lift dinged, and we exited into a long hallway on the upper, closed floor of Edinburgh Castle. 
 
    There were guards everywhere. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Harper asked. 
 
    “We have a guest,” Agent Walsh said as we approached the door at the end of the hall. 
 
    The guard standing there opened it to reveal several Shadow Watch agents, Agent MacGregor, Agent Hunter, Captain Martin, and Queen Victoria. 
 
    The Queen was standing at the window, frowning at the sky. She turned when she heard the door open. 
 
    Casting a quick glance at Agent Hunter who seemed to breathe a sigh of relief when he spotted Harper and me, I dropped into a low curtsey, Agent Harper following suit. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the Queen said distractedly. “I was about to send someone to look for you, Agent Louvel. Very glad to see you’re still alive. Well, it seems you haven’t been able to stamp out that trouble in the aether just yet.” 
 
    “No, Your Majesty. But Agent Harper and I have discovered the location of their base on North Ronaldsay. We’ve also discovered how they are tracking marks.” 
 
    “That, at least, is welcome news.” 
 
    “Has something happened?” I asked, looking from the Queen to Agent Hunter. 
 
    “The airship Fenrir commandeered the Crown’s ship, stole several items that were intended as part of the dowry for Princess Vicky, and made off with the Crown’s treasure,” Agent Hunter explained. 
 
    Hell’s bells. Harper and I might have saved the cargo of the Menapii, but apparently, the Fenrir found a better mark in the process. 
 
    The Queen turned to Captain Martin. “You said you had the Fenrir in your sights, Captain. What happened?” 
 
    “She’s too fast,” Captain Martin said. “The Jacobite is powerful but too big to keep up with the Fenrir. The Fenrir has a longship design and is as fast as any racing ship. Her guns are not her strength. It’s her speed. They pulled up into the clouds and were gone before we even got a run on her.” 
 
    Queen Victoria looked at me. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “And if we can find a way to catch them, can you end this?” she asked me. 
 
    “The wolves may be strong, but they’re no worse than what we’ve already dealt with. We just need to catch them first.” 
 
    Queen Victoria nodded. “MacGregor, go now and get the Watch ready. Captain Martin will take you to North Ronaldsay. If you find the Fenrir in port there, burn it to the ground. Otherwise, arrest everyone you find at their hideout and recover my treasure.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Agent MacGregor said, motioning for Captain Martin, Agent Walsh, and the other Shadow Watch agents to follow him from the room. 
 
    “And if the Fenrir is not at port?” Agent Hunter asked the Queen. 
 
    Queen Victoria laced her hands behind her back and paced the room. 
 
    We all waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    Agent Harper shifted uncomfortably beside me. 
 
    I cast a glance at Agent Hunter. To my surprise, he was looking at me. He smiled softly. 
 
    “Fine,” Victoria said, resting her fingertips on the edge the table. “Fine. If we need to be fast, we’ll be fast. Very well then. Someone bring me Lily Stargazer.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16: The Infamous Lily Stargazer 
 
      
 
    There was not a child in all the land who didn’t know the name Lily Stargazer. The infamous airship racer, the first female pilot to win a World Grand Prix and a multi-year winner of the British Airship Qualifying, was a legend. From guttersnipe to the lover of Lord Byron and an award-winning pilot who once dove out of an airship to save a fellow racer, we all knew Lily Stargazer and her ship, also named Stargazer. Hell, when we were kids, we’d try to run “faster than the Stargazer.” But what had happened to the legendary woman? 
 
    All I knew was that she’d once raced in an around-the-world event and afterward, disappeared. I assumed she was either dead or off drinking rum in Bermuda—she was somewhat renowned for her carousing. She’d be in her fifties by now. The fact that Queen Victoria sent someone to fetch her surprised me more than I could hide. How in the hell did Queen Victoria know where Lily Stargazer was?  
 
    The Queen sent a runner to the Bank of Scotland—why, I had no idea—then Agent Harper and I went with Agent Hunter back downstairs to brief Agent MacGregor. At least a dozen Shadow Watch agents had been assembled. Harper hastily drew a map of the island for Agent MacGregor while I went to chat with Agent Walsh who was suiting up for the mission. 
 
    “Any advice, Agent Louvel?” he asked as he checked his weapon. 
 
    “Silver bullets. Lots of them.” 
 
    Agent Walsh smirked. “That’s a given.” 
 
    “If you will strike, strike before dusk. They are weaker in daylight, unable to shift until the moon comes out. And they are weakest at midday.” 
 
    “Thank you, Agent Louvel,” he said then looked behind me. “Sir,” he said, inclining his head. 
 
    I turned to find Agent Hunter there. 
 
    “Good luck on the mission, Agent Walsh. Fair bit more teeth than your usual beat,” Agent Hunter said. 
 
    “That’s for certain. At least I won’t have to lug salt around. Thank you, sir,” he told Agent Hunter then looked once more at me. “Agent,” he said then joined Agent MacGregor. 
 
    “What’s his usual beat?” I asked Agent Hunter. 
 
    “Spirits.” 
 
    “Ghosts?” 
 
    Agent Hunter nodded. “Nasty ones, too.” 
 
    I eyed my new boss. Had he always had that smattering of freckles across his nose and cheeks? He was so poised, so polished. The freckles gave him an earthy quality that I had somehow missed before. And those eyes… I had never seen eyes bluer. 
 
    I suppressed the sigh that wanted to escape my lips. He really was very handsome. And from what I saw, also very hardworking. It seemed like he was always at the office. He wasn’t married—Agent Greystock had deemed it necessary to inform me of that tidbit—but wasn’t he at least attached? I mean, who wouldn’t want a man like him? He was prim, sure, but a prim man could be fun to— 
 
    “How is Agent Harper working out?” Agent Hunter asked, interrupting my completely inappropriate thoughts. 
 
    I tried to wipe off the very unseemly smile that had crept up on my face. 
 
    “Ah, yes. Very well, sir.” 
 
    “We’ve arranged for her to rotate between divisions until we find the right placement. She did ask for you first.” 
 
    “She’s handy in the field.” And she was. But she wasn’t Quinn. The fact that I hesitated at the Fenrir’s base was telling. Sure, it made sense to let the captain think he had not yet been discovered, but it would have been easier to take half the crew out then and catch the rest aloft. The truth was, I hesitated because I didn’t want to get Harper killed. 
 
    “But?” 
 
    Hell’s bells. How had he read between the lines? “The job can get ugly. I’m not sure she’s ready for that.” 
 
    Agent Hunter nodded, his manner such that he shared my thoughts. 
 
    “Agent Hunter,” a runner called, rushing across the room. “Her Majesty asked for you and Agents Harper and Louvel. Their ride is coming in now.” 
 
    That was quick. 
 
    Agent Hunter nodded then turned to me. “Shall we go meet Lily Stargazer?” he asked, raising and lowering his eyebrows, unable to hide his excited expression. 
 
    I chuckled then turned and motioned to Harper. The three of us, all of us trying to hide our childish glee, went together to the lift. Every one of us tried to keep our decorum. But halfway up the lift, Harper popped with an excited laugh. 
 
    “Sorry, I just couldn’t help it. Lily Stargazer. Can you believe it?” Harper said. 
 
    I turned and looked at Agent Hunter who smiled at me.  
 
    And only at me. 
 
    A warm, happy, and much unexpected excited feeling filled my stomach. 
 
    I patted Harper on the back. “Just try not to embarrass us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    We waited on the roof of the turret with Her Majesty and a fleet of guards, watching as an airship floated in. I eyed the shape of the ship. It was a single prop racing ship, but it wasn’t the famous Stargazer with its triskelion symbol on the balloon. This airship’s insignia was a swan. 
 
    The Edinburgh Castle crew rushed in to take the lead ropes. A moment later, someone tossed over a rope ladder. The crew appeared at the side of the ship. I spotted two men and a young woman—too young to be Lily Stargazer. 
 
    The crew on the airship talked—more argued from the looks of it—and talked and talked. 
 
    Queen Victoria frowned at the ship. 
 
    A moment later, a fourth person appeared—a woman in her fifties wearing a cap. She and a young man with black hair descended from the airship. 
 
    I cast a sidelong glance at Harper who was biting her lip. 
 
    Agent Hunter cleared his throat, then cleared it again. 
 
    The pair climbed down then went to the Queen. The woman dropped into a polite but brief curtsey to the Queen, the man bowing. The Queen, who was standing a few feet from us, spoke in low tones to the pair then they turned and headed toward us. 
 
    I’d only ever seen sketches of her, but the infamous airship racer was renowned for her beauty. Lord Byron, her one-time lover, had once remarked that Lily Stargazer was more beautiful than the Goddess Aphrodite. That was one of only a few times he’d ever spoken publically of her. Of course, most people speculated that his poem “She Walks in Beauty” was about the pilot, but no one really knew for sure. Their love affair appeared to have been both very real but also very secret.  
 
    Harper tittered a little, seemingly unsure if she should step forward and introduce herself. 
 
    Her Majesty motioned for us to follow them, but did not stop to make introductions. 
 
    Dressed plainly in boots, trousers, a long-sleeved shirt, and her trademark cap—complete with its clockwork lily pin—Lily Stargazer passed us by. And never gave us a second glance. 
 
    The young man who accompanied her, however, gave us a brief but polite nod. 
 
    Agent Hunter motioned for Harper and me to follow along. To my surprise, he set his hand on the small of my back to gently guide me forward. 
 
    “Can you believe it?” Harper whispered in my ear. 
 
    My thoughts scrambled by the unexpected touch, I raised an eyebrow at her. “Believe what?” 
 
    Harper swallowed a nervous laugh, making an odd chortle sound in the process, then whispered, “Lily Stargazer just snubbed us. I love her.” 
 
    The young man who accompanied the airship racer, walking just ahead of us, chuckled but didn’t look back. 
 
    I cast a gaze up at Agent Hunter who smiled at me. 
 
    Lily who? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17: Up Yours 
 
      
 
    Whatever Queen Victoria thought was going to happen obviously wasn’t going to come about as easily as she expected. 
 
    Agent Harper, Agent Hunter, and I waited on a bench outside a closed chamber door. On the other side, a heated argument was underway. The young man who had accompanied the airship racer waited with us. He stood by the door, seemingly unfazed by the shouting coming from inside. 
 
    I could only catch a scant few words: duty, obligation, Arcadia, warden, now, and ridiculous. 
 
    That was enough to get something of the picture. 
 
    It was only after I heard one more word, Byron, that the fighting ended. 
 
    This word, I noticed, also caught the attention of the young man waiting outside. He frowned heavily. 
 
    It seemed like forever before the door finally opened. 
 
    A red-faced Lily Stargazer appeared. She motioned to the young man, giving him a tender and apologetic look, then turned to us. 
 
    “Who’s coming?” she asked abruptly. 
 
    Harper and I rose.  
 
    “We are,” I told her. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Agent Hunter looked back toward the Queen. 
 
    I followed his gaze. Queen Victoria inclined her head to me then motioned for me to go on. 
 
    “Be careful, Agent Louvel,” Agent Hunter told me. “And Agent Harper.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Agent Harper said then turned and followed Lily Stargazer. 
 
    I smiled at him then turned to leave.  
 
    Without another word, we followed Lily Stargazer back outside.  
 
    Shaking myself from the morass of emotions toying with my heart and mind, I quickened my step and joined the young man. He was just a bit older than me, dark-haired with light eyes, and had a complexion that looked more Italian than British. 
 
    “Clemeny,” I told him, sticking out my hand. 
 
    “Orlando,” he said, shaking my hand. “Don’t mind my mum. She’s out of sorts.” 
 
    Mum? 
 
    “You’d be out of sorts too if you knew where she was sending us,” Lily replied. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’ll be telling me anytime soon,” Orlando answered. 
 
    Lily laughed. “Oh, no. I tell you all at once. Can’t wait to see what Angus has to say.” 
 
    “That bad?” Orlando replied. 
 
    Lily laughed. 
 
    Orlando gazed at me, a smile behind his eyes. “And just what mischief are you mixed up in, Clemeny?” 
 
    Lily cast a glance over her shoulder. “She’s a Rude Mechanical. So, the worst kind.” 
 
    Orlando chuckled. 
 
    I looked back at Harper. Lily was mistaken. I wasn’t a Rude Mechanical. I just worked for them. 
 
    Harper also noticed the confusion. She opened her mouth to say something but then thought better of it. 
 
    Walking behind the airship racer, I thought about her words. 
 
    What if she wasn’t mistaken? 
 
    My brow furrowed as I thought it over. 
 
    What, exactly, did Lily Stargazer know? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18: What Clemeny Saw 
 
      
 
    “So, we’re hunting another airship,” Angus asked. Angus, who was not as well-known as the pilot, had still received notoriety as being part of the winning crew of the airship Stargazer. He was about the same age as Lily, maybe a bit older. He had a heavy Scottish accent, a bald head, and was wearing a kilt and a frown. 
 
    “Yes,” Lily answered. 
 
    “And when we find it, what will we be doing?” Angus asked. 
 
    Lily looked at me. 
 
    “We’ll be downing it, if possible. Her Majesty wasn’t specific on whether or not she wanted the crew alive or dead. Dead will be easier.” 
 
    “Her Majesty does know this isn’t a warship, right?” Orlando asked. 
 
    “Light weapons, I was told,” Lily said then looked at me. From the expression on her face, I could see she already knew that this was something of a lie. 
 
    “That’s true, on our side. I would expect them to be well rigged. We need to run up on them and get the drop. In the end, they are airship pirates. And right now, they are the realm’s most wanted pirates.” 
 
    “Vikings,” Harper corrected under her breath. 
 
    I gave Harper a sidelong glance and coughed lightly. The last thing I wanted Lily Stargazer to know was that she was about to run up on some Vikings. 
 
    “Oh, aye, airship pirates, that’s all. Of course. Lily, you know who they are, right? With them, nothing is what it seems. You should know that by now,” Angus said, frowning at Lily. 
 
    “I do, which is why we will get them where they need to go then leave. We’re not involved. Understand?” Lily asked me, her voice stern. 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Lily looked up at the burner basket where a young woman with long, curly black hair and big blue eyes looked down at us. “We are not involved, you understand?” she told the girl. 
 
    The girl, who had been eyeing us with wide-eyed fascination, frowned at the infamous airship racer. “Yes, Mum. Of course,” the girl said then turned away, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Mum? There were two? 
 
    Lily frowned then gave Orlando a knowing look.  
 
    He also eyed the girl suspiciously. 
 
    “All right. Let’s get it over with,” Lily told Angus then headed to the wheelstand. 
 
    “What is the name of this ship?” Harper asked Orlando who’d gone to the side of the airship to pull up the lead ropes. 
 
    “The Aphrodite.” 
 
    I eyed the balloon. A large swan had been painted thereon. I pulled out Mrs. Martin’s flask and took a drink as the airship started to lift off. 
 
    “Nervous, Agent?” Lily asked. 
 
    I looked back at her. For once, she was smiling. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not spirits. Ginger.” 
 
    “Ginger?” Lily chuckled. “Don’t vomit on my ship, if you please.” 
 
    “I’m trying not to. Thus, the ginger.” 
 
    Lily grinned. “Well, where are we going?” 
 
    Harper pulled out her map and headed over to the racer. “Here,” she said. “I’d expect them in this area. If they spy the Jacobite, they’ll stay aloft. But they should be somewhere here. If we see the ravens, we’ll know we’re close.” 
 
    “Ravens?” Lily asked. 
 
    Harper nodded. “They have an unkindness of ravens, trained birds. The birds hunt out other ships and report back to the Fenrir.” 
 
    “You hear that, Angus? These pirates use ravens to hunt their prey,” Lily yelled to the open hatch of the gear galley. 
 
    “Oh, aye. I heard that. I told you so,” the gear galley man yelled in reply. 
 
    Lily huffed a laugh. “Better take a seat, Agent Louvel,” she said as she turned her ship north. To my surprise, Lily then pulled on a pair of goggles that looked a bit like the night optic array I wore. There was an odd green glimmer as she adjusted them. She scanned the horizon, apparently looking for something that remained unseen to me. 
 
    Harper took a seat not far from the wheelstand. 
 
    I held on to a rope and followed Lily’s gaze as she guided the airship toward… What? A ray of sunlight. I frowned. Was she looking for wind? 
 
    The airship turned, and a moment later, a strange gust picked up from behind and propelled the ship forward. Quickly. 
 
    My legs buckled, and I took a couple of clumsy steps as I fought to regain my balance. 
 
    Lily chuckled. “I told you to take a seat.” 
 
    I looked from her to the clouds around us. They seemed far too still for the velocity pushing us. “Where is that wind coming from?” I asked. 
 
    “Just a south wind,” Lily said casually, but a smirk played on her lips. 
 
    The girl in the burner basket chuckled, earning her a reproachful glare from the pilot who was, apparently, her mother. 
 
    Orlando grinned at me then went belowdecks with Angus. 
 
    The bottoms of my feet were tingling, and the roots of my hair felt charged with energy. 
 
    I slipped off my eyepatch then pulled out my night optic array. There was something here I couldn’t see. I moved to pull the optic on, but then I stopped. 
 
    While my good eye saw nothing more than the sun, clouds, and sky, my mooneye saw something more. I wouldn’t have even noticed it if I hadn’t been looking for it, but directly before the ship was a glimmer of light, like a parallel ray of sunshine. It seemed to be coming from the ground, emanating from the land itself. Frowning, I looked behind us. It was there as well. And the Aphrodite was flying along its course. 
 
    I turned and looked at Lily. 
 
    She met my gaze. From behind the goggles she wore, I could see her eyes take in my mangled face. To my relief, I didn’t spy an expression of pity. More, there was an acceptance in her gaze that told me she understood that life was not always easy, kind, nor fair. And that, sometimes, gifts are born from pain. 
 
    “You see?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. I wasn’t sure what I was seeing, but there was something there. A line of energy. And the airship racer had tapped into it and was riding on it. 
 
    “Have a seat. We’ll be there soon.” 
 
    My optic still in my hand, I went and sat beside Agent Harper. 
 
    “What is it?” Harper asked. 
 
    I looked from the airship racer back to my partner. In truth, I didn’t exactly know what I was seeing. It was something that, as much of what my mooneye saw, was both in this world and not of this world. Whatever this strange energy was, it propelled us forward. Quickly. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said then pulled my night optic array on. “Nothing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19: The Aphrodite 
 
      
 
    Harper kept one eye on her pocket watch and another on the landscape below. “We’re making incredible time,” she said, looking confused. “I guess what they always said was true. No one is faster than Lily Stargazer.” She cast a suspicious glance at the pilot. 
 
    If there was one thing for sure, working for the Red Cape Society taught you to mistrust everything. Nothing was ever what it seemed. 
 
    When I looked at Lily, however, I was very confident that she was human. In fact, being in the presence of such a legend was very sobering. She was human, and from the feeling I got from her, painfully human. 
 
    I wanted to ask more times than I could count why she wasn’t flying the famous Stargazer. Maybe she’d retired the ship. Maybe she realized it was too recognizable. Or maybe the Aphrodite was more equipped for this kind of fast flying. Something told me, however, that Lily Stargazer didn’t like questions, so I didn’t ask. 
 
    “We’re coming up on Thurso,” Lily told us. 
 
    Harper rechecked her pocket watch. “Already?” 
 
    Lily nodded. 
 
    “We may have outpaced the Jacobite,” Harper told me then went to the pilot. “Steer clear of the shipping lanes. Go this route. We need a look at North Ronaldsay, but we need to stay out of sight.” 
 
    “Clouds will be thick north of the island,” the girl in the basket said. 
 
    Lily frowned at her once more. 
 
    I suppressed a chuckle, seeing my Grand-mere’s scolding expression on the pilot’s face. Did all mothers and daughters have that underlying tension? 
 
    Lily guided the ship away from the glimmer of light we were currently following to a course that would send us around the north tip of the island. 
 
    “Up thirty percent,” she told her daughter who readily complied. 
 
    “Angus, drop speed,” she called to the gear galley. 
 
    There was a click as the propeller at the back of the ship slowed almost to a stop. When the balloon began to fill, the ship coasted to a halt then started to lift into the clouds. The quick drop in acceleration followed by the lift caught my stomach off guard, and for a split second, I thought I might throw up. 
 
    Hell’s bells. No, no, no. 
 
    I inhaled deeply, exhaling slowly, willing myself not to chunder on the deck of Lily Stargazer’s ship. 
 
    Pulling out the flask, I took another sip. 
 
    The air cooled as we lifted into the clouds. Suddenly, it grew misty. The sun, entirely occluded by the clouds, gave everything an odd grey sheen trimmed in gold. 
 
    Checking her instruments, Lily made a slight adjustment to the course. 
 
    Orlando appeared from belowdecks once more. This time, he carried two guns which he started loading. The first was a long rifle…or so I thought. It had a unique design. It was like a hunting rifle but equipped with a revolver. His other weapon was a standard Colt 45 just like I carried. 
 
    Willing my stomach to be still, I crossed the deck of the ship and knelt to look at the long rifle. 
 
    “That’s different,” I said, eyeing it over. It looked like something Master Hart might dream up. 
 
    “Specialty item,” he said with a knowing smile. 
 
    “But this I recognize,” I said, motioning to his weapon. Pushing my cape aside, I gestured to my own weapon. 
 
    He nodded. “But those don’t appear to be standard issue,” he said, tapping the silver vambraces on my forearms. 
 
    “Just a precaution.” 
 
    “In case?” 
 
    “In case anyone gets too toothy,” I replied. 
 
    Orlando raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    I reached into my satchel and pulled out a box of bullets. “You’ll want these.” 
 
    He opened the box, looked inside, then looked back up at me. “Silver?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He cast a quick glance at his mother who shook her head as she frowned. 
 
    Orlando loaded his gun with the silver bullets. “Interesting line of work you have.” 
 
    “I believe we’re recruiting.” 
 
    He chuckled softly. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    The airship drifted slowly through the clouds. So far, no sign of the Fenrir, the ravens, or the Jacobite. 
 
    Lily kept the Aphrodite moving at a slow pace as she crept through the clouds. It was so silent. In a way, it was peaceful. The air was crisp, a soft mist caressing my face. And the wind was clean. I inhaled deeply, blessing Mrs. Martin once again. 
 
    I cast a glance back at Lily Stargazer. 
 
    She was gazing out at the clouds, the strange green goggles on her face. Her brow was furrowed. A moment later, she went to a storage cabinet not far from the wheelstand and pulled out a small case. I couldn’t see what she was doing, but she returned shortly with something in her hands.  
 
    Lily went to the side of the ship. To my surprise, she whispered toward her closed hands then released…a bird? I didn’t know what she’d released. I saw a flash of glimmering gold as something small and fast flew from her hands. 
 
    Harper, who had also been watching, strained to see. 
 
    Lily folded her arms across her chest and stood frowning at the clouds. 
 
    “Mum?” the girl in the basket called. 
 
    “Let’s give her a minute,” Lily replied. 
 
    I looked at Harper who shrugged. 
 
    A few moments later, I heard an odd buzzing sound then saw a flash of light as something bright moved toward the ship. It flew fast, first around the girl in the basket—who chuckled happily—then toward me. 
 
    The fast flying creature stopped a moment, hovering before me. 
 
    It was…a fairy. A clockwork fairy. 
 
    The finger-sized clockwork creation fluttered on thinly crafted metal wings. The tiny fey thing bowed to me then went back to the airship racer. 
 
    Too far away to see what was transpiring between the racer and the clockwork fairy, I could just make out a strange ringing sound. The airship racer nodded then went back to the wheel. The tiny fair woman disappeared back into the clouds once more. 
 
    “Well, seems we’re just on time,” Lily said. 
 
    “On time for what?” Harper asked. 
 
    “The battle. Better take another sip, Agent Louvel,” she said then motioned to the girl in the balloon basket. 
 
    The girl grinned at me. “Sorry,” she said and then turned a lever on the burner, shutting it off. 
 
    There was this brief moment when nothing happened. 
 
    And then, we began to fall. 
 
    Fast. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20: Down She Goes 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes as the ship—and my stomach—went hurtling down. 
 
    “Get ready,” Lily called. “Angus?” 
 
    “On it, Lily.” 
 
    She must have motioned then—I couldn’t see because my eyes were still closed as I prayed to any god who would listen—because a moment later, I heard a loud hiss as the balloon began to inflate. Just like when a kite catches the wind, there was a tug. Suddenly, the terrible downward descent stopped. 
 
    But the moment it did, I heard the sound of gunfire. A lot of it. 
 
    “Clemeny,” Harper said, her voice full of alarm. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see we were just above the cove where Skollson’s crew had been hiding out. There, the Jacobite was engaged in battle with the Fenrir. The Viking ship was still docked and was currently on fire. Shadow Watch agents were on the beach, storming the cave. But so were Skollson’s crew. Even though the moon wasn’t out, the wolves were still stronger than three men. MacGregor had brought numbers. Good. He was going to need them. 
 
    There was a loud explosion followed by a cracking sound. 
 
    Harper gasped. 
 
    The Fenrir had launched a bomb at the Jacobite. A massive hole had ripped into the side of the ship. The ropes tying the Jacobite’s balloon to the gondola had come partially undone. The airship tipped and began to fall toward the water. 
 
    At the same time, the Fenrir pulled out of port and turned to head across the land. 
 
    Racing to the prow of the Aphrodite, I scanned the Fenrir. The gondola was still on fire, but a light crew of five or so had taken off, Zayde Skollson at the wheel. 
 
    “Follow them,” I called back to Lily. 
 
    Toward the trouble. Always toward the trouble. 
 
    Without another word, the pilot turned her airship to make chase after the Fenrir.  
 
    “Speed, Angus. Now,” Lily called. 
 
    “Orlando, what’s the range on that rifle?” I called. 
 
    Lifting the weapon, he rushed toward the front of the ship, joining me. 
 
    “Far, but my aim’s not good enough to hit a man.” 
 
    “One, those aren’t men. Two, we don’t need to shoot them. And three, if you do need to shoot them, use the other bullets,” I said then looked at Harper who had joined us. “Could use Quartermain about now.” 
 
    Harper smiled. 
 
    “If we shoot out their balloon, they’ll crash, yes?” I called back to Lily. 
 
    “That will do it,” she replied. 
 
    I looked at Orlando. “If you don’t mind.” 
 
    Steadying his weapon, he took aim through the scope. He inhaled then let out a long, slow breath. And then, he fired. 
 
    The gun rattled as it let out a barrage of bullets. 
 
    I stared at the Fenrir. 
 
    Skollson ran to the stern of the airship and looked back, his eyes flashing red. 
 
    The Fenrir shuddered as the balloon began to deflate. 
 
    “There’s a hole. Yes. The tear is ripping open fast,” Harper said as she gazed out her spyglass. 
 
    The propeller at the back of the Fenrir kicked into high speed as the ship tried to make some distance between us. At the same time, the Viking ship was losing altitude. Skollson turned and yelled to his crew. 
 
    “Can you get us over there,” I called to Lily. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “They’re going to crash,” I told Harper. “We need to get on the ground. There are five of them on the ship. Kill or capture, either will work. Don’t get bit.” 
 
    I saw a flash of nervousness cross her face, but then she clenched her jaw, nodded, and grabbed her gun. 
 
    Lily moved the Aphrodite toward the Fenrir. The Viking airship was going down in the field where Harper and I had hidden. In the distance, I spotted the circle of stones. And, for the first time, I noticed that bright line of energy that seemed to emanate from them in the cardinal directions.  
 
    “There,” I told Lily, pointing to the stones. 
 
    Understanding, she guided the Aphrodite toward the glowing light. 
 
    Once again, the ship powered forward quickly, making up the space between the Fenrir and us in no time. 
 
    The first of the wolves began to bail out as the Fenrir’s rudder bumped the ground. Four more followed. 
 
    “You go after Skollson,” Harper told me. 
 
    Grabbing a rope, she climbed up onto the side of the airship. With a nod, Harper jumped from the side of the ship and slipped down the rope. She rolled when she hit the ground then sprung up a moment later and looked all around. Spotting one of the Vikings trying to make his escape, she set off in a sprint after him. 
 
    “Mum,” the girl in the balloon basket called. 
 
    A moment later, there was a loud boom and a flash of orange as the airship Fenrir crashed. 
 
    Turning the ship, Lily guided the Aphrodite toward the Fenrir. I looked back at her. There was a strange expression on her face. Her features blank, Lily stared at the burning airship, her eyes looking haunted. 
 
    “This is where I get off,” I told Orlando then grabbed a rope. “Circle around. Harper may need you. Silver bullets, remember?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Climbing up on the rail, I looked back at Lily. 
 
    The pilot nodded to me. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I held onto the rope then jumped. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21: Zayde Skollson 
 
      
 
    Ignoring the sharp, searing pains in my ankles, I hit the ground running. I couldn’t let Skollson get away. Snatching up his crew was less critical. If you didn’t take out the alpha, the pack could always be reformed. 
 
    Of course, he also could have died when the airship crashed. 
 
    But I seriously doubted I’d get that lucky. 
 
    As I raced toward the burning wreckage, I saw some wood shift and Zayde Skollson emerged from the rubble. 
 
    No, not lucky. 
 
    Pulling my gun, I took aim and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Miss. 
 
    Skollson turned around and glared at me, red flames in his eyes. 
 
    Dammit. My aim was completely off. 
 
    And, because apparently, Skollson was just as much of a fool as I was, he turned and rushed me. 
 
    I paused and pulled out my second pistol which I always kept stashed in my boot. I inhaled, squinted my good eye closed, and looked out through my mooneye. I saw his silhouette as he advanced on me. Damn, he was fast. And big. And getting closer. 
 
    Exhaling slowly, I pulled the trigger. 
 
    Skollson let out a strangled howl. 
 
    Opening both eyes, I saw the werewolf’s knee buckle. But still, he advanced. 
 
    Hell’s bells. 
 
    Taking aim once more, I tried for the other knee. 
 
    But before I could get off a shot, something hit me hard from behind. 
 
    I gasped. One of my guns bounced out of my hand as something pushed me to the ground. I wriggled from the grasp of a second wolf. 
 
    Ah, there was lucky number thirteen, right where I least expected him. He must have bailed out then came looking for Skollson. 
 
    Pulling my knife, I turned on the werewolf. 
 
    Skollson, seeing his underling had gotten me in hand, turned and rushed across the field away from me. Coward. 
 
    The werewolf snarled at me, cursed me in Norwegian, and then attacked. 
 
    Stupid wolf. 
 
    I ducked. The bruteish figure, expecting to make an impact, had thrown all his weight into the punch. I stuck out my leg, tripping him as I slid to the side. He stumbled stupidly then fell. 
 
    Moving fast, I snatched the silver handcuffs from my belt and jumped on the brute’s back, pressing him into the ground. Grabbing his arm, I yanked his hand behind his back and slapped on the handcuff. 
 
    The wolf let out a howl. 
 
    “Now, enough of that already,” I said, tugging on his other arm and snapping the cuff around his hand. 
 
    The wolf pulled away. Struggling to his feet, he turned and glared at me, cursing me in his native tongue as he winced in pain. 
 
    Crossing my arms, I rolled my eyes at him. “Look, first of all, I don’t understand a thing you’re saying. And two,” I said, then moving quickly, I punched him as hard as I could between the eyes. 
 
    The wolf swayed a moment, his curses dying in his throat, then dropped. 
 
    “Good boy. Stay right there.” 
 
    I turned and scanned the field. In the distance, I spotted the Aphrodite hovering not far from the cliff. I couldn’t see Harper. 
 
    I also couldn’t see Skollson. 
 
    I cast my gaze around. There was nothing here, and he couldn’t have gotten that far away already. 
 
    My eyes came to rest on the standing stones. Picking up my gun, I turned and ran in that direction, my knife ready. 
 
    As I approached the stones, I cast my gaze on the grass nearby. The long blades were bent in a path leading into the stones. The broken grass led in but not back out. He was here. 
 
    I stood just outside the stones. I felt their energy, their vibration. All the hair on my arms had risen. My palms itched. Scanning the stones, I didn’t see Skollson anywhere. 
 
    “Sorry about the ship. Couldn’t let you just run off like that,” I called. “Shame though.” 
 
    I began to move slowly around the tall monoliths. The stones, which were a few feet taller than me and twice as wide, could easily hide a man. 
 
    There was no reply.  
 
    Damn.  
 
    I’d hoped that would provoke him. 
 
    “And your crew. Sorry about that too. Looks like Shadow Watch has them rounded up save a few stragglers. We’ll be sending you back to Oslo.” 
 
    “I’m never going back,” the wolf growled in reply. 
 
    Ah, touched a nerve. “No? Nothing for you there? Alpha issues, I suppose.” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    I moved slowly around the stones. Where was he hiding?  
 
    “Ah, not an alpha issue? Probably a bitch then. I have to tell you, I haven’t met a bitch I like yet. Troublesome lot. I can understand your troubles.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything,” Skollson grumbled in reply. 
 
    A moment later, a bright, fast-flying object appeared in the air before me. The clockwork fairy fluttered a moment in the air in front of me then zipped into the stones. I saw her fly around each of the monoliths then move toward the tomb at the center. She zipped around it then returned to me, floating in the air before me once more. 
 
    I had never, ever, seen a fairy in my life. Hell, I didn’t know if such things existed or not. Where Lily Stargazer had acquired the clockwork creature, I had no idea, but the tiny, metallic fairy in front of me was very clearly motioning toward the center tomb. 
 
    I inclined my head to her. 
 
    She bowed to me then sped off in a glimmer of light back toward the Aphrodite. 
 
    I turned and stepped into the standing stones. Once again, my palms and the bottoms of my feet began to itch. The sensation of energy surrounded me. 
 
    Skollson was probably armed. He definitely was going to try to kill me and escape. But he was also injured. 
 
    “Come on, Zayde, let’s talk. You don’t want to go back. I really don’t want to have to kill you. What am I going to do with you?” 
 
    A soft wind blew then. But oddly, it didn’t blow across the field. Rather, the breeze came from within the stones themselves. This time, however, it carried a foul smell. A nasty stench of sulfur and decay wafted out of the tomb. 
 
    “To us. Give him to us,” a hissing voice called. 
 
    Oh, damn. Not again. 
 
    I approached the tomb from the back. 
 
    I could just catch Skollson’s light breathing inside. 
 
    I jumped up onto the capstone of the tomb. Crossing my arms, I inhaled deeply then blew out the air. I tapped my foot. Now what? 
 
    “Come on, Zayde. No ideas?” I asked. 
 
    Below me, hiding within the tomb, I heard Skollson swear. 
 
    “Hey, Zayde, let me ask you something. What’s a fylgja?” 
 
    “What?” he huffed. 
 
    “A fylgja?” 
 
    “Follower. Supernatural follower.” 
 
    Ah. “Like an unkindness of ravens.” 
 
    He huffed again but didn’t reply. 
 
    “So, how long have you been a werewolf?” I asked. 
 
    “Too long.” 
 
    “What were you before that?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter anymore.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it? I mean, if you were a cobbler then turned into a werewolf, I think that would make a difference. What if you were a page, a farmer, a soldier, or a sailor? Hell, maybe you were an artisan or a poet. Doesn’t who you were shape who you are now? I mean, you’re still one of us, just not quite the same, right? Why don’t you come out, and we can chat about your future?” 
 
    “If I come out, you’ll die.” 
 
    “We’ll see. Come on out. Let’s talk. You’ll find I’m quite reasonable.” 
 
    “Tell that to Fenton.” 
 
    “Well, he tried to make it personal. I’m not reasonable when it gets personal. A simple hustler is another thing entirely.” 
 
    I trained my gun on the exit of the tomb and waited. 
 
    But I didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    A moment later, the rocks under me shifted as the wolf put his back into the capstone, pushing it sideways. I jumped off just as the capstone tilted. The stone slid to the side but did not fall off. 
 
    I turned, taking aim at Skollson, just as his fist collided with my arm. 
 
    At least he’d anticipated the fight. 
 
    A moment later, he punched me hard in the ribs. It was all I could do not to throw up. From the searing pain, however, I knew he’d broken my bones. I stumbled backward. But, anticipating he’d throw another punch, I ducked around behind him. Turning, I kicked him in the back. He tumbled toward the rocks, barely stopping before he collided with a monolith. 
 
    He turned. Growling, he advanced on me. I blocked with my left arm. And I was glad too. He had tried to take a bite out of me. His teeth connected with my silver vambrace. He recoiled in pain, his skin burning. His knees buckled out from under him. 
 
    A cold breeze blew, the bad smell along with it. The nasty smells of sulfur and rot filled the air. And this time, I saw a glow within the tomb. 
 
    “To us. Give him to us,” the voices called.  
 
    Wherever these voices were coming from, it was decidedly not the same place I had sensed the last time I was here. 
 
    I advanced on the wolf, kicking him over. 
 
    My silver cuffs on his crewmate, I was either going to have to knock Zayde out or kill him. Twirling my gun in my hand, I decided to go with the former. 
 
    The werewolf, who was bleeding profusely from his knee and his temple, the skin around his mouth red, backed toward the tombstone. 
 
    The vile wind blew once more, and this time, I saw dark shadows moving under the tombstone. I saw their hunched, shadowed forms and round yellow eyes.  
 
    “Zayde, stop,” I called, gasping when the shadowy forms of the small creatures reached out to grab him. 
 
    “I won’t let you take me alive,” Zayde spat at me. 
 
    “No. Wait. Stop,” I said, motioning toward the stones behind him. 
 
    “To us. Give him to us, Clemeny Louvel,” the little voices said. And then, with long, claw-like hands, they grabbed him. 
 
    “No,” I yelled. 
 
    Turning my gun once more, I took aim, shooting at the unknown assailants. 
 
    Zayde, still not understanding, threw himself flat on the ground. But the moment he did, he stared back into the tomb. His eyes went wide when he saw the creatures there. 
 
    The little creatures shrieked. “A curse upon you, Clemeny Louvel,” one of them called then retreated into the shadows.  
 
    I rushed across the grass and looked into the tombstone, my gun raised. 
 
    They were gone. Whatever portal they had opened, they had already retreated back into it once more. 
 
    Zayde looked up, staring from me to the stones. “Did you… Did you just save my life?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, and you’re welcome,” I said then turned and cold-cocked him with my gun. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22: Mighty Aphrodite 
 
      
 
    I dragged the unconscious Viking to one of the standing stones. Digging into my bag, I pulled out the length of rope I carried. It would have to do for now. I tied the wolf to the stone. Then, pulling out the small bit of salt I always carried, I poured a circle around the werewolf. Whatever had come through those stones might come back. This would protect him. 
 
    Once I had Zayde settled, I raced back across the grass toward the Aphrodite. 
 
    Apparently, I was just in time too. 
 
    While I’d had a bit of luck, things were not going so well for Harper. 
 
    Not well at all. 
 
    With my magnification scope, I saw that Harper was busy fleeing as five werewolves pursued her to the edge of the cliff. 
 
    Hell’s bells. 
 
    I’d left her alone for five minutes. 
 
    I ran after her. 
 
    To my relief, I heard Orlando’s gun rattling from the deck of the airship. It appeared that they were trying to give Harper some cover so she could make an escape. To where, however, I wasn’t sure. If they lowered the airship for her to get on, the werewolves would just follow. Hell, they were better jumpers than humans. So that was not going to work. I hoped Lily would realize that. Chances were good she’d figure it out. 
 
    With only a few bullets left, I raced after the werewolves. Harper must have winged a couple of them as they were running along slowly behind the rest of the pack. 
 
    I paused and took aim at one of the werewolves who was moving like he’d already received a shot in the leg. Aiming at the other leg, I pulled the trigger. 
 
    The wolf howled then went down. 
 
    The others looked back but decided Harper was the better mark. She must have pissed them off. Either that or it was the red hair. For some reason, preternaturals really hated people with red hair. Which was ironic given that Cyril was the biggest red-haired nightmare I’d ever met. 
 
    I ran past the wolf I shot. He was lying in the grass holding his legs and cursing at me. 
 
    I waived to him. “I’ll be back,” I called then rushed toward the others. 
 
    Harper was running out of ground fast. 
 
    Orlando’s gun rattled then fell silent. 
 
    There was a flurry of activity aboard the Aphrodite, but I couldn’t see what was happening. 
 
    A moment later, the airship lifted. 
 
    Harper slowed to a stop as her only means of escape evaporated before her eyes. 
 
    Dammit, dammit, dammit. 
 
    I aimed at the werewolf closest to me and shot, but he was too far away. 
 
    He looked back at me, his eyes wild, red flames bouncing. But then he turned and headed after Harper. 
 
    The first wolf reached her. 
 
    My lungs burned in my chest, and my heart beat hard. 
 
    Dammit, she was going to get killed. 
 
    Harper threw a punch. The hit landed so well it surprised the wolf and me. The wolf stumbled back, clutching his nose. 
 
    “Harper,” a female voice yelled from above. I looked to see the hatch on the bottom of the airship Aphrodite was open. Angus and the black-haired girl who operated the balloon were just inside.  
 
    A moment later, a figure dropped out of the bottom of the airship. 
 
    Attached to a lead of rope, the young girl who’d been working the balloon swung from the belly of the airship toward my partner. 
 
    Lily Stargazer raced to the rail of the ship. “Georgia,” she screamed, a look of shock on her face. 
 
    A split second later, she disappeared back onto the airship.  
 
    Georgia swung low, reaching out and snatching Harper from the ground. 
 
    “Now, Angus,” the girl yelled the moment she’d grabbed my partner. 
 
    I heard the winch on the gears of the airship grind, and a moment later, Harper and Georgia were pulled back up into the airship. The airship quickly ascended. 
 
    One of the wolves jumped and grabbed at them, pulling off Harper’s red cape in the process, but nothing more. 
 
    My partner was safe. 
 
    Which was fabulous. 
 
    Except that left me alone with four angry werewolves. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23: Run Clemeny Run 
 
      
 
    I slowed to a stop. 
 
    The werewolves turned and looked at me. 
 
    I smiled, gave them a little wave, then turned and ran. 
 
    All I needed to do was outpace them one at a time. I could take them out one at a time. Okay, sure, one of my guns was completely empty. The second? I had at least two shots left. Surely there were two shots in there. 
 
    I ran past the werewolf whose leg I shot once more. Grinning, I waved to him again. 
 
    Running ahead as best I could, I turned and shot. 
 
    Not expecting the move, I managed to hit the wolf closest to me in his upper thigh. He went down with a wince. 
 
    This, however, just seemed to make the others mad. They ran faster. 
 
    I took aim at the second brute. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Okay, there was only one shot left in there.  
 
    Not good.  
 
    If I got myself killed in front of Lily Stargazer, I was never going to forgive myself. 
 
    For once, I turned and ran away from the danger. As I raced along, I realized I was out of options. I was going to have to fight them hand to hand. I cast a gaze up at the sky. The Aphrodite was turning back, but not fast enough. 
 
    I slowed to a stop then turned. 
 
    Pulling out my blade. My thoughts went to my grand-mère. This was what she always feared. This. 
 
    I readied myself as the first werewolf approached. There were only three. I could handle three. 
 
    A moment later, however, I heard the rattle of a gun. 
 
    I looked up. 
 
    To my great surprise, another airship had descended from the clouds. It was held aloft by the red balloon of a Red Cape Society airship. And there, gun in hand, was Agent Hunter. 
 
    I almost swooned. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    Okay, maybe I swooned a little. 
 
    I turned and looked back at the werewolves who stared up at the airship. They cast a glance from the airship to me and then they turned tail and ran. 
 
    Ugh. So much running. 
 
    Slipping down ropes, half a dozen Red Capes suddenly appeared. Passing me, they raced after the wolves. 
 
    Pausing to catch my breath, I looked up to see Agent Hunter slide down a rope. He crossed the grass and joined me. 
 
    “Thought you could use a little backup,” he said with a smirk. 
 
    Nope, not swooning again. 
 
    “What? I had this handled.” 
 
    “Was that the Jacobite I saw on fire?” 
 
    “Maybe. But I wasn’t on the Jacobite. I was on the Aphrodite. And we shot down the Fenrir.” 
 
    “Where’s Harper?” 
 
    “On the airship,” I said, pointing at the Aphrodite, which was coming up alongside the agency airship. 
 
    “And Skollson?” 
 
    “Left him tied to a rock over there,” I said, pointing to the standing stones as I tried to catch my breath. 
 
    Agent Hunter chuckled. “I see,” he said then laced his hands behind his back. “Seems like you didn’t need me after all.” 
 
    I grinned. “And why did you come, sir?” 
 
    “Just… On a hunch.” 
 
    “A hunch?” 
 
    Agent Hunter shrugged, but a smile played on his lips all the same. 
 
    “I like your hunches, Agent Hunter.” 
 
    “I like your work, Agent Louvel.” 
 
    “Shall we go clean up this mess?” 
 
    “Before the moon comes out? Sounds like a grand idea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24: Gazing at Stars 
 
      
 
    The rope ladder leading up to the Aphrodite wagged in the breeze. My fellow Red Capes rounded up the crew of the Fenrir, including Zayde Skollson, who looked in my direction when they loaded him aboard the agency airship. The expression on his face was an odd tangle of anger, annoyance, and gratitude.  
 
    “Where are they headed?” I asked Agent Hunter. 
 
    “Her Majesty wants them sent back to Oslo.” 
 
    I sighed. “From what Lionheart told me, it’s likely they’ll just get a slap on the wrist. We could be plucking him out of the sky again very soon.” 
 
    Agent Hunter gave Skollson a long look. “No. Something tells me he won’t be tempted to tangle with Little Red again.” 
 
    “I’m the one with broken ribs. I’m not too keen on tangling with him again any time soon.” 
 
    Agent Hunter eyed me carefully, his expression full of concern. “Are you serious?” 
 
    I nodded, gently touching the ribs on my left side. “Yeah, definitely broken.” 
 
    “We’ll get you to the surgeon in Edinburgh.” 
 
    I shook my head. “If it’s all the same to you, I’m really, really ready to head back to London. I have someone there who can patch me up.” 
 
    Agent Hunter smiled sympathetically at me. “As you wish.” 
 
    Harper and the crew of the Aphrodite—save Angus who was still on the ship—made their way toward Agent Hunter and me. 
 
    “And how was she?” Agent Hunter asked under his breath. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. Apparently, Harper and I weren’t the only ones who were star-struck. “Interesting.” 
 
    He nodded. “That’s what I figured. And fast. You must have arrived right behind the Jacobite.” 
 
    “That we did.” 
 
    “Interesting indeed.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” I smiled at the young woman who Lily Stargazer had called—well, more shouted—Georgia. “We owe you a huge debt of gratitude,” I told the girl. “You saved my partner’s life. Thank you.” 
 
    Harper smiled generously at the girl. 
 
    The girl shrugged. “Seemed like the right thing to do.” 
 
    Lily gave her daughter an exasperated and mildly amused look. She shook her head. 
 
    “Thank you for your help,” I said, turning to the airship racer. “You and your crew,” I said, turning to Orlando. 
 
    He inclined his head to me. 
 
    “Don’t forget what I told you,” I told Orlando. 
 
    He huffed a laugh. “I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
    Lily turned to me. “Do you need a lift back to Edinburgh?” 
 
    “We have another ship coming in,” Agent Hunter told her. 
 
    She nodded. “All right. Then I assume Her Majesty will be satisfied?” 
 
    Agent Hunter nodded. 
 
    “Right. We’ll be off then. Agent Louvel,” Lily said with a grin, turning to me. “No offense, but I hope we don’t cross paths again any time soon.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Understood. It… It was an honor to meet you.” 
 
    She smirked. “Don’t get sentimental, Agent. It doesn’t suit you,” she said then turned to Harper. “Agent Harper.” 
 
    Harper tried to say something, but it came out as a mangled mess that sounded something like, “BigyouthankfansorryI… Oh, bloody hell.” 
 
    Lily laughed. “Nice to meet you too.” 
 
    With that, Lily Stargazer motioned to her children, and the three of them headed back to the Aphrodite.  
 
    “Well, I almost died, but the former crew of the Stargazer saved my life. So, that makes it about equal,” Harper said as she watched them head back to their ship. 
 
    “It was quite the experience, to say the least,” I agreed.  
 
    I waved to Angus who gave us a friendly salute then headed back belowdecks. 
 
    “Well, at least you didn’t throw up on Lily Stargazer’s ship. That would have been…awful,” Harper said with a laugh. 
 
    I frowned at her. 
 
    “Throw up? Agent Louvel, are you sick?” Agent Hunter asked. 
 
    “No,” I said, hoping that Harper would shut up. 
 
    Harper grinned at me then turned to Agent Hunter. “Agent Louvel gets motion sick.” 
 
    Agent Hunter turned to me. “Is that true?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m fine now.” 
 
    “You did all this while sick?” Agent Hunter asked. 
 
    “She was positively green,” Harper said with a laugh. 
 
    “Oh my god, shut it.” 
 
    Harper chuckled. 
 
    Agent Hunter gave me a sympathetic smile, an expression which made my stomach flop, and not in a bad way. 
 
    “There is the second ship,” Harper said, motioning to another red-ballooned agency ship.  
 
    “Shall we pick up Shadow Watch and head home?” Agent Hunter asked. 
 
    I grinned. “Yes. But let’s make sure Agent Walsh goes on that ship,” I said, pointing to the airship full of werewolves headed on the long, uncomfortable ride to Oslo. 
 
    Agent Hunter raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Can you help with that? Harper and I owe him a little thanks for his hospitality.” 
 
    “As you wish, Agent Louvel,” Agent Hunter said with a smirk. 
 
    “Ugh,” Harper said, looking back at the remains of the Fenrir. “That’s a mess.” 
 
    “Indeed. You’ll need to fill out Form 776 on that one, Agent Harper,” Agent Hunter told her. 
 
    “Form 776? That’s fifty pages long!” 
 
    “So it is.” 
 
    I chuckled then looked back once more at the Aphrodite which was ascending into the clouds, taking the living legend—and her clockwork fairy—along with it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25: One too Many 
 
      
 
    After leaving the Shadow Watch agents at Castle Rock, Harper, Hunter, and I headed to the Edinburgh airship towers to take a second ship back to London. I was still nauseous, my ribs hurt, my busted lip still was sore, and I’d gotten a few new cuts along the way, but I was alive. 
 
    What more could I ask for? 
 
    As we made our way back down the Royal Mile to the towers, I spotted Ronald at the door of the White Horse Pub. He looked like he was just headed in to work for the night. 
 
    “Agent Louvel,” he called. 
 
    I stopped a moment, Harper and Hunter waiting for me a discreet distance away. 
 
    “Should I get some extra potatoes on?” he asked with a smirk, motioning to the door of the pub. 
 
    While Harper looked away, trying not to pay attention to the scene, I could feel Agent Hunter’s eyes on the brawny tapster and me. Suddenly, I felt like I wanted to sink into the ground. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Not today.” 
 
    “Headed back to London already?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. I’ve had enough action for now.” 
 
    Ronald chuckled. “So I see. Want a drink first? On the house. You and your friends, of course.” 
 
    I looked back at Agent Hunter. He was standing very still, his hands laced behind his back. Harper was just behind him. To my surprise, she flicked her eyes toward our boss and gave me just the slightest knowing look. 
 
    “Thanks, but no. We need to head back.” 
 
    Taking the cue, Ronald nodded. “Well, maybe next time you’re this way.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied, and with that, I rejoined the others. 
 
    We continued toward the towers. As we walked, my stomach filled with nervous butterflies. I hated the idea that Agent Hunter might think me a barfly, or a flirt, or whatever he thought. Ronald seemed like a nice enough guy, but still. Agent Hunter’s good opinion of me meant a lot more than some random flirtation. 
 
    “You used to work this city. Ever been in there before?” I asked Agent Hunter, motioning back to the pub. 
 
    “Can’t say I have.” 
 
    “Interesting place. I met the Loch Ness Monster there.” 
 
    Agent Hunter stopped. “Sorry?” 
 
    “Eideard, the waterhorse.” 
 
    “Was there? At the pub?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah, he bought me a drink, pulled me out of a scuffle later on too. Nice chap.” 
 
    At that, Agent Hunter smirked. “You, Agent Louvel, have a nose for trouble.” 
 
    “I guess that’s what makes me good at the job.” 
 
    “I guess so,” Agent Hunter replied, smiling lightly. 
 
    I cast a glance at Harper who grinned at me but didn’t say another word. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26: Making Plans 
 
      
 
    The next day, I found myself at the squash court at King’s College. Since Lionheart hadn’t yet warmed up to Harper, I decided to go on my own to let the alpha know that the skies above the realm were clear once more. 
 
    I slipped into the viewer’s box just as Lionheart and Bryony had finished their match. This time, the werewolf had won. They chatted with one another as they went to put their rackets away. I was just about to open the small door leading onto the court when I stopped cold. 
 
    Lionheart stepped close to Bryony, setting his hand on her chin. He gazed down at her, and a moment later, leaned in and kissed her. 
 
    Taking my hand off the door handle, I stepped back into the shadows of the viewing box and stayed there. 
 
    When they finally let one another go, he whispered something in her ear. 
 
    Bryony smiled at him, squeezed his hand, then headed out of the court. 
 
    Lionheart finished cleaning up the equipment then turned and looked back at the viewer’s box. 
 
    “Coming out, Agent Louvel?” he called. 
 
    There was a strange, sick feeling in my stomach. Jealousy? That was stupid. But it was there all the same. I didn’t want Lionheart. I was a werewolf hunter, not a werewolf lover. But I liked that the alpha was fond of me. It made me feel…special. 
 
    “I was just trying not to interrupt,” I replied as I joined him on the court. 
 
    “For that, I am obliged. After all, I have you to thank for the progression of things with Professor Paxton.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “I had, for some time, sensed her growing attachment. I had tried to ignore it, given my true condition, but it seems that my affliction is not an impediment to her affection.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I replied, trying really hard to be as glad as my words suggested. 
 
    Lionheart smiled abashedly then turned and studied me more closely. “Well,” he said then. “Looks like you found the flying wolf.” 
 
    “So I did. He’s flown back to Oslo, for now. The situation is in hand.” 
 
    Lionheart inclined his head to me. “I expected no less, Little Red.” 
 
    I smiled nervously. “Yeah. Thanks. Well, anyway, I just wanted to let you know. I won’t keep you from your lady.” 
 
    Lionheart inclined his head to me. 
 
    I turned and went to the door but paused just a moment. “Richard, what do you know about the druids?” 
 
    Lionheart shook his head. “Both before and after my time. A secret sect, really.” 
 
    “Not unlike the Templars.” 
 
    “No, indeed. Different flavor though.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Go to the summer country, Agent Louvel. If you want to know about the druids, walk the lands of Arthur.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “And if you run across the Holy Grail, be a good sister-in-arms and snag it for me. I’ve only been looking for it for a few hundred years.” 
 
    I laughed. “Of course. Good-bye, Sir Richard.” 
 
    “Good-bye, Agent Louvel.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Reluctantly, I took the tram back across town to headquarters. There, I found Agent Harper at her desk, busily working on completing Form 776. Still nursing my sore ribs, I slowly sunk into my seat. My entire torso had turned the loveliest shades of yellow and purple. 
 
    “I left you Form 912 and Form 11,” Harper said, pointing to the papers on my desk. 
 
    I picked up my fountain pen then set it back down. Leaning back in my chair, I scanned the room for Agent Hunter. 
 
    “He’s gone already,” Harper said without looking up. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “He got called out on a case first thing this morning. He stopped by though, asked where you were.” 
 
    I looked at Harper. 
 
    She looked up at me then winked. “What? I’m observant.” 
 
    I chuckled.  
 
    “I do have bad news though,” Harper said. 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “I’m rotating to Cressida now,” Harper said, referring to one of our colleagues who worked in magical artifacts. “She has a case. Hunter asked me to follow up with her when I’m done with the paperwork for the Fenrir case.” 
 
    I smiled softly at her. I hated to let her go. “I’ll miss you, but I am glad about one thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Hunter said you can join Cressida when you’re done with the paperwork for the Fenrir case, right?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what he said.” 
 
    Moving slowly, I rose. “Good.” 
 
    “Why is that good?” 
 
    “Because he said when you’re done with the paperwork. He didn’t say anything about me.” 
 
    “And just where are you going?” 
 
    “To my grand-mère’s house. I have two broken ribs, a busted lip, and more bruises than I can count. I can’t think of any place I’d rather be.” 
 
    Harper laughed. “Fine, Clemeny. I’ll finish it all.” 
 
    “Thanks, Harper.” 
 
    “Tell Cressida not to get too used to having you around. I’m going to need you back when you’re ready.” 
 
    Harper beamed a smile at me. “I already told Agent Hunter I’d rather just stay with you, but he wants me to finish my rotations.” 
 
    “Makes me wonder what Agent Hunter’s got planned for me.” 
 
    “Oh, I definitely think he has plans for you. Not sure they’re all work-related though.” 
 
    “Oh my god, shut it.” 
 
    Laughing, Harper said, “Go get some rest, Clemeny.” 
 
    “Thanks, Harper. For everything.” 
 
    She nodded then—thankfully—picked up the paperwork she’d left on my desk and set it in her own pile. 
 
    I turned and headed to the exit. 
 
    And just what did Agent Hunter have planned for me?  
 
    I couldn’t wait to find out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Continue Clemeny’s Adventures in Peppermint and Pentacles 
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    Being the heir to Camelot is a tangled mess. 
 
      
 
    Rapunzel has spent her entire life living in Merlin's cave on the coast of Cornwall. Under the protection of her faerie guardian, Gothel, she’s stayed safe. Safe and bored. Dreaming of a life that looks more like a Jane Austen novel, Rapunzel fears she'll never have the chance to explore Victorian England's modern delights. Or meet a man. Or be kissed. Or anything else remotely resembling normal. 
 
      
 
    When Red Cape Society Agent Ewan Goodwin's monster-stalking device leads him to Rapunzel—and her unusual pets—the pair’s destinies entwine. Together, they must solve a mystery tied to the very roots of King Arthur's Britannia. 
 
      
 
    Golden Braids and Dragon Blades is a retelling of the Rapunzel fairy tale set in Melanie Karsak’s bestselling gaslamp London steampunk universe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Once Upon a Time… 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Prologue: Gothel 
 
      
 
    I stood in the dark under the shadow of the hazel tree. Through the window of their second-floor apartment situated above the fishmonger’s shop, I saw her pace the small flat. She wouldn’t be able to see me, just like he—the father, if you could call him that—had not when he’d come to steal from my garden. I shook my head. Such low people. I fingered the amulet hanging from my neck, a slim metal shard dangling from a braid of silver hair. 
 
    I watched her as I had done these nine long months. She was tall and lanky, her brown curls stuffed up under a scarf. She wore an apron over a drab brown dress. Only her massive stomach, protruding like an infection, gave her body any shape. She walked back and forth across the small space, cursing like a sailor, then put one finger to one nostril and blew her nose onto the floor. 
 
    I squeezed the amulet in my hand, feeling the metal dig into my palm. 
 
    Are you sure? Are you sure this—this—is sacred blood? 
 
    The metal grew hot in my hand. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    The door slapped open. 
 
    “Oi, Deloris. You here, dove?” Craig—the father—called when he entered their one-room flat. 
 
    Dove? I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Where have you been?” she asked, slapping him on the head. “I’m worn through. I’m about to take a knife and cut this lump outta me. You get it?” 
 
    He lifted a cloth bag, opening it to reveal the bundle of rapunzel he’d filched from my garden. Deloris grabbed the bag from his hand and began eating it at once. 
 
    “You see ’er?” 
 
    Craig shook his head. “No. Crotchety old witch, probably asleep. I snuck there and back no problem.” 
 
    “Go again tomorrah. Understand? God, I hope this thing gets out of me soon,” she said, swatting her swollen stomach. 
 
    I clenched my jaw at the sight, reminding myself not to do something rash—at least not until the child was born. I squeezed the amulet once more. 
 
    “Any luck with his lordship?” she asked, her mouth full of my greens. 
 
    Craig rubbed his hands together. “He said that if it’s got a cock and balls, he’ll take it. You hear that?” Craig said, shouting at his wife’s protruding belly. “You better be growing the right equipment, or we’re just going to let the Thames have you.” 
 
    “Could sell it to a brothel if it’s a girl.” 
 
    “Enough bastards at a brothel. Might as well just leave it in the woods.” 
 
    “Lord, I’m so hungry!” Deloris said, shoving handfuls of the rapunzel into her mouth. “Make sure you go back tomorrah.” 
 
    “You already said that. Might not be any more growing by then.” 
 
    “Witch’s garden always has a fresh batch by mornin’.” 
 
    “Witch,” Craig said with a laugh. “Half-deaf old hag. A steamcar could roll through her backyard, and she’d never hear.” 
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    I turned and looked at my garden. Craig had trampled my basil in his not-so-subtle attempt at thievery. I frowned then waved my hand over the plants, a shimmer of silver gliding from my fingers. The basil righted once more, springing back to its upright position. As the glimmer of magic cascaded to the soil, a new row of rapunzel sprouted to life. The large, leafy greens would be ready by morning. 
 
    I rolled the amulet around my fingers then gazed back up at the window. Deloris and Craig were now bickering. I eyed the woman’s belly. 
 
    The ninth generation. That’s what Merlin had promised so long ago. I hoped he was right, because I was tired and done with this world. I looked overhead as an airship floated past. An airship. I shook my head. I was most definitely done with this world. Sighing, I turned and headed back inside. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was the scream in the middle of the night two days later that woke me. I’d fallen asleep in the chair that looked out at their apartment. I rose, leaning against my staff, and went to the window. There was a flurry of activity inside. 
 
    Deloris was cursing. 
 
    Craig flung himself to and fro in an annoyed huff then rushed out the flat door. 
 
    I closed my eyes and twisted my hands. Magic rolled from my fingertips. A glimmer of pink light moved from my fingers and across the garden between my cottage to their tiny apartment. It slipped in through the window unseen. It seemed like forever until her screaming abated. It would go more comfortably for her now. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I waited and listened. It seemed like time had stopped. Finally, I heard it. A single shrill cry rang through the night. 
 
    My teacup sitting in its saucer clattered as it shifted across the table. The windowpanes rattled. 
 
    I opened my eyes and stared through the window. 
 
    A few moments later, Craig flung open the door, and he and the surgeon appeared. 
 
    “By Christ, Deloris. If you were just going to birth the thing yourself, I wouldn’t have fetched the surgeon. Now I have to pay him. Boy or girl?” 
 
    I listened hard but couldn’t hear her answer. 
 
    “Dammit!” Craig exclaimed, running his fingers through his hair. 
 
    Girl. 
 
    The surgeon bent, disappearing out of sight. A few moments later, he rose holding a squalling bundle. The tiny screams had attracted an owl who alighted in my hazel tree. And then another and another. I watched as they all gathered. The bats, the raccoons, the creatures of the night. All were drawn by the baby’s cries. 
 
    I would need to get her away from here. Away from everyone. Anyone who saw her—even people as rude as Deloris and Craig—would eventually notice the child was special. If they didn’t drown her first. 
 
    Craig handed the surgeon some coin, and the man departed. 
 
    I turned and looked around the room. The key to my small cottage lay on the table nearby. A glint of moonlight shimmered on it. 
 
    I nodded. “Very well.” 
 
    Opening my bag, I waved my hand at my few precious belongings, lifting them with magic, directing them to my bag. I grabbed my key and turned and headed outside. 
 
    I ambled around the block toward the fishmonger's shop. As I neared the gaslamps, the flames whispered to me, telling me what must be done. 
 
    Merlin was right after all. We just needed to wait and watch. Now, she had come. 
 
    The surgeon, carrying his medical bag, walked through the foggy air down the cobblestone away from the building, muttering under his breath. 
 
    I cast a glance up at the owls perched on the rooftop of the building. 
 
    “Get hence,” I whispered, waving a hand at them. “Before someone notices you.” 
 
    They hooted loudly and flew off. But they didn’t go far. Large yellow eyes watched from the shadows of the trees nearby. 
 
    As I rounded the building, the stink of fish assailed my nostrils. 
 
    I went to the door leading to the flat upstairs and slowly climbed the steps. I could hear the baby crying and Craig cursing. 
 
    “And just what are we going to do now?” Craig demanded. 
 
    “I’m tired. Shut it,” Deloris snapped. 
 
    I knocked on the door. 
 
    “What was that?” Deloris asked. 
 
    “Probably someone to come complain about all the noise,” Craig replied then opened the door. “Look—” he began but stopped when he saw me. 
 
    “Well, what is it?” Deloris asked. “Oh, you, quiet down, girl,” she added, scolding the newborn baby. 
 
    Craig stepped back, and I entered the room slowly. I eyed Craig. He was a drunk and thief, nothing more. I turned to Deloris. Just under her skin, I saw the shimmer of something that lay dormant in her blood. She merely carried the seed; she was nothing. When my eyes went to the child, however, I saw the rosy pink glow all around her. Fools, couldn’t they see it too? 
 
    Deloris rocked the child far too roughly as she glared at me. “Well, what do you want?” she finally asked. 
 
    “The child,” I answered simply. 
 
    “The child?” Craig asked with a laugh. “Get out of here before I beat you.” 
 
    “You grew that child with my rapunzel. Shall I tell the constables how you stole from my garden?” 
 
    Craig sneered. “Another word out of you, witch, and I’ll bury you in that garden.” 
 
    I smirked then twisted my fingers, calling forth a sparkle around my fingertips. “I would like to see you try.” 
 
    “Craig,” Deloris whispered. Wide-eyed, she looked from Craig to me. 
 
    “What about a trade?” I asked. 
 
    “Trade? Trade what?” Craig asked. 
 
    I opened my palm, showing them the key lying therein. “My house for your child.” 
 
    The two exchanged a glance then Craig quickly crossed the room and grabbed the bundle from his wife, who shoved it in his direction. 
 
    “No tricks,” he said, eyeing me warily. 
 
    “No tricks. It is a pact. The child for the house. A binding agreement,” I replied. 
 
    He met my eye. “A binding agreement?” 
 
    “You understand me.” From the expression on his face, he did. Breaking a deal with a witch—or so they thought me—would result in death. 
 
    “I agree,” he said then handed the child to me, snatching the key from my hand. Smiling from ear to ear, he raced back to his wife and began helping her from the bed. 
 
    The tiny bundle in my arms wriggled and cried. 
 
    “Sleep, little one,” I said, soothing her. The little baby opened her eyes and squinted at me. Even then I could see her eyes were a kaleidoscope of shifting colors. I gently set my hand on her brow, setting a sweet charm of sleep on her. 
 
    The baby sighed contentedly then dozed off. 
 
    I turned and headed back outside. Rushing down the cobblestone, I made my way to the airship towers. As I did so, I shed the rumpled cloak I wore. Tossing my walking stick into a garden—it quickly morphed back into the form of a hazel tree—I shifted my shape. My features firmed, the lines on my face disappearing as I transformed into a woman in her twenties with dark hair wearing an elegant blue gown and fashionable mini top hat. Even as I walked, I felt my breasts fill with milk. I touched the rags covering the baby. They shifted to a delicate gown, bonnet, and blanket. 
 
    I went to the pilot’s station. One sleepy guard and one sleeping airship captain waited. 
 
    I cleared my throat politely. 
 
    “Oh, pardon, madame. We weren’t expecting anyone at this hour,” the guard said as he wiped tears of fatigue from his cheeks. 
 
    “I need a transport.” 
 
    “Liam, get up,” the guard said, kicking the cot on which the captain slept. “Where to, madame?” 
 
    “Cornwall.” 
 
    “Got silver?” 
 
    I shook my bag, the coins inside jangling. 
 
    The pilot rose, adjusted his shirt. “All right, lady. Let’s go. My God, what a little one you have there. Boy or girl?” 
 
    “Girl.” 
 
    “She got a name?” 
 
    I smiled down at the bundle sleeping soundly in my arms. “Rapunzel.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1: Zoetrope 
 
      
 
    “Rapunzel, let down your hair,” Mother called in singsong from below. I went to the entrance of the cave, which was situated high on the cliff side, and set my eye on the telescope. The end of the telescope poked just outside a waterfall of vines and roots that covered the entrance to my home in the seawall. 
 
    Which I never left. 
 
    Ever. 
 
    Mother stood on the sandy beach below. 
 
    Grabbing my strawberry blond locks, I shoved aside the curtain of ivy and roots and looped my braided tresses around a hook on the cave wall. I waved to Mother then dropped my hair. My long locks tumbled to the beach below. 
 
    Mother smiled. In a glimmer of sparkling light, she shifted form to that of a child. Spider-like, she crawled up my braid like it was a ladder. 
 
    As I stood waiting, I gazed out at the waters of the English Channel. The dark blue waters pitched and rolled. Light scattered on the water’s surface making it shine. The foamy white caps broke against the beach. It was low tide. When the tide rolled in, there wouldn’t even be any beach there. No one would ever suspect that someone lived in a cave nearby. 
 
    I closed my eyes and felt the wind on my face. I imagined, not for the first time, what it would be like to ride in one of the airships that flew overhead. I imagined how thrilling it would be to race through the clouds. I also imagined what it would be like to ride a horse, galloping across a field full of wildflowers. Like the knights in all the old Arthurian tales, I imagined chasing down some dangerous criminal on my fleet-footed charger. The wind caressing my cheek, I imagined racing down the streets of London in a steam-powered auto, my hands gripping the wheel as I took the turns at high speeds. I imagined everything. Because what else could I do but imagine? 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    The wind chimes made of shells and silver bells just inside my cave tinkled in the sea breeze. 
 
    Imagining was all I would ever do. There was no life for me outside this cave. 
 
    I felt the tension on my hair ease as Mother reached the cave. 
 
    “Good morning,” she called merrily. “And what are you dreaming about, love?” she asked. 
 
    I opened my eyes in time to see her shift back into the woman I knew: a tall, dark-haired, regal beauty. Sheltered as I was, I still knew she was striking. Unlike me. I was a lump of unmolded clay covered in hair that never seemed to stop growing. I cast a glance down at my clothes. Dressed in a worn petticoat embroidered on the hem, but still two sizes too short, and an old but comfortable corset, I was anything but regal. Not that it mattered. No one ever saw me anyway. I was entirely frumpy. Well, except for my eyes. Mother always told me my eyes were special. Kaleidoscope eyes. That’s what she called them, the colors in my eyes turning and shifting with my emotions. Mother said that my eyes were so unique that if the wrong person saw me, they might want to harm me. So I stayed in my cave whether I wanted to or not. I stayed in my cave, so my eyes wouldn’t get me killed. 
 
    “Nothing,” I answered with a sigh. I cast a glance back at the periwinkle blue sky. One day, maybe, kaleidoscope eyes or no, I would ride an airship. One day, I would find a way. 
 
    I unhooked my hair and pulled it back inside. Coiling it into a massive heap at my nape, I removed the hairpins I’d stuck into the top of my bodice and wove them back into my strawberry blonde locks. My hair shimmered almost copper-colored in the sunshine. 
 
    “I come bearing gifts,” Mother said as she started unpacking the satchel she wore. “Thought they might cheer you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, turning reluctantly away from the view. My mind clung to my imaginary adventures, unwilling to let them go. “But you know what would cheer me most?” For once, I hoped she would say yes. To anything, any adventure outside the cave. But I knew even before the words left my lips that there was no hope. 
 
    “I do indeed, but it cannot be helped. You know that, my dear,” Mother said as she set parcels on the table. 
 
    “I know, but maybe…maybe I could just go swimming. You know, not far, just at the base of the sea wall. I could use a rope ladder to get up and down. I’d only go at low tide, so it would be safe.” 
 
    “But you have a pool of water in the lower portion of the cave.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s not big enough for swimming. And you can’t see the sky there.” 
 
    Mother turned and set her hand on my cheek. “Rapunzel,” she said lovingly. “Come see what I brought you.” Taking me by the hand, she led me to a table. I bit my tongue, well aware she was attempting to turn the conversation. It was no use. No matter what I said, the answer was always no. Instead, I turned my attention to Mother’s gifts. On the table, I found three books and a box. A sweet-smelling parcel was sitting on my makeshift kitchen counter. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked, lifting the box. 
 
    “Open it,” she said with a smile. 
 
    I lifted the lid on the box and from within, pulled out a device that looked a bit like a lantern. The machine was made of paper. Small slits were cut into the sides. On the inside, around the entire circumference, was a row of dragon silhouettes. At the center, there was an unlit candle. “What is it?” 
 
    “They call it a zoetrope,” she said. “Watch.” She gave the device a spin. 
 
    As the paper spun, it created an illusion. The dragons took flight and began breathing fire. I clasped my hands together and lifted them to my lips. Slowly, the zoetrope stopped spinning, and the dragons rested once more. 
 
    “Delightful!” 
 
    Mother grinned. “At night, when it’s dark, take it to the back and light the candle at the center. Then give it a spin. Through these slats, the dragons will be reflected on the walls.” 
 
    “I love it,” I said, wrapping my arms around Mother’s waist. 
 
    “I thought you would,” she said then kissed me on the head. She sighed heavily then hugged me close. When she did so, I felt the tension in her body. Though she’d been all mirth and smiles, something had her on edge. She kissed me on the head once more, then went back to the cave entrance and looked into the telescope. She scanned up and down the beach. 
 
    “Mother, what is it?” 
 
    “Nothing, dear,” she said. “Where are they?” 
 
    I pointed toward the back of the cave. “Sleeping.” 
 
    “Have they been out?” 
 
    “Not since last night. Mother? Is anything the matter?” 
 
    She stepped away from the telescope. “Of course not,” she said with a smile, but I saw the twitch at the corner of her mouth that told me she wasn’t telling the complete truth. “Shall we have a treat? I brought cherry tarts from the baker.” She pointed to a bakery box on the counter. 
 
    I eyed her carefully. “All right.” I moved the zoetrope aside to make a space for us to eat then went to the cupboard from which I pulled out two pretty plates, one with pink roses and the other in blue and white with a picture of lovers sitting in a garden. I stroked my finger across the image of the boy and held in the sigh that wanted to escape my lips. Setting the table, I placed the plates, cloth napkins, and a fork and knife out for us. 
 
    Mother leaned against the side of the cave entrance. Staring out through the vines, she played with the little metal charm she always wore. 
 
    “Tea?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, please,” she said absently. 
 
    I set out two cups and saucers then went to the small stove, more a hole in the cave wall than an oven, and grabbed the teapot that had been hanging over the embers. 
 
    Eyeing Mother closely, I poured the tea, set the pot aside, then opened the bakery box. I breathed in the rich smells of sugar, butter, dough, and cherries. Gingerly, I set the tarts on the plates. 
 
    “Ready,” I called. 
 
    Still lost in her thoughts, Mother delayed a moment then turned and came to the table. 
 
    “Bon appétit,” she said. 
 
    “Merci beaucoup,” I replied. 
 
    “Tres bien,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “I’ve been studying.” 
 
    Mother smiled lightly then spooned sugar—five teaspoons—into her cup. I settled for a single dollop of honey. 
 
    We ate in silence. The chime hanging just inside the cave jangled in the soft sea breeze. 
 
    From the back, we heard a soft sneeze. 
 
    Both Mother and I turned and looked, but they weren’t awake yet. Slugabeds. 
 
    “I want you to keep them in for the next few days,” Mother said lightly as if the request was nothing to be alarmed about. 
 
    Staring at her, I set down my fork. “Why?” 
 
    “Just a precaution.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Mother sat back in her chair. “No. There are just rumors, that’s all. Probably nothing. We just want to make sure you’re safe. I need to leave again this afternoon. I might not be back for a few days. Just keep them in until I return.” 
 
    I stared at her. “All right. What kind of rumors?” 
 
    Mother reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “Nothing to worry about. I just need to make sure all is well and that rumors are just that. Now, did you see what books I brought you?” 
 
    I frowned, knowing full well Mother wasn’t being honest with me. 
 
    Smiling at me over her teacup, she motioned to the books. 
 
    Tipping my head, I looked at the spines. “The Tale of Culhwch and Olwen. I don’t have that one.” I picked up the book. Another Arthurian tale. Always Arthurian tales. At this point, I had all of them practically memorized. 
 
    “That is a very old one. It’s about a knight named Culhwch who wants to win the love of Olwen, whose father was a giant.” 
 
    “That must not have gone easily.” 
 
    Mother laughed. “Most definitely not.” 
 
    “Does he succeed?” 
 
    “Read and find out.” 
 
    I ran my hand across its bright red leather binding. The title had been embossed with golden letters, around which were roses and vines. I was surprised there was still an Arthurian tale I hadn’t read. Every knight, every lady seemed like old friends. 
 
    I studied the other books. “Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen. Oh! Is this a romance?” I cracked open the book at once. While Mother insisted I read every old legend ever written, what I most craved were modern romances. 
 
    Mother nodded. “The bookseller said lovely things about that one. Very popular. I’m told all the young ladies read Miss Austen’s works.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking about all the young ladies. I had seen engravings of those young ladies in the newspapers Mother sometimes brought. The images of those beautiful ladies in fine dresses and carrying parasols gave me a glimpse of a life I’d never have. I’d never go to a ball. Or walk around the gardens on some fine estate. Or go on a picnic. Or have a proper high tea. Or meet some fine man’s mother and sister. I’d never take a trip to Bath or see an opera. I’d never do anything all the young ladies do. Nor would I be like the lady airship captains in their trousers and goggles. Their lives seemed far more adventurous than those of all the young ladies and very exciting. But I’d never be like them either, hanging on to ropes and barking orders to my crew. No. I was destined to live and die in a cave like some hobgoblin. 
 
    Mother picked up the last tome. Grinning, she handed it to me. “And Don Juan by Lord Byron,” she said. 
 
    “Lord Byron? Wasn’t he that scandalous poet who was the lover of Lily Stargazer, the famous airship racer?” 
 
    “Yes, he was. I thought his work might stir your…imagination,” she said with a playful smirk. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and opened the book. Inside was a painting of the poet with his curly dark hair, pouty lips, and pale blue eyes. “Well, Lord Byron, we’ll have to see what you’re on about,” I said, eyeing the poet. He really had been very handsome. 
 
    Mother chuckled. 
 
    We ate quietly. When we were done, I rose to clear the dishes, but Mother motioned for me to sit. 
 
    “Have another tea,” she said, kissing me on the head once more. 
 
    She took all the plates and set them in the wash bin. Working quickly, she washed them up and set them aside to dry. She dried off her hands then went to the opening of the cave once more. She looked out through the vines then sighed. 
 
    “I need to go,” she said. Turning back to me, she smiled, but I saw that odd little tremor at the corner of her mouth again. And she was fingering her amulet in earnest once more. “Everyone stays until I say, all right?” 
 
    “They won’t like it.” 
 
    She nodded. “I know, and I’m sorry for it. I’ll make it up to them.” 
 
    “Might be hard to convince Wink.” 
 
    “Talk to her. She’ll listen to you.” 
 
    I chuckled then rolled my eyes at the impossibility of the task.  
 
    “Well, try, at least,” Mother said with an understanding grin. 
 
    I joined her at the cave entrance. Pulling out the pins that held my hair, I stuffed them into the ripped seam at the top of my corset. I lifted my long braid, getting ready to hook it, but Mother motioned for me to wait. Putting her eye to the telescope, she scanned the beach again. 
 
    A sick feeling rocked my stomach. Something wasn’t right. Mother wasn’t saying what, but clearly more than rumors were afoot. 
 
    “Mother?” I whispered. 
 
    She leaned back and nodded to me. “All clear. Go ahead, if you please,” she said, motioning to my braid. 
 
    I wound my hair around the hook, letting the long braid fall to the sandy beach below. 
 
    Mother hugged me once more. As she held me, she whispered, “Just stay inside Merlin’s cave, my love. You’re safe here. Everyone stays inside, all right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “Very good. I’ll be back soon,” she said then stepped back. Working her fingers, a sparkle of magic glimmered on her fingertips. She shifted into a child once more. “I love you,” she said, her voice high and sweet. 
 
    I giggled. “I love you too.” 
 
    She winked at me then swiftly climbed back down my hair. When she reached the bottom, I felt a light tug. 
 
    Unhooking my hair, I pulled my braid back inside. The end was wet and covered in sand. I lifted the hair to my nose and inhaled deeply, smelling the salty sea spray and sandy beach, then I turned and headed back into my cave. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: The Three Sisters 
 
      
 
    I lay on my cot listening to water drip from the rocks somewhere in the back of the cave. A storm had blown in that afternoon, and it had been raining in earnest all day and night since Mother had left. Wherever she was, I hoped Mother was warm and dry. And safe. 
 
    I tapped my finger on the book lying on my chest in time to the dripping water. My mind swirled around thoughts of Jane Austen’s Mister Darcy. What a brooding, insufferable, and wholly enticing creature. No wonder all the young ladies liked Miss Austen’s book. It was enchanting, as was Mister Darcy. I set my finger on my lips, stroking them gently. 
 
    I would never leave this cave. 
 
    I would never meet a man. 
 
    I would never be kissed. 
 
    I would live and die here. 
 
    Alone. 
 
    I heard a soft chirp then a little head nuzzled under my chin, wiggling into the warm spot between my chin and chest. 
 
    Well, not entirely alone. 
 
    I opened my eyes to find a golden tail sticking out from under one side of my chin, a tiny snout sticking out of the other, legs and feet on my chest. 
 
    I slid my fingers to her belly and tickled her tummy, eliciting a puff of smoke. She chirped happily, which got the attention of her sisters. Soon, two more little bodies crawled over me looking for warm spots to lie in. 
 
    I sat up, removing Estrid from my neck and setting her on my lap. I gazed down at the three little creatures staring expectantly at me. Estrid, realizing she had lost her comfy spot, huffed in annoyance and flew off. After one turn around the room, she landed on the nearby ledge and sneezed, blasting off a tiny puff of fire, which briefly illuminated the room with bright orange light and made her golden scales shimmer. 
 
    “Don’t get huffy,” I told her with a grin. “I needed to sit up, and dragons don’t make good scarves.” 
 
    Estrid snorted at me. 
 
    I gazed down at Luna. In the dim candlelight, her opalescent, pale blue and silver scales shimmered softly. She gazed at me with her beady dark eyes. I rubbed her under her chin. 
 
    “What is it, Luna?” 
 
    She rubbed her head into the palm of my hand. 
 
    “Pet me, pet me, pet me, eh? Luna-lay, Luna-lu, Luna-li,” I sang as I stroked her head, which elicited happy chirps from the kitten-sized dragon. 
 
    Jealous of the attention her sisters were getting, Wink batted her colorful wings. The rainbow of colors thereon, more reminiscent of a butterfly than any dragon I’d ever read about, fluttered gracefully. 
 
    “Oh, jealous girl,” I said, giving Wink a pat. “I see you. Well, everyone ready?” I asked. Setting Miss Austen’s book aside, I slipped off the bed. The dragons lifted up on their tiny wings, excited to see what adventure I had in store for them tonight. 
 
    I grinned at them. “You sure you’re ready?” 
 
    Estrid eyed me carefully, watching each little twitch of my muscles. When I flicked my eyes to the left, she looked left. When I flicked my eyes right, she looked right. I lifted a finger on my left hand; her muscles tensed left. Grabbing a small pillow, I tossed it at the willful little dragon to distract her then took off, running as fast as I could run toward the labyrinth of tunnels in the back of the cave. 
 
    And we were off. 
 
    Moving quickly in my bare feet, I slipped through the narrow gap in the rocks in my so-called library and into the elaborate cave network. The tunnels, lit only by an occasional lantern refracted with mirrors—a pretty clever invention of my own design—was our favorite place to play. Of course, the play was more for them than me. Each sister was no bigger than a cat, with Luna, the youngest, no bigger than a kitten. Given they didn’t go out except at night, their wings needed exercise. As it was, I wanted to distract them from the fact that they wouldn’t be going outside tonight. 
 
    I rushed over the boulder where the tunnel split, then wound down toward the chamber at the bottom of the cave network. A blast of orange light behind me told me Estrid was close. 
 
    But then I felt a hum in the air and a moment later, Wink appeared before me. 
 
    I laughed. “Show off.” 
 
    I felt the hum of magic once more and true to her name, the dragon winked then disappeared. A moment later, she called tauntingly from the chamber below. Luna and Estrid darted past me as they too headed to the sea chamber. 
 
    I reached the chamber a few moments behind them. Below, the pool of water swirled. The sea organisms living below the waves made the water come alive with blue light. I sat down on the ledge and watched the dragons. Estrid and Luna were perched on the stalactites hanging from the cave ceiling. Wink was on the single stalagmite at the center of the pool, the unicorn horn, or so I’d named it. Keeping quiet, I watched as the three dragons scanned the water, their eyes on the fish therein. They called to one another, a series of click and chirps, and then they worked. 
 
    Wink flew low over the water, startling the fish who darted left to get away from her. When they did, Luna dove. Grabbing one fish with her sharp teeth, she tossed it to Estrid. The little fire dragon blew a ball of flame at the fish, charring it, then caught it before it fell. Then Luna and Wink both swooped low and snagged their own meals from the water. Happy with their catches, they sat on the stones to enjoy their fish. 
 
    “Good girls,” I called to them. They clicked and chirped to one another and me. Their sounds resonated within me, a language mine but not mine. 
 
    When they were almost done, I climbed back to my feet once more. The girls chewed their last bites, one eye on me and one eye on the remains of their fish. They watched and waited. When I was sure they were finished eating, I turned and ran back inside once more. I took the long way, climbing up toward the top of the cave then back down a narrow passage, zigzagging across my own path to throw them off and see how good their sense of smell really was. Then, running, I sped back to the main living quarters. 
 
    Through the curtain of ivy and roots, I saw lightning strike in the distance. Rain pattered on the stone floor inside the cave, washing it with water. Breathless, I waited to see who would find me first. 
 
    It was Wink. 
 
    The air shivered, and the dragon appeared. She was truly the cleverest of all the sisters. 
 
    “Smartie.” I pulled a biscuit from the jar and tossed it to her. 
 
    Luna and Estrid appeared a moment later. 
 
    Luna, whose face was covered in cobwebs, landed on the corner of the table and brushed the webs off her face. I was just on my way to help her when she let out the daintiest of sneezes. 
 
    A small flicker of blue light flew from the dragon’s mouth. In the wake of the dragon fire, a small pile of moonstones lay on the table. 
 
    “My goodness, look at these,” I said, lifting the pale blue stones. Like the sky on a cloudy morning, they were a mix of hazy white and hues of pale blue. 
 
    Luna purred proudly. 
 
    I patted her on the head. “Well done! We’ll keep them somewhere special.” 
 
    I slid the moonstones into my pocket. As Luna grew larger, her magical stones were also increasing in size and brilliance. I’d never forget the first tiny stone, no larger than a kernel of corn. 
 
    I was just headed to the biscuit jar to grabs snacks for Estrid and Luna when I heard a strange noise outside. At first, I thought it was a rumble of thunder, but then it sounded again. It was a strange trumpeting sound paired with odd clicks. 
 
    The dragons, who’d been fluttering about me happily in anticipation of another treat, turned and looked toward the cave opening. 
 
    “No,” I whispered in a harsh warning, motioning for them to stay back. 
 
    The noise sounded once more. This time I heard it more distinctly over the rain. It was the blast of a horn, but there was something else, an odd scratching sound. And I heard clicks and beeps. The noise made a lump rise in my throat. 
 
    All three dragons moved toward the cave entrance. 
 
    “No. Stay back,” I whispered. 
 
    Estrid and Luna, sensing my nervousness, flew back to me. Estrid perched on my shoulder; Luna clung to my long braid. 
 
    Wink, however, hovered closer to the cave entrance. 
 
    “Wink, don’t you dare. Mother told us not to go outside. Please. It’s not safe. Please, don’t make me put you in the cage,” I said, referring to the enchanted silver cage Mother had once brought. It was the only thing that could hold Wink and dispel her magic. I hated it. And so did Wink. 
 
    The dragon, who understood me very well, looked over her shoulder at me. 
 
    “Wink. No. Please.” 
 
    Again the horn sounded. 
 
    My stomach quaked. 
 
    Wink looked back once more, and then she winked and disappeared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3: Not Quite Camelot 
 
      
 
    I gasped. 
 
    “Wink,” I whispered. 
 
    My hands shaking, I approached the curtain of ivy. 
 
    Estrid and Luna flew toward the back of the cave. I swallowed hard then edged carefully over the wet stones to the ledge. Shifting a little of the vines out of the way, I looked outside. 
 
    Flying just off the coast was a small airship. A light mounted to the side of the ship scanned the seawall. I gazed at the sky overhead. It was dark, the moon hidden by the clouds. I couldn’t see Wink. That was good news. If I couldn’t see her, then no one else could either. 
 
    I looked back at the airship. It wasn’t too far down the coast from me. 
 
    Lightning cracked. 
 
    When it did, I caught Wink’s silhouette on the skyline. She was hovering above the ship. 
 
    “Wink,” I whispered desperately. 
 
    The spotlight scanned down the seawall and into my cave. Bright light blasted into my eyes. The cave behind me was bathed in light. A sharp wind blew, shaking the ivy. Wincing, I looked away. The light glowed on the zoetrope, and the wind turned the delicate paper. Silhouettes of dragons flew along the walls as the zoetrope cast its shadows. 
 
    Once more, the strange machine sounded, echoing oddly, a mix of sounds like something metallic scraping, clicking, and beeping, paired with the trumpet of a horn. My stomach shook. I felt ill. My knees softened. In the back of the cave, Estrid and Luna chirped nervously. 
 
    I closed my eyes and prayed for the airship to pass, prayed for Wink to come back. I heard the sound of men’s voices. The light faded. I listened to the purring sound of the airship as it flew further down the coast and away from my cave. 
 
    Hands shaking, I went to the telescope. Through it, I watched as the airship flew toward the village, scanning the seawall as it went. I gazed down at the shoreline. The beach was completely covered with water. The storm had eroded any sign of safe passage to my cave. I was safe here. There was no way they would ever suspect anything or anyone was living in here. Everything was going to be okay. No one had seen Wink or me. 
 
    Blasted dragon. 
 
    Sitting down on the wet stones, I gathered all my hair and set it in my lap. I inhaled then exhaled deeply. I couldn’t hear the airship anymore. It was gone. It was safe now. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I bent my thoughts toward Wink, and then I sang: 
 
    From Avalon to Camelot 
 
    Sir Pellinore did ride 
 
    With Arthur there 
 
    Excalibur strapped along his side 
 
    The Questing Beast they hunted long 
 
    Searching night and day 
 
    But t’was the love of Gwenhwyfar 
 
    Whose call he could not fight 
 
    For Camelot 
 
    For Avalon 
 
    For these, I do implore 
 
    My sweet dear one 
 
    I call you now 
 
    Come back upon my shore 
 
    I exhaled deeply and opened my eyes. Spinning all around me was a torrent of shimmering blue light. Estrid and Luna, lulled by the song, perched on the back of the kitchen chairs and watched me. Dragon caller. That was what Mother had called me. That was why the dragons had awakened from their long slumber. They’d heard my song and woke. 
 
    A moment later, the air shimmered, and Wink appeared once more. 
 
    I sighed with relief then rose. 
 
    “Bad girl,” I chided her. “You could have been seen.” 
 
    Wink snorted a perturbed huff at me. 
 
    “Mother said we should not go out. That sound… You all felt it too, right?” I asked, looking at all three of them. Luna and Estrid watched me with curiosity. “It wasn’t safe. Mother warned me that we should stay inside.” 
 
    Ignoring me, Wink flew to the back of the cave. 
 
    Annoyed, I pinned up my long hair and followed her. Estrid and Luna followed me, curious to see the outcome of this battle. 
 
    “Wink! Wink, come back here,” I called, but the stubborn dragon flew on. 
 
    I wound through the caves, following behind Wink. Bending low, I shimmied into the narrow shaft through which Wink had gone. We were deep underground now. Here, the air smelled of minerals and clay. Following Wink, I entered the massive interior chamber at the very back of the cave. The cavern, trimmed with amethysts, sparkled. A small oil lamp, which we kept perpetually lit, cast its glow around the room. I scanned the chamber for Wink, furious with her for putting us all at risk. 
 
    But my heart melted when I saw her. 
 
    Her sisters flew in behind me then joined her. The three of them nestled inside a cracked geode at the other end of the cave. There, they snuggled around the last unhatched dragon egg. The pearlescent egg, looking like a smooth quartz crystal, twinkled in the dim light. 
 
    Suddenly feeling sorry for having scolded her, I joined them. The geode was large enough to house them, but not me. Sitting beside the stone, I set my chin on my hands and looked at them. 
 
    Wink gave me a passing glance, a half-apology in her eyes, then set her head on the unhatched egg. No. I couldn’t be angry at her. I could barely stand this semi-prison myself. I couldn’t blame her for being curious. 
 
    I sighed. “Still won’t wake up, huh?” I asked the egg. 
 
    The others looked at me expectantly. 
 
    Dragon caller. I had woken all three sisters with my songs. The eggs, stashed here hundreds of years ago by Merlin, had been waiting for someone to wake them. I’d sung to each of the girls, waking them from their long slumber, but the fourth egg wouldn’t stir—no matter what song I warbled. The dragon inside was still alive. When I put my ear to the egg, I could hear its heart beating. But no matter how much I called, no matter what song I sang—and I’d sung them all, made up new ones, sung in Latin, French, and even Seelie, the strange language Mother had taught me—the dragon would not wake. 
 
    “One day, I will find the right song.” 
 
    After all, if I couldn’t do it, who would? How many hundreds of years would have to pass? Legend said that every nine generations, a dragon caller would be born. And that was me. There hadn’t been another since the time of King Arthur. That’s what Mother told me. Well, I called her Mother, but she was not my true parent. Gothel had raised, loved, mothered, and protected me. She was my guardian. But she was not really my mother. She was a faerie sworn to protect the line of Pendragon. Every nine generations, the old blood, the blood of the dragon would awaken. Pendragon. That was me, a descendant of King Arthur, Rapunzel Pendragon, cave-dwelling heir of Camelot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4: Et Tu, Mister Darcy? 
 
      
 
    I stayed with the dragons until they fell asleep. With the momentary excitement passed, I went back to the front of the cave. Sliding carefully on the wet cave floor near the entrance, I peered outside. The rain had stopped, and the clouds had moved off. The sky was filled with thousands of stars. Pushing the ivy aside, I scanned up and down the shoreline. There was no sign of the airship. 
 
    There was no way anyone on that ship had seen me. The massive oak tree that grew on the land overhead and its long, thick roots, entwined with the cascade of ivy, kept the entrance to this ancient cave secret. No one would have seen. 
 
    What was that strange noise? The odd sound had tugged at something inside me. Was this what Mother was worried about? Was someone looking for me? 
 
    No. That wasn’t possible. No one even knew I was alive save Mother. 
 
    I was no one. A hobgoblin in a cave. Not one of the young ladies at all. No matter how nice that would be, how normal, that wasn’t me. I was a girl in a cave with three tiny dragons and a dragon egg to look after. They were my treasure, and I was destined to stay here and guard them. 
 
    Forever. 
 
    Sighing, I grabbed my copy of Miss Austen’s book, stoked the fire, and put on a fresh pot of tea. I lit a single candle then sat down at the table, dumping my hair beside me. It felt good to get its weight off my head. Sometimes I wanted to cut it all off—and once, I had. But it just regrew within days, a peculiarity I didn’t understand and for which Mother had no reasonable explanation either. 
 
    I flipped to the chapter where I’d left off. Certainly, Jane Austen’s character, Miss Elizabeth Bennet, didn’t have such trouble with her hair. We did, however, both have fine eyes. Perhaps if I ever found my Mister Darcy, he’d like my kaleidoscope eyes. After I read a few more chapters, I went and poured myself a cup of tea. When I returned to the table, I eyed the zoetrope sitting there, remembering the momentary flash of the dragons on the wall as the airship had passed. 
 
    I gazed out toward the cave entrance again. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and there was a light rain falling again, but there was no sign of airships. Only the soft peal of my wind chime filled the air. 
 
    Lifting my candle, I lit the small taper at the center of the zoetrope and gave it a spin. 
 
    A moment later, dragons danced across the wall. They breathed fire as they flew through the illusory sky. The dragons’ silhouettes spun around the room, interrupted only by my shadow. I turned it again and again, giggling happily as I watched the beautiful design at work. 
 
    I would need to show the girls. Setting my bookmark in my book once more, I took a quick sip of my tea, placing the cup down too quickly in the saucer. The china clattered. 
 
    “Oops,” I said with a laugh then to headed toward the back of the cave, but then I heard a bizarre noise. A sound like something metal zipping quickly buzzed just outside the cave. There was an odd clunk in the rocks and then the sound of a machine working. 
 
    I rose. Gripping the back of the chair, I stared at the cave entrance. 
 
    Sensing my alarm, Estrid suddenly appeared. She blew out the candles I had lit then alighted on my shoulder. 
 
    A moment later, the ivy parted, and a hand appeared on the cave floor. 
 
    First a hand. 
 
    Then a shoulder. 
 
    Then a leg. 
 
    And then a man. 
 
    For a moment, I’d stopped breathing. 
 
    He pulled himself into the cave then stood. 
 
    Green light glowed from the goggles he wore. He pulled a small device from his belt and activated it. It clicked loudly. 
 
    He scanned the room with his strange machine. 
 
    Estrid snarled low and mean. 
 
    I gripped the back of the chair tightly. I felt fixed, frozen in place. Part of me told me to lift the chair and bash him over the head with it. The other part of me—which had never even seen a man in the flesh before—stared in disbelief. 
 
    When the stranger finally set his eyes on me, he stopped. He pushed his goggles back on top of his head and looked at me, his eyes wide. He lifted his device and pointed it at me. Lights flashed across the top of the small machine, and it clicked wildly. 
 
    “You?” he whispered. 
 
    And then he did what he shouldn’t have. 
 
    He stepped toward me. 
 
    Estrid, having decided that was enough, crawled out of her hiding place behind my long braid and flew between us. Flames flickered between her jaws, and a moment later, she blasted a fireball at the stranger. 
 
    “Look out,” I called. 
 
    The man jumped back, his device falling to the floor with a clatter as it smashed into a dozen pieces. 
 
    The man slipped on the wet cave floor. His feet went out from under him, and he slid toward the ledge. I gasped in horror. If he fell, he would surely die. He grabbed at the ivy, but it pulled away in handfuls. Desperate, he reached out and held on to the wet ledge. I watched in terror as his fingers slowly slipped. 
 
    Rushing to the ledge, I reached out for him. 
 
    “Take my hands,” I called. 
 
    The stranger grabbed for me, his hands in mine. Tugging with all my might, I slowly pulled him back up. Once he was safely inside, I jumped backed, edging toward the table. I could run. There were many places to hide in the cave. But first and foremost, I had to get to the egg. 
 
    Estrid landed on my shoulder and roared more loudly than I thought possible. Her teeth bared. 
 
    The man rose quickly. He stared from me to Estrid. 
 
    A moment later, Wink appeared, Luna right behind her. 
 
    The man lifted his finger and whispered under his breath, “one, two, three,” as he counted each of the dragons. Then he pointed to me. 
 
    “Pendragon,” he said. 
 
    Wink, who apparently had had enough of the intruder, blinked. Reappearing before the man, she exhaled a puff of pink smoke in his face. 
 
    The stranger’s eyes rolled back, and he crumpled to the floor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5: WWEBD? 
 
      
 
    Wringing my hands, I paced the cave. Casting a glance down at the man who lay unconscious on the floor, I stopped. His shirt was wet. His sleeves, which had been rolled up, showed his arms which were covered in gooseflesh. He was cold. Grabbing a quilt from the cupboard, I covered him. He didn’t move. Pausing, I bent down to have a look. He had dark, curly hair. He was probably the same age as me. And he was handsome. Very handsome. A very handsome someone who’d likely come to kill me. Wonderful. 
 
    I rose and paced again. 
 
    What to do? What to do? 
 
    “What would Mother do?” I mused aloud. 
 
    Mother would have Estrid fry him to a crisp then toss him into the sea. 
 
    Okay, not that. Fine. Well then, what would Elizabeth Bennet do? 
 
    I shook my head. I hadn’t finished the book yet. I only got to the part where Lady Catherine de Bourgh confronted Elizabeth in the garden. Ugh. I didn’t know what to do. Should I bat my fine eyes and say something witty? I wrung my hands. With the water so high, I couldn’t leave the cave now even if I wanted to. And if I did, what about my girls? I could throw him out of the cave, but he’d drown, and I’d just saved him from drowning. And even if I did get him out of the cave, now he knew I was here, the cave was here, and he’d seen the girls. I could tie him up. That might work. I could bash him on the head with a frying pan, but that would just give him brain damage and very likely kill him. What to do! 
 
    I went to the telescope. Scanning, I spotted a boat moored at the base of the seawall just below my home. 
 
    I turned to pace once more, then spotted the stranger’s broken device lying on the floor. Metal gears, coils, and glass were scattered all around. I scooped up the pieces and went to go grab the dustpan when I spotted something shimmering in the moonlight. Lying just inside the broken contraption was a metal shard that looked like the amulet Mother wore. It was mounted inside the device, wires attached to the slim, jagged piece of metal. I picked up the broken instrument and pried the piece out, holding it in the palm of my hand. 
 
    To my surprise, the metal shimmered blue the same way Mother’s did when I touched it. It was similar, but not the same piece of metal. 
 
    I slipped the metal piece into my pocket then bent to clean up the mess. Wink and Estrid perched on the backs of the dining table chairs like vultures, each of them observing the stranger carefully. Luna, feeling more shy, clung to my hair, looking but not wanting to get too far from me. 
 
    Once the mess was cleaned up, I studied the man once more. 
 
    He wore a leather jacket on which he had a lapel pin. It appeared to be a badge of some kind. A brisk wind blew in through the cave entrance. The man shuddered in his sleep. 
 
    I looked back at Wink. “And how long should we expect our guest to be unconscious?” 
 
    She snorted at me then turned back to watch the stranger once more. 
 
    I eyed the man again. I needed to get him off the wet floor. Right now, I wasn’t sure if I needed to kill him or keep him from catching a cold. I had no idea who he was, but he had known who I was. On the one hand, maybe that meant Mother had sent him. On the other hand, chances were also good that he was there to kill me. 
 
    Odds were fifty-fifty. 
 
    Well, no, more like a seventy-thirty. It was far more likely that he was there to kill me, yet he didn’t look much like a killer. 
 
    A soft breeze blew through the cave, fluttering a curl on his forehead. 
 
    No, he didn’t look like a killer at all. 
 
    Still warring with myself, I rose and removed the blanket, setting it at the foot of the small lounging couch we’d arranged along the cave wall. 
 
    “All right, sir.” I slipped my hands under his armpits and tugged him toward the chaise. “I’m not sure if you’re here to help me or murder me, but all the same, let’s get you off the floor.” 
 
    Estrid flew to the ledge just above the couch. Orange flame flickered in her mouth as she watched the man carefully. I lifted his shoulders first. Getting him onto the chaise wasn’t easy. Boosting the rest of him up with my hip and leg, I rolled him onto the divan. He lay at an awkward and very uncomfortable angle, but still, he didn’t wake. 
 
    I looked back at Wink. “Whatever that butterfly dragon fire of yours is, promise me you will never use it on me.” 
 
    Wink chirped at me then eyed the man suspiciously once more. 
 
    I adjusted the gentleman into a comfortable position, feeling awkward the entire time considering I had never even seen a man up close before, let alone touched one. When I was done, I covered him again. 
 
    “There,” I said, brushing off my hands. I gazed down at him. His dark hair, on closer inspection, and under the light of Estrid’s ominous fireball of death, was really more amber colored. The color reminded me of a chocolate bar Mother had once brought me. He had a sprinkle of freckles on his nose and cheeks. 
 
    I frowned. He definitely didn’t look like a killer. 
 
    I eyed the silver badge on his jacket once more. 
 
    “Watch him,” I whispered to Estrid. The dragon shifted forward and glared down at him. 
 
    Moving gingerly, I unpinned the badge. The image thereon was vaguely familiar. My mind raced through the pages of my books until I recalled where I had seen the symbol before. 
 
    I rushed back to my library. I pulled a tome from the shelf then headed back into the central living space. Slipping into a chair at the table from which I could keep an eye on the stranger, I flipped through the pages of the book. 
 
    I laid the silver badge on the table then opened my tome of Arthurian tales, flipping to an illustration that was included with the tales of King Pellinore. On the king’s shield was the grail. Wrapped around the cup was the Questing Beast, the dragon King Pellinore always hunted—but never managed to slay. I looked at the stranger’s badge. There were some small differences between King Pellinore’s crest and the badge. The letters R and M had been worked into the stranger’s brooch. But there was one other importance difference. While King Pellinore’s sigil only showed the Questing Beast and the grail together, the stranger’s badge had a unique addition. On his sigil, the Questing Beast had a sword thrust through its neck. 
 
    I set the pin down and stared at the man. 
 
    I knew then what he was. For all his sweet appearance, there was a sad but simple truth. This man was a dragon hunter. 
 
    I turned to Wink. 
 
    “We’re in trouble. Find Mother.” 
 
    The little dragon chirped and, with a shiver of magic, disappeared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: Petticoats and Pendragons 
 
      
 
    I brewed a fresh pot of tea and sat in a chair opposite the stranger. Estrid kept one eye on the man while she dozed. Luna had taken up a more cautious position inside an unused teapot on the shelf opposite. I sipped my tea as I rolled the piece of metal that had been in the man’s device around in my hand. It was exactly like Mother’s. How had he come by it? For that matter, what even was it? And why did it glow blue every time I touched it? 
 
    Lifting my teacup, I took a sip. I gazed toward the cave entrance. It was that hazy gray color it gets right before the sun rises. Wink wasn’t back yet. My stomach tied into a knot. Had I endangered her as well by sending her to get help? 
 
    I set down my cup and lined up the various weapons I had lying on the table beside me: a fire iron, a butcher knife, a cast iron pan, and my pointiest hairpin. 
 
    I examined the sliver of metal. It didn’t really have any definitive shape. I looked it over, searching for any markings, but there were none. 
 
    Frowning, I set it back down. Miss Austen’s book sat on the table. It called to me, tantalizing me with its unanswered secrets. Would Mister Darcy return? Would Elizabeth realize she was in love with him? Would they both stop being so stubborn? 
 
    I looked away from the book. It would have to wait. I picked up the mysterious shard once more. 
 
    “It’s a piece of metal.” 
 
    I turned to see the man staring at me. He hadn’t moved at all. In fact, he looked far too comfortable lying there under my quilt, his head on my pillow. He had a soft, friendly expression on his face. Despite his kind appearance, his badge told a far different tale. 
 
    “I know it’s a piece of metal,” I said. 
 
    He cast a glance up at Estrid, who was watching him carefully. She, in turn, cast a glance at me: fireball him or no, her eyes asked. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    The stranger watched our exchange. “Okay if I sit up?” he asked. 
 
    “Sit up, yes. Get up, no.” 
 
    “Understood,” he said then cast a smile at Estrid who glared menacingly at him. He flexed his eyebrows in surprise then shook his head. “I don’t suppose I could have some water? I have an odd taste in my mouth.” He sucked in his lips and gave his head a shake. “Probably the dragon breath.” 
 
    “It wasn’t her breath. It was butterfly dragon fire,” I said. “Water or tea?” 
 
    “A spot of tea would be lovely.” 
 
    “When I get up, don’t try anything stupid or Estrid will roast you for dinner. Understood?" 
 
    “Understood. Message loud and clear, Estrid,” he said, saluting my little dragon who flattened her ears at the sound of a stranger using her name. She puffed a little cloud of fire at him. The stranger rubbed the back of his head. “I see. Not on a first name basis yet. Got it.” 
 
    I went to the fireplace and lifted the teapot. Pulling down a cup and saucer, I poured the man some tea. 
 
    “How about you? You have a name?” the stranger asked me. 
 
    “Not one that you need to know,” I replied tartly. I envisioned Elizabeth Bennet grinning approvingly at me. “And you, Mister Dragon Hunter? A name?” 
 
    “Dragon hunter is a bit of a misnomer. Ewan…Ewan Goodwin.” 
 
    “Tea or honey, Mister Goodwin?” 
 
    “Neither.” 
 
    Willing my hands to stay still, I carried the cup of tea to him. As I approached, I saw him look me over. Good lord, I hadn’t even thought to put any clothes on. There I was in a corset and petticoat serving tea to a man who had probably come to kill me. Looking respectfully away from my mostly underdressed form, his gaze went to my hair and then to my eyes. He stared at my eyes, his gaze lingering far too long. 
 
    The teacup in my hand started to rattle. 
 
    “Here you are, Mister Goodwin,” I said politely, handing him the cup. 
 
    “Thank you.” He took the cup, his dark brown eyes still fixed on mine. 
 
    I went to the other side of the room and lifted a shawl hanging on a peg in the cave wall. I draped it over my shoulders, covering my bare arms and chest. My stomach twisted with both fear and embarrassment. If Mother were here, she could merely tap my gown and shift it into something proper. Me, well, a shawl and my hair would have to do. 
 
    I pushed my long braid over my shoulder and down my chest then went and sat opposite the stranger once more. 
 
    “So, Mister Goodwin,” I began, picking up my teacup. “Have you come to kill me?” 
 
    “Well—” He lifted his finger while he took a sip. “Good tea. Thank you again. Well, you aren’t quite what I was expecting to find. And I wasn’t expecting them at all,” he said, looking from Estrid to Luna. “Where is the third one? The one with the bad breath?” 
 
    I frowned at him. “That was butterfly dragon fire. I told you that already. Never mind where she is. And now?” 
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    “And now, are you going to kill me?” 
 
    “And now, you are a pretty young lady all by yourself, not a dragon-blooded thug. Also, I have no idea what to do about the actual dragons since, you know, they aren’t supposed to exist. Besides, I’m rather certain Estrid will roast me alive if I even look at you sideways, so…” 
 
    I lifted the brooch he’d been wearing. “What’s this?” 
 
    “That,” he said, glancing down at his chest then back, “is my badge. Did you take it off me?” 
 
    “But what is it?” 
 
    He sipped again. “I am a member of the Red Cape Society, a special branch of Her Majesty’s secret service. I’m a Pellinore, and that’s my badge.” 
 
    “A Pellinore.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Like King Pellinore? The Knight of the Questing Beast? Otherwise known as a dragon hunter?” I asked, tapping his badge. 
 
    “Well, sort of.” 
 
    “Do you hunt dragons?” 
 
    “I hunt dragon bloods.” 
 
    “Dragon bloods?” 
 
    “You know, the blood of the dragon—I mean, of course, they don’t actually shift into dragons, but they carry the blood of Pendragon, which gives them extra-human strength, fiery red eyes, occasionally a little firepower from the fingers—always getting themselves in trouble with the law. Generally thugs and bruisers, not a dainty thing like you. I was tracking one through Cornwall, followed him to a carriage station not far from here, a big lug who is always up to no good. No idea what he was doing this far away from London, but I suspected he was planning something awful, so I was following him. But my machine,” he said, motioning to the broken device lying on the table, “went mad and led me to you instead. Of course, I’ve never seen a female dragon blood before. You aren’t supposed to exist. Unless… Well, that’s impossible. So, yeah. That’s my story. I came here to arrest a dragon blood and instead, I found you and this cute—but very deadly—little brood instead. And that catches us up to now. And your name again?” 
 
    “Never said.” 
 
    “Right. So, I see that shard glows blue when you touch it.” 
 
    “The metal,” I said, picking it up again. 
 
    “Yes. The metal.” 
 
    “This metal powered your device? It led you to me?” 
 
    “Indeed it did.” 
 
    “Are there more machines like this?” 
 
    “Um, no. That one was special. Irreplaceable, in fact. So there’s that.” 
 
    “And this…metal. Are there other pieces of metal like this?” 
 
    “Also no.” 
 
    “Then why do you have it?” 
 
    “That’s complicated.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said then rolled the metal around in my hand once more. “What is it?” 
 
    “Metal. I think we have already established that.” 
 
    “Right. But it’s not just any metal, is it?” 
 
    “Also complicated.” 
 
    I frowned then looked up at him. “My name is Rapunzel…Rapunzel Pendragon.” 
 
    “The metal is a shard from the sword Excalibur, enchanted by Merlin, and bound to the blood of Pendragon. In other words, to you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7: Promises, Promises 
 
      
 
    I tapped my fingers on the book sitting on the table as I ruminated on his words. There were others out there like me. Others who carried the Pendragon line. Why hadn’t Mother ever told me that? 
 
    “The dragon bloods you mentioned…you said they have powers?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. And not ones they generally use for good.” 
 
    I looked up at Estrid. Were there other dragon callers like me? Maybe not the evil men this dragon hunter was mentioning, but others? Maybe there was someone who could wake the other dragon egg. “And you’ve never seen one of them before?” I asked, pointing to the dragons. 
 
    “No one has. They don’t exist. Except, you know, the fact they are right there. Them and you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Right. A female Pendragon. I mean, you aren’t supposed to exist either. The bloodline carries on, but only males exhibit the gifts from Mordred. Never the women. But your eyes…remarkable.” 
 
    Mordred? I frowned. 
 
    A moment later, the air shivered, and Wink reappeared. She paused a moment to shake the rain off her wings then looked from me to Ewan. She opened her snout and began heaving another breath of pink air. 
 
    “No. Wait,” I called to her. 
 
    Confused, the dragon flew back to me, alighting on my shoulder. I set my hand on her head. 
 
    “You’re cold and wet,” I told her, pulling off my shawl and wrapping it gently around her wings. “Did you find her?” 
 
    The dragon clicked affirmatively. 
 
    “Is she coming?” 
 
    More clicks. 
 
    Holding the dragon against me, I rose. “Well, now we have a problem,” I told Ewan. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, maybe you didn’t come here to kill me, but someone is coming who will most definitely kill you.” 
 
    At that, he stood. 
 
    Estrid readied her flame ball, but I motioned for her to wait. 
 
    “No getting up, remember?” I told him. 
 
    “I remember, but whoever is coming… That’s a problem. I’m a man of the law, not a ruffian or thief. I’m not going to sit idly by and wait for someone to come murder me,” he said then dipped into his vest, pulling out—albeit slowly—a pistol. “Easy,” he told Estrid, holding the weapon loosely in one hand, raising the other in surrender. “Look, if I wanted to do anything, I could have. Rule number one of holding a prisoner: always check them for weapons.” 
 
    “Well, you’re my first.” 
 
    Ewan smirked. The expression on his face, and the fact my witty comeback made him smile, brought a blush to my cheeks. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, slipping the pistol back into his vest. “May I make a proposal?” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “I leave,” he said, pointing to the cave entrance. “Forget I ever saw you. Forget about this place and your unusual pets. And you,” he said, pointing to me, “let me go before whatever bad thing on its way arrives.” 
 
    “How do I know you won’t tell anyone about us?” 
 
    “Well, first, no one in their right mind would believe me. And second, you have my word as a gentleman and as an agent of Her Majesty’s Red Cape Society—Pellinore Division.” 
 
    I looked at him. He had such an earnest expression on his face. In truth, I didn’t know what to do. He could return here with a battalion of soldiers and take me and my dragons prisoner. After all, he’d already told me he tracked my kind. Well, not my kind exactly, but others with blood like me. 
 
    “I can see you’re thinking it over. Prudence. That’s good. Don’t just trust anyone. But you have my word,” Ewan said. 
 
    “What’s your word to me? I know nothing about you.” 
 
    “Rapunzel, you might be a dragon blood, but you are nothing like the others I’ve seen. You are a true Pendragon. You carry the blood of our Once and Future King. And for the first time in my life, I see in you what the old stories always whispered to be true. The royal blood of Arthur lives on. Pellinores hunt their Questing Beasts, but we are also loyal to the King of Camelot…and his true heirs. You have my word.” 
 
    My stomach shook. Mother would be here soon. I had to do something. “Your word,” I whispered. 
 
    “My word.” 
 
    “You will never come back here. And you will never tell anyone about me.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “Then go,” I said, tilting my head toward the cave entrance. 
 
    He rose, casting a careful glance at Estrid, then came close to me. Close up, I could see his eyes were not just brown but were the color of honey, a warm gold and chestnut combination. My stomach quaked. 
 
    “Can I have that?” he asked, pointing to his badge. 
 
    I shook my head. “No. That’s mine. Dragons horde treasure, remember? Just be glad I’m letting you leave.” 
 
    “Are you calling me a treasure?” 
 
    I smirked. “Just go.” 
 
    “What about that?” he asked, pointing to the fragment of Excalibur. 
 
    “Definitely not.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll go, but I don’t fly well. Have a ladder?” 
 
    Setting Wink down, I went to the cave entrance. I unpinned my long locks. I then wound my braid around the hook in the wall and motioned to him. 
 
    “Okay. That’s different. Doesn’t it hurt?” 
 
    “Not at all. Goodbye, Ewan.” 
 
    Gently grabbing my braid, he nodded to me once more then began to lower himself from the cave. I watched as he rappelled down the face of the seawall. The tide below had receded just a little, allowing him to get to his waiting boat more easily. I cast a glance out at the water. The gray of dawn had faded, and the first rosy glows of the sunrise shimmered on the horizon. When he was finally on the beach, I began pulling my long braid back up. Wading out to his boat, he climbed inside and began to row. Standing at the entrance to the cave, I watched him go. He was a good distance away when he called out to me. 
 
    “Rapunzel?” 
 
    Holding onto the hook I used for my hair, I pushed the ivy aside and leaned out to see better. 
 
    “Rule number two of keeping prisoners: always watch for sleight of hand. Sorry,” he called with a wave then went back to rowing once more. 
 
    Scowling, I turned and went back inside. Sitting on the table were the broken pieces of his device and his badge, but the shard of Excalibur was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: Mother Knows Best, Right? 
 
      
 
    I scanned the room, looking at the dragons who were all staring at me. What in the world had just happened? Had I made the right choice? What was Mother going to say? And more importantly, what was she going to do? 
 
    Pacing the room nervously, I decided that in the end, it was already done. Whatever happened now would happen. It wasn’t my fault he had found me. It was the device he had. Somehow, it had led him to me. And he said there weren’t any more like it. And he had promised he wouldn’t tell anyone about me. He would keep his promise, wouldn’t he? 
 
    Feeling fidgety, I took the teacups to the bin and washed them. I then went back to the couch and folded up the blanket with which I had covered him. I lifted the fabric to my nose. There was the familiar smell of the beach and the wind, but under that, I caught the unfamiliar scents of lemon and lavender mixed with a musky scent—his smell. I inhaled deeply then folded the blanket back up. 
 
    “Really, Rapunzel. Don’t get romantic. No one falls in love with a man they just met. Especially not one who potentially wanted to kill them,” I chided myself aloud. 
 
    At that, Estrid snorted in agreement. 
 
    “Exactly.” But as I folded, I kept thinking about those warm eyes and chocolate-colored curls. 
 
    Shaking myself from my thoughts, I finished tidying up then sat back down. Wink yawned tiredly. All the excitement done, she and Estrid flew to the back of the cave where they slept. Luna had fallen asleep in the teapot on the shelf. 
 
    I sat at the table turning the badge around and around with my finger. 
 
    There were others like me. 
 
    There were others like me, but they were dangerous creatures. 
 
    I cast a glance at the entrance of the cave. Mother would come soon. Once Mother arrived, everything would become clear. Everything would be all right. Mother always knew the best thing to do. Mother would keep me safe. 
 
    Picking up Miss Austen’s book, I flipped to the chapter where I’d left off. Part of me hoped Elizabeth married Darcy just to spite Lady Catherine de Bourgh, to rebel, to be free. But first, she had to heal her own prejudiced heart. Or was it pride? Clever, Miss Austen. They were both pride and prejudice. And if they were ever going to fall in love properly, they would need to overcome them both. 
 
    An image of Ewan flashed through my mind once more. 
 
    Clearing my throat, I forced the image away and settled in with Mister Darcy once again. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As the final wedding bell tolled on the double wedding of Mister Bingley to Jane Bennet and Mister Darcy to Elizabeth Bennet—my victorious heroine—my eyes began to droop. I finished the last words on the page then closed the book and set my head down on the delicious tome. Scanning the table, my eyes rested on Ewan’s badge. I wrapped my hand around the small piece then slowly drifted off to sleep. 
 
    It must have been late in the afternoon when I heard a familiar voice call my name. 
 
    “Rapunzel? Rapunzel, are you there? Rapunzel?” I woke groggily and went to the cave entrance. 
 
    “Mother?” 
 
    “Thank the gods. Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Please let down your hair.” 
 
    Hands shaking, I lowered my braid to the ground. At the sound of Mother’s voice, all three dragons returned to the central living space. 
 
    I stared out at the water as Mother climbed up. The waves were a soft blue color. A breeze blew onto my face. I closed my eyes, relishing the feeling of the wind caressing my cheek. A moment later, Mother climbed into the room. She wrapped her arms around me at once, shifting from child to woman in one swift motion. 
 
    “Oh, Rapunzel. Thank goodness. When Wink appeared, I couldn’t believe my eyes. I thought maybe you’d gotten ill or fallen. I couldn’t discern from Wink what had happened. Thank goodness you’re—” Her voice fell flat as she looked at the table. Wordlessly, she left me then went to investigate the pieces of the device that lay scattered there. 
 
    “Rapunzel?” she whispered. 
 
    I crossed the room and held out my hand. In my palm was the badge. She reached out to touch it, but her hand recoiled as the steel with which the badge was made burned her fingertips. 
 
    “What…what happened?” she asked, her dark eyes wide. 
 
    “Someone found me.” 
 
    “Found you? What are you talking about?” 
 
    I reached out and touched the amulet she always wore. The piece glowed blue at my touch. “He had a piece of metal just like yours. He coupled it with that device, and it led him to me. He said he used the device to find others like me.” 
 
    Mother’s eyes widened even further. “Another shard? That’s impossible. Are you certain?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, I held it with my own hand. It…responded.” 
 
    Mother looked at the badge. “Where is he?” 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek. Truth or lie? Truth or lie? “I let him go.” 
 
    The lines around Mother’s mouth twitched. “You let him go?” 
 
    “He told me he is a man of the law. He hunts others like me who are…bad. He promised he wouldn’t tell anyone about me.” 
 
    “Do you know what that symbol is?” she asked, motioning to the badge. 
 
    “It is the crest of King Pellinore.” 
 
    “Yes. King Pellinore, the dragon slayer, the hunter of the Questing Beast. This person who found you, he and others like him marshal this realm, impose rules on those of us who are…different. You made a terrible mistake. You cannot trust him. Did he see the girls?” 
 
    “Yes. Estrid almost roasted him alive.” 
 
    “You should have let her. You are in great danger now, Rapunzel. All of you.” 
 
    “How could I just kill an innocent man? Mother, you never told me there are others like me. How many others are there? Are there other dragon callers? Maybe someone else could wake the egg. We need to find the others. I shouldn’t just stay here, hiding in this place like a hobgoblin if there are others out there like me.” 
 
    “Those others…. They are not like you, Rapunzel. There is no one else like you.” 
 
    “But Ewan said there are other dragon bloods, men with fierce blood who can—” 
 
    “Ewan?” 
 
    “The…dragon hunter.” 
 
    Mother raised an eyebrow at me. Taking my hand, she sat me down. “There are others who carry the Pendragon blood, but they are not like you, my love.” 
 
    “Why not? Mother, you must explain all this to me. Please, I am not a child anymore. And I am in danger. I need to know why, exactly.” 
 
    Mother sighed. “Very well. You are the blood of Pendragon. You already know this. But how is more important. The most popular legends say that Arthur had only one child, Mordred, the son of an incestuous liaison between him and his half-sister Morgan. It is true that Mordred was his son and that Morgan was the child’s mother. Morgan was turned by the Unseelie court and practiced their dark magic. Mordred’s descendants live on. But their line is tainted by the influence of the Unseelie. The dragon bloods this Ewan told you about are the bloodline of Mordred. 
 
    “But Arthur had a wife, Gwenhwyfar. She was not a lover of Lancelot. She was not a dimwitted whore. Gwenhwyfar, the white phantom, was a practitioner of the old ways and much loved by the Seelie. From her union with Arthur, a daughter, Anna, was born.” 
 
    “But all the stories say she was barren,” I interjected. 
 
    “That is because they are stories. Take it from someone who remembers.” 
 
    “You were there?” 
 
    Mother smiled sadly. “Yes. Anna survived the fall of Camelot, but she was hunted by Mordred’s heirs. With our help, she disappeared, carrying with her the true blood of Pendragon. Anna was born of the Once and Future King and Gwenhwyfar, the white phantom. You are the last surviving descendant of that line. It is Anna’s blood you carry. And that is the reason I am here, to protect you as I once did Anna.” 
 
    I stared at Mother. “What you’re saying is…” 
 
    “Truth. This hunter you met, are you certain—are you very certain—that he had a metal shard like mine?” 
 
    “He said it was a shard from the sword Excalibur. He was hunting another dragon blood when the shard led him here instead. Is it true? Is this really a shard of Excalibur?” 
 
    “Yes.” Mother began pacing the room.  
 
    “Why doesn’t the shard burn you?” I asked. Steel always burned mother’s hands, but not the small amulet she wore. 
 
    “It is made of star metal and bound to the blood of Pendragon,” she said absently as she continued pacing. She passed the table once more, stopping to look at the metal device. “He took the shard with him?” 
 
    “Yes. I tried to stop him, but… He tricked me,” I said, unable to hide the quick smile that lit up my face. Clever man. I cast a glance at Mother, relieved to see she had not seen me smile. I smothered my expression. 
 
    “And he said there was another dragon blood near here?” 
 
    “In Cornwall. Ewan had been tracking him.” 
 
    Mother frowned hard. “Mordred’s heirs are hunting you. You’re not safe here. As it was, all signs were leading to danger. That is why I went to see my people. You are not safe even in Merlin’s cave.” 
 
    “But…why? Why are the other dragon bloods hunting me?” 
 
    “Because they will take you, your womb, your dragons, and your blood to use as their own. If the bloodlines ever combine… It would be catastrophic. They would use you to reclaim this realm at the bidding of the Unseelie Queen. Rapunzel, we must leave this place. It isn’t safe.” 
 
    “But what about the dragons?” 
 
    Mother smiled gently. She reached out to pet Wink. When her fingers touched the tiny dragon, Wink transformed into a tabby cat. “What dragons?” 
 
    Wink spun in circles looking at herself. She then winked, appearing in the air nearby, only to fall—landing on her feet—to the floor. Wink flicked her tail and glared with annoyance at Mother. 
 
    “But everything I have is here,” I whispered. “And the other egg.” 
 
    Mother nodded. “We will have to take it with us.” 
 
    I looked around the cave. So, my life was in danger. I could potentially be kidnapped, raped, and murdered. I was being hunted. But, for the first time ever, I would be able to leave the cave. See some place new. It was everything I’d ever wanted, under the worst possible conditions. 
 
    I picked up the copy of Miss Austen’s book and smiled at Mother. “I’ll get my things.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9: She’s Got Big Dreams 
 
      
 
    Two cases and one bag. That was all we could afford to take with us. A lifetime’s worth of blankets, cups, books—I mostly felt bad about the books—and accumulated nothings sat forgotten in the cave. 
 
    I scrunched the sand between my toes. Taking a deep breath, I waded into the surf, enjoying the sensation of the foamy bubbles tickling my ankles. Closing my eyes, I looked up at the sky, feeling the sun kiss my cheeks and warm my hair. In a crate sitting on the sand not far from me, the “cats” meowed loudly, wanting to come join the fun. 
 
    Turning back, I went to them. I knelt down in the sand and looked inside at the three miserable little dragons who definitely didn’t want to be cats. 
 
    “When we get wherever we are going, I promise you, I’ll let you out. I don’t know where we’re going myself. And right now, all of us are in danger. I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    Luna meowed nervously. 
 
    I cast a glance at Mother. She was standing on the beach with her arms raised. I watched as she worked. Silver sparkles danced from her fingers toward the cliff wall. The ivy and tree roots that used to drape over the opening of the cave grew thick. The roots widened and expanded so much that there was no way to even pass through. Now that it was completely hidden behind the roots and vines, no one would ever even know the cave entrance was there. 
 
    When she was done, Mother nodded. Digging in her bag, she handed me some stockings and a pair of boots. I slipped them on. As I did so, Mother tapped her fingers against her body, and a moment later, she shifted into the form of a hulking man. She towered over me in height and appeared to be a wall of muscle. She was tall, bald, and had a mean expression. But she also wore a fine suit and top hat. 
 
    Mother gave me an assessing look then reached out and touched the hem of my petticoat. A moment later, my gown shifted into a light purple-colored dress. It was a pretty, feminine thing with silk ribbons on the bodice and lace on the trim. Looking down at the garment, I wrinkled my nose. 
 
    “No?” Mother asked. 
 
    I giggled to hear her deep, masculine voice. 
 
    I shook my head. “Too prissy. I was thinking…maybe trousers and a leather bodice. You know, in the style of some of the more sporting ladies—airship jockeys, steamcar drivers, and the like.” 
 
    “I see,” Mother said, an amused expression playing on her—his—lips. 
 
    She twitched her fingers, and once more my garments transformed. This time, I found myself clad in trousers, a leather bodice with a soft white shirt underneath, and a mini top hat on my head. I wiggled my fingers, on which I wore fingerless gloves. Perfection. I pinned up my hair into a massive braid. It didn’t look half bad. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said then grinned at Mother. “Not planning to sport a moustache?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not the fashion. And itchy. Let’s go,” she said then picked up the two cases, leaving the bag in which I’d packed the egg for me to carry. The little dragon egg was hard as stone, but I had still wrapped it up as best I could. Carrying my precious cargo, Mother hauling the crate with the girls, I followed behind her as we made our way down the beach. 
 
    Walking on sand was not as easy and carefree as I’d always thought it would be. About an hour into the walk, my feet started to hurt and sweat trickled down my back, but I would never complain. This was what it felt like to live. This was what it felt like to be free. Who could complain about that? 
 
    It took almost another hour before Mother motioned to me that we should turn off the beach. Winding through a narrow passage of rocks, we found our way to the top of the cliff. I was amazed to see the bright green field stretch out before me. My heart thundered in my chest. All this time, I had lived below a field full of purple asters, yellow-eyed daises, and ruby-colored poppies. 
 
    We headed out across the field. The smell of the grass, and the flowers effervescing in the bright sunlight, filled my senses. Holding out my hand, I let my palms touch the tips of the grass. It was strange how I could feel them but also so much more. I could feel the land under my hands. I could feel the earth. As I walked, I closed my eyes. When I did so, I heard whispers. A soft voice sang just outside of my hearing. I could only pick out a single line: 
 
    I’ve been the shadow in the cave. 
 
    I stopped. 
 
    Mother looked back at me, her eyes drifting from my face to my outstretched hand. “What is it?” 
 
    “Do you hear that?” 
 
    “Hear what?” 
 
    “That…song. Do you hear someone singing?” 
 
    Mother smiled softly then shook her head. “The king and the land are one. That has always been true. You carry the blood of the king. It is the land speaking to you.” 
 
    “The land?” 
 
    She nodded. “The realm. Britannia.” 
 
    “What should I do?” 
 
    “Listen,” she said then motioned for me to follow. 
 
    I pulled my hand back. I had heard such whispers before, deep within my cave, but I always thought them echoes of the past, echoes of Merlin’s time there, echoes of his magic. But the land? Britannia? 
 
    Shifting my bag, I held the parcel against me, the dragon egg pressed against my chest. I followed Mother. It seemed like it took forever before we finally met the road. We turned, following the narrow cart path. Soon, farms appeared on the horizon. As we drew close, I watched men work the fields, children run after geese, and women hang linens out to dry. I stared at them. Their voices carried on the breeze and were sweet to my ears. 
 
    I’ve been the farmer in the field, the voice sang once more. 
 
    I stared at the scene. I had been alone for so long. Since I’d never really known the company of anyone save Mother, maybe it had made things easier. But now… What did it mean to be among people? The thought that Mother was taking me somewhere else where I would be secluded, cut off from the rest of the world, filled me with despair. 
 
    We walked away from the farm toward a small village on the horizon. We passed through a glade thick with white-barked birch trees. The leaves shivered and whispered as we strolled by. I slowed and bent my ear to the lightest sound of a song in the leaves soft voices: Your knight. Your knight? A princess needs a knight. I’ve been the maiden of the lake. 
 
    “Rapunzel,” Mother called, motioning for me to catch up. 
 
    I reached out and touched the dancing leaves then raced to Mother. 
 
    “We will go to the airship platform,” she said, pointing to a tall tower at the other end of the village. “We’ll take a transport to London.” 
 
    I gasped. “To London?” 
 
    Mother nodded. “Just keep quiet. Let me do the talking, and try to keep them calm,” she said, looking down at the crate. 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered, trying not to stare at everything I saw as we entered the village. But it was hard. Women hurried quickly through the square carrying baskets full of bread. Pretty ladies in fashionable hats stopped and gazed longingly at a gown displayed in the dressmaker’s window. An odd machine sitting outside a blacksmith’s shop whistled and popped. Its large gears turned, the smoke stack hissing out plumes of steam. A moving tray rolled, and brand new horseshoes conveyed from the machine. As we passed the carriage station, I eyed the building with curiosity. Was this where Ewan had been? More, was this where the dragon blood had been? I cast a glance around. No one here looked suspicious. In fact, everyone just looked worn thin. 
 
    Once more, the land whispered to me. Weary. Weary. I’ve been the spinner at the wheel. 
 
    I clutched my bag against my chest and hurried behind Mother. 
 
    We were just leaving the town square when I spotted a man with a cart full of books. I slowed as we passed, tilting my head to read the spines. 
 
    “Like something to read, miss? How about a romance? Or would you like something a bit darker, a gothic novel perhaps? Poetry? A Bible?” 
 
    “Do you have any books by Miss Austen?” I asked. 
 
    Upon hearing my voice, Mother stopped. She smothered an annoyed expression on her face then rejoined me.  
 
    “Oh, yes. Popular, of course. Someone just traded me,” he said, his fingers dancing across the spines. “Here it is. Sense and Sensibility. Interested?” 
 
    I looked at Mother—still in the guise of a man—who drew a coin from her pocket and pressed it toward the man. 
 
    “Very good,” he said, handing the book to me. “All the young ladies love Jane Austen,” the bookseller assured Mother then looked at me. “My, what beautiful eyes this young lady has,” he said, staring at me. 
 
    “Good day, sir,” Mother told the man stiffly then motioned for me to follow. Gripping the book and the bag, I smiled at the bookseller then hurried along behind her. 
 
    “No more stops. I’m sorry, Rapunzel,” Mother whispered. “We must hurry.” 
 
    “Yes. You’re right. Sorry,” I said, feeling both delighted and guilty all at once. I looked around the square. It felt so strange and so wonderful to be amongst the people. I felt their energy, their lifeblood. And from many, their weariness, which saddened me. The delight of passing children, however, lifted my spirits. 
 
    At the other end of the square stood a small airship tower. Above, two small ships were docked. I eyed them as they swayed. Mother went to the stationmaster and spoke in a low tone. 
 
    I knelt down and looked through the slats into the wicker cage where three very annoyed looking cats looked back at me. 
 
    “We’re going to ride an airship,” I said excitedly. 
 
    The prospect of the adventure did not seem to improve their mood. 
 
    “It will be all right. Mother will take us somewhere new. Just imagine where it might be,” I said, then stuck my hand into the crate. All three dragons rubbed their heads on my hand. “Be good,” I whispered, giving Wink a warning look. 
 
    She squinted her eyes then turned away. Even if she did hate the illusion and the cage, at least she realized she needed to stay put. 
 
    “Very well, sir. This way. And your daughter, if you please,” the stationmaster said, motioning for us to follow him up the steps to one of the airships hovering overhead. 
 
    We wound up the steps and down a platform to a small airship. The stationmaster spoke to the pilot, who eyed over the wicker crate mother carried. 
 
    “I don’t transport livestock,” he said with a sneer. 
 
    “Livestock? These are the young lady’s cats,” Mother replied sharply. 
 
    He grunted then motioned for us to come aboard. Mother and I went to the prow of the ship and took our seats. A few moments later, the crew untied the ship. The burner below the balloon fired, and the airship slowly turned from port. 
 
    Inside the wicker case, the cats meowed loudly. They could feel the sense of flight just like I could. 
 
    The ship ascended into the clear blue sky, the propeller kicking on in the back as the transport began its gentle ride toward London. 
 
    Handing my bag to Mother, I rose and went to the very front of the ship. I held out my arms, feeling the wind whipping all around me. The breeze pulled at my hair, but my long locks stayed in place. I closed my eyes and imagined I was soaring. 
 
    And then, I heard the wind. In a sweet and soft voice, it spoke a single word: Pendragon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: Jolly Old London 
 
      
 
    My eyes widened as the city of London slowly appeared on the horizon. First, I saw the small villages at the edges of the city. Their slate or thatch roofs dotted the vista below. Then more and more airships appeared in the sky, each with a unique marking on the balloon signifying its name. The ship we flew in boasted a sparrow on the balloon, the ship’s name the same. 
 
    I stared as the familiar shapes, places I had seen in drawings or photographs, came into view: Saint Paul’s Cathedral, Tinker’s Tower, and London Bridge. 
 
    “Jolly old London,” Mother said. 
 
    “It’s magnificent!” 
 
    Mother smiled lightly, but that familiar tremor worried her mouth once more…even in the guise of a man who looked built to work the shipyards. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    Mother shook her head. “Nothing. I’m sorry, Rapunzel. We won’t be going into the city. When we dock, I will arrange for another ship. I’ll have you stay on board the Sparrow until our passage is secured.” 
 
    “All right,” I said, trying not to sound disappointed. It wasn’t her fault, after all. 
 
    Turning back, I looked over the rail at the city below. Odd scents wafted up. I smelled dust, refuse, and people. The strange, sick smell was punctuated with the clean scents of freshly baked bread and the sweet tang of roasting meat. 
 
    Estrid sneezed. 
 
    Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who found the city’s perfume an unusual concoction. 
 
    The crew shouted to one another as the ship pulled into port. Working quickly, they docked the vessel and secured it in place. 
 
    “Sir,” the pilot called to Mother. 
 
    Her eyes scanning the other airships, Mother hadn’t heard. 
 
    “Sir,” the man called again. 
 
    I tugged Mother’s sleeve. “Sir, the pilot is calling.” 
 
    Mother grinned. “Right,” she said then turned and went to the man. 
 
    I watched as travelers debarked other vessels or stood in line to board a waiting transport. Massive ships hovered at the uppermost platform. The London hub, with three tower levels and dozens of airships, was a busy place. Gently lifting my wicker crate from the deck of the ship, I balanced it along the rail. A moment later, three sets of eyes looked out. 
 
    “Look, girls. See all the people?” I whispered. 
 
    Mother returned a moment later. “All right, Rapunzel. Stay put. The captain will keep an eye on you until I return. I know which ship I’m after. There,” she said, pointing to an airship hovering on the platform overhead. The ship had the insignia of a wolf’s head on a hammer. “I’ll be back.” 
 
    I set the basket down and leaned back into my seat. “All right. See you soon,” I said lightly, trying not to let my worries show. 
 
    Mother turned to leave but then paused. 
 
    Turning back, she bent and looked me deep in the eyes. She smiled. Even though she wore the illusion of a man, she had the same dark eyes I knew well. “We’ll be out of all this mess and safe soon,” she told me, pushing a loose tuft of hair behind my ear. 
 
    I smiled at her. 
 
    “Love you,” she said, kissing me on the forehead. 
 
    “Love you too.” 
 
    She then turned and debarked the ship. 
 
    Sighing, I pulled out my new book. “Well, Miss Austen. Let’s see what misadventures you have in store now,” I said then flipped the book open to the first chapter of Sense and Sensibility. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When something goes wrong, it seems like it all happens very suddenly. 
 
    First, my stomach began to twist. My hands shook. And then a strange feeling, like being too close to a lightning strike, took over my body. 
 
    In the very same moment, the three small cats in the wicker crate began meowing and hissing loudly. 
 
    I looked up, pulled away from Miss Austen’s depiction of the very miserable condition of the Dashwood sisters in the wake of their father’s premature death to see a man standing on the platform not far from the Sparrow. 
 
    There was a meanness to his looks. Had I not been able to feel that there was something wrong, I most certainly could have discerned it from his features. 
 
    He was a large man with black hair and a heavy brow. He stared at me, his eyes gleaming. Sparks of red flickered in his eyes and between his fingers. I gasped. Blood of Mordred. 
 
    Again, the sisters hissed, and the box as my feet rattled. 
 
    The man’s gaze went to the crate. 
 
    “No,” I whispered. Dropping the book, I snatched my bag with one hand and the crate with the other. I cast a glance at the platform above. I couldn’t see Mother anywhere. 
 
    I backed slowly toward the far side of the ship, stepping onto the bench. The man moved toward me. 
 
    “Oi, what you on about, miss? Get down from there before you fall,” the pilot called then followed my gaze. 
 
    The dark-haired man jumped off the platform and onto the rail of the Sparrow. 
 
    “What the hell? Get off my ship,” the pilot yelled at him. 
 
    To my shock, the dragon blood pulled out a pistol, aimed it at the pilot, and then shot. 
 
    The sound of the gunshot rang through the air. 
 
    The pilot held onto the spokes of his wheel for just a moment before he slipped to the deck of his ship. A moment later, there was panic as the people on the platform screamed and rushed in every direction. From below, I heard a guard’s whistle and shouting. 
 
    My eye flashed toward the airship platform above me. I didn’t see Mother anywhere. 
 
    “Come here,” the man growled at me, motioning with the barrel of his pistol for me to get down. 
 
    Hooking my arm around one of the ropes that connected the balloon of the airship to the gondola, I climbed up onto the rail. “You won’t shoot me.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He smirked. “You’re right. Now, come down. I’ve been looking for you for a long time, blood of Anna.” 
 
    The wicker crate rattled once more as the dragons fought to get out. 
 
    The man’s eyes went to the basket. “What’s in there?” 
 
    I looked down the platform, hoping for a sign of Mother, but she was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Lookin’ for your faerie guardian?” the man asked with a laugh. “Well, you’re not going to find her. We’ve been watching her. Now, at last, we have you. Why don’t you just come down from there, and we’ll have a little talk.” 
 
    “No,” I whispered, my eyes glancing upward. Where was she? 
 
    The man laughed. “We’ll be real gentle. I promise you that. Come on.” 
 
    “You, hold there,” an airship tower guard yelled at the dragon blood. 
 
    Frowning, the dragon blood turned once more and shot the man. The officer crumpled to the ground. 
 
    A wind blew in from the Thames, ruffling my long hair. On the breeze, I heard a soft whisper: Your knight. A princess needs a knight. 
 
    I heard a strange metal sound zip close by and then heard the splintering of wood. A moment later, a massive figure swept in alongside me and landed on the rail of the airship. 
 
    Gasping, I turned to find Ewan there. At once, he drew his pistol and leveled it on the dragon blood. 
 
    “Pellinore,” the thug said then spat. “Like a damned fly. Get out of this, Ewan.” 
 
    “Sorry. Rescuing damsels in distress is listed under Article 7, Item 22. It’s a requirement. You, on the other hand, I have a license to kill, if necessary.” 
 
    The dragon blood sneered then raised his weapon, aiming it at Ewan. 
 
    Ewan got his shot off first. 
 
    The dragon blood dodged, but the shot rang true, striking the man in the shoulder. 
 
    “Oi! Ewan? Why don’t you dodge this,” another voice called from the platform. I turned to see another man who looked very much like the first standing there. He was holding an odd-looking weapon, a sort of musket with a wide muzzle. 
 
    Ewan’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “Rapunzel, hold on,” Ewan said, grabbing me quickly around the waist. He activated a switch on his belt then we jumped. As we fell from the rail of the airship, the dragon blood’s weapon blasted. There was a strange buzzing in the air and I saw a flash of blue light. 
 
    My arms wrapped around Ewan, I squeezed the strap of my bag and the handle on the crate held so tightly that it made my fingers hurt. I couldn’t drop them. No matter what, I couldn’t drop them. Ewan’s device unspooled quickly. He activated a button, and the line slowed as we neared the ground. 
 
    “Mother,” I said, scanning the platforms. 
 
    A shot from above rang out. A bright ball of blue light came hurtling in our direction. The ground near my feet exploded, grass and earth flying everywhere. 
 
    “Rapunzel, I need to get you out of here. Now,” Ewan said. Taking me gently by the arm, he led me away from the airship towers and back toward the city. 
 
    “But my mother…” 
 
    Another shot rang out. A flash of blue light hit a lamppost nearby. The glass on the lamp exploded and the post buckled. 
 
    “We’ll find her. She wouldn’t want you to get hurt. We need to go. Now,” he said then led me away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11: The Princess and the Agent 
 
      
 
    “This way,” Ewan said. Leading me by the hand, Ewan raced toward his auto parked outside a tavern near the airship towers. 
 
    I stared back at the platform. I didn’t see Mother anywhere. 
 
    Ewan opened the door for me. He reached down and set his hand on mine, taking the wicker crate from my hand. 
 
    I gazed up at him. 
 
    He gasped. “Rapunzel, your eyes.” 
 
    My heart was slamming in my chest. All my nerves were on edge. Whenever I got upset, the same thing always happened. The colors in my eyes began to swim wildly, and I heard this strange buzzing in the back of my head. It was like a thousand voices were speaking at once. “Kaleidoscope eyes,” I whispered. 
 
    Ewan stared at me. A moment later, he shook his head and looked down at the carrying case. “I’ll secure them in the back. They’ll be safer there. I promise.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I let go of the carrier. From inside, there was a hiss.  
 
    “I promise I’m just trying to protect you, Estrid. Don’t fireball me when you get out of there,” he said then set the crate into the narrow space behind the front bench seat. He reached out for my other bag. 
 
    I clutched it against my chest and shook my head. 
 
    “All right then.” He motioned for me to get in. 
 
    I slipped inside. The front seat of the vehicle, a bench for the driver and passenger, was covered in leather that was a soft camel color. Ewan jumped inside. He flipped a number of switches and suddenly the engine rumbled. 
 
    Not far behind us, there was a loud scream. 
 
    I looked back to see the dragon bloods working their way toward the vehicle. 
 
    “Ewan.” 
 
    “Hold on,” he said. Kicking dust and gravel behind it, the auto sped off, heading into the city. In the crate behind me, Luna meowed nervously. 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said, leaning back over the seat to comfort her. I stuck my fingers in through the open slat and felt a little head press against them. 
 
    The auto turned sharply to the right, my body sliding along with it until I was right alongside Ewan. I struggled to slide back to my side. 
 
    “Careful,” Ewan said. Reaching around me, he pulled a harness around my waist and fastened it. 
 
    “Those men. They were—” 
 
    “Dragon bloods. Like you. Well, like you, but not like you.” 
 
    “How did they find me? How did you find me?” My mind whirled like it was moving a million miles an hour. Mother was gone. The other dragon bloods were trying to abduct me. I was in an auto screaming down the streets of London. And to think, I’d spent the last nineteen years in a cave. I’d experienced more life in the last twenty-four hours than I ever had before. 
 
    “After I left you, I spotted Dormad in the village. Then I realized why. He wasn’t up to his usual thieving. He was tracking you. Well, not you, but whomever that woman was you were with.” 
 
    “My mother.” 
 
    “Mother?” 
 
    “Well, she’s not really my mother. She’s my faerie guardian. A Seelie.” 
 
    “Well, this just gets more interesting by the minute. But, yeah. Her. I tracked him. Apparently, he was hunting her. We all ended up here. That catches us up again, I think.” 
 
    Ewan maneuvered his auto around the carriages and horses, dodging gentlemen in top hats and fine ladies carrying parasols. A whole world I had only ever read about in books came alive before my eyes. The sights, sounds, and smells of the city filled my senses. I looked overhead to see the airships floating by. 
 
    I was in London. 
 
    And was running for my life. 
 
    Ewan quickly drove down one narrow row then another, finally pulling his auto up outside an unremarkable row of townhouses. The machine heaved a sigh of steam when he turned the engine off. 
 
    Slipping out, he grabbed the crate, lifted it carefully, then came around and opened the door for me. Offering his hand, he helped me out of the vehicle. We climbed up the steps to the door of the building. Above the door, carved into the stone, were the letters R and M encapsulated by a circle. A man sat on the stoop outside reading a newspaper. 
 
    I glanced up and down the street. From what I could tell, this was a residential neighborhood. It was completely peaceful and silent. 
 
    “Thomas,” Ewan said. 
 
    “Ewan? This is a surprise. And a guest?” 
 
    “Yes. I need to talk to Agent Hunter. Urgent.” 
 
    “Urgent, eh? The dirty dozen giving you trouble?” The man chuckled which made Ewan frown. The stranger then shifted his foot oddly, and the door to the building clicked as though it had unlocked. As I studied the man’s foot, I spotted a lever hidden just under his shoe. I also noticed the butt of his pistol sticking out from inside his jacket and the knife on his belt. This gentleman was certainly not a nondescript servant lingering over a newspaper while he waited for his master.  
 
    “Come with me,” Ewan said gently. Taking me by the hand, he led me to the door. 
 
    We entered into the foyer of a quaint townhouse. A narrow staircase led upstairs. Lace curtains on either side of the door offered a soft view of the outside. It was silent inside save the soft sound of classical music on a scratchy-sounding paleophone playing somewhere in the house. The walls were papered with pale blue brocade in a floral design which was dotted with yellow birds and red butterflies. On one side of the room was a quaint parlor, the type in which the Bennet sisters might spend a sunny afternoon pining over Bingley and loving/detesting Darcy. On the other side appeared to be a gentlemen’s study or library. 
 
    A maid dressed in a traditional black and white uniform appeared from somewhere in the back. 
 
    “Agent Goodwin,” she said with a smile then motioned for us to follow her. “This way.” 
 
    The serenity of the place seemed so at odds with the urgency of the situation; I didn’t know what to think. She smiled and led us through the parlor where a woman wearing a red cape sat poring over a journal. She flicked her eyes toward Ewan. 
 
    “Agent Goodwin,” she said, wrestling a smirk off her face. 
 
    Ewan pretended not to notice. “Agent Harper.” 
 
    The maid guided us through the small alcove that led to the kitchen. But to my surprise, she stopped and opened the door to a broom cupboard midway. Inside, a mop and broom leaned against the wall. 
 
    She nodded to Ewan. 
 
    Still holding my hand, he guided me forward. 
 
    “Ewan?” I whispered. 
 
    “It’s all right,” he said. We wiggled into the closet, a tight fit for two people and three dragons. Holding my crate in his arms, he nodded to the maid. “Have Thomas take my auto around the back?” 
 
    The maid nodded. “Of course, Agent,” she said then closed the door. When she did so, I heard something inside the wall click and then a lamp flickered on. 
 
    “Whoa,” I whispered. 
 
    “You like that? You’ll love this.” He set the crate between his feet. “Hold on,” he said, taking me by the waist. He steadied me and the crate all at once. 
 
    I almost protested his overly familiar move when a moment later, the closet shuddered then began to drop. Quickly. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Ewan said. “It’s lowering us below the city.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I need to get you out of harm’s way as fast as possible. This was the safest place I could think of.” 
 
    The light on the wall flickered. I looked up at Ewan. He’d told me himself his job was to hunt people like me. To track them down and arrest—or kill—them. For all I knew, he was taking me to a cell somewhere. Me and my dragons could be in terrible danger. But if so, why was he looking at me like that? No. I was safe with Ewan. Everything in his eyes said so. 
 
    “Why are you helping me?” I whispered. 
 
    Ewan smiled. “Your hair.” 
 
    “My hair?” 
 
    He grinned playfully. “Got a thing for girls with long hair. Let’s just say you take the prize. Can’t let anything happen to a girl with hair like yours.” 
 
    “Very funny. But seriously?” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Because I’m afraid Estrid would be very angry with me if I didn’t.” 
 
    I huffed. “Ewan.” 
 
    “Article 7, Item 22. All agents assigned to any division of Her Majesty’s Secret Intelligence Services, under the auspices of the Rude Mechanicals, are required to rescue damsels in distress. Most particularly, princesses. I mean, you carry the blood of Pendragon, which kind of means you are the heir to our entire realm.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “And because… Well, just because,” he said with a soft smile. 
 
    The closet shook as it reached the bottom of the shaft. 
 
    The dragons in the crate meowed. 
 
    Ewan opened the door. Taking me by one hand and carrying the crate in the other, he led me into a corridor. There, stretched out before us, was a massive room filled with people busily working at their desks, red-robed agents rushing to and fro. Mechanical automatons walked with halting steps from station to station. 
 
    Ewan bowed theatrically. “Princess Pendragon, welcome to headquarters.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12: Headquarters 
 
      
 
    I stared at the assembly. Suddenly, I was overcome with a sense of anxiety. Were all these people just like Ewan? Would there be others here who would see I was…different? I gripped my bag tighter. What if they learned what I carried? 
 
    “You’re safe here, Rapunzel. These people… We will help you,” Ewan said then took my arm gently as we made our way down the row. 
 
    As we went, we got a few stray glances. 
 
    “Ewan,” another agent greeted him. The man sat on the corner of the table absently munching an apple as he read a yellowed paper. I couldn’t help but look at the small clockwork spider sitting on the man’s shoulder. “What happened? Here for reinforcements? Which one of the dirty dozen got away this time?” the man asked with a chuckle. 
 
    I cast a glance up at Ewan, whose cheeks flushed red. 
 
    “Dozen?” the agent sitting across from the man replied. “Now, is that a baker’s dozen or only twelve? Might need another agent in the division if you’re up to thirteen now.” 
 
    Both men laughed. 
 
    Ewan didn’t answer but simply moved toward the other end of the room. 
 
    “Look, Ewan caught one! By God, she looks ferocious,” another agent called, causing a few others to look up. They chuckled. 
 
    Ewan clenched his jaw but didn’t say anything. 
 
    I glared at the man who had spoken. Ewan had just saved my life. Why was everyone teasing him? 
 
    When we were out of earshot of the agents and headed down a narrow hall away from the larger room, I asked, “What’s the dirty dozen they keep talking about?” 
 
    Ewan frowned. “There are twelve known dragon bloods in the realm. My division keeps tabs on them,” he said then coughed uneasily. “Some of my colleagues think we Pellinores have an easy job.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, then looked back at the other agents who were working busily. “But then, what do those other people watch over?” 
 
    “Werewolves, goblins, vampires, selkies, witches, and other creepy buggers. The realm is full of peculiarities. Don’t see many faeries though—unless the druids are hiding them, which is probably the case. The people here are charged with keeping the realm and all her secrets safe.” 
 
    Ewan led me down a series of hallways until we reached a closed office door. He pressed a button on the wall, and from behind the door, a bell chimed. A moment later, a second chime emitted from a bell on our side of the wall. Ewan lifted a cone-shaped receiver and set it on his ear. He leaned toward a slotted device attached to a pipe, which led to some copper tubes on the wall. 
 
    “Ewan Goodwin and guest. There was an incident at the towers.” 
 
    Ewan listened. 
 
    “An airship pilot and a tower guard. Dragon blood took them out,” he replied into the device. 
 
    He listened again. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I will. Sir…I have someone here you need to meet.” 
 
    Ewan listened once more. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Ewan hung up the receiver then turned and looked at me. “Well, I’m not fired. Yet.” 
 
    “Yet?” 
 
    He chuckled then rubbed his hand on the back of his head. The expression on his face told me it was still a distinct possibility. 
 
    A moment later, the door opened, and a strikingly beautiful woman with long black hair wearing a red cape emerged. She eyed both of us. I noticed then that she had a scratch along the left side of her face, her left eye turned moon white. 
 
    “Agent Louvel,” Ewan said, inclining his head to her. 
 
    She grinned. “Agent Goodwin…and guest,” she said, eyeing me carefully. She raised her eyebrows then moved along. 
 
    “Ewan, come in,” someone called from inside. 
 
    Tepidly, I followed behind Ewan after snagging the wicker case containing my dragons from his hand. I clutched it protectively. 
 
    The man behind the desk rose. He had blond hair, a well-trimmed beard, and a smattering of freckles across his nose and cheeks. His manner and dress were very formal. But there was a softness in his eyes that reassured me that he was probably not going to murder me and take my dragons straight away. 
 
    “Agent Hunter,” Ewan said, giving the man a short bow. “This is Rapunzel. She is in need of sanctuary. The dragon bloods are hunting her. I was hoping the Society could arrange for safe passage for her somewhere out of the way.” 
 
    “Hunting her? Why?” Agent Hunter quickly assessed me, from the crate in my hand to the bag I was clutching against my chest. His gaze stopped when he met my eyes. They lingered there. 
 
    “Well—” Ewan said, then nervously rubbed the back of his neck. “She is also a dragon blood.” 
 
    Agent Hunter’s brows arched. “But… That’s not possible.” 
 
    “The female heirs of Mordred do not manifest their dragon blood, that is true. I believe… I believe Rapunzel is a Pendragon from the line of Anna.” 
 
    Agent Hunter looked at me then at the cases I carried once more. He fixed his eyes on mine, his gaze narrowing when he looked into my eyes. After a moment, his expression softened. “Rapunzel, right?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. 
 
    “Where was she?” Agent Hunter asked as he went to his bookshelf and pulled down a large ledger. 
 
    “Cornwall. I was tracking Dormad. I believe he was tracking Rapunzel’s faerie guardian. I found Rapunzel in a cave along the shore. Dormad was not far behind.” 
 
    “Faerie guardian?” Agent Hunter asked as he set the book down on the table. He looked from Ewan to me. 
 
    “Yes. The Pellinore archives speak of a faerie guardian, Seelie Court, who watched over Anna. Her name was Gothel,” Ewan said then looked at me. 
 
    Agent Hunter turned to me as well. 
 
    “Yes, that’s her,” I said. 
 
    Agent Hunter nodded. “And where is Gothel now?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir. Gothel was transporting Rapunzel somewhere by airship. Dormad and Owyr were on the platforms waiting. I didn’t see Morad or any of the others. It’s possible they picked Gothel up. Or she may have escaped to the Otherworld.” 
 
    “Or they killed her,” Agent Hunter said with a frown. 
 
    “No,” I interjected. 
 
    Both of them looked at me. 
 
    “She’s alive.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Ewan asked. 
 
    I looked down at my clothes. “Her illusions are still in place.” 
 
    Ewan looked back at the crate. From inside, Estrid meowed. 
 
    Agent Hunter’s eyes went to the crate. 
 
    Unconsciously, I swung the crate behind me. “My cats,” I said, casting a quick but pleading glance at Ewan. 
 
    To my surprise, he didn’t interject. 
 
    Agent Hunter nodded then turned back to his book and began turning pages. As he did so, I glanced at the tome. Within were lineage charts. Pages upon and pages of lineage charts. Agent Hunter followed along lines which stopped. He flipped pages again, following lines that ended once more. He shook his head. “I do not pretend to be an expert on the work of your division, Agent Goodwin, but I was told that the line of Anna was extinguished.” 
 
    “So we thought it was. Somewhere along the way, we missed someone. But Gothel didn’t, and it has been nine generations.” 
 
    “Nine generations,” Agent Hunter repeated then stared off into the distance. “The Scrolls of Merlin.” 
 
    Ewan nodded. 
 
    Agent Hunter looked at me. “Do you know where Gothel was taking you?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “We need to get her off the map. Some place they won’t think to look for her,” Ewan said. 
 
    “And then?” Agent Hunter asked. 
 
    Ewan exhaled deeply. “It is the duty of the Pellinores to watch over the line of Pendragon. But we’re only three agents. I know the rest of the agency thinks what we do is a joke. Between Lucy, William, and me, we have been keeping the dragon bloods in check. But we have never had a situation like this. I am a Pellinore—in name and in blood—and I will protect Arthur’s line as is my sworn duty,” he said with more earnestness than I had ever heard from him before. 
 
    “Send word to Lucy and William. Your division must be proactive in this matter. Her presence changes everything.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I will need to inform Her Majesty. It’s not every day that someone who could literally draw the sword from the stone walks into my office,” Agent Hunter said with a soft smile. 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    Agent Hunter pulled a piece of paper out of his desk drawer and quickly dashed a note on it. He handed it to Ewan. 
 
    “This is the address and directions to my country estate, Willowbrook Park. Take her there. I have a small but trustworthy staff. They will look after you.” He opened yet another drawer, from which he pulled a small box. He took out a key and handed it to Ewan. “The key to the grandfather clock in the library.” 
 
    Ewan raised an eyebrow then nodded. “Very well, sir. Thank you.” 
 
    Agent Hunter looked pensive. “We must discover what happened to Gothel. There are very few of the golden court in the mortal realm.” 
 
    “She was planning to talk to someone on another airship. I don’t know who, but the airship had a hammer with a wolf’s head on its balloon.” 
 
    Agent Hunter stared at me, chuckled lightly, then nodded. Raising a finger, he picked up a receiver like the one in the hall and pressed some buttons. A moment later, I heard the voice of the upstairs maid. “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Has Agent Louvel left yet?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Please ask her to come back. I have a surprise for her.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    Agent Hunter clicked off the device and nodded to Ewan. “We’ll find Gothel,” he told me reassuringly then turned to Ewan. “I’ll be in touch soon. For now, go to Willowbrook, and we’ll go from there.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Ewan turned and motioned to me that it was time to go. 
 
    “Miss Pendragon, I wish you all the best. Agent Goodwin will look after you and your cats,” Agent Hunter said. 
 
    Did he know? “Thank you.” 
 
    Ewan and I turned then and headed out of Agent Hunter’s office. 
 
    So, we were headed to Willowbrook Park. I liked the sound of it. I smiled, imagining Missus Bennet, Elizabeth Bennet’s mother, clasping her hands in excited glee for the turnabout in circumstance. Somehow in my series of unfortunate events, I would go from cave dweller to resident of an exquisite estate. Now, if only I could find my Mister Darcy. 
 
    No. Not Darcy. 
 
    I smiled at Ewan as I followed along behind him. 
 
    Someone just like Ewan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13: Willowbrook Park 
 
      
 
    Ewan left messages for his colleagues with the upstairs maid, and then we loaded back into his auto. He topped off the cylinders under the hood with water, and we were off once more. 
 
    There was something both terrifying and magical about riding in the auto with Ewan across a countryside. The trees, fields, and small villages felt foreign and familiar all at once. I had read about such beauty in my books, imagined it so well it had come to life in my mind. As I gazed out onto the land, I could feel its energy. It felt alive within me. And when I listened, really listened, I heard the softest of songs. 
 
    The breeze from the auto, however, did not respond well to my excessive locks. In no time, long strands were blowing wildly in the breeze. 
 
    “Here,” Ewan said, pulling a scarf from his glove compartment. “Try this. You’re waving your banner.” 
 
    I attempted to hem in the untidy strands, stuffing them under the pretty scarf. It was a lovely thing, large enough to be a shawl, really, with pink and blue flowers. I couldn’t help but catch the scent of perfume on the soft fabric. To my surprise, it evoked my jealousy. 
 
    “Your betrothed’s?” I asked as I stuffed the last strand under the silk. 
 
    Ewan shook his head, and for a moment, an odd, dark expression crossed his face. “No.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, sensing I’d stumbled upon something I should not have. 
 
    Ewan smiled gently at me as he looked me over. “Looks pretty on you.” 
 
    I grinned stupidly which made Ewan chuckle. 
 
    Oh, Elizabeth Bennet, I am terrible at this game. My fine eyes hide nothing. Hidden away in my cave, I never had a need to mask my feelings. Everything I thought was written plainly on my face. At least I was honest. That was a positive attribute, right? 
 
    I fingered the silk tied at my chin. Okay, so if not a girlfriend’s scarf, then whose? 
 
    We rode throughout the day. At some point, I must have nodded off because it was already dark when Ewan made a turn through a set of elaborate, wrought-iron gates and down the winding lane. 
 
    Trapped in the carrier all day, the girls were meowing loudly, complaining of tiredness and hunger. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” I reassured them. “As soon as we’re safe, I’ll let you out. I promise.” I turned to Ewan. “Back in Agent Hunter’s office, why didn’t you tell him about the dragons?” 
 
    Ewan shrugged. “Fancied he wouldn’t believe me, I guess. As you may have noticed, not everyone in my division is respectful of our work.” 
 
    I had noticed the teasing, but Agent Hunter was the serious type. He most definitely would have believed Ewan. That meant either I had misjudged the agent, or Ewan wasn’t telling the truth. If he was lying about his reason, why so? 
 
    We made the last turn around a large pond, and the three-story mansion at Willowbrook Park appeared on the horizon. It was a massive stone structure built of blond-colored bricks with arching windows. Beautifully manicured grounds surrounded the place. A pond close to the front door reflected the night’s sky above like a mirror. There was the soft scent of jasmine in the summer breeze. Behind the mansion, I spotted the tops of trees in what looked like a thick forest. 
 
    “Just like Pemberley,” I whispered. 
 
    Ewan turned and looked at me. “Pemberley?” he asked with a chuckle. “You know there is no such place, right? She made that up.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Jane Austen got the inspiration for Pemberley from an estate called Chatsworth House in Derbyshire. We’re not that far from it, in fact.” 
 
    “And just how do you know where Miss Austen got her inspiration?” 
 
    “I read the book. Liked it. So I just poked around a bit to learn about the author.” 
 
    “Wait, you read Pride and Prejudice?” 
 
    Ewan shrugged. “What? It’s a popular book—a bit dated now though—but I wanted to see what all the fuss was about.” 
 
    Ewan pulled his auto to a stop near the front entrance. 
 
    There were only a few lights on inside. I watched through the windows as a man carrying a lamp approached the door. 
 
    “Stay here,” Ewan said as he slid out of the car. He scanned the surroundings, making sure everything was safe, then went to the house. 
 
    A butler arrived just as Ewan approached the building. The two spoke in low tones. A moment later, the butler disappeared, and Ewan returned. 
 
    “All set. The butler went to rouse the maid and cook. They’ll get rooms ready for us and a bite to eat. My colleagues will probably arrive sometime tomorrow.” 
 
    I nodded tiredly then follow Ewan into the massive estate house. It was every bit like I had imagined it would be. The floors were made of polished marble and covered with luxurious Turkish rugs, the walls painted pale blue, oil paintings and portraits on the walls. Everywhere I looked, I saw wealth and comfort. 
 
    “Are you sure Willowbrook wasn’t the inspiration of Pemberley?” I whispered to Ewan. 
 
    “I agree, it does seem reminiscent. The better question is why my boss works at the agency when he’s this rich.” 
 
    I chuckled as I gazed around. Ewan had a point. From the grand piano to the blown glass lamps, everything was exceedingly beautiful. Not a bad place for a cave dweller like me to stay for a while. 
 
    “Agent Goodwin? Please allow me to show you to your rooms,” the butler called. “It’s you and Miss…” 
 
    “Penn,” Ewan answered for me. “Miss Penn.” 
 
    “Very well,” the butler said then reached out for my bag. “May I, miss?” 
 
    I clutched the bag containing the dragon egg close to me. “No, sir.” 
 
    The butler look confused but only smiled and nodded. “As you wish, miss. Now, please, come along. I am very sorry we were not prepared. Master Hunter didn’t inform us that you were coming. The cook is making some dinner.” 
 
    “Please, nothing elaborate. It was a long ride from London, and Miss Penn needs some rest.” 
 
    “Very well. We’ll have it delivered to your rooms,” he said then waved for us to follow him up the steps. Candlelight cast blobs of light on the glimmering marble stairs, making the crystals hanging from the wall sconces shimmer with incandescent light. We wound our way up the steps to the second floor then down a long hallway. 
 
    “Per your request, Agent, I have given you and Miss Penn adjoining bedchambers. Fresh linens have been put on the beds. The maid will be by after a bit with towels and other items for your comfort. And you said to expect two more agents?” 
 
    “Yes, within the next few days.” 
 
    “Very well. We’ll prepare rooms for them as well.” 
 
    “Can I bring you anything, Miss Penn?” the butler asked. 
 
    “Maybe… Do you have any fish? For my cats,” I said, motioning to the crate Ewan was carrying. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And some tea?” I asked. 
 
    “Naturally,” he said with a friendly smile then opened the door to the prettiest bedroom I had ever seen—well, imagined, more like.  
 
    The large four-poster bed had pale pink and gold curtains, the blankets and pillows matching. The walls were painted in a soft gold color. Windows opened up to a balcony that looked out on the back lawn. Though it was dark, the moon cast silver beams on the expansive gardens and fountains. 
 
    “Is that a hedge maze?” I asked, looking out on the deliciously manicured grounds. 
 
    “Indeed it is. Tomorrow, be sure to take in the grounds. They are quite lovely this time of year. And you, Agent Goodwin.” He indicated a door at the back of my room. “Through here you will find your own room,” he said then gave a slight cough. 
 
    “Thank you. Miss Penn is my ward,” Ewan told the man, but there was a hint of discomfort in his voice. 
 
    “Of course, Agent,” the man said. 
 
    My back turned to them, I hadn’t seen the looks that had been exchanged, but I’d heard the unspoken words. Two unmarried people sharing an adjoining bedroom was scandalous. That was obvious even to a cave dweller like me. 
 
    I stared out at the lawn. Lightning bugs glowed as they flew through the flowers. I opened the latch on the window and let in the fresh summer air. I felt the wind on my face. It reminded me of the sea breeze that always blew into my cave. 
 
    Mother—Gothel—where are you? 
 
    The door to my bedchamber clicked shut as the butler left. 
 
    I knelt down and unhooked the latch on the wicker case. At once, Luna, Estrid, and Wink appeared, still in cat form. 
 
    Luna rushed to me at once, crawling into my arms. The others looked around, uncertain what to think. I sat down on the floor with them, petting them to comfort them. 
 
    Ewan approached, a water pitcher and basin in his hand. He poured some water into the bowl and set it down. Luna scampered out of my hand and went to get a drink. 
 
    Sitting cross-legged, Ewan joined me on the floor. 
 
    Estrid gave him a sidelong look. Even in tabby cat form, her golden eyes sparkled with menacing light. She and Wink also went to get a drink. 
 
    Ewan reached into his pocket and pulled something out which he handed to me. 
 
    It was his shard from Excalibur. 
 
    “I didn’t tell Agent Hunter about the dragons because you, Miss Penn, are a descendant of King Arthur, a real and true descendant. I am a Pellinore—in vocation and lineage. I am descended from King Pellinore himself. Pellinore once defeated Arthur in a duel, but in the process, Pellinore damaged the holy blade Excalibur. Pellinore and Arthur made amends thereafter, but Arthur let Pellinore keep the shard as a memento of the only time Arthur had ever been defeated in battle—save when he was defeated by Mordred, his own son. King Pellinore passed the shard onto his daughter Dindraine who was—” 
 
    “The Grail Maiden.” 
 
    Ewan nodded. “Dindraine passed it on to her son, and him to his, and down and down until my grandfather, my father, and then me. Everyone in my family has served this realm. As one of the Knights of the Round Table, King Pellinore swore to protect Arthur. We Pellinores existed before the Red Cape Society, even before the Rude Mechanicals. We are the original guardians, the last Knights of the Round Table. I didn’t tell Agent Hunter about your dragons because I have sworn my blood, my life, to protect Arthur’s legacy. It is a promise that extends beyond my badge. For the first time in nine generations, a dragon caller has been born—as Merlin prophesized in his scrolls—and I am bound by blood and honor to protect you.” 
 
    “There was a prophecy? About me?” 
 
    Ewan nodded. Tepidly, he reached out and pet Luna, who gave him a sidelong glance but permitted his touch. “Yes.” 
 
    “And what does it say?” 
 
    “That the blood of Pendragon will awaken, and that you will change the course of history. Others will try to stop you. But the line of Pellinore—and the Knights of the Round Table—will keep you safe. So, you see, I was destined to find you and to protect you. I won’t let any harm come to you. I won’t do anything to put you at risk. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I… Yes.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door. “Miss Penn?” a soft, feminine voice called. 
 
    Ewan rose. “I’ll go freshen up a bit,” he said, motioning to his face. I had noticed that there was a ring of dirt around his eyes where he’d been wearing his driving goggles. “I’ll be right next door. If you need anything, just—” 
 
    “Scream?” 
 
    Ewan laughed. “Please don’t scream. I’ll probably accidentally end up shooting someone.” 
 
    I giggled as I rose to my feet. “All right.” 
 
    With a nod, Ewan turned and left. I went to the door to greet the maid, who dropped a curtsey when she saw me. She then entered pushing a cart. “I’ve got tea, biscuits, and the cook is making some fish. Mister Lawrence said you came in with just one bag. No matter. Have a look,” she said, walking quickly past me to a wardrobe at the side of the room. She pulled open the doors to reveal a row of dozens of pretty dresses. 
 
    “Oh,” I gushed happily. Just like all the young ladies wore. 
 
    “Wear any one you want. Master Hunter, Sr. had a young ward who ran off to Europe to become an artist or something. She won’t be back. Oh! Are these your cats? I love cats,” the maid said, rushing over to the girls and scooping Estrid up before the little dragon had a chance to protest with more than a meow and flick of her tail. “Oh, little fuzzy girl. Fuzzy baby. Aren’t you the sweetest?” 
 
    I tried but failed to suppress a laugh. 
 
    Estrid turned and looked at me, an annoyed expression on her face. She squirmed, quickly untangling herself from the maid. 
 
    Grinning, the maid looked back at me. “Oh, Miss Penn, your hair is so lovely. My word, it looks like spun gold. Let me draw you a bath, and we’ll wash those lovely locks!” 
 
    Before I could protest, the girl briskly got underway. I sat down on the bed and petted Estrid, who was watching the maid suspiciously. I cast a glance toward Ewan’s door, thinking about my knight in dusty armor on the other side. 
 
    A knight. 
 
    A real Knight of the Round Table had come to protect me. 
 
    Something told me the Bennet girls would approve. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14: Once Upon a Time 
 
      
 
    Later that night, after the girls had eaten and had a chance to stretch, I dressed into a simple sleeping gown and crawled into bed. The maid, whose name turned out to be Caroline, had helped me wash out my long locks which now smelled of soap and lavender. After washing in the cave pool, dodging fish and diving dragons, it was an entirely new experience to soak in a warm basin. Despite the new, material comforts, I still couldn’t fall asleep. It was almost as if the bed was too comfortable. The rich covers and nightdress were too soft. I missed my little cot built into the cave wall, the soft sounds of the water trickling down the stalactites, the smell of the earth and minerals. And I missed my books which always helped me sleep when my mind was too busy. I had left the copy of Sense and Sensibility behind during my hasty escape from the Sparrow. 
 
    My thoughts turned once more to Mother. Surely she was all right. She was, after all, a faerie. She could easily slip away, right? Mother had always managed. I eyed the cats who lay curled up all around me. The enchantments were still in place. Gothel was alive and well somewhere. But how would she ever find me? 
 
    Sighing, I slipped out of bed and went to the window once more. I stared across the moonlight landscape. Opening the windows, I stepped outside on the balcony. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply. The sweet scents of flowers and grass filled my senses. 
 
    Gothel? I whispered in my mind. Mother? Where are you? 
 
    I neither felt nor heard anything save the soft voice of the breeze and the sound of the leaves in the trees. Perhaps Mother couldn’t hear me. But maybe the land could. 
 
    “The land and the king are one,” I said. Maybe, just maybe… 
 
    “Whisper to Gothel. Tell her Willowbrook Park,” I called lightly to the wind. 
 
    The air around me swirled, and I heard the sounds of insects, owls, leaves, grass, and wind. I reached out with my senses, feeling the land, the realm. Britannia. The land and the king were one. I was one with the realm. I quieted my mind and listened to the voices on the breeze, in the rustle of the trees, in the call of the night birds. I felt the realm, both outside of me and within me. I felt alive with its magic. 
 
    “Rapunzel?” Ewan called lightly, knocking on our shared door. Before I could answer, the door opened with a soft click, and Ewan stepped into the room. “I heard a noise. Are you all right?” 
 
    I turned to him. “Sorry, couldn’t sleep. I’m just worried about Mother.” 
 
    Ewan stood frozen, staring at me with the oddest expression on his face. 
 
    “What is it?” I whispered. 
 
    “Your eyes…they’re glowing. And your hair…” 
 
    I looked down at my long locks that I had left unbraided. They trailed behind me across the floor to the bed where they lay in a heap. I saw what he meant. My tresses had a silvery shimmer. “Just the moonlight reflecting on them,” I said then looked back outside once more. My hair was glowing oddly. Why? 
 
    Ewan coughed uncomfortably but said nothing more. He merely joined me on the balcony. “So, couldn’t sleep?” 
 
    “No. I usually read, but I left my book on the Sparrow. Not used to making hasty escapes. I’ll have to add ‘grab your book’ to my list of things to remember during Article 7, Section 22 rescues.” 
 
    “Item 22, not section 22.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Sorry. Item 22.” 
 
    “Another Jane Austen novel?” 
 
    “Sense and Sensibility.” 
 
    “Ah, the Dashwood sisters.” 
 
    “You know it?” 
 
    “Of course. I am a connoisseur of all the best romantic literature.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You still haven’t told me why, really.” 
 
    “Why? Well, how is a man expected to learn what a woman really wants unless he has a look inside the female mind? Miss Austen’s works are very obliging in that matter.” 
 
    “Really? And what did you learn?” 
 
    “That knights in shining armor are still in fashion. I did make a very dashing entrance on the rail of that airship, wouldn’t you say? I really should wear my red cape. It would have billowed magnificently.” 
 
    “I might say that if you didn’t seem so pleased with yourself about it.” 
 
    “And humility, of course, is always in good form.” 
 
    We both chuckled. 
 
    “Do you want me to tell you what happens in the book?” Ewan offered. 
 
    I turned to him. “I’d like that.” 
 
    Collecting a handful of my hair, I sat down on the balcony floor and leaned against the rail, Ewan sitting beside me. 
 
    “Where did you leave off?” he asked. 
 
    I grinned. “Start at the beginning.” 
 
    “Once upon a time—“ 
 
    “It did not start with ‘Once upon a time.’” 
 
    “No? It should have. All the best stories do. Now, where was I? Once upon a time…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15: Just One Kiss 
 
      
 
    Ewan stayed with me, relaying the misfortunes of Marianne and Elinor Dashwood—the heroines of Sense and Sensibility—until my eyes finally started drifting closed. I was half asleep when Ewan finally held out his hand and led me back to bed. 
 
    “You don’t even need a blanket with hair like that,” he said with a laugh as he covered me. 
 
    I smiled but was too tired to respond. 
 
    I heard Ewan close the window and check the locks before returning to his room. I heard his door squeak, but not the telltale click of it closing. Through the slits of my eyes, I could see he’d left the door ajar. 
 
    He really did want to protect me. 
 
    The thought comforted me, but also set my mind to work. All my life, someone had been protecting me. Maybe I was special. Maybe I was the descendant of King Arthur—who was very special. But if I was, that also meant I had a fierce strength living deep inside of me. Maybe I needed to start protecting myself for a change. I was, after all, a Pendragon. 
 
    Estrid nudged under my neck, a dragon/cat scarf once more. Only a Pendragon would have a dragon lapdog I thought with a chuckle, and then I drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rays of sunlight shone in through the tall windows. I woke feeling groggy and disoriented, unsure where I was for a moment. A soft little nose pressed the palm of my hand, and I sighed reassuringly, stroking the tiny dragon’s ears, feeling the ridges on her back, and the familiar shifting sensation of her scales. 
 
    I was about to drift off back to sleep when my mind tripped over my senses. 
 
    Gasping, I sat up. 
 
    Estrid tumbled from my neck and landed in my lap on her back, giving me a tired but frustrated huff, which sent a puff of smoke drifting across the bed and up toward the brocade fabric overhead. 
 
    I glanced across the room to the settee where the clothes I had been wearing yesterday sat folded: a petticoat and a worn bodice. 
 
    “Mother,” I whispered then glanced down at my dragons. Not cats, dragons. “Ewan!” 
 
    I heard the bed in the other room creak then a sound like Ewan might have fallen on the floor. He appeared a moment later in a pair of sleep trousers, brandishing his pistol in front of him. 
 
    “Rapunzel? What is it?” he asked, scanning the room, his weapon ready. He looked all around, his eyes finally resting on the three dragons sitting in my lap. 
 
    Wink clicked loudly, her calls quick and anxious. She wanted to go look for Mother. 
 
    “No,” I told her. “We have no idea where she might be. Stay here.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door. “Miss Penn?” 
 
    It was the maid. 
 
    Ewan motioned to me to stay quiet. He went to the door as I quickly grabbed all three dragons and shoved them under the blankets. 
 
    “Oh! Mister Goodwin,” I heard the maid exclaim when Ewan opened the door. 
 
    I turned from the dragons to Ewan who was standing in my doorway—mostly undressed. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I whispered then chuckled as I felt my cheeks redden. I had never even been kissed before, let alone…that. 
 
    A moment later, he closed the door. “She’ll be back with some tea. Rapunzel, what happened?” he asked, setting his pistol on the dresser. He rushed back across the room and sat on the edge of my bed. He took my hand. “The enchantments.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I whispered. 
 
    Slowly, the three little bundles under the blanket reemerged. They clicked and called to one another. 
 
    Ewan rubbed the back of his neck as he thought. “Maybe Gothel went back to the Otherworld. If she left this realm, her enchantments would falter.” 
 
    “Or…” I whispered. 
 
    Ewan shook his head. “Don’t think the worst. Agent Hunter sent Agent Louvel to find her. Louvel never misses her mark. We’ll find out where Gothel is very soon. Don’t worry. I’m sure everything will be okay,” he said, rubbing his fingers on the back of my hand reassuringly. 
 
    I glanced from the dragons to Ewan, taking in his athletic form, the ripple of muscles on his stomach, his firm chest, and the smattering of dark hair on it which trailed down low to… The sight of him in such a state made dragon-sized butterflies go fluttering around my stomach. 
 
    Estrid chirped, happy to have her wings back, flew to the window and looked outside. She called to her sisters, who wiggled out from under the blanket to join her. 
 
    “The grounds are expansive here. I think…I think we could take them outside.” 
 
    “Now? In the daylight?” 
 
    Ewan nodded. “Willowbrook is a huge estate. Beyond the gardens are fields and a forest.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Motioning for me to follow him, and still holding my hand, Ewan led me from my bedroom through the adjoining door into his chamber. His bedchamber was distinctly masculine. The walls were made of dark wood panels, the furniture a match. Heavy green velvet draped his bed and the windows. Oil paintings depicting wildlife ornamented the walls. Except on one wall—the one to which Ewan led me—there was an illustrated map of the estate. The map was massive, taking up half the wall. Someone had lovingly drawn the entire park, trimming the images with gold filigree. It was a pretty piece that had become yellowed by time. Ewan was right. The grounds around Willowbrook were Pemberley sized. 
 
    “They never get out in the sunshine. They only went out at night. If you think it’s safe… They’d love it.” 
 
    “Then let’s try it,” Ewan said with a smile. “I’ll ask the staff to make us up a picnic breakfast. We can eat outside.” 
 
    I grinned at Ewan. “I think the Bennet and Dashwood ladies would approve of your plan. Did Miss Austen teach you that women like such things?” 
 
    Ewan grinned, but an unexpected look of sorrow flashed behind his eyes. He smothered it. “Of course, but—and no offense—I think I’ve finally won you over. It’s Estrid I’m trying to please.” 
 
    From the other room, I heard a click and snort. 
 
    “I’d swear she understands me,” Ewan said, looking back toward the door. 
 
    “Why would you think she didn’t?” 
 
    He looked at me. 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    Ewan smiled then looked down at his bare chest. “I suppose I should put on some clothes if we’re planning an outing.” 
 
    A blush rose to my cheeks. 
 
    Ewan motioned to my locks. “Need help braiding?” 
 
    I shook my head then began bundling up my tresses. 
 
    Ewan rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “This might take a while. Should I ask for lunch instead?” 
 
    “Very funny. I’ll be ready before you are.” 
 
    “Want to bet?” Ewan asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I replied. 
 
    “Okay, if I’m right—and I will be—you’ll owe me…” Ewan began, tapping his chin as he thought. 
 
    A kiss? Wait, what? 
 
    “…ah, I know. You’ll tell me what’s in your bag,” Ewan finished. 
 
    I tried not to look disappointed. “Fine.” Wait. Fine? No! I couldn’t tell him about the egg, could I? 
 
    “And I’ll owe you?” Ewan asked. 
 
    “I’ll think of something,” I said with a grin, unable to stop my eyes from drifting down his bare chest once more. 
 
    To my shock, Ewan blushed. “O-okay,” he stammered. 
 
    I looked away. Oh my gosh. Oh, no. Elizabeth Bennet would definitely not ogle Darcy like that, would she? 
 
    “All right then, are you ready?” Ewan asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “3…2…1.” 
 
    Gathering up my hair, I turned and fled his room, banging the door shut behind me. This was one race I definitely wanted to win. My heart kept conjuring up all manner of prizes I could claim from him. But in the end, it kept drifting back to one thing: a kiss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16: The Heart is a Maze 
 
      
 
    Despite my insistence that I was going to win, Ewan was right. Braiding up my hair took forever. And not only was Ewan ready before me, but he also managed to dress and procure a picnic brunch before I even exited my room. Dressed in a yellow gown the color of marigolds, and my hair braided and coiled into a massive heap, I met him in the foyer. I had found a lovely embroidered and beaded bag in the wardrobe as well. I had shifted the dragon egg into it, cushioning it with the scarf Ewan had lent me. Finally ready, Ewan and I set out with my wicker cat carrier and a basket filled with delicious-smelling goods. 
 
    “So,” Ewan said, eyeing my bag, “what’s in your bag?” 
 
    “Just supplies.” 
 
    “Ahh.” Ewan rubbing his chin as he grinned. “You forget. You lost. The truth, please.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t forget. You said that if you won, I would have to tell you what was in my bag. You know, my bag, the one I left upstairs. This bag,”—I patted the pretty satchel I was carrying—“belongs to Master Hunter. As agreed, here is the truth. In my bag upstairs, you will find clothes, some old jewelry pieces, a jar of moonstones, some amethyst crystals, and an old Celtic coin.” 
 
    “I see,” Ewan said with a grin. “And in this bag?” he asked, looking at the tote I was wearing. 
 
    “Pretty, isn’t it? But it’s not mine, and therefore the contents are none of your business.” 
 
    Ewan chuckled. “That is a technicality. You’re cheating.” 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    “You most certainly are too. Let’s ask Diana and see what she thinks,” Ewan said, pointing to a fountain that depicted the Roman goddess, situated at the center of the garden. The large fountain had benches placed all around it. Four paths led away from the center fixture in the cardinal directions. One led back to the house, the other to a rose garden, the third to the hedge maze, and the last away from the manicured grounds and into the nearby forest. “Great Virgin Huntress, tell us the truth. Is Rapunzel cheating?” 
 
    A strong wind blew through the garden, stirring up the scent of roses from the nearby garden. The sun shimmered brightly. From somewhere nearby, a songbird warbled loudly. 
 
    “Interesting,” Ewan said. “Seems so.” 
 
    “That’s not proof. That’s just a stray breeze.” 
 
    “You can’t tell me that you, with your little dragon family and a faerie guardian, deny the voice of the gods?” Ewan asked with a smile. 
 
    “I deny the voice of the Roman gods. This is, after all, Britannia.” 
 
    Ewan laughed. “Spoken like a true Pendragon.” 
 
    I chuckled then glanced around. “Should we try the maze?” 
 
    “On one condition.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “If I win, you will tell me what is in that satchel,” he said, pointing to my bag. 
 
    “And if I win?” 
 
    “Whatever you wish.” 
 
    I smiled up at Ewan. Under the warm morning sunlight, his dark hair shimmered with flecks of gold and amber. The freckles on his nose and cheeks gave a youthful appearance to his otherwise masculine square jaw. “All right.” I might have lost the first bet—and wiggled my way out of the truth—but I was not going to lose this time. 
 
    Ewan nodded, and we headed toward the entrance of the tall hedge. The finely pruned shrubbery was at least four feet above my head. At the entrance to the hedge, we found ourselves presented with two possible paths. 
 
    “I’ll take the left, you the right?” Ewan offered. 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a grin. 
 
    From inside the case, the dragons clicked and called. 
 
    I looked back toward the mansion. There was no way anyone could see them from here. Setting the basket down, I looked inside. “No flying high…yet. If you help me figure out the maze before Ewan—and no cheating—you can eat my scone. No leaving the maze without us. Stay low, but play,” I said then unlatched the cage. Estrid and Wink crept out at once. Both of them flew in small circles, delighted to play in the sunshine. Luna, however, came out more carefully. She flew at once to my shoulder, alighting in my hair. The little dragon winced in the bright sunlight. 
 
    “That, Miss Pendragon, is an unfair advantage,” Ewan said. 
 
    “No parameters were set. Next time, you have to warn me in advance that dragons are not allowed.” 
 
    Ewan laughed. “Fine. On your mark,” he said then looked at Estrid, who was quick to come to attention. 
 
    Estrid, Wink, and I—Luna in my braid—lined up at the entrance. Estrid blew a playful smoke ring at Ewan. 
 
    “Oh, I am so beating you,” Ewan told her. 
 
    Estrid clicked in reply. 
 
    “Get set. Go!” Ewan called. 
 
    We took off into the maze. Estrid and Luna quickly zipped ahead of me. I turned left then right, looking upward for the trees that lined the garden, but I quickly got turned around. When I came to a fork in the path, I stopped and waited. A moment later, Estrid then Wink appeared, Wink clicking for us to follow her. The tiny dragon sped forward on her rainbow-colored wings. Under the bright sunshine, the colors glimmered with a twinkling light I had never really noticed before. She and Estrid sped ahead. Finally deciding her sisters were having too much fun, Luna left me and joined them. 
 
    The maze was far larger inside than it looked. Even the girls got turned around once or twice. 
 
    “Rapunzel! Rapunzel, you should have left a trail of hair,” Ewan called from somewhere in the distance. 
 
    “Laugh now,” I called playfully. 
 
    Giggling, I raced through the maze, all of us enjoying the feel of the sun and the breeze on our skin. In truth, we had all suffered because of our confinement. Maybe the dragon bloods would find me. Maybe I would end up being killed, but at least I’d had a chance to live just a little. 
 
    Wink, who had disappeared ahead of the others, hurried back and quickly called to us, guiding us down one narrow path after another. The girls dove and flew, almost swimming with one another in the air. I laughed, my heart filled with joy to see them so happy. A moment later, Wink called to me, encouraging me to hurry. In the distance, I could see the tree line at the back of the garden. I was close. Holding on to my satchel, I ran to the exit. I burst from the maze, expecting to cheer in triumph, only to find Ewan standing on the other side. He stood with his pocket watch in his hand, a smug look on his face. 
 
    “Thirty-four seconds. And that’s how long I’ve been waiting,” he said with a grin. 
 
    Breathless and giggling, I shook my head. “I admit defeat.” 
 
    “Good. So, tell me…” 
 
    “Later,” I said with a smile as I paused to catch my breath. 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “Yes. Tell me how you won. How did you figure it out so quickly?” 
 
    “Did I cheat? As in, did I slip between the bushes or something? No.” 
 
    “That’s a very indirect way of answering. So, how did you know which way to go?” 
 
    Taking me gently by the shoulders, Ewan turned me to face south once more. Then, setting his hands on my waist, he lifted me. 
 
    “See Diana’s bow?” 
 
    I scanned the garden, catching a glimpse of the statue on the other side. “Yes. And?” 
 
    “Her arrow points to the exit,” he said then set me down gently. 
 
    I turned and batted him on the shoulder. “You did cheat! You forfeit your prize.” 
 
    “And if you had won, what would you be claiming?” he asked, his eyes settling on mine. There was a soft look in his glance, and I realized his hands were still resting on my waist. 
 
    Oh, Elizabeth Bennet, I am all a-swoon. “I hadn’t decided,” I lied. In truth, my heart had decided. All this talk of knights, prophecies, daring rescues, and protectors was too much like a fairy tale. I’d let it go to my head. I knew what I wanted, but my desire seemed very silly. I had just met Ewan. It was impossible to feel anything like that for him…yet. 
 
    Ewan grinned then pulled his hands back and offered me his arm. “The butler tipped me off, I confess. And I also understand that there is a very pretty meadow on the other side of this forest path. Shall we?” 
 
    I took his arm. “Cheater,” I said playfully. 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “Liar?” 
 
    “You still haven’t told me what’s in that bag.” 
 
    “I will. I promised.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “When the time is right.” 
 
    “And when will that be?” 
 
    I glanced up at him. Could I trust him with the secret? Maybe. “We’ll see.” 
 
    At that, Ewan nodded. “As you wish, Princess.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17: Picnicking with Dragons 
 
      
 
    The girls darted quickly from the maze into the cover of the forest. During their nighttime roaming, they had no doubt played in the trees—I assumed. I had never enjoyed the same freedom they had. But playing during the daytime, amongst the leaves, under the sunlight, was an entirely new experience for them. Despite her apprehension, even Luna joined her sister flitting through the branches. I tried to calm my nerves, imagining hawks and eagles roaring down from the sky and scooping up my dragons. 
 
    But then I reminded myself that they were dragons, not kittens. If a hawk tried to snatch Estrid, it would be in for a very unpleasant surprise. 
 
    As the girls flew ahead, I stopped to pick some wildflowers growing on the forest floor. I inhaled each one, breathing deeply. They smelled of all the things I’d never known. Of earth and fields and forests and sunshine. I laced the pretty blossoms into my braid and slipped a few others into my satchel. Pausing, I bent to pull off my slippers. 
 
    “Rapunzel? Everyone all right?” 
 
    “Look at those pine needles,” I said, motioning to the blanket of rusty-pink dried pine needles lying on the ground. “Just…just give me a minute.” Slipping off my stockings, I walked across the bed of dried needles. They felt soft under my feet. I moved gingerly so I didn’t get poked, and scooped up pinecones, dismissing each find for a better specimen, breathing in the intoxicating forest air. I slipped the pinecones, pretty leaves, and more flowers into the satchel alongside the egg which, to my surprise, had an unusual golden glow to it under the sunlight. I took in everything, feeling the rays of sunshine shimmering down in slants from overhead and shining on my face. I breathed in the smell of the forest. It was so fresh and clean. I raised my hands into the air and felt the wind rush through my fingers. 
 
    “Rapunzel,” Ewan said softly. “Did you ever leave that cave?” 
 
    “No.” My eyes closed, I could hear the wind whipping through the branches. Overhead, the dragons called to one another. I heard the songs of the birds, the leaves, and every living thing in the forest. They all called to me, a soft chorus of voices: 
 
    I’ve been the spinner at the wheel 
 
    I’m the watcher in the wind 
 
    “Do you hear that?” I whispered. I looked back at Ewan who was staring at me. 
 
    He looked around. “Hear what?” 
 
    “That…song?” 
 
    He paused to listen. “No.” 
 
    I hummed the notes, reciting the lines I’d heard, but shook my head. The song didn’t make sense. The wind died down. In the distance, I heard Wink call. 
 
    Ewan smiled softly at me. “I think the meadow is just over the rise. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Famished. Let’s go,” I said then moved toward the sunny horizon. For a scant moment, guilt washed over me. Shouldn’t I be worried about Mother, or the dragon bloods who wanted to kill me, or that someone might see my dragons and want to take them? But then I looked back at Ewan following along behind me toting the picnic basket, the wicker carrying case, and my forgotten slippers. He smiled to himself as he walked. 
 
    Somehow, when I looked at him, I didn’t feel worried. I felt…safe. 
 
    I raced ahead to the tree line and came to stand at the edge of a wide field. At the very center was a tall oak tree. The meadow was filled with wildflowers. Butterflies with white, orange, and yellow wings flitted from blossom to blossom. There was a strong scent of grass and flowers as the summer sunlight shone down. The girls flew around one another happily, Wink calling to her sisters as she snatched asters and poppies from the field, tossing and catching them as she worked. Seeing Wink’s game, Luna and Estrid joined the fun. 
 
    “Under the tree?” Ewan asked. 
 
    I nodded, and we headed toward the tall oak. “It’s so beautiful here. Look at all these flowers.” 
 
    “You prefer wildflowers, Miss Dashwood?” Ewan asked, referring to a famous scene in Sense and Sensibility. 
 
    I chuckled. “I love any flower. And that tree… It must be hundreds of years old.” 
 
    “Knotty old oak. Suppose it was once a druid?” 
 
    “The druids did not turn into oaks. They worshipped oak trees,” I said with a grin. 
 
    Ewan chuckled. “I know that. The druids are still roaming, loitering about Stonehenge, causing mischief with their secrecy and Celtic sorcery.” 
 
    “Are they really?” 
 
    Ewan nodded. “Thank Diana, they’re not on my beat. Maybe a dryad lives in this tree. Suppose we should go flush her out?” 
 
    I elbowed Ewan in the ribs. 
 
    “What? Hey, it’s not outside the realm of possibility. I’m sure there are dryads—or at least, there once were. Maybe we just can’t see them.” 
 
    “You can’t see them,” I said with a playful wink. “Do you mean to tell me you don’t see that troupe of dryads dancing around the tree trunk?” 
 
    Ewan stopped and looked from the tree to me. “Rapun—” 
 
    Laughing, pleased to see I had fooled him utterly, I snatched the picnic basket from his hand and scampered toward the tree. Ewan rushed along behind me. Setting down the basket and securing my satchel beside me, I laid down and looked up at the branches of the old oak. It really was ancient, and I could easily imagine that it was once part of druidic worship—dryads or no dryads. 
 
    I closed my eyes and listened. 
 
    Ewan sat down beside me and opened the basket. I could hear his soft breath. I could hear the leaves shifting overhead. I could hear the insects. I could feel the tree, its broad limbs, its deep roots. Again, I heard a soft song, as if someone was singing but too far away to catch the full song. 
 
    I sat up and looked around. 
 
    “What is it?” Ewan asked. 
 
    I scanned the horizon. Birds flitted through the trees, butterflies danced, and three dragons collected flowers, but otherwise, we were alone. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nothing. Probably just dryads playing games. So, what do we have?” I popped up on my knees to investigate the picnic basket. 
 
    Ewan snapped out an embroidered cloth and began unpacking the treats from the basket onto the picnic blanket. First, he set out a basket in which was a variety of baked goods, and then he removed a parcel containing apricots, cherries, and blueberries. I snatched an apricot, delighting in its sweet taste as I watched the girls play. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Ewan said as he lifted a pot from the basket. “Now, here we go.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    Ewan opened the pot. Inside were bangers and thick slices of bacon. The smoky scent of the meat effervesced from the container. “Seriously, Rapunzel. Why my boss lives in London rather than at Willowbrook is a mystery to me…well, save Agent Louvel. Just look at this,” Ewan said as he went digging for a knife. 
 
    “Agent Louvel?” 
 
    He nodded as he worked. He sliced open a round of sourdough bread—which I was pretty sure was intended for two people. Inside, he layered the sausage, bacon, a hardboiled egg which he cut in half, more bacon, and then some cheese. “His girlfriend. The werewolf hunter.” 
 
    “Love is a good enough reason,” I said, grinning as I watched Ewan struggle to hold his creation. “I think you could get a few more slices of bacon on there,” I said, fighting to hold back my laugh. 
 
    “You think so?” he replied in all seriousness, looking from the mostly-empty pot to his bread creation. 
 
    I couldn’t hold back. A laugh escaped me. “No, I do not. Ewan! You’ll never be able to eat all that.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows then nodded. “Watch me. There is nothing better in this world than bacon. The fact that it is my boss’s bacon, which I am eating for free, makes it all the more delicious. Try some.” 
 
    “Is there any left?” 
 
    “A few slices.” 
 
    “I’ve never eaten it before.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Gothel doesn’t like the smell.” 
 
    “But it’s bacon,” Ewan said, looking as shocked as if I’d just told him I didn’t like pie. 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “You have to try it,” he said. He moved to grab a piece for me but nearly lost a hunk of cheese from his sandwich. 
 
    “I got it.” I lifted a piece of the crispy meat from the pot. I took a bite, letting the salty, smoky flavor fill my mouth. I’d read about bacon, of course, but never ate any because of Mother. Now, I saw why everyone loved it. “That is amazing.” 
 
    “Bacon is…” Ewan began, pausing to look philosophical. “Perfection,” he said then took a bite of his massive bread, meat, and cheese creation. His cheeks puffed out like a squirrel. He looked like he was having trouble chewing, but sighed contentedly all the same. 
 
    Chuckling, I shook my head then lifted an apricot and a cube of cheese from another container. 
 
    “You’re missing out,” Ewan said then took another massive bite. 
 
    I eyed the pot once more. “I didn’t want to deprive you of a second helping.” 
 
    Ewan chuckled, his mouth still full. 
 
    I snagged another piece of bacon and let the savory taste linger on my tongue. 
 
    I looked out across the field. I was amazed to see that the girls had not come rushing over the instant they heard the food containers opening. Instead, they were working busily on something. Estrid was carrying branches from the nearby forest, the others snatching flowers from the field. 
 
    “No one can resist bacon,” Ewan said between chews then lifted a crispy strip of the meat. “You see. It’s perfect. You can hold it daintily between two fingers like so,” he said, demonstrating. “In a formal setting you use a utensil, of course. It’s salty, smoky, meaty, and crunchy. And I must say, Agent Hunter’s bacon is not a cheap cut. It’s Pemberley bacon.” He winked then sighed happily once more. 
 
    Turning back to the breakfast, I snatched another slice, sighing happily as the delicious taste filled my mouth. 
 
    “You see,” he said, his mouth still full. “Can’t deny the allure of bacon. Speaking of, your horde seems decidedly disinterested.” 
 
    “I noticed,” I said, taking another bite. “I have to agree, it’s unlike them to miss a meal.” 
 
    The girls flew busily to and fro, calling to one another as they dove amongst the grass on a rise not far away. Now I was curious. Stuffing the last of the bacon into my mouth, I rose, grabbed my satchel, and headed across the field to see what had the girls so distracted. 
 
    Still chewing, but his curiosity also piqued, Ewan followed me—his bread and meat creation in his hand. 
 
    We crossed the field to where the girls were working. 
 
    I stopped when I saw. 
 
    There, in a sunny spot in the field, the dragons had been busy building a nest. It wasn’t complete yet, but the outline of it was clear enough. Using the tender branches Estrid had been carrying, they were building the structure of the nest, weaving flowers and soft grasses in between. 
 
    “What are they doing? Making a bed?” Ewan asked. 
 
    Estrid flicked her tail at him then eyed the last bite of Ewan’s breakfast. 
 
    Ewan looked from the final bite of his bread, bacon, sausage, and cheese creation to the dragon. With a grin, he tossed it to her. 
 
    True to her mark, Estrid snatched the bite out of the air, chirping once more to him in thanks, then flew back off to the forest for more branches. 
 
    Wink headed back into the field for more flowers. 
 
    Luna, however, landed on the satchel. She nosed the fabric then looked up at me. 
 
    My heart beat hard in my chest. Ewan was there to protect me. Maybe he needed to see everything he was guarding. After all, if something happened to me, he was the only person who could help. If something happened to me, he would have to look after the egg, especially if Gothel didn’t return. 
 
    “You asked what was in my satchel.” I knelt and motioned for Ewan to join me. 
 
    Luna flew up, landing on my braid, and rubbed her head under my chin. 
 
    I scratched her tummy then she flew off to join her sisters. 
 
    Opening the satchel, I lifted the egg I’d hidden inside. I had wrapped it in the scarf Ewan had lent me. I slowly removed the silk covering. Gently, I held the egg in my hands and then laid it down on the nest the sisters had built. Under the summer sun, it shone so brightly. Before it had the appearance of a milk-white crystal. Now I saw veins of gold, and the whole egg seemed to shimmer with yellow light. 
 
    “Is that… Is that a dragon egg?” Ewan whispered. 
 
    “Yes. The last one. I haven’t been able to figure out how to get it to hatch.” I leaned over and set my ear to the egg. I could hear the soft heartbeat inside. “The dragon is still alive, though.” 
 
    “Where did you get it?” 
 
    “In Merlin’s cave. The eggs were hidden there, all four of them. I hatched Estrid when I was still a girl, singing her silly songs until one day she woke. Wink woke when I sang Arthurian ballads to her. Luna…I hatched her under the moonlight. This dragon, however—” I stroked the egg. “I haven’t been able to solve its mystery.” 
 
    Estrid returned a moment later, a branch in her jaw. She carefully placed it in the nest then called to her sisters. Wink returned with a daisy, Luna with a sprig of wild parsley. They worked, adding their finds, then they all lay around the egg. 
 
    “It’s glowing,” Ewan said. 
 
    I nodded. “It’s never done that before. Maybe the sunlight is warming it.” 
 
    I gasped when the egg trembled. 
 
    “Did you see that?” Ewan asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Sing to it,” Ewan suggested. 
 
    “Sing what though? I’ve tried everything.” 
 
    Ewan shrugged. “Make something up.” 
 
    I set my hand on the egg. To my surprise, it was warm. “Okay, I do know one new song. I don’t remember it all though. It was mentioned in Pride and Prejudice.” 
 
    “Try it. What does it hurt to try?” 
 
    “Well,” I began. “Okay.” And then I began singing. 
 
    You who have tasted love's mystic spell 
 
    What is this sorrow naught can dispel? 
 
    What is this sorrow naught can dispel? 
 
    While thus I languish, wild beats my heart, 
 
    Yet from my anguish I would not part, 
 
    I seek a treasure fate still denies, 
 
    Naught else will pleasure, 
 
    Naught else I prize... 
 
    Ewan and I both stared at the egg. It still shimmered the same golden color, shining brightly in the sunlight. But not more than that. 
 
    I shook my head. “Mister Darcy would definitely frown at that rendition. I don’t know its song,” I said, stroking it gently. 
 
    Ewan turned and looked at me. He gasped. “Rapunzel?” 
 
    I looked up. Much to my surprise, it seemed that all the butterflies in the field had come to me. They fluttered all around me. And my hair, which did look copper-colored in the bright sunlight, had taken on an almost pink hue. But it wasn’t just my hair that was glowing: a warm, rosy glow radiated off my skin. 
 
    Smiling, I stood and extended my arms. The butterflies danced playfully around me then after a few moments, flew off. 
 
    “What…was that?” Ewan asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. Sometimes when I sing, animals are attracted to the song. And then there is this—I don’t know what to call it—magic, I guess, that comes over me.” 
 
    Ewan shook his head. “Beautiful.” 
 
    I smirked. “Are you saying I’m beautiful?” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” 
 
    That was not the answer I expected. I had expected him to say something funny or witty. A true compliment? No, I wasn’t anticipating that. “Thank you. Pretty or not, still no luck,” I said, gazing down at the egg. 
 
    “Well, Miss Pendragon, we’ll come up with something,” Ewan said. Then, he chuckled. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It just occurred to me. I am the first Pellinore to actually capture the Questing Beast…well, beasts, in their case,” he said motioning from the egg to the girls. “And I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to protect anything more in my life. Well, almost anything.” He reached out and touched my chin. “Some dragon hunter I am.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, trying not to let my feelings show. To hide them, I grinned. “Ewan, I have something to tell you,” I whispered. 
 
    The lines around his mouth trembled. “Yes?” 
 
    “You won’t laugh.” 
 
    “Rapunzel… No, of course not.” 
 
    “Ewan… I love bacon.” 
 
    At that, Ewan laughed then placed his arm around my shoulder and pulled me close, planting a kiss on the top of my head. “Yeah. Me too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18: We Love Lucy? 
 
      
 
    We spent the morning lingering in the field, watching the egg, waiting for it to do something. Aside from glowing, there wasn’t much to see. Once or twice the tiny creature within shifted. Part of me worried that the sun was bothering it. What if the dragon was lunar like Luna? For the love of all things holy, I could be cooking it alive. I’d thought about moving it, but the longer the egg sat in the sun, the more it glowed. That, and I trusted the girls. If they thought the egg should be in a nest in the sunniest part of the field, I wasn’t going to second-guess them. In truth, the dragon seemed to be waking. Now I just needed to learn the right song. In the late afternoon, the girls—and Ewan—decided it was time for a rest. Ewan laid down under the shade of the oak tree, the girls finding cozy spots amongst the branches. I had just decided it was time to join them when a figure appeared on the other side of the meadow. 
 
    It was Estrid who first spotted the stranger. She clicked to me and let out a low growl. 
 
    “Ewan,” I said, shaking his shoulder. “Wake up.” 
 
    “What? What’s wrong,” he asked. Pulling his pistol, he rose. 
 
    “There,” I said, pointing. On the other side of the field was a figure in a red cloak. 
 
    “Ewan,” a husky voice called. 
 
    Ewan smiled and reholstered his gun. “It’s Lucy,” Ewan told me. “Lucy,” he called then waved to her. 
 
    Panic gripped me. Telling Ewan about the egg, letting him see the girls, that was one thing. A stranger was something else. 
 
    I rose and turned to the girls. I was about to call to them when Ewan set his hand on my arm. 
 
    “You can trust Lucy,” he said, an earnest expression on his face. “We have all sworn an oath. We Pellinores will protect you. You can trust us, trust Lucy. You’ll see.” 
 
    I inhaled deeply and watched the woman crossing the meadow. 
 
    “Not the egg,” I whispered. “Don’t tell her about the egg.” 
 
    Ewan gave me a sidelong glance. “All right.” Nodding to me, he rose and crossed the field to meet his partner while I went back to the little nest the girls had built to gather up the egg. 
 
    Kneeling down, I touched the egg. It was hot. “Well now, little solar dragon, are you planning to wake up soon?” I whispered. 
 
    I laid out a handkerchief and placed some of the leaves, herbs, and flowers the girls had collected onto it. Gingerly picking up the hot egg, I set in on the fabric then placed it in my satchel once more. 
 
    “We’ll come again, little one. Tomorrow. I promise you. For now, I must keep you safe.” 
 
    To my surprise, the egg trembled. 
 
    “Are you a silly one like your sisters? I can’t wait to meet you.” 
 
    But even if the dragon hatched, then what? Gothel was missing. I was already being hunted. What if the dragon bloods found me here? A newborn dragon needed protection and care. What would happen to this little one—to all of them—if they fell into the wrong hands? Estrid had grown twice her size since she was first hatched. How big would she become? In a world where the sky was filled with airships, what would happen to a grown dragon? My dragons needed me. I couldn’t let anyone take them. 
 
    I sighed. Mother would know what to do. If she did not, maybe her people would. If worse came to worst, Mother could take the dragons to the land of the Seelie and keep them there. I glanced toward the forest beyond the old oak. 
 
    “Mother, where are you?” I whispered. 
 
    Again, the wind picked up. I felt the gentle breeze on my cheek and the soft sound of voices murmuring amongst the blades of grass. I returned to the oak tree once more. I glanced up at the girls. “Mind your manners. She’s a friend.” 
 
    Estrid huffed uncertainly while Wink opened a single eye, watching the stranger approach. Luna crept back into the shadows. 
 
    “Rapunzel,” Ewan called as he and the stranger neared. 
 
    Lucy was very unlike what I expected. She was as tall as Ewan and just as broad. Her dark hair was cut short at the nape of her neck but hung long on her chest at the front, her bangs cut blunt. She wore leather trousers, a bodice, and a dark top. A red cape billowed from her shoulders. I caught the glint off the pistol hanging from her belt. She crossed the field toward me, her strides long and powerful, then bowed low. 
 
    “Blood of Anna,” she said, her voice full of reverence. 
 
    “I…um…hi,” I stammered. 
 
    She stood and looked me over carefully. “Dainty thing, save all that hair,” she said then turned to Ewan. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Her eyes,” Ewan said. 
 
    Lucy gave me a hard look, tipping her head as if she was watching something that perplexed her. “The colors…move.” 
 
    Ewan laughed. “You get used to it. And that’s not all.” Ewan’s eyes met mine. 
 
    I glanced at Lucy once more. 
 
    Trust. 
 
    I needed to trust her, trust Ewan. 
 
    I turned from Lucy to the old oak tree. “Girls, come meet Lucy,” I called. 
 
    Lucy’s gaze followed mine. 
 
    From where we were standing, we couldn’t make them out clearly. The tree branches rattled, and Estrid emerged from the top of the tree then glided down toward the tall woman. The air shivered, and Wink appeared, floating in the air before Lucy. Luna landed on my back. She crawled up my braid and peered at the stranger over my shoulder. 
 
    “Angels and ministers of grace,” Lucy whispered, her eyes going from dragon to dragon then back to me once more. “None other than the blood of Pendragon could wake such creatures. They’re…amazing.” She reached out to touch Wink who, much to my surprise, permitted it. 
 
    “Watch that one though,” Ewan said, pointing to Estrid. “She’s feisty.” 
 
    Estrid blew a smoke ring at him. I grinned, surprised to see the love-hate relationship that had blossomed between them. But then my eyes rested on Ewan once more. No, it didn’t surprise me, not really. There wasn’t much about Ewan that was hard to love. 
 
    “Ewan, what in the hell do we do now?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “Protect them,” he said simply. 
 
    Lucy huffed a laugh. “Easier said than done. If Dormad learns she has these, there will be no stopping him. What did Agent Hunter say?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t exactly tell him about the dragons.” 
 
    Lucy watched the girls who, having made their welcome, went back to rest amongst the branches of the oak once more. Lucy nodded slowly. “Good. When William comes, we Pellinores will decide. This is our mission. They have laughed at us for years. But now…” 
 
    “Exactly. Hunter did say he would have to inform Her Majesty. After all, Rapunzel is the rightful heir of the realm.” 
 
    Lucy chortled. “Something tells me Victoria won’t be pleased.” 
 
    “Ewan…the queen… She won’t be angry, will she? I mean, I don’t want anything. I just want to find my mother and…I don’t know…keep out of the way.” 
 
    Ewan smiled reassuringly at me. “I’m sure Her Majesty will understand once she meets you.” 
 
    “Her mother? But the line of Anna… I thought it was extinguished.” 
 
    “She means Gothel, the faerie guardian. We think the dragon bloods picked Gothel up. Agent Hunter sent Agent Louvel after her.” 
 
    Lucy laughed once more. “Dormad and Owyr have no idea who they’re messing with. I hope Louvel remembers she’s supposed to avoid killing them if she can,” she said then bobbed her chin toward me. “Do we know who Rapunzel’s real mother is? Sorry, Rapunzel, I don’t mean to be rude. It’s just… It is our job to mind the blood of Pendragon. Apparently, we lost someone along the way.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said. “I don’t remember anyone other than Gothel.” 
 
    Lucy frowned. “There was that woman in Lancashire, but she never had any children.” 
 
    Ewan nodded. “I thought of her too. We did lose track of that line near the Fens. Could be there. When we find Gothel, maybe she will tell us.” 
 
    “Tell you…about my real mother?” I asked. 
 
    Ewan and Lucy both looked at me. 
 
    “Yes. Maybe. Let’s leave off of this topic for now,” Ewan said, apparently picking up on my distress. “Shall we go back? Maybe we can grab a spot of tea.” 
 
    “Tea? Dragons are alive and here is a descendant of Anna in the flesh before us. Ale seems more fitting,” Lucy said with a laugh. 
 
    Ewan pulled out his pocket watch. “Past midday. No reason not to. I could eat something too.” 
 
    “Eat? Again?” I asked. 
 
    Lucy laughed. “I see she’s got you figured out already. Miss Pendragon, if a woman ever wanted to win Ewan’s heart, all she would need is—” 
 
    “Bacon,” Ewan finished then winked at me. 
 
    We both laughed. 
 
    “Ale and bacon it is then. And let’s be sure to eat and drink as much as we can. Boss’s account, after all.” Lucy looked toward the tree once more. “They coming?” 
 
    I grabbed the wicker crate and looked up at the girls. They looked so comfortable, so free. No. Enough hiding. Enough living in cages. “We’re going back now,” I called. “Come to the balcony of my room. Stay out of sight of the servants.” 
 
    Estrid clicked, Wink chiming in after her. 
 
    “They understand you?” Lucy asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Luna?” 
 
    After a moment, I heard a soft click of assent. My brave girl. 
 
    Ewan picked up the picnic basket then offered his arm to me. “Princess.” 
 
    Lucy chuckled then gave Ewan an assessing look. I saw her eyebrows arch, but she said nothing. Together, we headed back to my personal Pemberley. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19: Getting Stout 
 
      
 
    I’d never been far from my dragons before. But I had also never been out of my cave, with strangers, in a manor house, served by anyone, or being watched over by a decidedly handsome man who fashioned himself a Knight of the Round Table. 
 
    Ewan spoke to the butler, and then Ewan, Lucy, and I were led to a library where Lucy and Ewan could work. A table was cleared so lunch could be served. Lucy and Ewan spoke in hushed tones, Lucy pulling scrolls, journals, and papers from a bag. Beginning to feel a bit like an item of study rather than a person, I meandered around the library looking for something with which to preoccupy myself. 
 
    On the wall was a tall oil painting of a man in a white wig and some very expensive looking pantaloons. There was just the hint of a resemblance to Agent Hunter, Ewan’s boss. At the large window at the back of the room was a telescope. I set my eye to it, but in the bright light of day, there was little to see. I trained it across the garden and toward the skyline above the trees. No sign of my girls. At the bookshelves, I let my fingers dance on the rows of leather-bound books. Histories, reference texts, and books written in Latin, the books struck me as objects that had been acquired more for the show of wealth than the pleasure of reading. Each spine was unbent, each book looked like it had been shelved and never thought of again, objects of art rather than pearls of wisdom and delight. My fingers danced over the volumes until I found one that seemed interesting, a single volume of Holinshed's Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland. I pulled the volume from the shelf and sat down in a large, comfortable chair near the window. 
 
    Apparently, Miss Austen’s works were far more riveting than Holinshed’s discussion of an eleventh-century Scottish nobleman, Banquo of Lochaber, a predecessor to the House of Stuart. I woke with a jolt when the butler came in pushing a cart laden with food. I grabbed the yellowing text before it tumbled to the floor. Rising, I slipped the volume back on the shelf then I went to the table where the man was setting out high tea. I smiled nicely as the butler pulled out a chair for me then poured me a cup. 
 
    Much to my surprise, neither Ewan nor Lucy had yet bothered to join me. Given Ewan’s passion for food, I was surprised. 
 
    “Carrot cake?” the butler offered. 
 
    I nodded, grinning at the confection as the man slid a slice onto my plate. 
 
    “You’re missing out,” I called to Ewan as I unfolded my napkin. 
 
    He turned and looked at me. I was surprised to see he was wearing a pair of small, round spectacles. Quickly pulling them off and setting them aside, he looked from me to the cake then nodded affirmatively. He said something to Lucy that I didn’t quite hear. She looked at me over her shoulder then gave Ewan an amused look. She nodded. 
 
    “Agent Eckle,” the butler said. He crossed the room and handed Lucy a heady brown stout with a crown of foam. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, taking the cup. She stood drinking it with one hand while she sifted through the papers laid out in front of her with the other. 
 
    “Agent Goodwin? Tea, or something with a bit more backbone?” 
 
    Ewan rubbed the back of his neck. “Stout for me too.” 
 
    The butler nodded. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt a bit dainty with my tea and cake while Lucy was slugging back a stout. Regardless, I took a bite. The delicious mellow flavor of the carrot cake perfectly spiced with cinnamon and molasses melted on my tongue. I held back an embarrassing moan of delight. What could I do? I was just a cave dweller with only the model of the fictional Elizabeth Bennet to guide me. Something told me that Lucy was far more modern than the Bennet sisters. Dainty or not, that cake was divine. 
 
    Ewan joined me at the table, his eyes surveying the culinary landscape with interest. He popped an iced shortbread cookie in his mouth then took a deep drink of his beer. He sat back in his seat and stared at the table, lost in his thoughts. 
 
    “And what have you uncovered?” I asked, pointing to the papers he and Lucy were considering. 
 
    “Problems, Miss Pendragon,” Lucy answered. 
 
    “And possible solutions,” Ewan offered. 
 
    Lucy frowned at him. “Not good ones.” 
 
    “No. I didn’t say they were good ones.” 
 
    Both agents frowned. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    Ewan sighed. “Keeping you and your tiny horde safe is going to be a problem.” 
 
    “Unless,” Lucy said, tapping her fingers on the table. 
 
    “Unless what?” 
 
    “Unless Her Majesty grants us permission to wipe out the blood of Mordred. Now that you’re here, it changes things. But problems remain,” Lucy said. 
 
    “What problems?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, the blood of Pendragon is sacred. Legend tells us that even the line of Mordred can produce a dragon caller. Unlikely, but possible. As it is, you are just one person. If you die with no heir and we’ve extinguished the line of Mordred, then the blood of Pendragon ends. That can’t happen. Maybe if you had a child, or a gaggle of them, things would be different,” Lucy said. 
 
    “If I had…a child?” I said, trying not to choke on my tea. I flashed a quick look at Ewan, who was looking at me. My cheeks reddened. 
 
    And so did his. 
 
    Lucy sniggered then said, “If we could ensure the blood of Pendragon from Arthur and Gwenhwyfar could carry on, then it might be different. But for now, it’s just you. It’s not your fault or anything. Timing. We’ll find another way.” 
 
    “Another way for what?” a voice called as a stranger entered the room. “By Christ, look at this place. Who knew Hunter was so bloody rich? Whoa, who is this lovely creature?” 
 
    I turned to see a man around the age of sixty enter the room. He was tall, lean, and wore a red cape similar to the one Lucy wore. On his chest, he wore the badge of the Pellinores. 
 
    I rose slowly. 
 
    “Rapunzel, this is William, our colleague,” Ewan explained. 
 
    “Rapunzel. That’s a mouthful,” William said then gave me a little bow. “Now, what’s all the fuss about? The messenger said it was urgent. I was tracking Gravaine, who was hot on the trail of something. He came down from Scotland so fast it was like he was on fire. Something sure had him riled up.” 
 
    Lucy smirked. “Yeah. Her,” she said, pointing to me. 
 
    “Her?” William replied. “What, is she his girlfriend or something? What’s she doing here? What? Why are you two grinning like that?” 
 
    Ewan chuckled then crossed the room to his colleague. Setting his hand on the man’s arm, he slowly led him to me. 
 
    “William,” he said gently, moving the man in front of me. “Meet our Questing Beast. Rapunzel, this is William Williamson. William, this is Rapunzel. Rapunzel Pendragon, blood of Anna.” 
 
    William stared at me. “Make a stuffed bird laugh. Someone pour me a drink.” 
 
    Chuckling, Ewan poured William a beer and handed it to him. “Stout?” 
 
    “Hope we bloody well are, because things are about to get interesting,” William said then took a long drink, winking playfully at me over his tankard. 
 
    Ewan grinned. “If you think that’s interesting, wait until you see her dragons.” 
 
    William stopped mid-drink. His eyes widened. With a line of foam hanging on his moustache, he looked from Ewan to me. “Dragons?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20: Butter Upon Bacon 
 
      
 
    The evening passed quietly as Ewan, Lucy, and William considered their next moves and to where I should be moved. As it turned out, a lot depended on Mother. But if Mother was nowhere to be found, then what? 
 
    Just after sunset, I returned to check on whether my little horde had returned, and I wanted to see to the egg in private. Luna, Estrid, and Wink were waiting on the balcony. They looked exhausted, dirty, and happy. Aside from the dirt, I felt the same. It was strange to be out in the world. As exciting and interesting as it was, it was still a lot to take in. And yet, I felt so comfortable here. Agent Hunter’s library certainly needed better books, but aside from that, the halls of the mansion felt strangely like home. Maybe it was because the place was so cavernous. It was elaborate but homey all at once. I couldn’t imagine why Agent Hunter didn’t want to live here. It was the kind of place a person dreamed of. 
 
    I let the girls in and gave them something to eat and drink. They quickly mowed down their dinner then crawled onto the bed to sleep. 
 
    “Seems like the three of you have adjusted to Willowbrook Park very well too,” I said, laughing as Wink set her head on my pillow. “If you become as big as a carriage, and you very well might, there won’t be any more sleeping in beds.” 
 
    Wink clicked tiredly then closed her eyes. 
 
    Giggling, I went out on the balcony. Once again, the fireflies danced across the gardens. It was an enchanting sight to behold. 
 
    I heard the door click open behind me and listened to Ewan’s footfalls as he crossed the room. Wordlessly, he came to the balcony. 
 
    “Beautiful night,” I whispered, looking up at the moon. 
 
    “Yes,” he said softly. 
 
    For a moment, I closed my eyes and imagined Ewan wrapping his arms around me. I was just being romantic, of course. Stuff like that only happened in fairy tales. Then I felt his hand touch the small of my back. Tingles of pleasure washed over me, and I craved to touch him more. I leaned into his shoulder. He responded by wrapping his arm gently around my waist and pulling me close to him. 
 
    He was so very tall. I felt small but safe with his arm around me. 
 
    “Well, have you decided where I should be carted off to?” I asked. 
 
    “We have a few ideas.” 
 
    “This place is so lovely. I’ll hate to leave.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with you there.” 
 
    “And if I do have to go somewhere. Will you… I mean, will I have to be alone there?” 
 
    Ewan chuckled softly. “No, Rapunzel. I am your knight. I will always be by your side.” 
 
    “But Ewan,” I said, “surely you have your own life. You can’t just drop everything because you bumped into some weird girl in a cave who just happened to have a bunch of dragons.” 
 
    “I most certainly can. Especially when I was born to look after her.” 
 
    “Right. Because you’re a Pellinore.” 
 
    Ewan shook his head then reached down and touched my cheek. “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Not because I’m a Pellinore. Because I’m me, and you’re you,” he said, stroking his thumb across my cheek. “Because I was waiting—not for a dragon—but for a girl who loved bacon as much as me. How could I ever let you go now? You’re butter upon bacon.” 
 
    “Butter upon bacon. Doesn’t that mean I’m too much?” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” he said then grinned at me. “You’re too much to say no to. You’re all the best things at once. You’re better than butter upon bacon.” 
 
    “Better than butter upon bacon? That’s a new one,” I said. 
 
    Ewan chuckled. I felt his chest shake with the movement. Again, I relished the feel of his body against mine. But his words stirred my heart. “That’s a good line. Did you learn that from reading Jane Austen?” 
 
    “No, that’s all Ewan Goodwin.” 
 
    “Seems you’re a secret romantic. You’ll have to share your love of romance novels with me.” 
 
    Ewan snickered softly but didn’t say anything. 
 
    I turned and looked up at him. Once more, he had that odd, pained expression on his face. 
 
    “Ewan?” 
 
    He smiled softly down at me then stroked my cheek gently. “I had a younger sister,” he said then. “She was only fifteen. She was the one who loved the novels. She was very ill, too ill to even hold a book. I read them to her. All of them. She…died a few years ago. I know those books because of my sister.” 
 
    I stared at him. Suddenly, the pieces of the puzzle fit together. “The scarf in your auto.” 
 
    “That was hers as well. Before she got sick, she used to ride with me. She wanted to join the Society when she was older,” he said then shook his head. “She was a very sweet thing.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said, heartbroken when I saw the tears well up in his eyes. 
 
    “I miss her,” he whispered. 
 
    I smiled softly at him, feeling my own nagging longing and worry for Mother rising up in me. I buried it, staying in that moment for him. I touched his cheek. “What was her name?” 
 
    He smiled. “We’re Pellinores to the bone. Dindraine.” 
 
    “Of course. Beautiful.” 
 
    “She would have loved them,” he said, motioning back to the dragons. “All the world will. But there are some who may want to use them. We must be so careful.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Ewan breathed in deeply then stared out at the garden. He exhaled slowly, releasing his sadness. “I’ve been dying to check something out ever since we got here. Up for an adventure?” 
 
    I nodded, then Ewan and I turned and headed toward the door. 
 
    Estrid, who had been sleeping under the blankets, poked her head out. 
 
    “We’ll be back soon. No exploring. Got it?” 
 
    Estrid snorted then slid back under the covers. 
 
    “They’re getting spoiled here.” 
 
    “Them and me both,” I agreed. 
 
    “Me too. And Lucy and William as well. I think they like Hunter’s stout. They found the billiards room. They were there drinking when I left.” 
 
    “And where are we going?” 
 
    “Oh,” Ewan said teasingly as he pulled a key from inside his pocket. “Only time will tell.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21: Vortigern’s Castle 
 
      
 
    Ewan and I headed back to the library. Motioning for me to follow, he led me to the massive grandfather clock that sat along the wall. 
 
    “Remember what Agent Hunter said?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded, recalling Ewan’s boss handing the key to him. 
 
    Ewan opened the glass face of the grandfather clock. On the moon dial at the top of the clock was the image of a moon with a face, its mouth open in a wide yawn. Ewan stuck the key inside. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but when Ewan turned the key, a latch unlocked. To my surprise, the back panel of the grandfather clock, which was flat against the wall, swung open to reveal a narrow passage on the other side. 
 
    “False wall,” Ewan said. “The agency has loads of hidden places like this all over the country. Feeling brave?” 
 
    “I’m a Pendragon, remember?” I asked with a wink. 
 
    Ewan grinned. He snatched his goggles off his belt and pulled them on. When he activated a lever on the side, a green glow surrounded his eyes. Ducking, he stepped inside and through the clock. 
 
    “Mind your hair on the pendulum and cables,” Ewan said. 
 
    Gently pushing the pendulum aside, I followed Ewan within then closed the clock behind me. 
 
    The space that Ewan and I entered appeared to be a narrow space between two walls. Our path lit by Ewan’s goggles, we headed down the narrow passage to a door. Ewan opened it to reveal a flight of stairs that led below the manor. 
 
    He looked back at me. 
 
    I giggled at the sight of his face illuminated green, remembering that this was how I’d first seen him. I nodded for him to go ahead. 
 
    We headed down the stone stairwell. The stairs were crudely made. The stone appeared to be carved out of the foundation of the house, the earth itself, not set by a mason. We wove further and further down. Soon, I was met by the familiar smells of minerals and earth. As we traveled, the walls had shifted from wood to stone to earth and rock. We were deep underneath the manor house now. 
 
    The light from Ewan’s goggles revealed the bottom of the stairwell ahead. As we neared the end of the stairs, Ewan stopped to lift a torch from a wall sconce. Digging in his pockets, he pulled out a small device. When he clicked it, I caught the distinct scents of sulfur and flint, and the device ignited a small flame. He lit the torch then closed his machine once more, blowing on it to cool it down before he slipped it back into his pocket. 
 
    “Forgot to cool it off once,” he whispered. “Caught my shirt on fire.” 
 
    I giggled. 
 
    Taking my hand, he led me forward. 
 
    I knew my mind should have been fixed on whatever surprise awaited me, but all I could do was stare at Ewan, to relish the feeling of my hand in Ewan’s, my skin upon his. While my life in my cave had been safe, it had been so very lonely. If not for the girls, I would have sunk into a terrible melancholy. But now… Well, now I knew what it felt like to live. 
 
    “Wow,” Ewan said, lifting the torch. 
 
    Pulling myself away from my thoughts, I looked around me. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    We were standing in the center of what appeared to be the remains of a Roman temple. Ewan lit the other torches on the walls. The room was bathed in orange light. 
 
    The temple was long, a narrow stone path down the center. On either side was a shallow pool, rectangular in shape, and only a few inches deep. Water ran down the walls of the underground temple, into the pools, and out the other end, leaving the water perpetually fresh. The walls had been carved with reliefs of a muscular man slaying a bull. All around, I saw unusual imagery intermixed with images of the same hero: discs, suns, hammers, animals. The designs were not Celtic. They barely even looked Roman. There was a strange feeling in the air. At the other end of the temple was a tall statue with the head of a lion, the body of a man, and wrapped around the figure was a dragon. 
 
    “What is this place?” I whispered. 
 
    “It’s a mithraeum,” Ewan said. “A temple to the Roman god Mithras.” 
 
    “Why is there a mithraeum under Agent Hunter’s ancestral home?” 
 
    “That, Princess Pendragon, is a very good question. The cults of Mithras were very secret, underground. The Society has some records on them, but not much,” Ewan said then shook his head. “When the Romans left, they took their gods with them. The teachings of Christ came into fashion not long after, and all the old gods were nearly forgotten.” 
 
    “Nearly forgotten.” 
 
    Ewan nodded. “Some of the Celts reverted to the old religion. Some converted to Christianity. But others had converted to the Roman gods whose cults are still alive and well. The Cult of Mithras,” Ewan said then let out a long whistle. “Very secret.” 
 
    I glanced around the room. “Look,” I said, pointing to one of the reliefs on the wall. On it was a crumbling castle tower. Men stood looking at the tower, gesturing at its failing state. At the front of the crowd was a man and a boy. And under the tower were two dragons. Though the paint on the relief had faded, I still spotted the faint glow of red on one dragon, white on the other. 
 
    “Vortigern’s castle,” Ewan and I said at once. 
 
    I smiled at him. “You know the story?” 
 
    He nodded. “Of course. Vortigern’s new castle kept falling apart as they attempted to build it, so he called for the most powerful magician in the land to come and determine why. Merlin was just a boy then, but everyone knew he was a gifted seer. It was Merlin who revealed that two dragons—one white, one red—were at war under the castle. Only once the dragons were set free could the castle construction continue.” 
 
    “Set free or killed,” I said, “depending on who’s telling the tale.” 
 
    Ewan nodded. 
 
    “Why this image here? In a temple of Mithras?” I asked. 
 
    Ewan shook his head. “Vortigern was Roman, perhaps a follower of Mithras. I don’t know. Maybe the story was just a metaphor.” 
 
    “Or maybe…” I said then took the torch from Ewan’s hand. I approached the lion-headed statue. I eyed it over, paying close attention to the depiction of the dragon. The man. The lion. The dragon. They were in symbiosis. The three together. One. What did it mean? 
 
    A soft breeze blew in from one of the side corridors. And along with it, I heard a faint voice sing that same melody: I’m the spirit of them all. 
 
    “Let’s see what’s down there,” Ewan said, turning toward the cavern. He pulled another torch from the wall, and we followed the narrow passage to the next chamber. 
 
    It felt strange to be in a cave once more. It was like being at home, yet the sense of confinement was frightening. My hands trembled as I considered my future. After all this, I could never survive being shut away again. 
 
    The passage let out into another chamber with a tall domed ceiling. At the center of the room was a round altar. I looked up. The stone overhead glimmered in the torchlight. 
 
    “Altar or table?” Ewan asked. 
 
    I touched the surface of the stone then shook my head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Ewan shrugged. “Mithras was known for feasting rituals. And we all know that round tables lead to good things, right? I mean, no one makes human sacrifices on a round table. That’s just uncouth. And certainly not in Britain.” 
 
    I chuckled then nodded. 
 
    “Shall we?” Ewan said, motioning toward the exit. 
 
    Ewan and I left the table chamber then crossed the temple to the other side, where we entered the second corridor. As we walked, it soon became apparent that this passage led away from the temple. As we went, we passed seven different mosaics. Each had different symbols. Spades, moons, crowns, and sickles, amongst other items were depicted. Though I didn’t understand their meaning, I could feel the weight of the magic on me. The worship of Mithras had become part of the realm’s history, part of what made up Britannia. I felt its energy. We followed the narrow passageway until we reached yet another flight of stairs carved from the bedrock. As we ascended, we discovered a stone covering the exit. Ewan scanned the wall until he spotted a lever. He pulled it then motioned for me to step back. A moment later, the stone slid away. Fresh, night air poured in from outside. Extinguishing our torches and leaving them behind, Ewan and I headed outside. 
 
    We found ourselves standing in a Roman-style domed gazebo in the rose garden. Heady red roses covered the edifice. Once we were both safely out, Ewan and I scanned around, looking for a means to close the grate. Rather than vertical Roman columns, the gazebo dome was held aloft by statues of the Roman gods. Under the light of the moon, I studied them all until I found the lion-headed figure from the temple once more. 
 
    “Here,” I said, pointing to the statue. 
 
    Ewan eyed it over then reached out and touched the key that the statue held in its hand. Moving carefully, he turned the key. 
 
    There was a scrape as the stone grate closed. 
 
    Ewan turned and looked at me. “Well, that was unexpected.” 
 
    “And what did you expect to find down there?” 
 
    Ewan shrugged. “Guns? Gold? Not sure, but not a secret temple of Mithras.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Never know what you’ll find in a cave.” 
 
    He stepped closer to me and set his hand on my waist. “No. Indeed not,” he said then very slowly pulled me toward him. “Rapunzel,” he whispered. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I have something I have to tell you,” he whispered, staring into my eyes. 
 
    “O-okay.” 
 
    “I… I love bacon too.” 
 
    I grinned. “I know.” 
 
    Ewan leaned toward me, setting his other hand on my cheek. I closed my eyes. Kissed in the rose garden of my own, personal Pemberley. Could there be anything more perfect? 
 
    Then a massive explosion erupted, rocking the ground around us. I heard the glass in the windows of the manor house shatter. My eyes snapped open, and I turned in time to see a whoosh of orange light shoot up into the sky from the front of the house. 
 
    I turned back to Ewan. “The girls. I need to get to the girls. The egg! I left the egg behind.” 
 
    Without saying another word, Ewan and I raced back toward the house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22: As Above, So Below 
 
      
 
    We rushed back inside to see three angry-looking dragon bloods burst through the front door. 
 
    “This way,” Ewan said, leading me down a narrow hall to the servants’ staircase. We rushed up the stairs and headed down the hall toward my bedchamber. 
 
    There were shouts coming from below and then there was another explosion. Grabbing hold of the balcony rail, I looked over in time to see two more of the dragon bloods enter. That’s when the shooting started. 
 
    Lucy appeared from the side room, pistols in both hands, and began firing. 
 
    “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” William said as he rushed down the hallway toward us, buckling his belt with one hand and pulling a sword from his back with another. “Looks like they found us. Ewan, get her out of here.” 
 
    “But you and Lucy—” Ewan began in protest. 
 
    “Get Rapunzel and her dragons away from here. I’ll go. Can’t let Lucy have all the fun,” William said then pulled his sword. 
 
    Ewan eyed William’s blade. “Taking a sword to a gunfight?” 
 
    “Oh, this is new. Got it from the tinkers,” he said then activated a lever on the pommel. The sword sparkled blue. I could feel heat emanating off of it. William inclined his head to me then turned and ran toward the commotion. 
 
    Ewan and I headed back toward my chamber. 
 
    I flung the door open only to duck a moment later as a fireball came blasting toward me. 
 
    Wink clicked loudly, alerting Estrid to stop. 
 
    Estrid snorted, exhaling a puff of flame. 
 
    “Girls, we need to go. Now,” I said. 
 
    Ewan raced across the room, grabbed the satchel with the egg, and handed it to me. I strapped it on then motioned for the girls to follow us. 
 
    “This way,” Ewan said, leading us away from the battle underway and toward another servant’s stairwell. 
 
    Luna clung to my hair as we raced away, Estrid and Wink hovering nearby. 
 
    “My auto is parked in the barn,” Ewan told me. 
 
    “But Lucy and William…” 
 
    “Lucy and William have made the same oath as me. They’re buying us time. Let’s go.” 
 
    I rushed along behind Ewan. We raced down the stairwell, which ended not far from the kitchens. On the other side of the door, I heard dishes clatter, breaking as they fell to the floor, then a loud scream. It was Caroline, the lady's maid. I listened to a rough, angry voice shouting and Caroline’s weepy replies. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck rise. They wouldn’t dare hurt an innocent girl, would they? Anger rippled through me. 
 
    “Ewan, we need to help,” I said, stepping toward the commotion. 
 
    “No. We need to get to my auto. Rapunzel, this way,” he said, but when I wouldn’t budge, he turned and looked back at me. “Rapunzel?” 
 
    Glaring down the hallway, I stopped. “We need to help,” I said again. This time, I felt sure of it. My body felt strange. It was like warmth was uncoiling from somewhere deep within me. 
 
    “I know you want to help, but think about the girls, the egg. We need to get you away from here. If not for your sake, for theirs.” 
 
    I stared at the door. I could distinctly hear a man shouting and Caroline’s frightened cries. 
 
    Estrid growled low and mean. I looked from her to Wink. Estrid jerked her head in the direction of the kitchen. 
 
    The girls and I headed toward the kitchen door. 
 
    “Rapunzel,” Ewan whispered, aghast. 
 
    Pushing the door open, I saw signs of a struggle. Broken china lay all over the floor. A massive man, a dragon blood, had lifted Caroline by the neck of her dress and was holding her against the wall. The tearful maid was shaking her head. 
 
    “I don’t know what you're talking about,” she sobbed. 
 
    “Put her down,” I said, my voice sounding far sterner than I ever thought I was capable. 
 
    The man stiffened then turned around. Yanking Caroline around him, he lifted a knife off a nearby counter and held it to her throat. 
 
    “Lower your gun, Ewan,” the dragon blood hissed. “Or I’ll cut her throat.” 
 
    I turned and looked behind me to see Ewan standing there, his pistol aimed at the man. 
 
    I nodded to him. 
 
    Frowning, Ewan looked from the dragon blood to the maid then to me. He lowered his gun. 
 
    “Let her go, Cheron,” Ewan told the man. 
 
    “Gladly,” the man replied then pushed Caroline. She banged against the counter with a grunt. Fear in her eyes, she turned and fled the room. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that,” I growled. 
 
    “Why not, blood of Anna? What is she to me?” he said. 
 
    Glaring at him, I motioned to Wink. 
 
    The little dragon blinked. The air in front of the dragon blood shivered, and Wink appeared before the man. 
 
    “What in the name of Mordred?” he whispered, but he didn’t have time to finish his thought. 
 
    Wink exhaled a massive cloud of pink smoke in his face. 
 
    At once, the man collapsed. 
 
    “Okay, now we really need to go,” Ewan said. 
 
    Turning back the way we’d come, we raced down the hallway then slipped out a side door. We headed toward the barn. As we raced toward the building, two massive brutes emerged. They ran away from the structure. A moment later, there was a loud explosion, and the barn was engulfed in flame. 
 
    “My auto,” Ewan whined. 
 
    Grabbing my hand, Ewan and I turned and rushed toward the garden. 
 
    “Five miles west of the field where we picnicked is a road. We’ll head there,” he said, but just as we turned the corner, two more of the dragon bloods appeared. 
 
    “Ewan, we were looking for you,” one of the dragon bloods called. He was the same man from the platform, the one who’d shot the tower guard and the pilot. “Where are you headed with our mate?” 
 
    Mate? 
 
    “Look,” the second man—the one with the odd gun from the airship platform—said. “Dormad, look. Not at her, or Goodwin, at them.” 
 
    Dormad, who had been glaring menacingly at Ewan, turned his attention first to me and then to Wink, Luna, and Estrid. 
 
    “Are those…dragons?” he asked in an astonished whisper. 
 
    Ewan looked at Wink. “We’re going to need that stinky breath of yours again.” 
 
    The air shivered, and a moment later, Wink appeared in front of the second man. 
 
    “Owyr, meet Wink,” Ewan called. 
 
    Wink snorted then huffed a breath of pink smoke at the dragon blood. 
 
    “What the hell?” Dormad called. 
 
    A moment later, Owyr fell to the ground. 
 
    “We need to go,” Ewan said. 
 
    I nodded to Estrid. “Get rid of him,” I said, motioning to Dormad. 
 
    Estrid clicked happily, and a moment later, she let out a massive ball of fire. And then another and another. Dormad, for all his bravado, turned and ran. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Ewan said, and we rushed toward the garden. 
 
    Estrid appeared a moment later looking very pleased with herself. 
 
    We raced down the path and had just reached the statue of Diana when a gunshot rang out overhead. 
 
    Luna chirped nervously. 
 
    “Stop,” a voice called commandingly. 
 
    When we turned to look back, we spotted five dragon bloods coming out of the manor. One held Lucy tightly, her hands behind her back. I didn’t see William. Fear, and then anger, washed over me. They hadn’t killed him, right? I mean, they wouldn’t kill him, would they? The dragon bloods had their pistols trained on Ewan and me. 
 
    Estrid hovered in the air beside me. I could feel the heat as she readied a fireball. 
 
    “Let her go,” I yelled. 
 
    “Come with us, blood of Anna, and no one has to get hurt,” the leader called. He was a massive man, taller than the others, but also older. He had black hair with streaks of silver at the temples. Like the others, he had a heavy brow and a dark, angry countenance. 
 
    “Morad,” Ewan replied. “You’re a fool. The Once and Future King’s true heir will never consort with the likes of you.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, Pellinore. God, will someone please shoot him,” Morad said, motioning to the others. 
 
    Estrid moved between Ewan and the dragon bloods and let out such a terrible roar that they all froze. Even my own body quaked at the sound. 
 
    Suddenly, the other dragon bloods didn’t look so sure anymore. 
 
    Morad sneered then turned to me once more. “Blood of Anna, you are revered amongst my brothers and me. You and your dragons. We are all the children of Pendragon. You are one of us, not one of them. That man is a dragon hunter,” he said, pointing at Ewan. “And you are a dragon, like us. They are using you. Don’t believe anything the Society has told you. These Pellinores… All they have ever done is hunt us. Come with us, and we will keep you safe. We will honor and worship you. Together, we are the true rulers of this realm. Come with your own kind.” 
 
    “Show me you mean it. Let Lucy go,” I said. 
 
    The leader motioned to the others, who shoved Lucy hard. She stumbled as she walked forward, but she didn’t fall. Her lip and nose were bloody, and there was a dark mark under her eye, but she was alive. She joined Ewan and me. 
 
    “Now, come with us,” Morad said, motioning to me. “No one has to get hurt. Let’s leave together.” 
 
    The wind whipped across the rose garden, carrying with it a sweet melody in the air, a soft sound like what I imagined a harp to sound like. And with it, I heard whispered words: Above. Above. 
 
    I looked from Lucy back to the dragon bloods—and then above them. 
 
    Coasting in slowly, the propeller off and lights out, an airship was dropping from the clouds. At the rail, I saw a figure wearing a red cape that billowed in the breeze. 
 
    “Rapunzel,” Ewan whispered, “don’t do it. You can’t trust them. They will…mistreat you. Please, don’t listen to them.” 
 
    “You must give your word that no one will be harmed,” I told Morad. 
 
    Hanging from my braid, Luna chirped nervously in my ear. Estrid looked back at me, giving me an angry, frustrated look. To make her stance clear, she went to Ewan and landed on his shoulder. 
 
    “You have our word,” Morad said. 
 
    I turned to Ewan. 
 
    “Please don’t do this,” he whispered. “Rapunzel, I…” 
 
    “You’re my butter upon bacon too. No, better than that. But you better get ready, because as above, so below.” I winked at him. 
 
    A moment later, a gunshot rang out. This time, it wasn’t the dragon bloods doing the shooting. As the airship lowered toward the yard, more than a dozen agents dropped from the sky, including Agents Hunter and Louvel. 
 
    “Rapunzel,” Ewan whispered in shock. 
 
    But there was no time. A moment later, a massive brawl began. Fighting his way through the crowd, Morad pushed toward Ewan, Lucy, and me. 
 
    “Go,” Lucy said, pulling one of Ewan’s guns from his holster. “I’ll hold him off. Get them away from here.” 
 
    She moved to engage Morad. 
 
    “Come on,” Ewan said, and we raced away from the scene.  
 
    But a moment later, Dormad appeared in front of us, a massive knife in his hands. “You think you’re getting out of here alive, Pellinore? Think again.” 
 
    “Rapunzel,” Ewan called. “The maze then back to Mithras.” 
 
    Understanding, I nodded then rushed into the hedge maze. At night, the maze felt ominous. I could just make out the tip of Diana’s arrow in the moonlight. Following that, I made my way through the maze. 
 
    “She went into the maze. Go after her before the agents catch up,” I heard one of the dragon bloods yell. 
 
    I heard the crunch of gravel as people entered behind me. The sounds of gunfire and fighting fell behind. Luna chirped nervously. With every step I took, I felt like I was making the wrong decision. What was I doing in the maze? I needed to go back and help the agents. I needed to stop the dragon bloods. But how? 
 
    My heart thundered in my chest. 
 
    I stopped and listened. I heard footsteps coming in my direction. 
 
    “She’s in here somewhere,” a rough voice called. 
 
    “We need to grab her and get out of here. The red capes are tearing up the place,” another voice answered. 
 
    Frowning, I turned and went forward once more. I held the satchel at my side, feeling the egg lying safely inside. I rushed through the dark maze, checking the skyline for Diana’s arrow. The walls of the shrubbery, so bright and green in the summer daylight, loomed over me menacingly under the moonlight. I made turn after turn until finally, I spotted the exit. 
 
    “Come on,” I whispered to the girls, and we rushed out of the maze. Now I just needed to double back to the other side of the garden and slip into the passage to Mithras’ temple once more. No one would even know we were there. 
 
    I rounded the corner only to find Owyr standing in my way. But this time, he held a long chain. And at the end of it, trapped in steel, was Gothel.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23: Pendragon 
 
      
 
    “Agent Hunter, Agent Louvel, this way,” Ewan called from not far away. 
 
    “Come with me now, or I’ll cut her throat,” Owyr seethed. 
 
    “Mother,” I whispered. Gothel wilted under the heavy steel. There were burn marks on her wrists and neck. 
 
    “Rapunzel,” Gothel whispered. 
 
    The dragon blood struck her hard. 
 
    Estrid’s tongue flickered with fire. 
 
    “Now, blood of Anna.” 
 
    I stared across the garden toward the forest. Fireflies drifted amongst the grass. The wind blew. The scents of roses, pine, wildflowers, and earth filled the air. My blood began pumping hard. I could hear my heartbeat in my ears, and my skin began to warm. When I looked down at my arms, they had taken on an unearthly silver sheen. 
 
    “No,” I growled. 
 
    Owyr lifted his blade and pressed it against Gothel’s neck. 
 
    The faerie winced as the steel burned her. 
 
    “Let her go,” I hissed. My blood thundered through my body. My heart beat so loudly it drowned out my thoughts. My hair fell from its ties and fell loosely down my back. In the wind, I could swear I heard the sounds of drums, bagpipes, and harps. A deep, ancient chant called to me. 
 
    “I’m not leaving without you and those dragons. Come now,” he said, pressing the blade into Gothel’s neck once more. Blood dripped down her throat. 
 
    Energy tingled throughout my body. All around me, I felt the land. I felt the roots of the all trees in the forest touching one another. I heard the whispers of the ancient oaks as they spoke their secret language. I heard the roses call with their soft, sweet voices. From deep below, in the temple of Mithras, I heard a single, powerful voice whisper, I am. 
 
    My hair began to fan out behind me. I could see it from the periphery of my eyes, my long locks drenched in silver light. I raised my arms, strands of my hair rising along with them like dragon wings. The energy from the earth, the realm, lifted me. 
 
    “Blood of Anna, you belong with us. Come. Now,” Owyr said, but I could see the impression on his face, his eyes widening. And more, I saw a glow reflected on his skin, a silvery blue light emanating from me. “Dammit,” he swore. He shoved Gothel to the ground then reached out to grab Estrid. 
 
    “No,” I shouted. Flinging my hands forward, I tugged the magic of the land, pulling into me, directing it through me. I wrapped an invisible fist around the man, freezing him in place, squeezing him. 
 
    Estrid blasted Owyr with an inferno. He crumpled to his knees. A dragon blood himself, he wasn’t immediately toasted by the flames, but he still writhed in pain. 
 
    A moment later, Ewan, Lucy, Agent Hunter, and Agent Louvel appeared. They all stared, taking in the scene. 
 
    After a moment, Ewan called, “Estrid, I think you got him.” 
 
    Estrid gave Ewan a sidelong glance then extinguished her flame. Lucy raced forward then kicked Owyr over and immediately slapped some cuffs on him. 
 
    Agent Louvel rushed to Mother and began pulling off her chains. The agent spoke in a low tone to her. Gothel nodded as she listened then replied in kind, her voice low. What was that all about? 
 
    I closed my eyes and released the magic that had served me back to the land once more. 
 
    The land and the king were one. 
 
    That was the truth of what it meant to be a Pendragon. 
 
    The realm and I were interconnected. Its magic was there, waiting for me to call upon it. But that also meant I had a duty to protect what was part of me. 
 
    “Rapunzel,” Mother called. 
 
    The chains that had bound her lying on the ground, she ran to me and gathered me into her arms. 
 
    “Mother,” I whispered. 
 
    There was a crack as the timbers on the barn—which had been burning the whole time—gave way, the roof collapsing into the structure. 
 
    “I lent Willowbrook to the Pellinores for one weekend, and you have half of my estate on fire,” Agent Hunter told Ewan. Despite the serious expression on his face, there was laughter in his voice. 
 
    “Worse, my auto was inside,” Ewan added. 
 
    Agent Hunter chuckled. 
 
    “It was destroyed on the job. Doesn’t that make him eligible for reimbursement?” Agent Louvel asked with a smirk, eyeing Agent Hunter playfully. 
 
    He winked at her. 
 
    “Sir,” another agent said, rushing to join us. I remembered seeing her at headquarters. She eyed me then the dragons. She blinked twice. 
 
    “Agent Harper?” Agent Hunter answered. 
 
    “We’ve got the others rounded up and cuffed. What should we do now?” 
 
    Agent Hunter laced his fingers behind his back and looked from me to Ewan and to the dragons. 
 
    “This is the Pellinores’ case. Where is Agent Williamson?” 
 
    “In the front. He has some of the others subdued there.” 
 
    I exhaled a sigh of relief to learn William was all right. 
 
    Agent Hunter grinned. “I see,” he said then turned to Lucy and Ewan. “I would appreciate it if the Pellinores would advise the other agents on how your division wants this situation handled. Per your bylaws, of course.” 
 
    Lucy grinned. “Yes, sir,” she said then grabbed Owyr and yanked him to his feet. “Come along, you,” she said, pressing a pistol to his back. Motioning to Agent Hunter, she headed back toward the manor, dragging Owyr along with her. 
 
    “I need to check on my staff here at Willowbrook and arrange to send a few messages. Then I think we need to talk,” Agent Hunter told me. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Agent Hunter and Agent Louvel headed back to the mansion. 
 
    The three little dragons went to Mother, chirping and calling to her, rubbing their heads on her neck and hair. 
 
    “Mother,” I whispered, taking her hands. She had terrible burns on her wrists and neck. “What happened?” 
 
    “The werewolves—it was their airship I wanted to charter—turned on me, handed me over to the dragon bloods for a bit of coin. Agent Louvel found me, but we agreed that I would play the part of prisoner. We didn’t want them to know we were on to them until the agency could come to help. I stayed to buy Agent Louvel some time. If I’d escaped, they’d have come for you sooner.” 
 
    “But you’re hurt,” I said, looking at her wounds. 
 
    “I will return to the Otherworld for healing,” she said then set her hand gently on Ewan’s arm. “Thank you for keeping my daughter safe.” 
 
    Ewan smiled at me. “She kept us safe.” 
 
    “She is a Pendragon. She can’t help herself,” Mother replied. 
 
    “But, Mother, if you are returning to the Otherworld, what should I do? Should I come with you?” I asked, knowing even as I asked that it was the last thing I wanted. 
 
    Gothel shook her head. “No. This is your world. I cannot protect you forever, and maybe I shouldn’t have tried. It is time for you to live.” 
 
    I looked from Mother to Ewan and then to my girls. “Living free feels too cheaply won. No. I have something better in mind. But I’ll need permission first.” 
 
    “Permission?” Ewan asked. “For what? From whom?” 
 
    I smirked. “Well, I am a Pendragon, but I am not the queen. I’ll need permission from Her Majesty if I am to serve this realm.” 
 
    Ewan raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    I grinned at him. “You’ll see. And it will be better than butter upon bacon.” 
 
    Ewan chuckled. “There is only one thing in this world better than butter upon bacon,” he said, and with that, he stepped forward, grabbed me gently by the waist, and planted a kiss on my lips. 
 
    I closed my eyes and dissolved into his embrace. His lips were soft and sweet, the echoes of ale and biscuits in his mouth, his sweet lemon and lavender scent under the musky tone that was him. My head felt light and dizzy. My knight. My Darcy. 
 
    As we kissed, the land around me sang, the pieces of the song I had been hearing snatches of for days coming together, building upon themselves, and slotting into place. Together, they formed one melody: the song of Britannia. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24: The Song of Britannia 
 
      
 
    Estrid, Luna, and Wink sat gazing at the egg, which glimmered in the summer sunlight. Their nest, built from wildflowers, herbs, and oak twigs was ready, and so was I. The egg sat at the center. 
 
    I sat cross-legged in front of the nest. Ewan stood behind me. 
 
    Not far away, Lucy and William both waited. 
 
    It would work. It was going to work. 
 
    “Now, little one, you will wake,” I whispered, gently stroking the egg. The surface was warm but felt different, thinner than it had been. 
 
    I cleared my throat and then began humming the song the land had given me. Leaving the safety of Merlin’s cave had put all our lives at risk, but if Ewan had not found me, if Mother and I had not left, I never would have heard the voice of the realm. I never would have learned the song. 
 
    I hummed the first few bars I had heard on the wind then sang the lines the trees, the fields, the flowers, and the land had whispered to me. 
 
    I’ve been the shadow in the cave 
 
    I’ve been the farmer in the field 
 
    I’ve been the maiden of the lake 
 
    I’ve been the spinner at the wheel 
 
    I’m the watcher in the wind 
 
    I’m the king inside the hall 
 
    I’m the warrior on the field 
 
    I’m the spirit of them all 
 
    I’ll be the roses in the garden 
 
    I’ll be the leaves upon the trees 
 
    I’ll be the moonbeams on mushrooms 
 
    I’ll be the earth, bright and green. 
 
    I am. 
 
    I am. 
 
    I am. 
 
    I am. 
 
    Britannia. 
 
    The egg quaked. It shivered again and then a small crack split across it. Ewan’s grip on my shoulders tightened in excitement. William and Lucy crept closer. 
 
    The birds in the trees nearby chirped merrily, insects buzzed, the wind blew softly. Butterflies drew near once more. The entire field of them surrounded us. The girls began chirping and calling to the tiny dragon inside the egg. The egg shook once more, and then a tiny snout poked out a small hole at the top of the shell. The little nostrils breathed in the summer air, inhaling and exhaling deeply. 
 
    “Come out, little one. We’re waiting for you,” I called. 
 
    At that, the little nose retreated, and then the egg began to glimmer with bright golden light. The magic in the air around us hummed, the egg glowing blindingly bright until a moment later, there was a loud clap which made my ears ring. The shell pieces burst away from the egg and there, in a shimmer of white light, sat a newborn dragon. 
 
    Luna crept close to the newcomer. 
 
    I stared wide-eyed at the tiny dragon sitting in the nest. Its scales were ruby red, its eyes black as ebony. It had a white belly and gold-trimmed wings. And on its head, it had the stubs of two small horns. 
 
    “Are those horns?” Ewan whispered, echoing my own thoughts. 
 
    “Yes. It’s a male,” I said, astonished. 
 
    Ewan chuckled lightly. “It’s a boy,” he called to Lucy and Ewan. 
 
    The little dragon looked up at him, clicking to Ewan. Ewan knelt and reached out to touch the dragon. To my surprise, he permitted Ewan’s touch. Estrid pushed Ewan’s hand aside so she and the girls could get closer. Wink, Estrid, and Luna chirped at and rubbed on their newest family member. When the girls had thoroughly loved on the newcomer, Estrid guided the baby dragon with her snout toward me. 
 
    I opened my hand and placed it in front of him. “Hello, little one.” 
 
    The dragon crawled onto my palm and then clicked at me, his voice questioning. 
 
    I giggled. “Yes, I am the one who woke you.” 
 
    The little dragon purred then rubbed his head against me. I petted his scales. He was warm, much like Estrid. 
 
    “Now you need to name him,” Ewan told me. “I know. What about Arthur?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I always thought that if I had a son, I would name him Arthur.” 
 
    “Makes sense. We’ll save that name for our boy then. Any other ideas?” 
 
    “Wait, what did you just say?” 
 
    “Um. Nothing. So, another name then?” 
 
    “What about Merlin? After all, he is the last male dragon. Merlin saved his life. Maybe we should honor Merlin’s foresight.” 
 
    Ewan nodded. “I like it. Lucy, William, come meet Merlin.” 
 
    I looked down at the sweet little creature. “Welcome to the world, Merlin,” I said, then hugged him to my chest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue: Article 7, Item 22 
 
      
 
    I shuffled the papers in my hand as I made my way down the hallway in Willowbrook to the meeting chamber. When I opened the door, the assembly inside rose from their seats, their chairs scraping on the floor, feet shuffling as they came to attention. 
 
    Joining them, I stood at my designated place at the table and gazed around the room. Lucy nodded to me. William winked. And at my side, Ewan stood waiting, trying not to beam at me too embarrassingly proudly. I set my fingertips on the worn wooden table. All around its edges, it was engraved with Celtic knotwork. Each place at the table had been carved with a letter and insignia, markers of the knights who’d once stood in that place. It had taken us months to recover it, finally discovering the table hidden in the rafters of a barn. Once more, the round table had reclaimed its true purpose. I touched the faded letter A on the table in front of me. I inhaled deeply, reminding myself that I was a cave dweller no more. I had my own sacred calling, and I would see it through. 
 
    “I, Rapunzel Pendragon, do hereby call this meeting of the Knights of the Round Table to order. Please, take your seats,” I said, motioning to the others who stood around the circular table. “Let’s begin with updates. Lucy?” 
 
    “Lady Pendragon, I am pleased to inform you that we have made a discovery regarding the Ring of Dispel in the archives of a library in Brittany. It was transferred abroad. I have booked passage to the States. I’ll be meeting with a gentleman at the Smithsonian Institution when I arrive there.” 
 
    “Very good,” I said with a smile then turned to another new recruit, a Scottish agent whose line we had traced back to the house of Lot of Orkney. “Dennis?” 
 
    “I am following leads on Gawain’s pentangle shield. I’ll be headed to Norway next.” 
 
    “Very good. Thank you.” I nodded then turned to William. “And how are my Pendragon brothers?” 
 
    “An unhappy crew,” William said with a laugh. “But Her Majesty has seen to it they’re keeping busy on their little island in the middle of nowhere. Security is tight. Don’t worry, Miss Pendragon, we’ve got them locked down.” 
 
    “Thank you, William,” I said then went around the rest of the table, getting updates from the other agents gathered there until I reached Ewan. 
 
    “And Ewan. Tell us, are the Templars cooperating?” 
 
    Due to Ewan’s family ties to the grail legends, I put him on the case of tracking down the holy grail. This led him to the Templars, who were still alive and hunting the grail themselves. We also learned that they were not quite human. All in all, they weren’t bad chaps, unless the moon was full. 
 
    “I was able to provide them with some documents from my family’s personal library, accounts of the closest descendants of the grail maiden who may have had some knowledge of where the grail was taken after the fall of Camelot. They were very pleased to have it—I think. At the very least, with Agent Louvel’s help, they are willing to talk to me, so that’s progress.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    Casting a glance around the assembled crowd, I felt pride well up in me. “Very well, knights. We will continue our charge to recover the lost artifacts and wisdom of the golden age of Camelot. Her Majesty sends her salutations and thanks to all of you. We are doing the realm’s work, and she is pleased with our progress. Now, I believe Willowbrook’s kitchens have been working all morning, and dinner will be served very soon. Shall we adjourn?” 
 
    The agents—no, knights—knocked their fists on the table. 
 
    I cleared my throat then motioned to the others. Together, we intoned: “We are the Knights of the Round Table. May we be generous, brave, and bold. Made greater by the bounty we may give, we are the protectors of our Sovereign and our Realm. Forever, Britannia.” 
 
    “Now, let’s eat,” I said with a grin. 
 
    At that, the knights left the hall and headed toward the dining room. 
 
    I smiled as I watched them go. In the days after the attack, Queen Victoria had come to Willowbrook to see if I was there to usurp her. Once I had assured her that I definitely had no intentions on the throne, no matter my bloodline, I’d made a simple request…to officially re-form the Knights of the Round Table and recapture Camelot, piece by piece. Much to my surprise, she had assented. Even more surprising was Agent Hunter’s willingness to let me stay at Willowbrook Park. Since the estate was vast, it would be a good place for the dragons to grow unseen by the general public, and the perfect staging point for my venture. 
 
    Ever since that night, everything had been different. I’d spent my entire life locked in a cave waiting for something to happen…but I’d never known what shape that something would take. As it turned out, everything I ever needed lived deep inside of me. I just needed to set it free. I was a Pendragon. All that I was belonged to the realm. Well, every bit of me except for my heart, which belonged to Ewan. 
 
    I sighed contentedly as Ewan wrapped his hands around my waist. 
 
    “Suppose they’ll miss us if we don’t join them right away?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re not joining them right away? I thought you were hungry.” 
 
    “I am,” I said then turned and gazed at him. 
 
    Ewan grinned down at me. “I know that look.” 
 
    “Really? And what look is it?” 
 
    “You’re dreaming.” 
 
    “Of?” 
 
    “Mountains of bacon.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Not quite. Sometimes a lady simply needs her knight. I evoke Article 7, Item 22.” 
 
    “Are you in distress, Princess Pendragon?” 
 
    “Yes, terrible distress.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I’m very distressed you haven’t kissed me yet.” 
 
    “Ah. Well. Then I must see to that at once.” He leaned in and set a delicious kiss on my lips. My body trembled, and I felt that slight dizziness I always got whenever Ewan kissed me. As the kiss grew more passionate, I leaned toward him, my hands roving, a deep hunger burning within me. I was about to suggest that Ewan and I linger a bit longer when an annoyed click sounded nearby. And then another. And then another. And then there was a tiny, terrible roar. 
 
    Giggling, Ewan and I pulled back. 
 
    Wink, Estrid, Luna, and Merlin hovered not far away. In the few months that had passed, Merlin had already grown as large as Estrid. 
 
    “I think someone is hungry,” Ewan said, laughing at Merlin’s fierce noise. 
 
    “Make that four someones.” 
 
    “Very well, Pendragon horde. Shall we dine?” 
 
    Estrid flew to Ewan and landed on his shoulder. Clicking, she nuzzled his chin. 
 
    “Hey, that’s my knight,” I told her. 
 
    Estrid blew a smoke ring at me. 
 
    Ewan offered me his arm, and together we headed toward the dining room. As I gazed up at him, I suddenly realized that not only had I won my own Mister Darcy, but I’d won a Pemberley to boot. And with it, a future for myself that not even the likes of Elizabeth Bennet could have dreamed. Rapunzel Pendragon. Heir to King Arthur. Leader of the Knights of the Round Table. Beloved of Ewan Goodwin. Cave dweller no more. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “That it?” Rabbit whispered as he bent down to tie his bootlace. 
 
    The wind whipped off the Thames, making the tails on my jacket flutter. The airships anchored at the London tower rocked in their berths. The loading platforms were busy. Passengers pushed and shoved one another to board the massive, four-prop transport headed to the major European hub in Calais.  
 
    I pretended to fumble with my hat, dropping it so I could follow Rabbit’s gaze. On the platform below us, the airship pirates—or merchants as they would have the commoners believe—were loading the last of their ill-gotten goods onto the Mechanica. I glanced down at the platform. The Rose Red was docked just behind the pirate ship. I smirked. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it. Come on,” I told Rabbit, snatching up my hat. The little white-haired boy, wearing knee britches, suspenders, and a black eye from a recent scuffle, grinned up at me. We headed down the platform. As we went, Rabbit pickpocketed a money clip, an expensive-looking parcel, and a glimmering brooch from the crowd of travelers. I pretended not to notice. 
 
    At the end of the platform, the tower guards surveyed the crowd suspiciously. I lowered the brim of my hat and watched my feet as we passed on our way to the stairs. I cast a sidelong glance at Rabbit who was now wearing a very expensive-looking silk ascot. He had his hands in his pockets, an expression of cherub-like innocence on his face. 
 
    Grinning, I ruffled the boy’s hair. 
 
    The sun was sinking below the horizon. When we reached the lower platform, a lamplighter was making his way down the thoroughfare, lighting the gas lamps. The sky was a strange mix of blue and orange, the last echo of the sun dipping below the horizon as the moon rose. 
 
    I made my way down the platform toward the Rose Red. My eyes, however, took in every inch of the Mechanica. Merchant ship, my sweet arse. They loaded box after box of illicit goods. I watched as a small red crate made its way onto the ship. Captain Pace snarled at his crew. Bloody pirate. I wondered how much he’d paid the guards to let him dock here. He was wanted in at least three ports in the States and a dozen more in Europe.  
 
    Frowning, I turned my attention to the pleasure cruiser, the Rose Red, in the berth behind the Mechanica. I drew up next to the loading gate. Lingering against the rail of the ship was half a dozen of the prettiest tarts I’d ever seen. Wearing more makeup than clothes, they waved and called to passersby. 
 
    “Come on, love. Just a quick jot to Dublin and back,” a blonde-haired harlot purred at a refined gentleman who looked downright scandalized that she’d spoken to him. 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    Rabbit coughed then gave me a knowing look. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah. You know what you’re about, then?” 
 
    He patted his pocket, winked at me, then meandered down the platform. 
 
    I turned to the guard at the entrance of the Rose Red.  
 
    “I’m here to see the captain,” I said. 
 
    The man, who was twice my size, raised an eyebrow at me. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a playing card and handed it to him: the Knave of Hearts. 
 
    He took the card, gave me an assessing glance, then turned and headed toward the captain’s cabin. 
 
    A woman with long black hair in a red silk gown came to the side of the ship. Her dark eyes were lined with charcoal, her lips tinted cherry red. Her dress was cut along the length her legs to her hips, a stark contrast to the high-necked top secured by silk latches. 
 
    “Coming aboard, handsome?” she asked, fingering the lapel of my coat. 
 
    “We’ll see in a moment,” I said, eyeing the direction toward which the guard had gone. 
 
    “Such a rugged face,” she said, gently stroking my cheek. 
 
    I grinned.  
 
    “And dimples too,” she said, toying with my chin. “Good looking man like you, don’t you have a girl?” 
 
    I smirked. I did. A lot of them, actually. “Not tonight. Why, you want to be my girl?” 
 
    She laughed, her voice sounding like a tinkling bell. “Maybe. But I’m quite expensive,” she said, leaning in to whisper the last part. 
 
    “Really? Why?” 
 
    “Well, in China I learned to—” she was about to whisper something wonderfully obscene in my ear when the door to the captain’s cabin opened. The gruff-looking commander appeared. He looked from the Mechanica berthed in front of him then back to me. He nodded to me, tilting his head toward the prow of the ship, then headed toward the wheelstand. With a whistle, he signaled to the crew in the balloon basket to fire up the ship.  
 
    The guard motioned for me to come aboard. 
 
    The pretty whore took my arm and attempted to lead me toward a secluded area at the rear of the ship. 
 
    I shook my head and motioned for her to follow me to the front. The girl smiled sweetly, but I saw her dark eyes take in that they were preparing for departure, that the lamps aboard were being extinguished, and that the ship was not yet at capacity. 
 
    I scanned the deck of the ship. Spying a coil of rope tethered to the deck, I settled onto a bench beside it. Leaning back, I casually eyed the platform outside the Mechanica. There, Rabbit was busy trying to panhandle passersby. The Mechanica was pulling up anchor, the balloon holding her aloft and turning orange as it filled with heat and light. The Rose Red made her own preparations for departure. 
 
    “So, what’s your name,” the girl asked. She hooked one leg over mine. 
 
    “I hardly think it matters,” I replied. “What about you?” 
 
    “I hardly think it matters,” she replied as she played with the top button of my shirt. 
 
    The Mechanica lifted out of port.  
 
    I looked back at Rabbit who meandered to the end of the platform and leaned against the rail of the empty dock. 
 
    The crew on the Rose Red called to one another, and a moment later, the ship lifted out of port. The massive propeller at the back of the ship turned quickly while the gears below deck ground and clattered. The airship followed the Mechanica. 
 
    The girl eyed the pirate ship in the distance then smirked at me. 
 
    The Rose Red drew up behind the pirate ship quickly. I watched as the prow turned, coming up alongside the port of the other ship. 
 
    Suddenly, a massive pop sounded from the airship towers. A shot of light streamed toward the Mechanica. The light whistled as it sped across the sky. When it was within close range of the ship, it exploded into a shower of red and orange fireworks. The patrons on the Rose Red, most of them already drunk, or drunk on their impending debauchery, clapped and cheered at the display. I eyed the Mechanica. The crew aboard that ship had a distinctly different reaction. The captain left the wheelstand and was looking back at the tower through his spyglass, an angry expression on his face. 
 
    I reached out and touched the lovely tart’s cheek. “It does matter. What’s your name?” I asked her. 
 
    “Mei,” she said, and this time, a real smile lit up her face. 
 
    “Mei. I’m Jack,” I said then rose. 
 
    A whistle and a flash of light shot across the sky once more, moving quickly in the direction of the pirate ship. 
 
    Grabbing the rope tied to the deck, I wrapped it around my hands then climbed onto the rail of the Rose Red. 
 
    Mei stood, crossed her arms, and eyed me skeptically. 
 
    Behind me, another firework—more a fireball—exploded close to the side of the Mechanica. The airship pirates started yelling, and the entire crew rushed to the starboard side of the ship. 
 
    “Be a doll and pull up the rope after me,” I told Mei. 
 
    She arched an eyebrow, a bemused expression on her face. “I take it you’re about to do something knavish?” 
 
    “Never,” I replied with a wink. “Nice to meet you, Mei,” I said, and then I jumped. 
 
    Holding on tight, I swung toward the Mechanica. The crew of the ship, distracted by the fireworks, they had not noticed the second airship swing close to them only to drop its payload—that would be me—on deck on the port side. 
 
    I landed on board the Mechanica with a soft thud. At once, I headed toward the stack of boxes the crew had loaded. The box I was looking for was easy to find. It was the only one painted red. 
 
    A series of fireworks popped into the air from the end of the platform. Shimmering gold, silver, red, and purple illuminated the sky. I hoped Rabbit had the sense to run now that his job was done or I’d have to spend the rest of the night trying to liberate him from the Bow Street Runners. 
 
    I pulled the tarp off the stack of boxes and grabbed the red box. Hiding in the shadows, I worked quickly. I pulled my lockpick kit out of my pocket and quickly worked the lock. Alice was right. I needed more practice. Unlocking the bloody thing took longer than it should have. 
 
    The crew, assured their ship was not on fire and that they were not under attack, that someone was merely making pranks, got back to work. 
 
    The lock clicked. 
 
    I opened the box. Silver and bronze glimmered in the dim light of the balloon. Nestled on a bed of straw within was a clockwork heart. I pulled off my jacket, tossed it aside, then closed the lid on the red box and shoved it in my pack. 
 
    “Oi, who is that there? What the hell are you doing?” one of the pirates called from the ropes above. 
 
    Not good. 
 
    Moving quickly, I slung my pack back on. 
 
    “Captain! Stowaway! Thief!” the henchman who’d spotted me yelled. 
 
    Suddenly, a dozen angry pirates moved toward me. Adjusting my pack, I jumped up onto the rail of the ship. 
 
    Captain Pace, the notorious commander of the Mechanica, rounded the side of the airship, his pistol drawn.  
 
    “And just where do you think you’re going?” the captain growled as he trained his gun on me. 
 
    “Down,” I replied, tipping my top hat to him. And then I jumped off the ship. 
 
    A split second later, I heard a gunshot. 
 
    Too close. 
 
    My heart was beating hard as I began to freefall. The breeze caught my hat which fluttered off into oblivion. Dammit. I liked that hat. The ground was coming up fast. A crow flew by, squawking loudly at my unexpected appearance. Reaching up to my shoulder, I pulled the ripcord on the parachute. 
 
    There was a ruffle of silk as the material ejected from my pack. The wind caught the parachute, and the fabric slowed my fall.  
 
    Gripping the steering lines that controlled the parachute, I studied the ground. I was just above Hyde Park. I scanned the park grounds until I saw the glow of blue light. Tugging the cords, I directed myself in the direction of the light. I sent a silent prayer of thanks to the man at the Daedelus Company who’d showed me how to use the parachute. I might have been good at a lot of things, but falling wasn’t one of them. 
 
    Overhead, I heard shouting as the crew of the Mechanica turned the airship in my direction while also dropping altitude. I needed to be quick. Once I was finally on the ground, I detached the hooks behind me and raced toward the blue light. 
 
    I could hear the purr of an engine, and a moment later, the shadowed shape of the open-cover motor vehicle came into view. Pulling on a calm face, I opened the door and slipped into the vehicle. 
 
    The countess turned and smiled at me. “Well?” she asked as she extinguished the blue lantern she’d been holding. 
 
    I handed the box to her. “Just another day’s work.” 
 
    She dropped the lantern to the ground outside the vehicle then took the box. Opening the lid, she stared at the contents a moment, closed the lid, then handed it back to me. “Be a dear and hold that,” she said then put the vehicle into drive. Looking up, she frowned at the Mechanica. 
 
    “Bloody airship pirates. Fancy a pint?” she asked as she drove across the manicured park lawn, then pulled the vehicle back onto the road. 
 
    I grinned at the countess. “What are we drinking to?” 
 
    “The Mechanica, of course.” 
 
    “The Mechanica? No. How about to…to matters of the heart?” 
 
    The countess laughed. “I can drink to that. Let’s go pick up Rabbit.” 
 
    I nodded then looked up at the sky. In the distance, I saw the glowing orange of the balloon on the Rose Red. To matters of the heart indeed. 
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