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One

 

THE STINK of St. Francisco crept into Marcus’s nose and stayed there, an unwelcome sensory vermin plaguing him at every step. Fog hung in the alleyways, catching on the corners of buildings and shrouding Little Orient’s arcane-fueled street lamps. The faint orange glow they cast was barely enough to see by on a clear night, and once a heavy soup rolled in off the bay’s murky water, the ill-maintained orbs were dimmed to a pale-tangerine wash.

Definitely not enough light to see anything other than dark, slinky shapes at the edge of his vision but certainly bright enough to warn off any cutpurses lurking in the pea-soup thick shadows beyond. He’d been a fool to come down to Little Orient near dusk, but his grandmother had begged, something she rarely did.

Well, unless she thought she could get away with it.

“I thought I had enough.” Her soft, round face sported few wrinkles, and her cotton-floss hair was suspiciously bright gold, but the elderly woman wore her age well. “Please, Marcus. It would be such a disappointment if it wasn’t served.”

She’d been his only maternal influence after his own mother fled the Commonwealth to head back to London, and Marcus hated disappointing her. Hosting afternoon breakfasts for the West Commonwealth’s society were the highlight of his grandmother’s week, and if she needed a particular jasmine tea for it, he would damn well get it for her.

Now in the misty shadows of the district’s spice and sewer-perfumed air, Marcus wondered if he’d not made a mistake, and he would have been better off popping down to Woolworth’s Tea Emporium for a more mundane leaf.

“She would know,” he reminded himself, hefting his sword cane up and checking the fill of his pocket where his pistol hung heavy in his overcoat. “She always knows.”

The package of tea was light enough in his other pocket, not enough of a weight to trouble him, but it seemed to weigh him down with every step. Obligations. Family obligations. That was what the tea represented. The need to produce… to succeed in order to further the family line. Even if he was only the third son and a poor representation of the dukedom.

A chance quirk of filial bloodlines gifted him with a title, a viscount to put in front of his name, but it felt awkward hanging on his shoulders. He felt more at home in the boxing ring, schooling lesser men on the proper ways to defend themselves, or even riding with the hounds, chasing after a metallic gewgaw covered in rabbit fur rather than the traditional Reynard.

The industrialists made their mark in odd ways, filling the skies with bloated tick-like balloons strong enough to carry a man across oceans or steam-driven contraptions loud enough to frighten a sensible horse on the roads, but strangely enough, it was the faux fox that angered arcanists the most.

“It’s a violation of the natural order! They’ll be the death of us. The death of the British Empire!” His father harrumphed more than once as he read the Post at the breakfast table. He’d been a walrus of a man, bristling with a thick mustache and even thicker eyebrows, his ever-increasing belly popping more than a few buttons on his waistcoat when he blustered his opinions at the Commonwealth’s House of Lords.

In the end, the duke was right in his own way. It’d been a skitter that killed his father, a hand-sized mechanical leftover from the Society’s attempted coup against the newly crowned Queen. Hidden in the Lords’ Hall voting chambers, the spindly-legged mechanism somehow activated and attacked the man nearest to its hiding place, his blustering but large-hearted father. The Duke’s last words as he lay dying on the House floor were of his family and to curse the industrialists who brought doom to the British Empire.

His older brother Brent shared the old Duke’s feelings, having the smashed remains of the skitter cast into a glass paperweight so he could have a continuing reminder of the industrialists’ role in his father’s death. Marcus was kinder in his thoughts, although he’d be the first to admit, the mechanical simulacrums jerking their way through repetitive chores made his skin crawl and his belly clench.

If anything, he was as much of a violation of the natural order as any metallic thing the industrialists created in the name of progress. Knowing about his youngest son’s perversions would have killed the old man far quicker than any bronze, razor-edged spider, but the knowledge of his father’s ignorance was of little comfort to Marcus. He missed his gruff and affectionate father and treasured any reminder of him—including the old Duke’s elderly mother. So if tramping down to the dangerous climes of Little Orient for his gently raised paternal grandmother would make her happy, Marcus was more than willing to take on the task.

Still, he’d come armed. And a lucky thing that was when he turned down Grant Street and heard the sounds of something hard smacking flesh.

It was a sound Marcus knew intimately. And not just from the boxing ring.

Despite the early hour, there were few people on the street, and those he saw were Asian, keen on ignoring the mewling, soft cries of a man being beaten. Their involvement would only bring down trouble on them. If the man were Oriental, a local tong would step in, and if the man were Occidental, then the unfortunate soul would be relying on the infrequent bobby patrolling the unfriendly streets.

Neither sat well with Marcus. Action was bred into the Stenhills over the centuries, and his own father had hammered a single truth into his sons before he departed for the heavens. A man with power protects and serves those lesser than he. It is only the weak who use their power to do harm.

He drew his pistol and broke from the watery light keeping him weak company from above. The weight of the tea in his pocket was negligible, not enough to weigh down his gait, but Marcus was still careful with his footing. The cobblestones under his boots were wet from runoff and the creeping waters of overfilled sewers, but Marcus tramped through the mess, intent on locating the site of the beating.

It wasn’t very far. The alleyway he’d cut through opened up to a courtyard, one of many hidden in Little Orient’s warren, but surprisingly, the small enclosed yard was lit up by lanterns, their bright light casting deep shadows against nearby encroaching brick buildings. The shadows played out a macabre puppet theater, dancing marionettes wielding cudgels Punch would have been proud to own, but it was the casters of those inky echoes that gave Marcus pause.

There were four of them. Men from noble lines if the cut of their clothing and grooming gave him any clue and, alarmingly enough, they surrounded a man, his long body curled up on the yard’s unevenly laid aggregate pad. Their victim lay tightly wound, his arms up over his head to shield his temples, leaving his body largely unprotected.

Where the men gave Marcus pause, the blood seeping into the yard’s cracked ground did not, and Marcus raised his pistol, aiming for the largest of the attackers.

“Stand down!” He let his bulk speak for him as much as his booming voice. Marcus knew his face bore the marks of a man who made his living in the ring. Too many times his nose was turned this way and that before he’d mastered the sport, and if the ring wasn’t school enough, his older brothers had their hand in the shaping of his craggy face.

They were young. Something Marcus felt down in his bones when the men looked up. Barely two decades each, from the way fuzz dappled their cheeks, and a small part of him died inside, saddened by the callousness of arrogant youth. One took a step toward him, and Marcus cocked his pistol, a defining, menacing click signaling his intent.

“It’s Westwood,” one of the young men whispered to his compatriots.

“There’s four of us and only one of him.” One of the larger ones kicked at the man on the ground. “Not like this one is going to get up.”

It was a valid point and one they hadn’t thought of if the expressions on their drunken faces were anything to go by, so Marcus shot the largest of the attackers.

The ball went straight through the young man’s leg, possibly shattering the bone, but he’d aimed far enough away from a critical artery that Marcus was assured the boy would live.

He would definitely limp for the rest of his days, but it was a small price to pay to learn humility in the back alleys of St. Francisco’s Little Orient.

“Now.” Marcus tilted his head to regard the rest of the young men with a stern gaze. “This is a repeater. I have ten shots left. Who would like to be next?”

They fled. It was a near moment when they almost left their fallen comrade behind, but a short tsk of reproach from Marcus’s haughtily set mouth reminded them of their manners. Also, Marcus had no intention of nursing more than one man in the dank Little Orient alleys. It took them longer than he’d expected to gather up the whining young man, his screams nearly girlish when two of his friends hoisted him up across their shoulders.

If he’d been of a more benevolent mind, he’d have offered them a card to his gaming hell with a stern instruction to learn how to defend themselves. He felt less than benevolent. Especially since they didn’t appear to be the sort to learn from a near-fatal encounter after trying to beat a man to death.

He waited a breath before he pocketed his pistol, not trusting the booze-sodden youngsters not to double back and take revenge. When he was certain there were no stealthy footsteps coming at him through the fog, Marcus hurried over to the man they’d accosted and carefully turned him over.

And cursed himself for saving a man who sent a wave of desire down his belly and straight into his hardening cock.

The man wasn’t handsome, not in the way the ton leaned, but there was something about his face… his body. Even battered and bruised, the man’s long legs and strong face were enough to prick Marcus’s buried libido.

It was a crow of a face, with cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass and a Roman nose set firmly above a pair of full lips. The man’s long lashes curved up at the ends, the lights of the quartet’s forgotten lanterns casting shadowy stripes onto his cheeks. A line of blood trickled down from a wound to the man’s temple, its edge smeared into his too-long black hair. It fell straight from a widow’s peak at the center of his forehead, nearly pitch in color except for a thin silver streak starting from his part and leading down the length of his mane, cutting through the deep black like a vein of bright metal poured over coal.

“Are they gone?” Perhaps the huskiness of his voice came from screaming for help, but Marcus doubted it.

He’d not heard a whimper from the man as he lay still, and for a moment before he’d touched the youths’ victim, he’d feared the man was dead. Instead, he’d been playing opossum or perhaps even fallen unconscious from the blows. Either way, the raspy curl of the man’s honey voice was another blow to his control, and Marcus whispered a brief why to his Maker, wondering what he’d done to anger God enough to throw this man at his feet.

Then his fallen crow opened his eyes, and Marcus was lost, trapped in a gaze as silvery as the streak in the man’s inky hair.

“You must hate me so, God,” Marcus pleaded as he steeled himself to check the man’s injuries. Laying his hands on the man’s skin was the last thing he wanted to do. Or the first. He wasn’t quite certain, but in his mind, the fantasy did not involve being out in the open during a chilly evening in Little Orient.

“You were hoping I was dead?” The man struggled to sit up, but Marcus placed a hand on his shoulder.

“Stay there. I need to get a lantern and check your eyes.” There was one not far away, its punched-tin sides holding in a floating arcane globe nearly stronger than the district’s street lamps. Hooking his finger into a catch-loop at the top, he brought the lantern close to the man’s face. “Keep your lids open, and let me see if you have a concussion.”

“You’re a doctor?”

“No, I teach fisticuffs. I can do the basics, and I know when a man’s been knocked senseless.” He stared at the man’s pupils, not liking the disproportionate reaction of his irises. Marcus put the lantern down and held up two fingers. “How many do you see?”

“Of you or your hand? Because I see two of each.” The silver flash of his eyes was gone under the flutter of the man’s long lashes. “And I feel… sick.”

“You definitely are concussed.” Marcus patted at his coat, checking the tea package. “Do you live far from here?”

“Not far, but you don’t have to bother. I can….” The flutter returned. Then his eyes drooped, an uneven shuttering, before they stilled. The man went pale, something Marcus hadn’t thought possible considering he was already nearly bone white, but a creeping gray flush spread over his cheeks, and his breathing hitched, growing erratic.

“Shit.” It was a coarse word, one learned from the stable master when he’d been twelve, but it was fitting at this point in his life.

Dropping his head to the man’s chest, Marcus was encouraged by the steady beat of his heart beneath his bloodstained linen shirt. Sliding a hand up the man’s belly, he tried to concentrate less on the firm muscles under his fingers and more on the warmth of the man’s skin. He was growing cold, the chilled ground leeching away the heat of his body. Marcus would have to move him quickly, but it would have to be somewhere close. With his pate rattled, the long trek up to Great Richmond would do more harm than good, and Marcus still didn’t know if any of the man’s limbs were broken.

“Damn it, I need you to wake up, old man. I need to know where you live.” Marcus folded the man’s greatcoat around his shivering torso and pulled in his arms, telling himself not to look at the injured man’s long, delicate fingers and dream of them ghosting over his own chest. His cock certainly wasn’t listening to him. It was alert and sniffing like a dog with a bitch in the wind, and every twitch of his roiling balls was a reminder he was a sick man, perverted not just for his love of men but for raking up a desire when the man in question was clearly broken.

The lights of a low-flying zeppelin dappled the sky above him, the fog swirling about the enormous balloon’s cab as its rotary blades swished through the damp air. It was enough of a wind to blow a gust of cold down on them, and Marcus leaned forward, hoping to shield the unconscious man from the bluster. It passed quickly, driven to do better things than hover over the area on a dank night, and Marcus sighed with relief as it moved on.

His arms were certainly strong enough to carry the man, but he was loath to leave behind his walking stick. He grabbed the sword cane from where he’d let it fall earlier, tucked it into the man’s coat, and secured it beneath a row of buttons to hold the damp wool folds together.

The lanterns would have to stay, he decided. There was no way he could manage the man and a lantern both.

When he slid his arms beneath the man’s legs, he met resistance, and his fingers tangled through what felt like girders. Curious, he moved the man aside, careful not to jostle him too much, and stared in sheer amazement at what he found hidden beneath the thick woolen fabric of the man’s coat.

If anything, the contraption was small, barely two feet in length or height if Marcus parsed its construction properly. Resembling a pair of struts for a folding bridge, the device looked as if it could be secured around someone’s legs by the leather straps dangling along its lengths and the couplings attaching it to a thick cloth waistband.

“What in the name of the Nine Hells?” Marcus murmured in shock when the device slowly churned at a bend when he touched it at a jointure.

It folded up into a V, then stopped, moving only an inch before locking into place. From what he could see, it had no engine, not steam or gas, and the movement definitely had been powered by… something. A soft glow beneath the cloth was enough of a clue. The mechanism was powered by arcane, a clear violation of the factions’ philosophy against mingling science and magicks.

“Oh, my little crow, what the hell are you up to?” Marcus glanced at the passed out man. “Are you insane? They’ll throw you in New Bedlam for this.”

The shrill pipe of a bobby whistle broke Marcus from his thoughts, and he moved quickly, shrugging off his own overcoat to hide the mechanism beneath its heavy fabric. A red-faced man wearing the Queen’s Blues rushed into the yard, his blackjack at the ready to bash in any attacker he might see, but he pedaled to a halt at the sight of Marcus leaning over his rescued victim.

“Ah, just what I need. Help.” Marcus slid his arms under the man’s legs and back, then nodded over to the bobby. “This man was set on by ruffians. I need to get him to a healer. Is there someone in the area you know and trust?”

The bobby ducked his head, nearly solicitous in his bearing toward Marcus, but his face hardened when he took a good look at the man in Marcus’s arms. “Begging yer pardon, sir, but fuck ’im. ’E can rot there for all I care.”

“What do you say?” Marcus pulled himself up, hefting the man’s slender body into the cradle of his arms with ease. “He’s injured. And an innocent Englishman attacked by his own. He needs assistance.”

“Ye wouldn’t say that if ye’d recognized ’im, guv,” the bobby said, spitting on the ground as if to wash himself of a foul taste in his mouth. “That’s the bloody fucking Toymaker.”


Two

 

THE TOYMAKER.

Those two words became a silent dirge Marcus marched to as he carried the man to the bobby’s direction. He couldn’t convince the man to accompany him, and it was all he could do to get the bobby to lay the cloak-covered device on his burden’s chest so it could be transported back as well.

The man. He was no longer the man, but rather a nightmare made of bone and flesh.

He didn’t look old enough to be a nightmare. Despite the streak in his hair, the man… no… Robin Harris… couldn’t have been more than thirty-five. Far too young to be the Society’s Mad Terror… its Toymaker… the architect of its mechanical killing machines.

The man who thought up the skitter that killed his father.

No, Marcus decided as he looked down at the man’s face. They were of the same age. The Society had fallen almost twenty years ago, torn apart by the Queen’s armies and its supporters scattered to the winds. The man he held was too young. He would have been in his early teens during the turmoil brought on by the Society’s Golems and mechanical monsters.

He could not be holding Robin Harris in his arms. He could not have saved the man who’d brought the Empire to the brink of falling.

Any doubts Marcus had about the man he’d rescued were answered once he reached the three-story brownstone on the edge of the pier. A light burned in a front bay window, heralding its owner home, and a small, discreet rap of his boot against the wood brought a sleepy-eyed old woman to the door.

Well, at least one eye was sleepy. The other was a clicking tangle of glass and an aperture that rapidly moved about in her socket as it opened and closed to focus on Marcus’s movements.

Only one man he knew of could be skilled enough to replace someone’s sight with a mechanical gewgaw. The man he was holding had to be Robin Harris, the Society’s Toymaker.

If the woman wasn’t enough proof, the front room was evidence still.

What should have been a parlor seemed to have been turned into a workroom of sorts. Long tables lined one wall, and every flat surface appeared to be covered with things Marcus couldn’t begin to understand without some instruction. Tiny blips of light flashed on and off from embedded divots along slender girders and gears, evidence of arcane amid the mechanical wonders. Most of the things piled up along the workbenches and tables appeared to be nearly human in shape, as if they were bones of a man left bare to the eye.

The far wall sported shelves, but they were nearly buried beneath a weight of books and papers. Here and there, tiny remnants of the outside world made it indoors: a long white feather poking out of a thick tome, a mesh bag of marbles, and even what looked like a canine skull… if a dog had ear ridges sprouting out of the side of its head.

“This way.” The woman’s voice was as mechanical as her eye, and she walked with her left shoulder down, her long, thick graying braid swaying down her back as she struggled to mount the stairs.

“You don’t have to go up with me, Mistress.” Marcus hefted Harris to a more comfortable position in his arms. “Just tell me where to take him.”

“He’ll need healing.” She sounded resigned, and when she turned, the light caught on the slick web of scars marring most of her face. “He always does. He needs a nurse, not a housekeeper.”

Despite his insistence she remain downstairs, the woman followed him up, opening a door off the second floor landing. Excusing herself, the woman plodded away, heading back into the depths of the brownstone to hunt up medical supplies and leaving Marcus behind with her employer.

Thankfully for Marcus’s nerves, the sleeping chamber was just that, a bedroom. No long-legged maybe-monsters peered out at him from hidden places or tiny lights moving about to follow his progress across the floor. Instead, the room boasted an enormous four-poster bed, a couple of worn wing chairs obviously chosen more for comfort than style, and a few overburdened bookshelves. A large round table sat near the wide windows, its surface covered with notebooks and drawings, but the room’s filmy curtains were pulled back, showing off a spectacular view of the bay.

If the bay weren’t covered in fog, Marcus’s breath would have been taken away. He was sure of it.

Instead, he carefully laid the man he now knew was Robin Harris on the thick duvet and nearly jumped out of his skin when a pillow stretched out and yawned at him.

The cat was… odd. Long and lean, more whippet than feline and hairless to the eye, at least until Marcus looked closer and saw a thick pale down covering her slender body. Her tail curled up around her back and she crouched, spreading her front paws out in an obviously delicious display of muscular relaxation.

Her back legs were a different story.

They appeared to end in stumps where the cat’s knees might have been, but a fine spiderweb latticework fit up around the feline’s truncated limbs. The devices were attached to what appeared to be cat’s legs, if God had made them of metal and wood instead of flesh. Whatever they were constructed of, they worked, because the feline stretched them out behind her, first one and then the other, before sniffing at Harris’s bruised face. Losing interest quickly—either deciding the man wasn’t dead enough to be food or the smell of blood turned her off—she jumped from the bed, her legs singing a metal-on-metal tune, and was out the door before Marcus could blink.

Now the devices Harris’d been carrying made sense. The elongated structures were legs as well, long, and probably made for a human if Marcus remembered their shape right. Their length didn’t make much sense until he realized the mechanisms were nearly in perfect proportion for a very short person or perhaps even a child, and suddenly he was glad he’d bribed a rubbish picker to help carry them to Harris’s home.

“You live in a curious world, little crow,” Marcus mused. “Although should I dare to call you Robin?”

All he got in response was a slight moan, and Marcus frowned, trying to reconcile himself with the idea of the injured man he desired and the monster created by the Society’s ambitions.

Robin Harris looked… well, beaten. Not just his body but his very spirit. Even unconscious, the man held himself tenderly, as if breathing were painful. Although, Marcus figured, at this point, it probably was.

“Well, if you’re going to be here, you might as well be of some use. Get him undressed. I’ll see if the doctor will come see him.” The old woman’s voice startled Marcus from his thoughts, and he started, nearly falling onto the bed. Catching himself, Marcus hemmed and hawed, stumbling over his words as the woman’s nictitating mechanical eye followed him about the room. Her other eye was inert, fixing on a point floating someplace in front of her face. “Stay and help or get out. Either way, I don’t care. I’m not being paid enough to stitch him together. I’m giving my notice. Tell him when he wakes up, or he’ll figure it out eventually. Bad enough I’m working for a sodomite. I’ll not work for one that has a death wish.”

She was gone, much like the cat. Ungrateful and sour, the old woman left behind a box of medical supplies and a tainted air about the room. She’d obviously benefited from Harris’s mechanisms, but gratitude apparently only went so far. Marcus heard the stump of her legs hitting the stairs, and then the house was quiet, either empty of her presence or the housekeeper was stealthily gathering up the silver before fleeing the premises.

“Well then,” Marcus murmured to the unconscious man laid out before him. “You’re becoming more and more trouble.”

He was torn, if torn was even a strong enough word for the conflicting emotions coursing through Marcus’s thoughts. He couldn’t turn away from the man he’d rescued. Not even after everything he’d learned… everything he knew about what the man had done.

Thousands had suffered at the hands of the Society. They’d brought about the rise of the Golems, creatures—humans according to the courts—created in workshops and grown to adolescence in bowls of plasma and blood, only to be used as shock troops and assassins for the Society’s cause. They’d been terrorists of the basest form, attacking the very foundation of the British Empire, but Marcus had a difficult time reconciling the idea of the man laid out before him had anything to do with their destructive agenda.

Especially since it appeared the man devoted his entire life to fixing lost causes.

Because if anyone was a lost cause, it was the sour-faced housekeeper who’d just given her notice over her employer’s unconscious body.

Responsibility lies with those who can enact changes, his father had always preached from the head of the dinner table. It is our duty to step up and do what is right for all, even if it is for someone we do not care for. We cannot pick and choose who we champion. To do so denies your birthright… your responsibilities… your very legacy.

“And we can’t have that, can we, Mr. Harris?” Marcus told the man on the bed. “Now let’s get you undressed and I’ll see how badly you are injured. Pray my body is cooperative and I’ll be able to walk when I’m done.”

 

 

AT LEAST the housekeeper did him one small favor before she packed up her belongings and left. Within half an hour of Marcus hearing the woman stomp out of the house with a suspiciously clinking carpetbag, there was a loud rap on the front door, and he’d opened it to find a small, harried-looking blonde woman standing on Harris’s front stoop. She was handsome in a way only a woman could be, pretty enough but made beautiful by the sharp intelligence in her eyes. He was about to introduce himself when she stepped forward, edging into the brownstone.

“Did Harris get a butler?” She pushed past him, a leather medical bag swinging from her tiny hand. Keen to the weather, she’d dressed as practically as a woman could in a hunter-green walking dress, and her short leather boots rapped a sharp retort on the front hall’s floor. Still, the weather had gone sour, and the scalloped hem of her dress was damp and flecked with mud. “Now, where is he and where did Mrs. Conrad get to? Answer me, man. Never mind, I’m guessing he’s up in his room.”

The dynamo didn’t wait for his reply. Instead, she marched up the stairs and turned at the landing, clearly knowing her way to Harris’s bedchambers. Marcus followed, bemused to find a woman with a personality on par with his headstrong grandmother.

“How long has he been like this?” the woman asked.

“A few hours. He was being beaten rather badly when I came across him.” Marcus took the sharp look she gave him and tried to soften its edge with a smile. “I ran them off and brought him home. A bobby knew who he was and gave me his direction.”

“I’m surprised the bloody bobby didn’t get in a few whacks of his own.” She bustled about the edge of the bed, pushing her sleeves up her arms, and began to tug on the sheet Marcus had tucked around Harris’s slender waist. “Sorry there’s no one to introduce us properly, but I’m the doctor for the resident insane asylum down here in the Stews. Great, now that we’re chums, help me get his trousers undone. I’ll need to check his kidneys for damage. Blokes seem to love kicking in a man’s spine for some reason.”

“I was only able to get his shirt off,” Marcus replied softly. “He’s a bit lanky to manage by myself.”

“Well, now I’m here. We can manage it. You hold him up. I’ll tug down his trousers. He’s got a sore knee I’ll need to look at as well. What’s your name again?”

“Westwood.” Marcus cleared his throat. “Well, Marcus Stenhill, Viscount Westwood, and you are…?”

“Bloody shite!” Her eyes went wide, and then the woman composed herself with a shake. “Well then, on we go. Doctor Elle Horan, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Now, grab his arms and lift him up so I can see what those thugs did to him.”

Marcus felt a wide grin stretch over his face. The blonde woman was a refreshing change from the women he knew in the ton. She reminded him of his grandmother more than any of the sallow, frilled society dames, and when her eyes narrowed sharply at him, Marcus knew it was time to do what she told him or suffer the consequences.

Cradling Harris’s shoulders, he gently pushed the man up and slid behind him, supporting the inventor’s body against his chest. Harris felt warm, too warm for Marcus’s liking, and the bruising on his face and torso ran dark over the man’s pale skin. In the time since he’d been brought home, Harris’s injured flesh had deepened its color until it looked like he’d carelessly fallen into a vat of indigo and India ink.

The whole thing was too… intimate. His cock was responding, damn it to hell, but Marcus couldn’t blame his contrary piece of flesh. He’d never spent more than a few moments seeking his release in a willing whore’s ass, covert, hushed experiences done in shadowy bawdy houses catering to men with his perversions. The scent of Harris’s skin touched his senses, and he inhaled deeply, drawing in the perfume of lemony soap and pure masculine sweat.

His cock got even harder, and Marcus shifted, angling his hips for some relief.

Then Harris moved in his arms, skin sliding over fabric, and Marcus was lost.

No amount of clothing could hold back the intense feeling of the man’s flesh on his body. Even through his trousers and waistcoat, the sensation of Harris’s movements burned into Marcus’s thoughts, and he swallowed hard, his throat sucked dry of any moisture.

His brain quickly jumped in with a solution: swallowing and suckling on Harris’s yet unseen cock until the man coated Marcus’s throat with his bitter-salt seed.

“Can you hold him tighter, please?” The doctor’s voice broke through Marcus’s lust more effectively than falling into a snow bank. Suddenly the thought of having a female audience for his lusty thoughts churned ice chips through Marcus’s hot blood, and his cock limped back into submission.

“I’ll try. He’s definitely limber, even unconscious,” Marcus said as he worked to contain the man’s arms. Harris’s dark hair spilled over his shoulder, hiding the swelling on his face, and Marcus frowned at the color forming on the man’s temple. “It’s good of you to come. Harris needed more help than I could muster.”

The doctor cleared her throat, and he glanced up to find the woman staring at him, a deep suspicion clouding her expression.

“So you know who he is, then?” There was a deep current of protectiveness in her voice, and a surge of relief ran through Marcus as he noticed the high color in her cheeks. The good doctor was definitely a friend of Harris’s, someone who’d at least care the man lay injured. The housekeeper certainly hadn’t possessed that loyalty.

“Yes. I do,” he assured her with a calming smile. “He needed help, and I was in a position to give it to him. The men beating him were run off easily enough, and in this case, it was my pleasure just for the chance of seeing the inside of this house. It’s like… a clockwork shop gone mad.”

“Well, I hope you gave a few good thumps into the asses who did this to him.” The doctor grunted as she tugged at Harris’s waistband, the placket of his trousers opened and flapping loose. “Shift him up, please. I’ll need to get his weight off his back to get these off. Damn his skinny, bony rear! And I think he bled onto the sheets. I don’t want to reopen the wound by tearing him loose of them if he’s stuck. Damned bloody shits for doing this to him.”

She was shocking, loose with her tongue, but her hands were definitely skilled as they probed over the man’s ribs. Worry creased Horan’s brow, and concern bloomed in Marcus’s chest, growing deeper when the woman leaned over and listened to the inventor’s torso.

“Good. I was worried that his ribs pierced his lungs. I think they’re just cracked.” Nodding, she indicated for Marcus to lift her charge again. “Okay, steady on. Let’s do this in one go.”

The man’s slender torso was sturdy enough, lean muscles over long bones, and at the first peek of downy hair being revealed below Harris’s belly, Marcus looked away, more to prevent himself from being aroused than respecting the unconscious man’s privacy. If there was one thing Marcus wanted more than to sneak a peek of Harris’s toned body, it was possibly to lick every inch of it and kiss away every bruise he could find. It was bad enough he was lusting after an injured man. It was supremely uncomfortable to be aroused by the means of his father’s death.

“Deal with that later, Westwood,” Marcus scolded himself softly, keeping his voice to a dull whisper so the doctor couldn’t hear him. “Man needs help.”

Harris’s limp body proved to be a problem as Horan tugged off his trousers. Struggling to contain the seemingly boneless man, Marcus was forced to wrap his arms around Harris’s waist and hoist him up as Horan reached under the man’s rear. Her skirts slithered across the duvet, and at some point, she must have caught at a fold in the fabric, because one moment she was kneeling on the bed, and the next, she was sprawled out on her back across Harris’s bared belly, her dress pooled up nearly to her hips.

And Marcus stared at her right leg—or what she wore for a leg.

If the cat’s artificial limbs were a surprise, the doctor’s was a shock.

Her foot was covered in a low-heeled button-up boot, but the rest of her leg was exposed, and it was a marvel of engineering. The device was artificial, that much Marcus was certain of, and it ended in a leather sleeve that fit neatly over her thigh. A soft row of bezel-set lights haphazardly spotted the soft, buttery leather, magick nodes glowing as she shifted her constructed knee and ankle. Metallic lacework scrolled over her porcelain-glazed shin, providing cut-throughs to the complex rods and gears setup inside. It was both beautiful and horrifically mesmerizing, a profanity of science and arcane many would be averse to wearing.

The doctor, however, seemed more ashamed he’d seen her garters than her leg, and she tugged her skirts down as she righted herself.

“I’m married, I’ll have you know, and I’ll thank you to keep this quiet, Westwood. I don’t want my husband to call you out.” She sniffed and gave one more tug, removing Harris’s pants in one fell swoop. “He’s a crack shot. A police inspector. Perhaps you’ve met him? David Morgan? He transferred in from Scotland Yard.”

She covered her embarrassment with a flurry of words, so much like his grandmother that Marcus couldn’t help but laugh. When the doctor turned on her heels to face him, he quickly grinned in surrender.

“I give. Really. I have nothing but admiration for you, Doctor.” He inclined his head as much as he could while holding Harris’s torso upright. “And now I have an answer as to why you came out to a man’s home in the middle of the night just on the word he’d been injured.”

“Firstly, sir….” Horan tucked herself into a free spot on the bed to examine her patient. A flick of her hand and a corner of the sheet settled over Harris’s groin, hiding his private area from Marcus’s view. “I’d have come anyway. I’m a doctor. There are few enough who’ll work down here, and himself here does good work.”

“And secondly?”

“Secondly?” She peered up at him from over the span of Harris’s muscular belly, where she’d been prodding for internal injuries.

“Usually where there’s a firstly, there’s also a secondly,” Marcus replied with a smile. “Sometimes even a thirdly.”

“Ah, well, secondly then… yes.” Horan hoisted up her prosthetic leg as much as she could from under its fabric prison. “I do owe him greatly for this. I’d not have gotten as far as I have without Harris’s assistance. He’s a marvelous inventor. The Society’s members should have been hung solely on what they did to him. He was a child, barely into his teens, and they made him—a monster.”

“I don’t think he’s the monster. The Society was. They turned his ideas into nightmares.” He’d known of Harris’s involvement, but it was a distant thing, much like knowing where the sheep lived when his tailor made him a wool coat. It was so very different to be staring down at a helpless, attractive man. “It’s what happens when the naïve become prey. Anything good in them is perverted.”

He’d seen the Society’s perversions. They were a reality the world still could not shake loose from its memory. God knew he hadn’t.

The sight of his father’s chest flayed open by the metallic spider hidden dormant in the hallowed halls of law came to Marcus, an unbidden and horrific memory he’d sooner bury. Everyone—and in some cases, every creature—connected to the Society was tarred with the same blackened brush, stained by association regardless of their role. Harris was one of the few who’d escaped a death sentence, but he would drag around the stigma of betrayal and murder for as long as he lived.

“Ah, the poor boy,” the doctor murmured as she reached one arm under the man’s waist to feel his back. “He’ll be pissing blood for a week if I’m not mistaken.”

He couldn’t help but look. Needing something to take his mind off his father’s gruesome murder, Marcus glanced down at what the doctor was doing, only to find something nearly as horrible as his father’s flayed-open chest.

The mark of a Sodomite branded into the perfection of Harris’s pale skin.

It was livid, a mottled pink-and-tan blight burned deep into the man’s body. Nearly the length of a woman’s hand, the scar ran curved around the man’s right hip, a stylized S intersected by a small circle. It was the mark of someone caught in the unnatural act of loving a man, and Marcus’s belly clenched at the sight of it.

The once-Honorable Robin Harris now carried the shame of his perversion for any intimate to see. Any woman Harris bedded would know she lay with a perversion, and any man—any respectable man—would abandon Harris, for fear he’d be caught and branded as well.

Yet Marcus couldn’t stop staring at the shiny, slick area. For all its portent, the sigil was elegant, nearly as striking a piece of scrollwork as any found on an elaborate frontispiece. For all its initial beauty, Harris’s seared flesh had healed unevenly, puckered in some areas while stretched out to a nearly painful pinkness over his hip bone.

The mark was something whispered about behind closed doors and in the dark recesses of particular clubs, a fleshy boogeyman carrying with it a two-year sentence of hard labor. Suddenly, the slender man in his arms weighed more than the sum of his bones and flesh, and Marcus shuddered at the thought of what Harris had endured in earning his mark of shame.

“It’s horrific, isn’t it?” Horan murmured, nodding at the scar. “That’s how they punished him, you know? A vigilante group targeted him. Sent a man ’round to seduce him and then brought him up on charges. The boy never stood a chance. Damned lords and their revenge.”

“Not all lords.” He hardened at the slander, drawing himself up as much as he could. “I certainly didn’t. If I’d known—”

Horan’s chin lifted, a small challenging tilt to her head. “What would you have done, my lord?”

She was Harris’s mouse, come to pluck the thorn from a lion’s paw, and in that moment, the mouse donned her armor to slay the man’s dragon if it was needed. Bemused, Marcus wondered if he had someone who’d do the same for him. Sadly, the only one he could name would be his grandmother. Whether or not she could was a very different story altogether.

“Would you have spoken up for him? The mechanisms he’d created in his workshop had their purposes twisted to destroy our Empire, but no one cares of the genius behind them, only the tragedy they’d caused.” She pressed on. “Would you have spoken up against his incarceration? Even if you knew he’d been searching for some kind of escape from the burden of his shame? Especially when that search led him to another man’s arms?”

“Yes. I would hope I would,” Marcus murmured as he brushed Harris’s inky hair from the man’s battered face. “I would hope I would have it in me to do so. I would hope to be a better man than those who condemned him.”

“So many of us begged for leniency for him. The court literally turned a deaf ear to every single one of our pleas.” Horan’s stern expression melted away, leaving a faint blush to her cheeks. Her hands were still on Harris’s chest, but her eyes were sharply focused on Marcus’s face. “Do you really think it would matter? Your one voice—as much weight as a noble might have—would your one voice have been heard?”

“I would hope it would,” Marcus admitted softly. “Especially since it would be the voice of a man whose father died by one of Harris’s devices. I certainly hope they would have listened. And I would have spoken—if only I’d known, Doctor Horan. If only I’d known.”


Three

 

HE WAS naked.

That much Robin was sure of.

He also knew he hurt. His body made certain he knew that. It ached. Mostly in his joints, although his skin appeared to be tender in spots. His head also pounded, and he could only hope his vision was merely impaired because he wasn’t wearing his spectacles.

What he didn’t know was how he got home and who exactly stripped him of his clothes, but that appeared to be the least of his worries.

Robin was more concerned about the identity of the rugged, handsome man snoring in a wing chair pulled up close to his bed. The man was fuzzy around the edges, but he was clear enough for Robin to catch his breath in shock at his appearance.

He was familiar, achingly so, and when Robin squinted to get his eyes in focus, he found out why. The snorer was the man who’d pulled him out of the beating he was taking. There had to be at least one pair of glasses on the table next to his bed. He’d gotten into the habit of leaving them about the house, and, sure enough, his fingers closed over his spectacles when he fumbled about long enough to find them.

Then he really wished he hadn’t, because the stranger slumbering in one of his worn-out wing chairs was gorgeous. Even more so once Robin could see him clearly.

“Gods in hell, what happened?” he croaked and rubbed at his throat, wondering if he’d sucked down a mouthful of sand sometime after the beating he’d taken.

Obviously, the blows to his head hadn’t rattled his brains too much, because he clearly remembered every firm line on the man’s face. At first, Robin believed he’d been rescued by a hallucination. Handsome, broad-shouldered men didn’t wander into Little Orient and step in between a troupe of attackers and their victim.

Apparently, this one did.

Robin took the time to study the slouched man. From all appearances, it didn’t look as if he’d be waking soon. His mouth was slightly open, and a touch of spit glistened on his lower lip. His dirty-blond hair appeared infuriated at something, poking up every which way from his skull. It was endearing, in a way, softening his harsh features with a boyish tousle.

“Or you stuck your finger into one of my generators and fried yourself,” Robin mumbled as he looked around for his clothes. “Because that’s what my hair looks like when I do just that.”

There were no clothes. The bedsheet would have to do. Wrapping the linens up around him as best he could, Robin put his feet to the floor and promptly tumbled over, falling flat across the sleeping man’s lap.

In times of great stress, a man’s body should rise to the occasion and be graceful, or at least hardy. Robin’s was neither. Normally, it was a state he was used to, and he had grown accustomed to falling over his own feet or slamming his elbow into the edge of a table. If there was ever a time when he could have borrowed a tincture of masculine ideal, it would have been as he was flailing to free his legs from a nest of bedsheets and somehow avoided the large, handsome man sleeping not more than a foot away.

He landed square on his rescuer. And to make matters worse, Robin was pretty certain his bony knee dug a deep furrow into the man’s crotch.

That woke the man up.

His hands came up and cupped Robin’s ass, bared since the sheets’ ends remained firmly under the heavy feather mattress where someone had tucked them in. It’d been too long since Robin felt another’s touch, much less the strong caress of a man’s fingers on the delicate skin of his back and rear.

His face burned with embarrassment.

His cock stiffened and begged for more.

He went with the embarrassment. It was a common enough emotion for him to deal with. Arousal was something best dealt with in the privacy of his own room… alone. Preferably when he wasn’t spread apart over a man’s lap as if he were begging to be taken.

Life was not a penny dreadful, and he certainly wasn’t a fair maiden needing to be rescued from thugs.

Even if, for just once in his life, Robin wished someone would.

And the man certainly had done just that.

He nearly embarrassed himself on the other man’s pants leg when his strong fingers dug into Robin’s hips. The touch felt so right… not like he’d had much experience with anyone’s hands but his own, but those hands seemed to know exactly where to glide over and where to stop.

Mostly, they knew how to cradle Robin’s unresponsive body and flip him back into the bed he’d just fallen out of.

In reality, Robin would have been more appreciative of the man’s massive strength and graceful maneuvering to lay him out on the feather ticking with seemingly little effort. Mortification overruled any other emotion, because Robin’s turgid cock bounced along with him, waggling about like a buoy set adrift on the high seas.

“I have you, crowling. You’re not quite up to walking yet.”

Robin almost corrected him, saying he’d swapped out one bird for another, but the posh, diamond-cut tones of the man’s voice dropped him speechless. Or would have if he weren’t already dying in shame at his cock’s happy little dance. To his credit, the aristocrat didn’t blink an eye. He did, however, retrieve the sheet and tuck it around Robin’s hips while ignoring the now wilting pecker creeping back down between Robin’s parted legs.

“Let me get you some tea.” The roll of his voice deepened Robin’s interest, and when the man turned to fill one of the porcelain cups sitting on the side table, Robin drank in the length of the blond’s body. He wanted to linger, but after stopping quickly at the hard rise of his ass, he jerked his gaze back up to the man’s face at nearly the exact moment the man brought his eyes up. “Cream? Sugar? Lemon? There’s a few digestive biscuits on your saucer. We’ll want to get something in your stomach other than the beef broth the doctor will want pushed on you.”

“Black.” He scowled briefly, annoyed at the rasp in his voice. His penis seemed to be the only working lower appendage on his body, although he could definitely move his toes. Curling them over, he flexed his feet, satisfied he’d not lost the use of his legs. “I don’t think I have any—”

Robin was going to say the pantry was fairly bare of any amenities, but a silver, three-tier tea tray proved him to be a liar. It was bristling with goodies, from shortbread cookies to chunks of Shropshire cheese. When he thought about it, as Robin peeked around the man’s broad shoulders, he didn’t even own a tiered tea tray, much less a silver one.

He was about to inquire about the tray when he took a good look around his room. It was different somehow. Brighter and… vivid. It took him a moment to realize the room was clean. Probably cleaner than it’d been when he first moved in to the empty brownstone.

The street lamp outside shot a sunset of colors through sparkling clear panes, a feat Robin thought unimaginable after he’d nearly broken his neck trying to get a bat carcass off one of the casings. He’d left the thing to rot, and a few hours later, a crow helped itself to the easy meal, leaving a splatter of shit behind for payment.

Robin left the shit too. He didn’t survive two years in New Bedlam only to end up smeared over the cobblestones beneath his bedroom window.

Now the shit was gone, there was a strange tea tray on his lemon-oil polished side table, and a handsome, large blond aristocrat was helping himself to a selection of tiny cakes Robin knew hadn’t come from his kitchen.

“Sip it slowly. You’ve been in and out of it for nearly three weeks now.” The man returned to his previous perch in Robin’s battered wing chair. “A fever took a good hold of you. You had the doctor and I quite worried.”

The chair creaked under the man’s weight. It was sturdy enough, made with solid oak and stuffed within an inch of its seams, but its tapestry fabric was faded. The chair had never been fine enough for front room use and certainly wasn’t something he’d have offered gentry, but there the man sat, legs stretched out in a comfortable repose as he regarded Robin with a keen smoky-blue gaze.

“I should apologize for letting you sleep when I first brought you home.” The man grimaced. “And in case you hadn’t noticed, your doctor’s a remarkable woman. A virago beyond belief. It’s probably why women normally weren’t allowed to be medical physicians. It’s hard to argue with someone you know can birth a child and get up the next day to tend to the house when you’re sitting around whining because you’ve turned your ankle.”

“She’s a good doctor,” Robin croaked, finding his voice rusty and harsh. His throat was dry, caught in a dustbin, and he drank a slurp of his tea, finding himself suddenly thirsty. “Elle’s the only one who’ll see to me.”

“So she said.” The man nodded once, then sipped at his own cup. “Oh, you should know your housekeeper gave notice. I brought in some of my own staff. Really, my grandmother hires too many people as it is, so it’s nice to have some place they can actually work. There are only so many times you can watch someone rearrange a vase of flowers in the front hall before you start to wonder if they can’t be off mucking out a closet or something.”

“Mrs. Conrad is gone?” He’d fitted her with a new eye a few weeks ago and needed feedback on how it was working out. Robin set his empty cup on the bed and rubbed at his face, knocking his spectacles from his nose. Grabbing at his glasses, he let those drop too and sighed. “Damn it. I needed to see how her eye was doing.”

“The mechanical one? Ah, she seemed to see out of it fine. Well enough to pack your cutlery into a sack when she left. There wasn’t a damned spoon in the house when I went to go make Doctor Horan a cup of tea. Took care of that. The spoons. And the tea. Figured Horan would tear a strip off of me if I didn’t get her a decent cup while she worked on you. I’d already crossed her in letting you fall unconscious. Apparently, you are supposed to keep a concussed man awake, but if my jostling you didn’t do the trick, nothing would have. And I’m rambling.”

The man looked sheepish. Probably much more so than Robin looked himself, although he’d have given the blond a run for his money when his cock was poking about. Putting his glasses back on, Robin was reassured that, yes, the large man sitting next to him definitely had a contrite expression on his rough, handsome face.

“I’ve been sitting with you since I brought you in, and I’ve been talking up a storm because the doctor said you’d hear… something. I didn’t want you to think you were alone,” the man confessed slowly, his deep voice rumbling out of his broad chest. “Now you’re awake, and damned if I have any idea what to say to you. Any suggestions?”

“Just one,” Robin cocked his head and murmured. “Who the hell are you?”

 

 

AS QUESTIONS went, it was a valid one. Marcus had to give Harris that. Shifting in his chair, he leaned forward, took the teacup out of the man’s lap, and placed it on a small table by the bed. There was barely any space left on it. The recently hired upstairs maid tried to organize its contents as best she could but called it done after neatly stacking notebooks, pencils, and, oddly enough, empty spools of thread. Harris’s searching for his glasses had sent the stacks tumbling down like playbills, but Marcus found a bit of space for the delicate porcelain.

“More apologies, then.” Marcus inclined his head at the other man. “We’ve had this conversation before, but I think your fever probably burned it away. I am Marcus Stenhill, Viscount Westwood—”

“The Duke of Harding was your father.” Robin paled suddenly. Already myopic behind the lenses, his focus distanced off to a faraway point, and the man frowned gravely. “He died from a skitter attack in the House of Lords. No one found it when they’d done the original sweep, and none of the Society catalogued it in their records.”

“No,” Marcus agreed in a soft voice. “No one knew it was there.”

Those all-seeing eyes snapped to Marcus’s face, and tears glistened on the man’s lashes. “I am so sorry. Oh God…. I wish I could… it was never meant to be… the skitters… everything I ever created, they were never meant to be used in that way.”

“I’ve found that out over the past few weeks waiting for you to wake up.” He tapped a thick notebook on the table. “I spent the time learning a bit about you. Rude as that may seem.”

Robin Harris flushed a bright pink, a far brighter hue than the wing chair’s cabbage roses ever had been, and his hand slapped down over the spot on his hip where Marcus knew a brand had been burned into his pale skin. Harris glanced away, buried in his shame, but Marcus refused to let him retreat. Reaching over, he cupped Harris’s chin and turned his face back so their gazes met.

“I… don’t know what to say.” The man chewed on his lower lip. “Most people come to kill me, not rescue me. I am so very sorry. Your family—”

“We miss him. He was a giant of a man. Very hard to live up to, but we try,” Marcus admitted. “But we’re doing all right. My grandmother has found other people to fight with, and my eldest brother has stepped up as Duke. You know what they say. No matter how you might strike down an Englishman, another will pick up the flag and carry on.”

“Who says that?” He tilted his head, reminding Marcus so much of the crows who’d kept him company while Harris slept off his beating.

“Everyone.” Marcus shrugged, then gave Harris a rueful grin. “No one. I’m not even sure who they are. It’s always the faceless ‘they’ people talk about. I often wondered that as a child.”

“And you say I’ve been unconscious for the past few weeks?”

“More or less.”

“And you’ve sat here the entire time?”

“Well, no. Most days,” Marcus admitted. “Usually at night. I do have estates to run and business to attend to, but at night, definitely. We’ve gone through all of Shakespeare’s better plays, and I was about to read you the really bad ones when you woke up. Thank God for that. I’m not sure I could take Romeo and Juliet.”

“Some people think that’s one of his better ones.”

“They’re young children who kill themselves because their families disagreed on something a long time ago and never got over it. In my family, we call that throwing a tantrum. We’re not allowed to throw tantrums past the age of ten. I don’t see any reason why anyone else gets to… literary or otherwise.”

“I can’t believe you didn’t smother me with a pillow as soon as you found out who I was.” Harris shook his head. By the pained grimace on his face, Marcus surmised he’d immediately regretted casually tossing his brain about again.

“It would have defeated the purpose of fighting off a pack of spoiled brats and dragging you through Little Orient, then into your house,” Marcus pointed out smoothly. “And did I not mention my family disapproves of tantrums?”

“I killed your father,” he whispered. “It was one of my… devices, but it might as well have been me.”

“You didn’t kill him.” Marcus risked touching the man’s leg, glad for the warmth of Harris’s skin beneath the sheet. “Was I angry about his death? Yes. But do I blame the man in this bed? No. The courts declared you innocent of any wrongdoing. Those people… violated your creations. I can’t hang that on you.”

“I do.” Harris fidgeted under Marcus’s hand, but he didn’t pull away. “I remember every name. I know every story. Of everyone I killed. Or helped kill. It was never ever meant to be that way, but that doesn’t excuse what happened.”

“Any more than I excuse what they did to you in retaliation.” His eyes flicked unintentionally to the spot on Harris’s hip burned deep with New Bedlam’s mark. “I had a lot of time on my hands waiting for you to wake up.”

“And you spent it reading about me?” Harris looked incredulous.

“Among other things,” Marcus replied. “But mostly about you.”

“It must have been very boring reading.” The man shifted uncomfortably under the sheets.

“You’ve had a very interesting life.” As far as Marcus was concerned, interesting was a pale word to describe the bookish man he’d sat near and worried over. “But it didn’t tell me much about you.”

He’d been diligent in reading through everything his secretary could find on Robin Harris, the young scientist the Society fooled into creating their weapons. The original intent of his designs was difficult to discern from drawings and schematics, but someone had seen the potential for death in Harris’s mechanisms. Where Harris saw creation, the Society saw destruction and a way to destabilize the Empire’s strong foundation.

They’d almost been successful. And to this day, people were still suffering from the small pockets of devices they’d left behind. The old Duke had been only one of the Society’s belated victims, and Marcus knew he certainly wasn’t the last.

But the Society’s greatest victim was now sitting up in bed, a pale, pretty dark-haired man with sheets swaddled about his slender hips and a look of intense shame on his face. While the Society killed nearly two hundred people to reach their insidious goals, they’d truly only taken the life of one man—Robin Harris, a very young and unsuspecting engineer.

While the courts declared him innocent, English society did not, and Harris found himself in a quagmire of accusations and a very public humiliation that eventually led him to the dock and two years on New Bedlam Island in the middle of the bay, jailed and branded as a sodomite.

Harris hadn’t protested the sentence. From everything Marcus had read, the branding had been done in a nearly theatrical manner, with certain members of the gentry paying for the privilege of seeing the young man stripped naked and a hot iron put to his hip. Marcus didn’t think he would have survived the shame of it, but from what he’d gathered, Harris endured it as he’d endured the trial—stoic and quiet—a true Englishman in the face of adversity.

He’d not known about the perversion trial or Harris’s incarceration in New Bedlam. Despite the pain and ache of his father’s death, Marcus knew in his bones his family would have protested Harris’s mistreatment.

Still, he’d been there when Harris—Robin—thrashed about the bed in a fit of fevers and screamed about the flesh being burnt off his bones.

“I’m just… me.” Harris shrugged.

“You continue to build things,” Marcus pointed out. “I finally figured out what it was you were carrying that night. Well, after Doctor Horan gave me a hint. They’re supports for a little boy’s legs. So he can walk.”

“His own legs are weak.” The man ducked his head, burying his face in a wash of black hair. “I was coming back from doing a fitting. The family must think I’ve forgotten about him.”

“The good and fierce doctor sent word around. Still, it’s dangerous, what you’re doing. Mingling science and arcane. You could have been killed if you ran up against a zealot of either philosophy.”

“It needs doing.” For the first time, Marcus saw fire in the man’s eyes when Harris lifted his chin and stared at him from across the bed. “Too many people… suffer because people are too bound to a single philosophy. Both of them, the arcane and science, can be useful. The key is not to abuse that knowledge. Something I learned firsthand from the Society.”

“No need to build a soapbox,” Marcus laughed, holding up his hands. “I agree with you. I just don’t have the knowledge to be either a scientist or an arcanist. I’ll stick to listening to the arguments and passing laws to support change.”

“As important,” Harris conceded.

“So, Robin Harris,” Marcus said as he settled into the wing chair. “Now that I know all about what happened to you, why don’t you tell me something actually about you for a change?”

“I can tell you one thing.” Harris slanted him an awkward look.

“Anything.” Marcus leaned forward, concerned by the man’s discomfort. “Whatever you need. Whatever you want. You can tell me anything.”

“Thank you. Truly. I appreciate it,” the man murmured softly. “But I really need to take a piss.”


Four

 

SOMEONE HAD definitely moved the stairs while Robin had been upstairs getting changed, or at least slanted them in a different direction, because Robin struggled to keep upright coming down to the lower level of Marcus’s much larger townhome. About halfway to the first floor, he debated heading back up to his assigned room, but the way up seemed much longer than it had coming down. His legs hurt from inactivity, and the sudden bustle up expansive marble staircases and enormous rooms sucked out what little energy he’d stored up inside him.

Although fretting also seemed to wear him down. And he’d certainly fretted. Nothing wore Robin down more than attending a dinner hosted by the family of a man he’d inadvertently killed. They’d certainly not be pleased to see him and even less pleased to discover the family’s youngest son’d gone rogue and was hosting said murderer in his townhouse so Robin didn’t have to make his way back down to Bayside afterward.

“Let me help you, Robin.” Marcus appeared from around the staircase end, his hair damp from a walk outside. St. Francisco’s heavy fog chased them inland, swaddling the park and its surrounding neighborhoods in a thick pea soup.

The tiny jewels of water on Marcus’s evening clothes did nothing to detract from his appearance. God, the man looked incredible in black silk and formal whites.

After Robin woke up fully on that day, they’d left off the subject of Robin’s work in blending arcane and science for a later time. Instead they spent the next week getting Robin back on his feet. Westwood insisted on exchanging first names, pointing out they were probably more intimate with one another than most marriages. Robin agreed, burying the idea of Marcus’s strong body lying next to him in a marriage bed as soon as it rose in his thoughts.

Still, there were little signs of Marcus’s attraction. The man’s hands wandered over Robin’s body, periodically examining his healing wounds, and the memory of those touches fueled Robin’s fantasies in the dark of night when he buried himself beneath his bed linens. As he stroked his own cock to fruition, Robin bit his lip to prevent from crying out, since the object of his desire spent most nights in a room down the hall, and Marcus seemed to keep a keen ear out for any stray noise.

Robin’d been pulled out of his nightmares more than a few times by Marcus’s strong embrace and murmured soft words, but he certainly didn’t want the man to mistake his cries of pleasure for another bad dream.

It was embarrassing enough he’d needed help using a chamber pot during his convalescence. While Robin didn’t quite remember Marcus’s guiding hand on his cock when he’d been feverish, his body certainly did, because it burned with want every time the man was near.

For the first time in Robin’s life, he had a friend, someone who didn’t mock his meandering mumbled outbursts about things fitting together or how something worked. He didn’t know what Marcus got out of the relationship, but Robin suspected it was having someone to fix. They’d argued about the staff… the house… and most of all, the bills from grocers and butchers, but Robin lost each one, bowled over by the force of a viscount raised to give orders and lay down logic.

Which appeared to be what Marcus was doing right now by hooking his arm around Robin’s waist to guide him down the stairs.

Damn the man for smelling so good—for looking so good. Even for feeling so good against Robin’s body.

He hated wanting another man—this man, especially.

Marcus’s black silk evening jacket fit neatly over his broad shoulders, narrowing in to follow the line of his trim waist. Robin knew there was a powerful body beneath the lush fabric. He’d spent a few minutes of exquisite torture watching shirtless Marcus teach a younger man to box.

He’d been strong when the first bead of sweat appeared on Marcus’s chest, but when the salty drop began its journey down around the man’s tight brown nipple, Robin nearly swallowed his tongue. He’d bitten through his cheek when Marcus’s torso began to glisten and the thin trail of golden hair beneath his belly button caught yet another drop of sweat.

Marcus plowed a powerful blow into his young opponent’s stomach, and as the gasping youth bent over, Marcus winked slowly at Robin from across the ring, a whiff of his spicy aroma tickling Robin’s nostrils.

In that moment, Robin fled and discovered St. Francisco’s icy rain was definitely cold enough to douse his arousal—providing he stood directly in the way of the wind screaming through the gym’s back alley.

He certainly wished he had a bit of that icy touch of water now, because his body was reacting strongly to the press of Marcus’s body, and it had a definite adverse effect on his walking ability.

“Are you certain about this?” Marcus used what Robin called his viscount voice, a polished pearl of a tone stropped sharp by years of living in high society. “We can postpone—”

“We shall do no such thing!”

Robin blinked, and in a moment, the foyer at the end of the stairs bristled with a Valkyrie—if the Norse Gods were recruiting from the ranks of wee little English matriarchs.

There wasn’t a spot on the older woman that didn’t glisten. From her frosting-white hair down to her bright-violet ballroom slippers, nearly every inch of her sparkled with spangles, beading, and jewelry. Technically, the plum she wore was a mourning color, but instead, it screamed Merry Widow, cloaking her impressive figure in a vivid dusky hue. The dress was definitely a modern cut, an off-the-shoulder bodice with wispy tulle pretending to be draped sleeves across her upper arms. Her skirts flared out, giving her nearly as much width as she had height, but either nature or a very good corset balanced her out, her full chest nearly straining the patience of the plum silk.

The strands of pale-white diamonds around her neck and wrists were enough to sternly remind Robin he was a masquerading fraud waiting to be exposed.

Suddenly, upstairs didn’t seem too far away. In fact, Timbuktu seemed like a nice place for a holiday, and if he hurried, he could catch a steamer to Africa before the tide went out.

“Mr. Robin Harris, I would like you to meet my grandmother, the esteemed Augusta Stenhill, the Dowager Duchess of Harding.” Marcus made a slight bow to the older woman, winking at Robin as he straightened. “Grandmother, may I present to you a very dear friend of mine, Harris.”

“Oh, Westwood! He is lovely!” The elegant woman glided forward and caught Robin by the crook of his arm. Barely reaching his shoulder, she tilted her head back to look up at him, her mouth pulled into a moue. “You have gorgeous eyes, dear. And such bone structure. You’ll be lucky to sit out a dance tonight.”

“Dance?” Robin squeaked at Marcus as the purple-draped storm whisked him toward the front door.

He’d barely found something formal to wear that fit his long legs, and a hurried tailor had muttered dark curses at Marcus as he’d driven a team of seamstresses to finish altering an abandoned evening suit for Robin’s lanky body. A dinner was all he’d been aware of. Dancing was something totally outside of his realm of skills, but it seemed like any protest he made fell on deaf ears.

His shoes squeaked as he was rushed down the front steps, but no one else seemed to notice.

Or maybe Marcus did and that was the reason the damned man wore a broad smile on his handsome face.

They’d lost the sky to the fog. It descended over the city low enough to catch the ironworks embellishing the hill’s balconies. Despite the soup, a zeppelin belled its approach overhead, its lights cutting through the fog’s thin patches. As Robin watched, it slunk away, heading to parts unknown… and without a certain overly dressed inventor who found himself staring at a sleek-lined black carriage with a gold crest on its partially opened door.

“We’re taking a carriage?” Robin balked, dragging his leather-shod feet. “To go a few blocks?”

“It’s damp,” Marcus said by way of explanation. A footman helped the duchess up, taking a few moments to arrange her skirts. “And besides, this way I can be pressed up against you for a good half an hour without anyone seeing us.”

Robin stuttered. Or at least his heart had. This moment was Marcus’ declaration of intent and it came on the brink of a potentially disastrous evening. The man’s eyes bored through him and Robin flushed, the heat of his arousal roaming up from his belly to eat away at his composure and redden his cheeks.

He chose to ignore the flirtation but it was too late. His body’d already primed itself and Marcus’s hand on the small of his back held more than the promise of heat.

“Your grandmother will see us,” he hissed back at his friend. “And what’s this about a dance?”

“There’s a small gathering of a few hundred people after supper.”

“A few hundred people?” His voice broke, squeaking louder than his new shoes. “Are you insane? Marcus, I’m a pariah! It’ll be a disaster!”

“It’ll be fine.” The man straightened his shoulders and waved away Robin’s concern with an elegant toss of his hand. “You’ll see. Everyone will love you.”

 

 

“OH GOD, this is a disaster.”

“Marcus, stop your pacing.” His grandmother eased back into a spindly-legged chair his uncle had brought over from France. Most of the Stenhills ran large, more so than the average man, and most of the ancestral home’s furnishings were built for their comfort. Everywhere but in the blue library where his grandmother still reigned supreme, despite his brother’s ascension to the family seat.

The room was a mixture of old and new, classic Continental seating but lit with converted arcane lamps, a costly expense seeing as his grandmother insisted on paying for the brightest white magick could create. When he’d been younger, Marcus and his brothers were required to have afternoon tea with the woman in the blue library so she could grill them about their studies.

Strange how, even as a grown man, crossing the threshold to the blue library transported him to a time when he snuck cakes off the tea tray while Micah or Brent droned on about learning Greek.

He’d half expected the older woman to move to the Dowager House once Brent married, but his wife, Hikari, appeared to be pleased to have their grandmother living with her, insisting the library and the east wing remain as the older woman’s domain. Despite the women’s very different cultural backgrounds, they got along famously.

Especially after the dowager stopped calling her Carrie and learned to correctly pronounce the Japanese woman’s name.

Now it was a giggle fest over breakfast and gardening parties. The dowager’s acceptance of Brent’s foreign bride went a long way toward gaining Hikari traction as the new Duchess of Harding. Marcus hoped that having Robin at the table—with the dowager’s blessing—would achieve the same results for Robin.

Unfortunately, bringing one’s father’s murderer to the dinner table without forewarning the family apparently wasn’t something easily forgiven, if his relatives’ shocked looks and low mutters were anything to go by.

“You’d have thought I’d brought Napoleon to dinner.”

“Please, do not mention that horrid man in my presence. Thank God, Jacquard’s son, Henri, invented that seeing-eye thing, or that bloody Corsican would have fled Elba. Then where would have we been?” She thumped her dainty fist onto a side table, jarring the dragon lily blooms in their vase.

“Exactly! See? That is the type of work Robin has developed, only… better. On a more human scale.” Unmindful of wrinkling his fine clothes, Marcus pulled up an ottoman to sit down in front of his grandmother, much like he had when he was a child. “He’s brilliant, Grandmother. You should see the things he’s invented. The good he’s done. He’s successfully worked out how to blend minor arcane with science. One of his devices helps a woman walk. Imagine what he could do for the world.”

“I’m sure there were people who said that about Babbage and his ideas,” the dowager murmured, patting her grandson’s hand. “But look where that led him. Look at what he did. He built the Heretic Society and nearly pulled the world down with him—all because of his ego. That is what people will say about your Robin—and don’t think I haven’t noticed you calling him by his Christian name. He was a part of the Society before, albeit not an active part.”

“No, they perverted his designs. Babbage and the others envied a boy’s successes and used them to destroy… to kill.” Marcus shook his head. “The mingling of the two philosophies can be achieved. We do it every day in small things. What Babbage and his cronies did was abominable. That was not Robin. That is not who he was. That is not who he is now.”

“Then that is going to be your struggle, Marcus. To show the ton… to show Britain… the man you believe your friend to be.” She patted his cheek, and he inhaled sharply, taking in her familiar violet powder scent. “That is if you think of him as your friend.”

“He’s more than… a friend, Grandmother.” He couldn’t look up. It was a now-or-never moment, and he’d never felt such a dread, not even when he’d heard of his father’s death. Standing on a precipice, Marcus knew he had to commit—had to step into the nothingness of truth—and have faith he wouldn’t be dashed to the rocks below. “I… have an unnatural fondness for him, Duchess. One might even say that I love him. As a man should love a woman, really.”

“Well, I would imagine the mechanics of that would be different.” The woman cocked her head, the sparkling gems dotting her silvery hair bobbing as she moved. She sniffed at Marcus when he lifted his head, shock dropping his jaw nearly to his chest. “I have been married, my dear boy. Quite happily, to your grandfather. I’ve had children. How they came to be isn’t a surprise to me, you know.”

“That’s… it?” Marcus found himself mimicking his grandmother’s head tilt. He shook it off, still numb from the lingering fear in his belly. “Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

“Yes, that you’re in love with Robin. He’s a lovely boy. A bit eccentric, but that’s to be expected—”

“This is serious, Grandmother. He’s a man!”

“What were you hoping I’d do? Throw myself into a pique of anger? Very well.” She looked around, and her gaze fell on a porcelain shepherdess sitting on the table next to her chair. Picking up the tchotchke, she flung it, unerringly smashing it into the room’s fireplace. Clasping her hand to her powdered cheek, the duchess rolled her eyes dramatically and intoned flatly, drawing out each word, “Oh. Dear. My life is over. My grandson loves a man. Whatever shall I do? The. Horror. The. Shame.”

“Grandmother—”

“That wasn’t dramatic enough? My dear boy, if you want a scene, you’ll have to go find one of your brother’s little actresses. Not Brent. He’s faithful. Micah. He’s a rogue of the first order. Much like your grandfather was.” Sighing heavily, she cast a look about the room, then pointed to a ceramic dog on a nearby bookshelf. “Hand me that one. Might as well rid myself of all the ugly things people have given me over the years.”

“Duchess, this is… serious. My loving Robin is a criminal offense. He’s already been framed once. They branded him.”

“Are you afraid that the ton will do the same to you, then?”

“No, I could give a damn about what the ton thinks of me. I’m a viscount, and the family has a lot of influence. No one will move against me. It’s Robin I’m concerned about.”

“Then you will have to use that considerable influence to prevent that from happening.” She sniffed imperiously. “Once you tell your brother, Brent. Break it to him gently. He’s very old-fashioned. A dear, but sometimes he needs a few days to settle his mind on something new.”

“Am I crazy?” Marcus placed his hands on his grandmother’s, rustling her skirts as he scooted forward a few inches. “Am I insane to fall for this man?”

“Does he make you happy?” She leaned forward to kiss his temple.

“Yes. Infuriatingly so, and sometimes I want to shake some sense into him. He does stupid things, like run out into the rain or spend hours sketching how birds fly, forgetting to eat. I’m as much his caretaker as his friend,” Marcus admitted. “And there is—well, I think of Father and how he’d… what he’d think of me.”

At the core of his fears was the betrayal of his father’s love. The man stood firm in Marcus’s heart. Even dead, the old Duke’s words guided him, especially during times when he sought some direction. He’d never told the man of his perversions, fearing rejection even as he’d secretly hoped his father would have reacted as his grandmother just had—shrugging it off and wishing his son the best.

But doubts wormed through the solid foundation of his father’s love, and Marcus wondered if he’d have found himself in New Bedlam right alongside of Robin and other unfortunates.

“Your father knew about—this, Marcus. About your preferences.” His grandmother’s voice broke through his thoughts. “He didn’t care. Not one bit. He was more interested in raising the man he’d leave behind after his passing than anything else. I’d hope he would welcome your Robin with open arms. Well, maybe not. He was never a demonstrative man, but he’d harrumph his approval soundly. I’d hope for that.”

“He told you? About me?” The air left his lungs in a rush. “How did he… what tipped him off? Do others… know?”

“Probably not.” She shrugged, the tulle of her sleeves crinkling with a soft whisper. “He was your father. And a devoted one. He knew you—all of you—very well. Harding knew you preferred men to women, and it mattered to him about as much as his knowing of Brent’s obsessive need to have spotless silverware. We talked more about Micah’s inability to focus on one subject during university more than anything else. If anyone caused your father despair, it was that one. But Micah settled down—well, as much as he is going to. There was some worry there.”

“And he didn’t care?” Marcus struggled to embrace the knowledge his grandmother so casually dropped in his lap.

“Not so much, no. He only wanted his sons to be happy. And, well, for you all to do your duty to Britain. Lead well, and others will follow with their heart.” The dowager echoed one of her son’s favorite sayings. Sighing forlornly, she poked Marcus’s shoulder, then jerked her head at the ceramic dog. “Are you sure I can’t persuade you to fetch that for me? If I’d known you’d only allow me one tantrum, I’d have chosen that over the ugly sheep woman. I’ve hated that thing for much longer.”


Five

 

ROBIN COULDN’T avoid the whispers or even the murderous looks cast his way. Everywhere he turned there was a forbidding frown, and once as he rounded a palm set in the corner of the ballroom, he found himself face to face with a man he’d only seen once and in the company of other men who’d come to witness Robin’s humiliation.

A court-ordered humiliation performed on the day when he’d been stripped of his clothes and bound to a table with thick ropes as a hot iron was pressed into his hip.

The round-bellied older man dressed in formal wear had been one of the men who’d paid to watch him seared. He’d been holding a glass of champagne and laughing, chatting with another man in the small group of revelers gathered at New Bedlam Island. From what Robin could gather, they’d supper with the warden once the branding was done and then make their way back to St. Francisco on a late ferry.

He’d not heard much after that. It was hard to hear anything over the crackle of his skin roasting beneath the iron, and the smell of his own flesh cooking made him sick. He’d passed out after a few seconds and woke up a few days later, his body weak from fighting off a ravaging infection.

The man walked past Robin, his thick fingers studded with rings, their gems flashing under the lights as he gesticulated, making a point to his companion.

It was as if the man had never set eyes on Robin before. That he’d never seen Robin’s naked and sweaty body or heard his cries for mercy when the pain grew too much for Robin to take.

Then again, perhaps he hadn’t really been looking at Robin’s face when they’d come into the asylum’s punishment room.

The last time he’d seen Robin, it was dark, and the man’s focus probably hadn’t been on Robin’s face. It wasn’t until nearly six months after the branding when a guard he’d formed a friendship with finally told him the men gathered in the room weren’t witnesses for the court. They’d paid a hefty amount of money to the warden for the privilege of seeing Robin’s humiliation. It hadn’t mattered who the man on the wooden table was, so long as he was nude, reasonably attractive, and being branded.

Apparently there were greater perverts than Robin. And their money and rank kept them safe from ever being bound to a table for others’ sexual pleasure.

Then the older man caught Robin looking at him and smiled, a clear pour of sexual interest in the curve of his puffy lips.

Robin fled to the gardens, only making it as far as the balcony before losing the duck comfit he’d choked down at the Duke of Harding’s table.

He couldn’t remember what the duck tasted like when he’d first eaten it. Everything he’d put in his mouth seemed flavored with sawdust and grit, but he’d chewed away, mechanically nodding at the stories someone’s boisterous uncle told their corner of the room. It wasn’t until he’d stood up did he realize he’d probably also drank too much, because he couldn’t recall his wineglass ever being fully empty due to the seemingly continuous presence of a bottle-bearing footman at his elbow throughout the entire meal.

There was a handkerchief somewhere in his evening jacket, and Robin fumbled through his pockets to find it. Wiping his mouth, he opened the large snuffbox his father’d given him at his graduation and shook out one of the mints he kept in it. The lozenge was compact and strongly flavored, nearly burning his sinuses, but Robin sucked on it anyway, washing away the bitterness on his tongue.

He’d nearly gotten the taste of bile out of his mouth when Robin felt a pair of hands sliding up his thighs. The cloying scent of a pungent cologne blocked out the sweetness of the garden’s cabbage roses, and the press of a man’s body pushed him into the balcony’s stone railing, a thickening erection jutting into the curve of his ass.

“I knew you’d recognize me, Harris.”

Robin stilled, frozen in the memory of where he’d first heard the man’s voice. He’d just seen one witness to his shame. Now another had come up on him, and his stomach creased and churned with the unexpected shock.

If he’d had anything more to lose in his belly, he’d gladly have coated the man’s encroaching arms with his sick, but he had nothing inside of him, not even the fortitude to move when the man’s hand caressed the burn hidden beneath layers of Robin’s clothes.

He struggled to break free of the man’s weight, but the aristocrat, benefiting from years of overindulgence, had too much heft for Robin to dislodge. Instead, the man leaned over Robin’s shoulder, bringing his jowly cheek to rest against Robin’s.

“Let go of me, sir.” Robin pushed back, using the railing for leverage, but it was like trying to move a boulder.

The world continued to spin merrily along, uncaring of Robin’s panic or the slavering man now clasping at his hips. Below them, the gardens were softly lit with strings of lights, faint blue dots giving off barely enough glow to chase off the deepest of shadows but still allowing some privacy for lovers to escape from the glaring brightness inside.

The same brightness illuminating Robin and his tormentor.

“Admit it, sodomite, you want this.” The man’s breath stank of fetid cheese and cheap rum. Robin turned his head to avoid the stench, but it was too late. The curdled air was already upon him, burying the minty flavor in his mouth. “I’m surprised you aren’t moaning and rubbing up against me like the whore you are. You must have more self-control than most perverts. Is that because someone might see us? I can have my carriage brought around, or better yet, we can find someplace near the stables. All we need is something for you to bend over. I’ll take care of the rest.”

“And I’m sure it will be over very quickly, but sadly, I’d like to have a conversation with Dr. Harris.” Another voice—unfamiliar and droll—cut through the evening, and the scent of lightning filled the air.

A crackling blue light arched up behind them, and then something hot lit Robin’s skin, a sharp spark coursing from the man behind him. The man’s hands fell from Robin’s body, but the places he’d been holding tingled and ached. His attacker fell forward, slamming Robin into the hard stone rail. Then he jerked to the side, his body rocked with spasms.

Spasms obviously induced by the pair of wires leading from the back of his fat neck to the strange gun-looking device held by an elderly gentleman standing a few feet away.

Wires that carried an obvious current of arcane energy from the device to the man’s flopping body, a modulating flow seemingly driven in intensity by the press of the cherubic-featured man’s finger on the trigger.

He was short for a hero, but Robin wasn’t going to decry the man’s heroic stature. Despite his years, the man’s face was plump, his round cheeks bright red with excitement, and a broad smile curved up above his double chin, ruffling back a pair of impressive snow-white muttonchops.

The wires stopped their crackling, and the older man waddled over to the still-twitching aristocrat, stepping over his flailing legs to grab at the connectors sticking out of his neck folds. Once loose, the wires curled into bouncy waves, then began to slowly recoil back into the handheld device when the gentleman depressed a button on the back of his contraption.

“Isn’t this lovely?” The gentleman held up the odd gun, showing Robin its gleaming sides and its dual muzzle set with the pair of pronged barbs he’d just pulled out of the man frothing at their feet. “Really, a marvel of what good can come of arcanists and industrialists working together.”

“Um, that’s… a weapon,” Robin mumbled past his shock. “Those are… that’s what got me in trouble… the Society in trouble—”

“Bah, you had nothing to do with the Heretic Society’s purpose. Your devices were for the greater good. Only a sick man would hammer a plow into a sword.” The elderly man tucked the shock gun under his arm, then held his hand out to Robin to shake. “Pardon me. Let me introduce myself. I’m Briarsham, Duke, and all that follows. My intimates call me Ducky. I hope to one day count you among them, Doctor Harris.”

“Oxford stripped me of my honors after….” Robin trailed off, remembering the shock he’d gotten when he’d opened that letter in New Bedlam.

“Idiots. All of them. Cambridge man myself. We should talk about them establishing your letters. Closed-minded bastards over there at that other school.” Delivering one final kick to Robin’s tormentor, the gentleman tilted back, slipping on the slick marble tile. Robin caught at his elbow before he fell, grunting when the man’s weight nearly dragged them both down. Smiling even broader, the duke chuckled. “Nearly went ass over tea kettle there. Thank you, son.”

“Um, I should say thank you for… that.” Robin gestured at the man coughing frantically at their feet. From the looks of his steady breathing and flushed face, he’d survived the encounter with Briarsham’s gun but didn’t seem able to do much more than flop over and lean against a planter sporting a large asparagus fern.

“Nonsense. I was glad for the opportunity to try this delight out. There’s talk of giving these over to the bobbies for patrols, but we had concerns it would cook a man’s brain. We’ll have to see if Hankshaw here recovers his senses. If not, then the world has lost a reprobate and gained a village idiot.” The duke waved his contraption under Robin’s nose.

“Still, it was….” Lovely seemed like an odd word to use for a rescue, especially since Robin’s fears seemed to have rendered him as senseless as his attacker’s encounter with Briarsham’s device. “I can’t thank you enough. It’s shameful—”

“More nonsense. What’s shameful is how that man acts. His father would be ashamed if he’d known what a mockery his eldest son is making of their title. I knew the old man. He’d have taken that boy out to sea and thrown him to the sharks.” The man shook his jacket back into place, then hooked his arm into Robin’s. “Actually, I’d seen you come out here and thought I’d ask you to join us in the study. A few of us are interested in discussing the work you’ve done down in Little Orient. Fascinating stuff. Marvelous, really. But more to the point, why ever did you choose to use bilateral arcane nodes for your prostheses? And how ever did you overcome overloading their cycling energy?”

 

 

AFTER NEARLY an hour of searching frantically through the guests, Marcus found Robin in the family’s receiving room, surrounded by a small gathering of men his grandmother soundly labeled as Eccentrics. However, Marcus knew them as the founding members of the Hellfire Club, a curious set of arcanists and scientists determined to safely mingle the two philosophies beyond the meager measures currently deemed acceptable.

Safely being the operative word.

The city proper still didn’t know what to do with the enormous crater where the old Spanish mission once stood, but the multistoried gem spires sprouting up from the bottom of its bowl were gorgeous, especially in full sunlight.

Thankfully, no one died, although the scientist responsible for the disaster still complained of hearing wind chimes whenever a good breeze kicked up.

But there Robin stood, among some of the most insane yet brilliant minds of St. Francisco’s ton, scribbling on the old Duke’s cleared-off desk with a piece of chalk.

Marcus’s butt still smarted from the time he’d used oil paints and stamped crudely drawn penises on his father’s desk.

He closed the door behind him before either of his brothers walked by and slipped into the room to listen.

 

 

“LAST NIGHT went well. Better than the first ball we attended together.” Marcus sighed contentedly, accepting the brandy Robin poured for him. “But I wish you’d told me about Hankshaw before he was taken away that night. I’d have liked to help him into his carriage.”

“You would have accidentally thrown him down the longest flight of stairs in the house,” Robin accused, flopping down onto the davenport next to his friend. It was a common complaint of Marcus’s. Even after nearly a month, he never tired of extracting a promise from Robin to tell him if someone like Hankshaw bothered Robin again. “Actually, probably twice if you thought you could get away with it.”

“Only once.” Marcus sipped at his brandy, then smiled goofily. “Okay, maybe twice. Did you have fun with the learned gentlemen today? I noticed the house is still standing, so I’m guessing you went to Briarsham’s estate.”

“You think they’re crazy, but really, they’re quite brilliant,” he snorted back, warmed more by Marcus’s smile than the potent liquor. “But yes, I had fun, despite spending the day with someone named Ducky. Between him, me, and Wrensfield, it’s as if we’re at a tea party with Audubon.”

“My grandmother is fond of Ducky. I think she has a tendre for him.” His friend leaned closer to Robin. “Or she just wants to grab a hold of that shocking gun of his so she can use it on the gophers eating her tulip bulbs.”

While Marcus spent most of the days tending to business, Robin’s time was being taken up in earnest discussion of theoretical arcane and science. Some ideas he came back to his workshop to test afterward, forcing Marcus to drag Robin out to dinner when he came home.

It was odd hearing Marcus call the row house home, but the man spent more time eating, sleeping, and socializing at Robin’s side than anywhere else. He’d let the term slip out in a conversation with his grandmother, and Robin let it pass, a nervous tingle in his belly flaring every time he heard Marcus talk about the house they shared with Robin’s hairless cat.

They’d fallen into a routine. After dinner, they’d have a few rounds of good brandy in the newly cleaned study Robin’d forgotten he had. Sometimes they played cards or chess, with Marcus swearing Robin cheated as he lost each and every game. Other times they read, either by themselves or to each other.

He’d fallen asleep more than a few times listening to Marcus’s soft baritone, only to be woken when his friend began to snore as well.

They spoke of too many things for Robin to remember, but the feeling of Marcus sprawled out next to him on a davenport in front of a roaring fire was something he’d carry with him until the day he died.

He anticipated his time with Marcus Stenhill would come to an end before he was ready, and Robin engraved each touch—every brush of the man’s hard body—into his memories to warm him on that cold day when his house was empty of the loud, boisterous viscount.

Even when Marcus wasn’t talking, he was noisy. His very body was loud, pressing in on Robin’s consciousness with its heat and roughness. Still, the man calmed him in ways Robin didn’t realize he needed, and any resentment Robin might have had about Marcus taking over his life was swept away in the dim light of their shared evenings over brandy and the occasional cheroot.

The cherry tobacco scent of Marcus’s cigarillo teased Robin’s alcohol-mellowed senses, and he peered through the wreaths of smoke at Marcus’s handsome face. Sniffing in a plume, Robin felt the tickle of the smoke in his nostrils. Then the taste of it hit his throat, and he murmured at its pleasant sweetness.

“Do you want one?” Marcus held out his cheroot case for Robin to inspect.

“No. Thank you. Every time I tried to inhale, I choked. Nothing more shameful than passing out from a mouthful of smoke.” That was until he fell into the man’s lap while naked and knocked silly in the head. He had that little incident to use as a hallmark of shame now. “It smells lovely, though. Does the smoke taste as sweet?”

“There’s only really one way for you to know that.” Marcus pulled in a mouthful of smoke and wreathed the air with a thin plume.

“How is that?” Robin frowned, wondering what Marcus might have meant.

“Do you trust me, Robin?” The man’s eyes gleamed in the firelight shining through an iron grate set on the hearth.

“Yes,” he admitted slowly. “With anything, Marcus. You know that.”

It was a hard-won trust, but after the time he’d spent with Marcus, Robin knew he’d found the one man he could bet his life on and Marcus would be there. They’d spent hours on Marcus’s estate, wandering through the hills so Robin could explore the rocky outcroppings for certain minerals, while Marcus strolled behind, willingly carting cracked stones Robin tossed into a basket.

A basket that previously had been filled with picnic foods they’d shared by a small creek and splashed in like children before shaking themselves off in the afternoon sun.

“Yes,” Robin repeated. “I trust you.”

“Good, because I need to do something. Something I should have done a long time ago.” Marcus set his cigarillo down on a pot metal Chinese dragon dish he’d found during one of their meanderings at the local bazaar. Turning around, he reached for Robin and slid his broad hand under Robin’s hair to cup the back of his head. “Come here.”

Marcus’s touch was a familiar one by now, but the feel of the man’s work-roughened fingers against his scalp brought life to Robin’s cock. His skin tingled, much as if he had licked a current or spelled an arcane node wrong. Marcus’s hand guided him closer, and Robin leaned in, perplexed at what the man was intending, but when Marcus slid over the davenport’s cushions, Robin nearly pulled back in surprise.

Then he gasped with shock when Marcus’s mouth touched his and the man’s lips stole the breath from his body.

The tang of cherry and light wood lingered on Marcus’s tongue, a strong perfume of tobacco that bled away to a more intriguing dusky taste of man. To be specific, a single man… one Robin often pondered over and fantasized about tasting.

It was much better than he’d ever imagined, and Robin now knew he could die happy with the flavors of Marcus Stenhill in his memories.

Marcus pressed in, pulling Robin into his arms before leaning them both back onto the davenport’s arm. The heavier man’s weight spread over Robin’s legs and chest, distributed carefully so as not to crush, but Robin still felt the heft of him along his body. It felt as wonderful as Marcus’s mouth.

The mouth that continued to explore his own until he whimpered from lack of air. Their lips parted briefly… long for Robin’s liking, but it was enough for him to exhale and breathe before Marcus descended again, his hands clenched in the strands of Robin’s black mane as they skillfully guided Robin into a deeper kiss.

If his breath was stolen by the first one, the second clearly abducted his reason, because Robin’s world became a speck of cushion and the length of hard muscle, sinew, and bone lying on top of him. His hands couldn’t find enough of a purchase on the man holding him down. There didn’t seem to be one spot he could stop and say this was perfect, because in a few inches, another area lured him in. The breadth of Marcus’s shoulders begged to be explored, and the line of his throat needed to be licked, but he only had his fingers, as his mouth was still enraptured by the viscount who’d rescued him.

Then Marcus pulled away, just enough to stare down at Robin’s besotted face, and he was left gasping again, gulping at the blend of tobacco and Marcus left behind on his ravaged lips.

“Do you still trust me, little crow?” Marcus whispered. “And will you let me give you more?”


Six

 

THEY BARELY made it upstairs. It was a near thing. Between dodging a wide-eyed maid carrying towels into Marcus’s room and accidentally frightening Robin’s hairless gargoyle of a cat when they came in, Marcus thought he’d die from anticipation before the first button on Robin’s shirt was popped from its prison.

The cat screamed her displeasure, probably calling down the fury of all cat gods on their heads, but she slipped out of the room in a high temper, and Marcus kicked the door shut behind them.

He’d slammed it hard enough to rattle the glazed glass windows, but he kept Robin busy enough the man didn’t notice the noise. Marcus’s hands were hot from running over Robin’s slender torso, and he could taste the brandy on Robin’s tongue, flavored with a hint of the cigarillo smoke he’d blown into the man’s mouth.

Beneath that was the sweetness of Robin, a blend of man, lemon soap, and a hint of arcane―a tingle of erotic strangeness he’d had no contact with until he’d met his bespectacled inventor.

It was a taste as addicting as fine chocolate or rich coffee, and Marcus was quickly surrendering to the power of its lure―of Robin’s lure.

And Marcus wanted to die drowning in it. In the man himself if God was willing.

From the way Robin tore at the buttons on Marcus’s waistcoat, God wasn’t the only one who was willing.

Marcus moved forward, backing Robin into the room. Their tongues did battle, a furious dance then a slow engagement, feeling one another out. Marcus marveled at the texture of the man’s mouth, the smooth ridges at the roof and then the silken roughness of his tongue. The sweetness of Robin’s kiss stilled suddenly when the man’s legs struck the edge of the bed and Robin’s soulful eyes flew open, startled at the sudden impact.

“If you tell me to stop, I will,” Marcus promised, his hands poised at the ready to undo the line of buttons closing the front of Robin’s linen shirt.

He wasn’t unaware of the horrors perpetrated on New Bedlam Island. If anything, what little he knew only fueled his imagination, and suddenly the slender, beautiful man he longed to bury himself in seemed to need more than lust and desire to stoke his arousal. Perhaps even to know that Marcus would pull away, hurting with want, if Robin couldn’t dip down deeper into their intimacy.

But then Marcus also now feared any sexual encounter Robin might have had came at the cruel and brutal hands of uncaring men who only sought to show their dominance and slake their own desires.

“I want you to want this, little crow.” Marcus couldn’t seem to shake off using his nickname for Robin. The man bore little resemblance to a small, twittering brown bird. He was sleek and glossy, with black as a raven’s wing hair and the sculpted strong features of a Roman emperor. “I am serious. I want you to want this. To want me….”

“You have no idea how much I want you.” Robin’s hands stole up the inside of Marcus’s waistcoat, straining the buttons in their fastenings. “I just… don’t really know how to do… this. Everything I’ve done, the men before—they weren’t—they weren’t like you, Marcus.”

“If I do this right, there will never be anyone for you but me.”

It was a heavy promise, one laden with complications, but the words… the sentiment of it felt right. No matter what the next day would bring, Marcus would do everything in his power to ensure Robin’s safety and happiness.

“You can’t say that.” The man he’d nursed back to health paled to an alarming white, and Marcus wondered if Robin was strong enough for anything other than a kiss and a tuck into his bed. “What we’re doing here… it has to be kept secret. I’m branded as a sodomite. Even your visiting me—staying here—puts you in danger. Your title won’t protect you from that, Marcus. You have to know that what we have… what we share… could ruin you. It could ruin your entire family.”

“I know what I’m doing, Robin. I know what I’m risking.” He sat Robin down on the bed, studiously examining a button at the man’s collar he longed to undo. Marcus knew what awaited him under the shirt’s fabric. He’d seen enough of Robin’s delectably naked body while he’d been in recovery, but the time they’d spent together had added a bit more muscle and flesh onto the man’s slender form, and Marcus ached to explore every inch of skin he could.

“You know but you persist in this?” Robin put his hands over Marcus’s to hold him still but stopped short of removing Marcus’s hands from his body. “Do you want to spend two years on the island? Do you want to dream of smelling your own flesh cooking? Because I can tell you, I don’t want that for you. I would spare you that.”

“And I would spare you the fear of being attacked in the streets while you’re trying to make a little boy’s life better.” Marcus pushed Robin down onto the mattress and straddled his legs to keep him there. “Listen to me, love.”

“I can’t. There’s too much danger—”

Marcus cut him off. “Too much danger? How so? Do you know how many bachelors have their friends living with them? In my world, it’s as commonplace as having tea in the afternoon or riding with the hounds. No one will think anything of you coming to live at Westwood. And if anyone asks, I will tell them about your work and how I want there to be a safe place for you to develop those legs or that eye. This isn’t just about my loving you. It’s about redemption, Robin Harris. It’s about taking away the scorn and derision heaped upon you by people who did not know better. You were taken advantage of. My God, man, you were fourteen years old! You should have been in London and having your brilliance nurtured instead of being a scapegoat in a failed uprising.”

“History is written by the victors,” Robin reminded him softly. “I certainly did not win in that conflict.”

“No,” Marcus agreed, saddened by the shadows in his lover’s eyes. “But I can ensure that you will win in its aftermath. I refuse to let you go, my mad scientist. I would rather live as a Bedlamite with you than as an aristocrat with an empty soul. I told you, I know what I’m risking. And that is you. If I don’t do this―if I don’t spend my life listening to you, breathing you in… waking up next to you, then I’ve lost everything. That is what I am risking―a life without the man who makes me feel alive.”

For as long as he lived, Marcus would remember the kiss Robin gave him in that moment of declaration. It was far from passionate. This was not a torrid meeting of tongues and a battle for dominance. Instead, they met in a light skim of their lips, a tentative touch of Robin’s tongue against the plump of Marcus’s mouth before he parted his own lips and moaned for Marcus to take him.

The man could have meant anything by those words. To deepen the kiss. To lay Robin out on the bed and savage his body with a fierce lovemaking. Instead, Marcus took it for what his heart needed it to be: to envelop Robin into his life and make the man his.

“Mine,” Marcus whispered in promise. “Just as I’m yours.”

Their clothes would not survive the encounter. Marcus was sure of it. He heard something rip and then a longer tearing sound, followed by the ping of buttons striking wood. One must have hit the mechanical miniature peacock Robin had left on the side table, because a soft chiming filled the room, eventually stilling to a murmuring jangle.

“I should move that.” Robin briefly glanced toward the complex automaton, but Marcus caught him up by the chin.

“Really, if the peacock is what you’re focused on right now, then I’m doing a piss-poor job of seducing you, Dr. Harris.” Marcus nipped at his lover’s mouth.

“Maybe you should increase your efforts, Viscount Westwood,” Robin teased. “Because I’m sure you can come up with another cock I’d be more interested in.”

“I am certain I could.” Marcus nearly spilled his seed at the sight of Robin’s milky skin on the bright white sheets. “My God, Robin. Just… look at you. You’re beautiful.”

That got a blush pinking the man’s cheeks, and it worked down over his chest, even pooling over his flat stomach for an instant before fading away. Turning, Robin reached to extinguish the light from the nearby lamp, but Marcus stopped him, grasping the man’s wrist and guiding Robin’s hand up to his mouth.

“You’ll… see… everything,” Robin whispered hotly.

“Exactly.” He kissed the rise of flesh on Robin’s palm. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

 

 

ROBIN HAD no words for the sensations filling him. He tried to find some. Anything to anchor himself into the moment, but the feeling of Marcus’s blunt fingers pushing into him stole everything he had away.

There’d been other men—other encounters—but those were hurried and shameful groping in alleys and the back rooms of pubs. And every time the man Robin chose to breech him spilled his release too soon, either on his leg or even his unfurled hole. No one had ever pushed past the tightness of his clenched ring.

No one until Marcus.

The torture of it was exquisite. The aromatic oils were a spicy blend of orange and a hint of clove, which Robin suspected added to the tingling burn of the intrusion. He would have to experiment later… perhaps using different oils with Marcus to see how they felt.

If he survived the first experience intact, because something the man touched inside of him lit his nerves on fire, and Robin’s limbs tightened and shook from the shock.

“There we are, darling,” Marcus murmured gently.

He stroked Robin’s temple while his other hand kept busy delving deeper and deeper into Robin’s core. The press of the man’s fingers against his ring left Robin gasping and then mewling when Marcus slid them free and poured more oils against his now pouting hole. The sheets on his back were smooth, a satiny silken blend he could clench his fingers into when he braced himself for Marcus’s hand to reenter him, but instead, his lover took up the vial of oils and filled his palm with a dollop.

Then Marcus slicked the hard length of his cock, ruching back its cowl, and Robin’s mouth went dry with apprehension.

It seemed nearly as wide around as his wrist, and while Robin knew muscle and skin had elasticity, the give of his body seemed barely enough to allow Marcus to push two fingers into him. Certainly they were wide digits, but not in comparison to the heft Marcus sported between his legs.

“Marcus, you’re too―” Robin swallowed, his mind racing to do spatial estimates based on what little he knew about his muscled ring. He’d touched it rarely, only exploring its satiny edge when he imagined Marcus touching him in the middle of the night.

Now Marcus was nearly finger-deep into his channel, and the burning sweet of it nearly made him lose his load. Being stretched out by the thick length of meat jutting up from Marcus’s crotch was too much for him to wrap his mind around.

“It’ll fit,” Marcus assured him, apparently reading the shock on his face. “Just remember to breathe, little crow. Breathe and let me pleasure you.”

Pleasure wasn’t what Robin felt.

Robin felt combustion would have been a better choice, especially with the slow burn of Marcus’s cock head as it strained Robin’s entrance. Tight was a concept long forgotten beneath an alarmed panic, but the slithering feel of Marcus’s hands on his chest took the fluttering away. And when the man’s head lowered and his lips closed over one of Robin’s nipples, Robin finally found the pleasure Marcus spoke of.

It was a delight more scintillating than standing in the middle of an electrical storm.

And promised to be just as wet.

Marcus’s cock slid in, its head pushing past Robin’s entrance and gliding into the tightness beyond. Panting, Robin spread his knees farther apart, hooking his heels onto the jut of Marcus’s hips as the man canted forward again, this time to rest his weight on his hands, his chest a mere few inches above Robin’s torso. A drop of sweat beaded down from Marcus’s temple, and the strain on his face was enormous as he held back his thrusts until Robin adjusted to the feel of his intrusion.

The dewy drop fell and struck Robin’s upper lip. He instinctively dabbed at it with his tongue, drawing on the salty sweet taste of the man’s body, and gasped.

This is Marcus. This is what he tastes like. This taste… this man… this is what will fill me for as long as I breathe.

It was a heady realization, and Robin lost his breath under its enormity.

Then Marcus began to move his hips, rocking his cock in and out of Robin’s hole, and Robin forgot it all, lost in the burning delight of his lover’s thrusts.

He’d never thought of sex as an elegant exercise. What little he’d learned about it before was colored by his dead parents’ infrequent couplings, heard through the thin walls of their room as he lay in the loft overhead. After that, his instructors were whores and other men, both less concerned about the romance of the act and more focused on the culmination. Sex to Robin was a sweaty, dirty business, stinking of bodily fluids and ripe with desperation.

Marcus Stenhill, Viscount of Westwood, was showing him it was so much more.

It was still wet and certainly messy. Their bodies strained to meet one another, slapping together and smacking wet skin on skin, but the glory of it shone through. Every tilt of Marcus’s hips brought a keener edge to the razor of Robin’s pleasure as Marcus stropped him to his climax. Marcus’s hands moved, gripping Robin’s thighs, and he lifted Robin up from the mattress, plunging deeper and deeper with every stroke until Robin thought he’d be split in two from the strike of Marcus’s heavy balls against his rear.

Then the wave of lightning inside of him broke from its stronghold and Robin was lost, his shoulders and back clenched in rigid release as his cock could no longer take the rising pleasure.

His seed was hot, coating Marcus’s chest and his own stomach. Stray drops splattered over Marcus’s arms, and he growled, taking one last enormous thrust to strike the nerves of Robin’s core.

The pacing grew slower but no less intense, especially when Robin felt his channel suddenly flood with the heat of his lover’s seed and the space left empty inside of him was filled with a wonder of belonging to… and claiming… the man making love to him.

“I love you,” Marcus whispered into the hollow of Robin’s throat. “I cannot live without you, Mr. Harris. Don’t ask me to. I beg of you.”

“Never leaving you.” Robin placed his hands on Marcus’s sweat-dampened temples. “I love you, Westwood… Marcus Stenhill. No matter what happens beyond us, we will have each other. I promise.”

The ache of his spread legs soon grew too much for Robin, and he shifted under Marcus’s weight. The man pulled free, slowly and messily, but Robin was left more saddened by the emptiness inside of him rather than concerned about the drying smears on their tired bodies.

After kissing Robin, Marcus reluctantly slipped free and collapsed onto the mattress, his chest heaving to catch up with his breathing.

“Well, I can tell you one thing,” Robin gasped, his own breath short in his lungs.

“What’s that, love?”

“I’m not thinking about that damned mechanical bird anymore.”

 

 

One Year Later—

 

MARCUS STENHILL cantered up to his country estate on the bay gelding he’d purchased from his eldest brother a few weeks before. The horse was the first sign of thawing between Brent and Marcus after the estrangement about Robin residing in Westwood Manor. His grandmother had been right. Brent needed time to adjust to the idea that Robin was as much of a victim of the Society as their father had been, but she encouraged Marcus to stand firm.

After all, she’d married for love as well. The elderly woman knew what she was talking about.

As one of the few people who knew the exact nature of Marcus’s relationship with Robin, she became one of the scientist’s most vocal supporters, and after the Dowager House on the property was renovated to serve as Robin’s workshop, she could often be found there, pestering him.

At first Robin was alarmed by the smothering affection, but he soon dealt with it as he endured all things, stoically and with an air of absentminded brilliance. To give himself room to think, he enlisted the elderly woman in his constructions, and she beamed with pride when a little girl took her first unaided walk with the help of Robin’s latticework struts. Anyone within hearing distance knew that she’d been the one to thread ball bearings into the struts’ channels, and Marcus spotted more than one tear on her face as she held her breath for that first wobbly step.

The manor was bustling with activity when he rounded the bend, and Marcus frowned, trying to recall if they’d invited guests. The pair of gleaming bronze peacocks he’d imported from Burma were nowhere to be seen, although he could hear the faint cries of one coming from beyond the stable. Instead of the birds strutting about the front drive, a cluster of carriages and curricles crowded the entrance and the main door had been left open, his grandmother’s creaky old apricot poodle gnawing on what looked like a cow femur on the front hall’s Persian carpet.

The dog stank to high heaven, much more so than the bone, and he grinned up at Marcus when he walked by, the ball of fur at the end of his groomed tail beating a steady tattoo on the foyer floor.

Having tossed his coat onto a receiving table in the foyer, Marcus strode through the manor, looking for someone to explain to him what the hell was going on in his house.

He got his answer on the bowling pitch in the east gardens.

Robin sat perched on what appeared to be a curricle of sorts, but instead of wheels, it sported giant scallops of inflated leather, much like a flattened zeppelin. There were no horses, but a pipe organ looking device sat on the back deck of the thing, its metal cylinders puffing and sucking furiously. Astonished, Marcus watched the thing with his lover in it rise up off the ground and float forward a few feet, and the small crowd of bookish-looking people gathered at the pitch’s edging let off a cheer loud enough to drown the organ’s wheezing.

Less astonishing was his elderly grandmother, wearing a pair of goggles and netting over a driving hat, pumping her fists up in the air in victory as Robin guided the contraption around the green.

“Isn’t it marvelous, Westwood?” Ducky shouted at Marcus, barely audible over the thing’s rattling, whistling engine.

“Hurry it up, Robin!” The dowager cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted at Marcus’s lover. “I want a turn at it before Ducky wrecks it!”

Robin laughed loudly and caromed the contraption over the length of the greensward, its propulsion leaving sprays of grass blades behind it. Avoiding the cheering and hooting group, Robin lowered the vehicle down in front of the gathering, his face lit up with a broad smile.

Jumping out of the cab, Robin nearly fell to his knees, and Marcus grabbed at him, remembering at the last moment he shouldn’t clasp the lanky man to his chest in an embrace. They were far enough away from the group for their conversation to be private, but anything overtly physical could be remarked upon. So instead, he patted Robin’s arms and grinned down at his lover in a bemused confusion, nodding at the still-puffing curricle as it was swarmed by the crowd.

“What in the Nine Hells is that thing, Mr. Harris?” Marcus gasped as his grandmother climbed up into the curricle. “And what the bloody hell does she think she’s going to do in there?”

“She’ll drive it. Well, glide it?” Robin tore off the goggles he’d been wearing to protect his eyes and grinned at his lover. “Did you see?”

“I saw,” Marcus laughed. “But what is it, love?”

The man before him was so different now. Health and joy brought a sparkle to Robin’s eyes, and more often than not, his oddly handsome face held a smile. It was good to see. And even better to wake up next to every day.

As well as go to bed with every night.

And Marcus thanked the heavens each and every day for his grandmother’s love of a very good tea.

“That, love—that is a flying machine. Well, sort of. It hovers. On a bed of air. Think of it, we can take the hills without worrying about a horse losing its footing or a steam engine’s brakes going.” Robin wrinkled his nose as he murmured the affectionate phrase under his breath despite the fact no one could hear them.

A large boom erupted from the device’s pipes, and Marcus jumped, startled by the melodic bursts of whistles coming out of the metal tubes.

“Is it supposed to do that?” His heart raced at the thought of having to explain to his brother how his grandmother somehow was scattered about the back lawns, torn apart by an air-skimming calliope.

“Sometimes,” Robin replied with a shrug. The noise didn’t seem to bother him, although Marcus noticed he’d taken a step back from the lawn. “Ducky tried to reconfigure the exhaust intake before I could stop him. I might need to recalibrate the equalizer, but it’ll be fine.”

Another boom shot out of the contraption, and the dowager broke out in a fit of giggles, accompanied by a joyous ditty from the device’s belly.

“What are you going to call this thing, then?” Marcus slid his hand down to the small of Robin’s back, caressing the spot he’d left a love bite on just that morning. “Besides a hazard?”

“I’m going to call it the Stenhill Peacock.” Robin grinned at his lover and pushed his spectacles back up his long nose. “Everyone will want one. As soon as I can figure out how to make it stop that infernal singing.”
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