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A Gaslight Chronicles Novel

	Sir Thomas Devere and Eleanor Hadrian have loved each other most of their lives—but sometimes love doesn't conquer all.

	Their chance at happiness was ruined by Tom's hasty marriage to someone else. Heartbroken, Nell left home, finding a new life as a teacher at a school for the blind. But when one of her supernaturally gifted students, Charlie, is kidnapped, Tom reappears and her worlds collide.

	Tom claims he hasn't seen his wife since the day of their marriage...yet he fears the missing student could be his son. 

	The deeper they dig, the more Tom and Nell discover: a deadly alchemist, more missing gifted children and long-suppressed feelings neither of them is ready for. A race on airship across England and India may lead them to answers—including a second chance at love—but only if all of British Society isn't destroyed first.
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	Dedication

	This one’s for my father, Phillip Spencer, who just celebrated his 90th birthday. He taught me to go for my dreams and to dust myself off and try again as needed, to sing and dance, even if I didn’t know how. He also taught me the meaning of unconditional love. Through war, poverty, heartbreak and loss, he never forgot how to smile or laugh. He can probably still outrun me. Dad, I hope you’re around to see the next 50 stories published.

	 


 

	 

	Prologue

	 

	Hadrian Hall, Northumberland, January 1855

	 

	Nell Hadrian swirled around the dance floor in her first real ball gown. As usual, her parents’ Twelfth Night party was a smashing success. The difference was this time, Nell had been allowed to stay up, since it was a mostly family occasion and she was now sixteen. The night was magickal, most particularly because Tom had signed her dance card for the supper waltz.

	She was frantic with anticipation, but was too busy to dwell on it. She laughed with her elder sister Wink and their friends Melody, Connor and Geneva MacKay. She danced with Connor and her father, along with a dozen or so other family friends. Finally, just before midnight, she danced with Tom.

	She twirled in his powerful arms, breathing in the warm scent of him, her face close against his chest. The sparkling crystals dangling from the gasoliers cast a flickering, nearly magickal light over the crowded greenery-filled ballroom. Maybe it was a sign. Perhaps now that she was grown enough to dance at a ball, even though she wasn’t properly “out,” it was time for her to finally speak her heart. Her heart beat faster and she swallowed hard.

	She’d been wildly in love with Tom Devere since she was ten years old, maybe even before that. They’d never spoken of it, never dared so much as an inappropriate touch, but somehow, Nell believed with all her heart that Tom loved her too.

	“May I speak to you for a minute?” She gazed up into his eyes, terrified and excited all at the same time. “After the dance, but before we go in to supper?”

	“Sure.” The music was winding down, so Tom waltzed them away from the center of the crowd, toward a door to a sitting room beyond. “What’s wrong, Nelly-belly?”

	She winced at the old nickname and, still holding his hand, sat on a small sofa and tugged him down beside her. “Nothing’s wrong.” She pulled her hand away. “Except that you leave in the morning for university again.” Tom was halfway through his second year, and when he was gone, nothing felt right in her world.

	“I know. Can’t wait.” He grinned for a moment before his face fell. “Well, mostly. I will miss everyone, of course.”

	“Even me?” After another deep breath she said, “Will you miss me, Tommy?”

	“Of course.” He took her hand again and squeezed it. “You’re my favorite sister.”

	“Except I’m not.” She paused and looked directly into his vivid blue eyes. “We both know we’ve never truly been brother and sister. Not like the others.”

	Tom was nominally Nell’s foster brother. He, Nell, Nell’s brother Jamie, Wink and Piers had come together as children to survive on the soot-and-vampyre ridden streets of Wapping, and later all had been taken in by Merrick Hadrian.

	While the Hadrians had adopted the others three-and-a-half years ago, Tom was the exception. They’d discovered he was the missing heir to an elderly baronet. Shortly after their meeting, Tom’s grandfather had passed away, leaving him in the Hadrians’ care. The rest of their group had become Hadrians, but Tommy had become Sir Thomas Aloysius Porter Devere.

	Tom was family, but to Nell he had always been so much more. She gazed at him, fiddling with her fan and long gloves. His hair was gold with just a hint of a wave, and she wanted more than anything to run her fingers through it.

	He sat silent for a moment before letting out a long, tense breath. “No.” He lifted their clasped hands to her cheek. “You’re right. I’ll probably go to hell for it, but I don’t think of you as a sister. Never did.” Nell licked her lips and a delicious heat filled his eyes before he turned his face away. “But we can’t talk about this, Nell. Not yet. You’re too young.”

	“I’m sixteen.” Her voice cracked. “In Wapping, I’d be married by now if I was lucky enough not to have gone the other direction. I don’t know why the upper classes have such different rules about waiting.”

	“True.” He kissed her knuckles. “But they do. And I have responsibilities. I have to finish my education.”

	She smiled. “I know. But isn’t it perfect that you’ll finish just about the same time I make my debut?”

	 

	Tom looked into Nell’s glorious dark eyes and reached out with his free hand to touch one silky curl. All the blood in his body seemed to be pooled below his waist, leaving not much for his brain. It seemed he had loved Nell all his life, but he’d promised her father to wait until she was grown to speak of it.

	In fact, it was one of the reasons the Hadrians hadn’t adopted him with the others. It would have complicated the baronetcy, but even more importantly, it would have been prohibitive to marrying Nell. Tom had chosen to remain apart from the others just so he could one day join them as brother-in-law.

	One thing that arrangement had allowed him to do was sow some wild oats with the other chaps while at university. Not anymore. Once he and Nell talked, it would be a commitment. He couldn’t lie about feelings that were a big part of who he was, but he couldn’t leave her hanging either. He drew in a deep breath. “It does sound like the perfect coincidence. I do love you, Miss Eleanor Hadrian.”

	She flung herself in his lap and kissed his lips. Her backside pressed against his groin and all rationality went out the window.

	Her kiss lacked the experience of his previous partners’, but it burned right through him. Nothing had ever felt so good, and yet it left him wanting so much more. Her slim curves pressed against him. All he could do was kiss her back, parting her lips with his tongue to delve inside.

	Eventually, of course, they had to pause for breath. He held her tightly against his chest.

	“It’s going to be perfect, Tom.” She grinned up at him, her eyes wide. “Sir Thomas and Lady Devere. We’ll be the most dazzling couple in England. Stonechase will be the perfect place for raising children. How many will we have, do you think?”

	Tom groaned at the thought of giving Nell children. “Dozens,” he muttered, licking his way around the shell of her ear. “As many as you want.”

	“Definitely a dozen or more. You’ll teach the boys about the Order and magick, I’ll teach the girls music and how to manage a household. We’ll throw the grandest parties for all our families and friends.”

	“Yes.” It was all he could manage to say. He took her lips again, dipping even deeper this time. She was a quick learner and soon her tongue tangled with his, even as her clever hands found their way inside his coat and under the hem of his waistcoat to grip the muscles at his waist.

	Not to be outdone, he brought one hand up to slide inside the neckline of her gown and even her corset, finding her high, small breast through nothing but her thin shift. He’d dreamed of touching her like this since he was a schoolboy. He squeezed lightly and she cried out his name.

	“Ahem.”

	They broke apart at the amused but stern voice of great-aunt Dorothy, both of them flushed, flustered and panting. Under Dorothy’s watchful gaze, they tidied themselves and returned to the party, where they pretended to eat the lavish supper laid out.

	The next morning, when the entire family lined up to say goodbye to Tom, he whispered in her ear, “Just two more years, dearest. Two more years, just you wait.”

	 

	 


Chapter One

	 

	Cornwall, April, 1863

	 

	“Oh, Papa, thank goodness you’re here!” Eleanor Jenkins Hadrian threw herself into her adoptive father’s arms just as if she were a girl instead of a grown woman of twenty-five.

	“Of course I’m here.” Merrick Hadrian, Baron Northland and Knight of the Round Table, smoothed her wavy black hair just as he had when she was twelve. “That’s what fathers are for.”

	Nell sighed. It was so good to see him for the first time since Christmas. Reluctantly she pulled back from her father’s arms and looked up into his face. It was a little craggier than it had been twelve years ago when he’d first taken in a mob of street children, and there was more silver in his dark brown hair. He was still tall, still strong, still Nell’s rock. She hugged him tightly. “One of my pupils has gone missing.”

	“So you said when you telephoned.” Merrick waited patiently for her to continue.

	The man beside him snorted. “He probably just ran away.”

	Nell reluctantly disengaged herself from her father’s embrace and turned her attention to the last man she wanted to see, Sir Thomas Devere, baronet and now a full member of the Order. Even taller than Merrick, though not quite as broad, Tom fairly twitched with his anticipation to finish up and get away as he leaned against a wall and crossed his arms over his leanly muscled chest. Protecting himself in case she tried to hug him? Nell gave her foster brother a polite smile, not allowing herself to linger on his chiseled face. “Tom. I didn’t expect to see you.” She turned back to her father. “Charlie didn’t run away. Something is very wrong, Papa.”

	Both men dwarfed the dainty furniture of the headmistress’s private parlor. Merrick took a seat in one of the delicate needlepoint chairs, causing it to creak ominously. “Are you sure? Boys do scarper off from time to time. For any number of reasons. Although for a lad who can’t see, I realize it could be considerably more dangerous.” It was a safe assumption that Charlie couldn’t see, given that Nell taught at the Glenbury School for the Blind. “How old is he?”

	“Only eight.” Nell sat beside her father and let him take her hand. “It isn’t even that. I know he was taken. Papa, Glenbury is an old house. It was even an abbey at one time. There are ghosts.”

	“Of course.” Merrick met her gaze. “Did one of them see something? Say something to you?”

	Only among family did she admit to her gift, or curse, as she sometimes thought of it. “Old Lord Michael Pentworth. He’s been here since the Civil War, the first owner of the house after Cromwell was deposed. He’s quite a character and he likes to walk the courtyard at night. He’s also rather fond of me, since there aren’t many people he can chat with. He saw a woman leading Charlie away, pulling him roughly along. Lord Michael followed to the gates—that’s as far as he can go—and heard Charlie crying. I don’t know why he didn’t come to me right away, but even ghosts can be foolish if that’s the way they were in life.”

	“What did the headmistress have to say?” Merrick looked into Nell’s eyes. “You did speak with her?”

	“I did.” Nell looked down at her hands, which were so brown compared to other English girls’, a heritage from her unknown natural father. “She said Charlie had been collected by his aunt and was no longer a student at Glenbury. The thing is, Papa, Charlie doesn’t have an aunt. Nor living parents, not that he knows of. He was found alone in a squalid flat, told his mother was dead, then dropped on the school’s doorstep by a neighbor as a child of four.”

	“Being abandoned isn’t the same thing as having no family,” Tom said. “We both know that. It’s possible the aunt just discovered his existence somehow.” Tom’s parents had both died when he was an infant, and he’d learned at sixteen that he was legitimate.

	Nell’s case was a bit different. She’d known her biological mother, but her father could have been any one of her mother’s many customers. Fanny Jenkins had been a dockside streetwalker, and wasn’t too fussy to accept coin from foreign sailors. According to Fanny’s memories, which were sketchy at best, the man who’d sired Nell was likely from India or thereabouts. He could be alive somewhere in the world and Nell would never know, not even if she ran into him on the street.

	“Nonetheless,” she said. “Our own histories aside, I don’t believe that’s the case here. Charlie was taken in a hurry, and against his will. Even if this woman is a relative, I don’t believe she means to do well by him.”

	“What makes you say that?” Merrick lifted an eyebrow. “Perhaps she simply couldn’t afford the school fees, so she took him home. Or she wanted time to get to know him.”

	Nell shook her head. “No. Charlie left me a message. He asked for help. But Mrs. Chisholm, the headmistress, is new here. She doesn’t believe me.”

	“What kind of message?” Tom asked, his eyes running over the titles in Mrs. Chisholm’s bookshelf. Three years after breaking Nell’s heart, he still couldn’t look her in the eye. “A note? Perhaps in some sort of arcane musical code that the old witch couldn’t comprehend?”

	“A note, yes.” She tried to keep her eyes focused on her father instead of Tom, though they kept straying anyway. “But nothing so complicated as a code. Are you familiar with Braille writing?”

	Both men nodded.

	She handed Merrick a scrap of paper from the pocket of her gray woolen gown. Raised ink showed a musical staff, but instead of notes, dots had been pressed into the paper between the lines, with the tip of a pencil. Two patterns of dots repeated themselves over and over. Across one bit of staff, the boy—or someone—had spelled out “Miss H,” followed by a repeating sequence.

	“Mrs. Chisholm hasn’t bothered to learn it yet. We do teach them to write letters, so others can read things,” Nell said. “But that Braille letter is an S—”

	“And the other is an O.” Merrick handed the scrap to Tom. “Your thoughts?”

	Tom studied it, then closed his eyes and rested one finger on the writing.

	Nell studied his hands. It had been years since she’d held one of those hands in hers, yet she couldn’t forget the gentleness of his touch when they’d danced, nor the ferocity of his kiss. Damn him for being so ridiculously attractive, and damn her for not being able to ignore it.

	“There’s distress,” he said. “Obviously, given the message. Duress of some kind. For any more than that, you’d need Lord Drood.” The Marquess of Drood, a descendent of Merlin, was the Order of the Round Table’s most powerful wizard, although Tom had some gift for the craft as well.

	Merrick’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t think we need to call in Rhys when Nell has given us the most likely explanation. When, last night, was the boy taken?”

	“Just after bedtime, so all the children were shut in their rooms and most of the teachers were back in theirs, grading papers or preparing today’s lessons. I didn’t know he was missing until this morning when he missed his piano lesson. Music means the world to Charlie. He’s talented enough to make a career of it, despite his disability. He wouldn’t skip our lesson by choice. When I went to his room, I found Lord Michael there, fretting over that note, which was stuck to the inside of a drawer with a bit of taffy. Charlie was careful to hide his message.”

	“The students have individual rooms?” Tom snorted. “This must be a luxury school.”

	“No.” Nell had no experience with boarding school as a student, but she knew Tom had found the transition from street rat to schoolboy a difficult one. “The big rooms house four, the smaller rooms usually two. Charlie and one other boy share what used to be a dressing room. His roommate, however, is in the infirmary with the measles, so for the moment, Charlie was alone. The older boys in the adjacent room were supposedly asleep, but more likely playing cards, and claim not to have heard anything.”

	“Have you no idea why this woman might have taken him, aunt or no?” Merrick studied Nell’s face.

	She gazed back unblinkingly. “Actually I do. Charlie is gifted, beyond his ability with music. Our kind of gifted.”

	Merrick lifted an eyebrow and even Tom straightened and turned toward Nell.

	She drew in a deep breath. “He finds things. If a teacher loses her favorite pen, he can tell her where it is, almost unerringly. He told me where the former porter hid his gin bottles. It’s not always clear-cut, because of his blindness. He doesn’t see things in his mind, he sort of feels them. He can’t say, for instance, it’s in a yellow room under a striped chair. But he might say it’s near a window or under a piano, since those are tangible objects, while colors and designs are strictly visual. He also has a sense of direction and can tell if the object is to the right or left, above or below him. All he needs is to touch someone who has a connection to the object. The closer the connection, the easier it is for him. And the stronger the desire, the better his power works.”

	“So for instance, if he held your hand, he could lead you to anything you’d misplaced, say, a favorite pen or a piece of sheet music?” Merrick said.

	Nell tipped her head back and forth. “Sort of. The sheet music, if it wasn’t a favorite piece, would take him a bit. But if, say, I lost one of the earrings you gave me for my debut, his power would respond to the strength of the urgency I would feel.”

	 

	Tom stifled a sigh. He wanted to dismiss Nell’s concern as nothing but nonsense so he could get the hell out of here, but unfortunately he couldn’t. Like him, she’d grown up in a world full of supernatural abilities, and despite her soft heart she was no fool. If she said the boy was gifted he probably was, and that made his disappearance the business of the Order.

	“What could the ghost tell you about the woman who took the boy?” He tried not to snap, but it was always a challenge talking to Nell. Just being in the same room with her set his teeth on edge.

	Merrick shot him a stern glance and Tom dipped his head, acknowledging that his reaction to Nell was bad form. It was so damn difficult to pretend he wasn’t still in love with her.

	“She was taller than average, fair and heavily cloaked.” Nell’s drab gray day dress turned her dusky skin sallow. Even with a white lace collar and cuffs, she could pass for an upper servant, nothing like she’d looked at home. Nell loved color and sumptuous fabrics, but apparently she’d left all her satins and velvet behind when she’d come here.

	“Nothing more. The headmistress saw her but refused to say anything. She’d probably speak to one of you two, as officers of the crown, not to mention titled ones. She’s a bit of a snob.” Her full lips curled up into a grin that didn’t reach her huge, dark eyes.

	“I gathered that when she so graciously invited us to use her private parlor.” Merrick lifted an eyebrow again, studying Nell as if looking for bumps and bruises. “Has she given you trouble?”

	Tom bit his lip to repress a smile. Woe to the poor woman if she’d been giving Merrick’s darling daughter grief for being less than lily-white pure English. Merrick may have come to fatherhood late, but he was as protective of all of them as any child could ask for, including Tom himself. Despite Tom being a Devere, Merrick was the only father he’d ever known. Suddenly, the day showed promise. Watching Merrick dismember the woman—if only verbally—would do Tom’s mood a world of good.

	“I’m fine, Papa,” Nell said. “I can handle a snooty employer. She treats me no better nor worse than the other teachers. It’s Charlie I’m worried about.”

	Nell’s left eye twitched the tiniest bit when she lied. Lead settled in Tom’s stomach. Maybe he could dismember the woman himself.

	“Let’s invite the headmistress in,” Merrick said. “I’ll stay long enough to chat with her, but then I have to catch the train back to London. Tom will stay to sort everything out. Right, son?”

	“Um, of course, sir.” Tom tried to gulp back his surprise. Merrick was leaving him? Him, here with Nell? Had Merrick lost his reason? Avoiding Tom was why she’d come all the way to Cornwall, why she worked when she didn’t have to. It was all his fault she wasn’t home, surrounded by her loving family. Mostly, it was his fault she wasn’t married with a family of her own by now. Nonetheless, Merrick was Tom’s superior officer, as well as his foster father. There wasn’t any way Tom could say no.

	“Good.” Merrick rubbed his hands together. “Now, let’s have a chat with your Mrs. Chisholm.”

	Tom flicked his finger, releasing the small spell that had kept their voices from traveling beyond the walls of the room. Party tricks, that’s all he was good for in this kind of situation. Despite the popular belief that magick was all-powerful, he couldn’t always do much. Still, his little tricks had proven useful on occasion, even if he was more confident with a pistol or sword in his hand.

	Merrick trod heavily on the wooden floor as he crossed to the door, giving the headmistress plenty of time to scurry back to her desk. “Please, Mrs. Chisholm. May we join you a moment?”

	The stern-eyed, hawk-nosed woman, one cheek rosy from where it had probably pressed against the door, gestured toward some chairs. Her hair, blond shot with silver, was pulled back so tightly her skin was taut across her cheeks. “What can I do for you, my lord?” She ducked her head in a parody of a curtsy, even though she was seated.

	Merrick took a seat in front of the stark wooden desk and patted the chair beside him for Nell. Tom took up a position beside the door to the hallway, arms crossed as he leaned against the wall and scowled, playing bully boy to Merrick’s fond papa.

	“First, I’d like to thank you for taking good care of my girl,” Merrick said with a proud glance at Nell. “She’s her mother’s darling, but she was determined to do some good work before she settled down. She tells us she’s happy here at Glenbury. Perhaps you’re in need of another patroness? Lady Northland positively adores sitting on charity boards.”

	Tom kept his face rigid and was impressed that Nell didn’t even blink at that outright whopper. Caroline hated that sort of noblesse oblige.

	“Oh, of course, my lord.” Mrs. Chisholm swallowed hard. Clearly she’d assumed Nell was cast off from her noble family, not beloved and indulged. The old bat wouldn’t be the first to assume Nell was Merrick’s natural daughter, not wanted by his gently born wife and forced to earn her own keep. Chisholm’s lips pursed as if she’d been eating tainted pickles. “We’re so pleased to have Miss Hadrian here. The students are fond of her, of course.”

	“Of course.” Merrick reached over and tugged one of the ebony curls that had come loose from Nell’s prim bun. “Children always adore her. She has plenty of practice, with six younger siblings.”

	The woman’s eyes widened as she mouthed the word six, looking ready to reach for her vinaigrette.

	“Yes, an uncanny knack with the little ones, has our Nell.” Merrick turned his eyes directly on Mrs. Chisholm. “Her instincts are unerring. So why don’t we talk about this boy who has her so worried?”

	“It’s nothing,” Mrs. Chisholm said with a wave of her hand. “Just a child taken home by his relations. It does happen you know. Even these blind urchins occasionally have some usefulness to their family and are called back.”

	Nell’s spine stiffened and Tom braced for the explosion.

	Nell didn’t disappoint. She leaned forward and gripped the headmistress’s desk. “They’re not urchins, they’re children. Blindness has nothing to do with it. Charlie is a brilliant, brilliant musician and a wonderful boy. He doesn’t have any relatives, and even if he did, they’d leave him here, where he can finish his education. He’s not even nine years old and he’s on track for a remarkable career in music. Do not speak as if he were some worthless scrap tossed up on the seashore. Who took him?”

	The last words were sung rather than spoken and Tom bit back a grin. Nell was beyond furious if she was pulling out her power. He’d only seen her do that before in cases of life or death. “Eyeball your gob, chuckaboo. No need to batty fang the dizzy haybag.” He whispered the words in the street cant of their youth, knowing Nell’s hearing was nearly as acute as his own or Merrick’s. Watch your mouth, my friend. No need to beat up the old lady.

	“I granny.” I understand, she subvocalized back, even as the power of her song compelled the older woman to answer. “Stubble it, slang cove.” Shut up, show-off.

	“The woman said she was his aunt. She gave me his name, the date he was left here and twenty pounds. I didn’t ask any more questions.” Chisholm blinked even as she said the words, her mouth round in horror. She clapped her hand across her lips.

	“Of course you didn’t,” Merrick soothed. “Absolutely right, I’m sure. Now what name did the aunt give you? An address? The boy was a favorite of Nell’s and she’d like to send a note, congratulating him on his new family.”

	Having just admitted to an officer of the crown and potential patron that she’d accepted bribery to release a student, the woman seemed inclined to cooperate. She held up a book listing registered students.

	“Charles Berrycloth,” Merrick read. “‘Abandoned August 6, 1859 by a woman from a nearby village who said she found him sleeping alone in the flat next door after the mother disappeared. Precise age uncertain, claims to be four years old.’ So he’s nine, now, or close to it.”

	“Nine sounds right,” Nell said. “He pronounces it ‘Barrowclough,’ though. Not berry-cloth. His memories of childhood are muzzy, of course, but he’s very good with sounds, so that’s probably the way he learned it from his mother. He also remembers having a birthday near Easter, so the previous headmistress assigned March twenty-first as his birthday.”

	Tom’s head swam. “Barrowclough? Are you certain?” He’d only heard that name once before in his life—just about nine and a half years earlier. All the blood from his brain seemed to pool and coagulate in his stomach.

	“Berrycloth,” Mrs. Chisholm insisted. “That’s what it says right here. The boy couldn’t have possibly remembered anything. It must have been a ploy for attention. Look. The aunt even signed it that way yesterday.”

	“Clara Berrycloth,” Merrick agreed, looking at the handwriting closely. “Tom, come tell us what you think.” He stood and held out the book. He must have seen the shock on Tom’s face, because he steadied Tom’s shoulder with his other hand. “Everything all right?” he whispered.

	Tom took the book in both hands, laying his thumb over the woman’s signature. Keeping his back to the headmistress, he murmured a small incantation. “A scheme,” he muttered as emotions and surface thoughts filtered into his brain, leaving a bitter, acrid taste in his mouth. “Lies, but little ones, easier to keep straight. Disgust at the brat and his disability, but the possibility of great gain. Berry. Damn, he was supposed to have just used Berry. Too late. Have to change again. Time to go.”

	It couldn’t be. Tom staggered and Merrick pushed him hard into the chair he’d just vacated.

	“My foster brother occasionally has these spells,” Nell said to the headmistress, her voice just barely registering through the sickness churning in Tom’s gut. She laid one cool hand against his forehead. His breath quickened. “He’ll be fine in just a moment. I don’t suppose you have any brandy here?”

	“Spirits? In a school? Heavens forfend. Shall I fetch some tea?” At Nell’s gesture, Mrs. Chisholm scuttled out of the room in a swish of starched petticoats. Tom didn’t even look up to see her go.

	“What the hell, son?” Merrick gripped both of Tom’s shoulders. “You’ve never gotten that kind of detail before, or reacted like this. Are you all right?” While magick always had a price, this was extreme. Even Tom knew that, and he barely knew his own name at the moment. Usually, casting a spell caused a bit of fatigue, like dashing up a staircase or lifting a heavy box would. This magnitude of physical reaction was something strange, and he could only believe it was because the subject was as personal to him as he’d at first feared when he’d heard the name Barrowclough.

	Tom swallowed. “I will be.”

	Merrick pulled a flask from the pocket of his coat and handed it to Tom, who took a long, healthy swig of the MacKays’ finest single malt. He swallowed, gasped and swallowed again. Finally he wiped his mouth with his coat sleeve, a gesture that was pure Tommy Porter, not at all Sir Thomas Devere. “I just went a little deeper than usual, I guess. I’m fine,” he said after a minute. Once he’d taken several deep breaths, the other two backed off, just in time for Mrs. Chisholm to bustle back in, a servant at her heels with a tea tray.

	Merrick bowed. “None for us. Thank you for your time, Mrs. Chisholm. I’ll leave the matter in your capable hands. Nell will be leaving at once. We’ll just nip upstairs and pack her things. You can forward the remainder of her salary to Hadrian House, St. James, London.” He strode out the door, Nell and Tom close on his heels. If Tom wasn’t exactly striding along, at least he was upright.

	“Papa,” Nell cried, “what on earth?”

	“Really, darling, do you think I could leave you under the auspices of that harridan?” Merrick shot her a glare. “Your mother would have my head. Independence is one thing, but working for someone who despises you is something no one, particularly my daughter, should ever have to face. You and Tom go find the lad, then come home. Hell, bring the boy along if you like. Don’t suppose your mother would even notice another.” Caroline Hadrian adored children. The former governess and Merrick had four of their own, ranging from four to eleven, as well as the five they’d rescued from the Wapping slums.

	“I’m a grown woman, Papa. I can choose my own employment.” Nell scurried to keep up, both hands holding her serviceable gray skirts. “And what do you mean, Tom and I? Aren’t you going to help me find Charlie?” She’d assumed his talk of catching a train was merely for Miss Chisholm’s benefit.

	Merrick squeezed her shoulder. “I can’t come, poppet. I’m sorry. There’s another rash of gifted children gone missing. I have to be there. We haven’t seen any signs of the black sweat, but even so, it could be the Alchemist again, and we have to be sure. If it is, we can’t let the bastard get away again, not when he’s finally resurfaced.”

	Nell caught her breath. “The Alchemist? But Hacker is dead.” The vicar-turned-scientist had used children as guinea pigs to try to cure black lung disease from coal smoke. The bastard had nearly killed Ivy, the daughter of friends.

	“It has to be another with a similar agenda,” Tom said.

	Merrick frowned. “Remember, we always suspected Hacker wasn’t the mastermind of the project. I believe the real Alchemist used the unhinged vicar for his own purposes, and that he’s likely out there somewhere.”

	“Then, of course you must stop him,” Nell said. “But that’s no reason for me to leave Glenbury for good.”

	Tom paused and leaned on a wall to catch his breath. “Give it up, Nelly-belly. The old biddy would sack you as soon as you left to find the boy anyway.”

	Ignoring the old nickname, she paused, twirling that loose curl around one finger. After a moment, she sighed. “Oh, rot. You’re probably right. Now I won’t have a job or a reference. Blast it.”

	Merrick grunted. “I’ll buy you your own bloody school. Now let’s go.”

	Nell made an exasperated sound and Tom sighed. That’s probably exactly what would happen. Damn it, she ought to just find a husband. Then maybe Tom would be able to sleep at night.

	“I won’t leave without saying goodbye to my pupils.” She grimaced. “And…someone else. Just give me a few hours. We can leave right after supper. I’ll make the announcement that I’m needed at home.”

	Merrick opened his mouth and she whirled on him, one foot on the back staircase of the old manor that had been converted to a school. God, she was magnificent. Barely two inches over five feet, she stood up to Merrick like a lioness, poking him in the chest with one finger.

	“No, Papa. I want to find Charlie, but an hour or two is unlikely to make a difference. I won’t have twenty children, twenty blind children, most of them abandoned here, thinking that I’ve run off without a care. Someone at home is gravely ill and in need of nursing. They’ll understand that. Are we clear?”

	Merrick kissed the top of her head. “Of course, dearest. Your poor old grandmother is likely to die if you don’t hurry. Better?”

	She snorted and Tom grinned. She’d never had a grandparent in her life. Her standing up to her father like that was bold and new, though. He found he rather liked it.

	“Thank you. Tom?”

	Tom held up his hands in surrender. “Don’t ask me. I’m just here to carry your trunks. I don’t ask any questions about old Granny Hadrian. She’s liable to give me the stink eye.”

	That left them all chuckling, but Merrick caught Nell’s chin. “This someone else. Is he anyone your mother or I ought to know about?”

	Tom felt like the breath had been sucked from his lungs. Of course he wanted her to find someone, but here? Another teacher? How could the man possibly support her as she deserved?

	Nell thought a moment. “Not really. I’d thought at one point about bringing him home for a visit, but…no. He’s just a friend, so far at least.”

	“Sure?” Merrick’s tone was soft, but the cords of his neck were taut.

	Nell laughed. “It’s all right, Papa. No need to worry about your little girl. He hasn’t so much as bruised my feelings. I’m simply not quite sure of my own yet.”

	They climbed another two flights of stairs to the attic that housed the female teachers. Tom knew which room was hers before she even opened the door. Her scent—rich with cinnamon but jasmine sweet—wafted into the narrow hallway, just like it did in the corridors of both Hadrian Hall in Northumberland and Hadrian House in London. Wherever she went, Nell left her imprint.

	“Not much of a room, is it?” Merrick looked around the small space, ducking to enter the doorway. “Our housemaids have bigger quarters. Now I know why you never let us visit you here.”

	“Think of it as less to pack and less you have to carry back home with you.” Nell frowned. “Papa, you’ll take my trunk? There’s just the one. But where do we go? I mean, where should we start looking for Charlie? I suppose nearby if his neighbor knew about the school and did drop him off. I just don’t know.” With quiet efficiency, she began to pack the contents of her wardrobe into the small trunk she’d been using as a night table. One spare brown dress and some white silk Tom didn’t even want to think about went into a carpetbag she pulled from under the bed.

	“I’ve got to rush. Just have the trunk sent ahead.” Merrick accepted objects as Nell handed them to him and laid them in the trunk. Tom understood and mentally thanked the older man for not trying to instruct another Knight’s investigation. It had to be hard for someone of Merrick’s authority to step back, especially when his own family was involved. That he did was a mark of trust Tom wasn’t sure he deserved.

	“Tom, would you mind wrapping the photographs?” Nell said. “You’ll find a box of tissue at the bottom of the wardrobe.”

	Obediently, he folded tissue paper around the dozen or so family portraits that littered her plain wooden dresser. The images included him, along with their brothers, sisters, parents, brother-in-law and four-month-old nephew. Family. It’s what they were and always would be. It was too bad Tom’s heart—and certain other parts of him—couldn’t quite seem to grasp that concept.

	Once the trunk was mostly loaded, Merrick said his goodbyes and left them, but not before reminding Tom that Nell was his to protect. Tom wasn’t exaggerating when he said, “With my life, sir.”

	Merrick cuffed Tom on the shoulder. “Try to keep that intact, as well. Remember I have to answer to your mother.” Then he was gone, removing the only buffer between Nell and Tom.

	Tom picked up the tiny china jewel box he’d given Nell for her eighteenth birthday. He hadn’t known she’d even kept it, and something pricked at the back of his eyes as he wrapped it in tissue and placed it carefully on the top tray of the trunk. The dainty porcelain rose on the lid was as delicate as Nell and just as easily broken. He couldn’t be responsible for hurting her again, but something in him still lashed out. “You can go home, if you want. In fact, you should. I’ll find the blasted boy. It’s what I do, remember?” Tom folded a quilt and added it to the trunk. The idea of spending extended time with Nell was like rubbing lemon juice in a wound.

	“This is my problem, Tom. If you’re going to be a prat about it, maybe you should go home.” Nell whirled on him. “You can stop your high and mighty airs anytime.”

	“I’m high and mighty? Forgive me for not rolling around in sackcloth and ashes.” He gestured to her plain gown. “Perfect, self-sacrificing, noble Nell. Everyone’s darling. Everything I do is wrong in your eyes.” He knew, even as he said it, that he was being petty, but after so much time, his temper had finally snapped “Your so-called vocation for teaching is nothing but a hair shirt, worn for my benefit. You might as well have become a nun and announced to the world that it’s all because of me. I made a mistake when I was a green lad. Most of us do, except for the perfect Miss Nell. I’ve done everything I can to fix things, but I can’t change the past. You’ve been rubbing my nose in my one mistake for years. Aren’t you done with it yet?”

	Nell gaped. “Is that what you think? That I came here to, as you call it, rub your nose in it? You self-centered beast. I came to Glenbury because I wanted to do something with my life. I may not be as strong as the rest of you, but I’m not entirely useless. As it turns out, I’m a damned good teacher. It is a calling, just like fighting is for you or building things is Wink’s. I love what I do. Did. And now, you and Papa have come in like a steam train and taken that away from me.” She slammed the lid on her trunk. “Bollocks.”

	Tom grimaced at the ceiling and tried for a mollifying tone. Had he thought earlier that he appreciated her new boldness? Now that it was focused at him, he wasn’t so sure. She was wrong, of course. He’d never thought her useless, he just didn’t like seeing her work for that harridan, and they both knew that hunting monsters wasn’t in her nature. “I’m sure you were a wonderful teacher. You’ll find another job, if that’s what you want. But coming along on a mission? Not at all your thing, old girl.”

	“Well I am. So there.” She tucked a small coin purse from her dresser into the pocket of her skirt. “And you have no say in the matter, so stop being cross.”

	“I’m not cross, I’m concerned.” Well, truthfully, he was both. “Just promise to be careful. I’ve been doing this a lot longer than you have.”

	“I’m always careful.” She looked across at him as she closed the latch on her carpetbag. Her silver mechanical songbird was the last personal possession in the room, and she patted her shoulder, instructing Lark to flutter from his perch on the windowsill and settle on her shoulder. “So what do you think? Shall we split up and check the local villages?”

	“I suppose.” Tom’s conscience struck so hard it almost felt as if he’d taken an actual blow to the skull. “But I have a suspicion about where we’ll end up.”

	Nell raised one eyebrow. “Oh?”

	Tom shoved his hands through his hair, not caring if it stood straight up like a lunatic’s. “Cambridge.” He dragged in a deep breath. “I think…that is…it’s possible…” He flopped down on the bed and rested his chin on his hands. “Don’t hate me, Nelly.”

	Nell sat on the room’s only chair. “I couldn’t if I tried, Tommy. You know that. But this isn’t about us. It’s about Charlie.”

	Of course it was about the boy. Nell would walk through fire for a child, any child. Like

	it or not, though, their relationship hovered over everything. Just as he would always love her, she cared for him, despite his betrayal. Now he was going to make things even worse.

	“Barrowclough,” he said hoarsely, “is a very rare name. Almost extinct, in fact.”

	“You know this how?” Nell gazed into his eyes without blinking. “Is this an Order matter?”

	Tom held her gaze, accepting all the blame he deserved. “No. It’s my matter. You know I’ve been searching for years to find my—” his tongue stumbled over the words “—my…wife. Charles Barrowclough was the name her father wrote on the marriage license as a witness.”

	“Your wife?” Nell’s powerful voice rose to a shriek. “I have a missing boy and you’re trying to tie this in to a search for the woman you married in university and haven’t seen since?”

	“No.” Tom said. “But I have only run across that name once or twice, and the woman your ghost described—well, she sounds like Polly. And if Polly did have a sister, then your Charlie might be Polly’s son, meaning there’s a possibility, you see…”

	“I do see.” She stood and turned away, fussing with the handle of her carpet bag. “Two birds with one stone. I understand.”

	“No. Not even that. It’s not as if I want to see Polly. Hell, if I’m right, that means she’s probably dead, which I’m human enough to think would be something of a relief, and man enough to feel guilty about it.” He squeezed his eyes shut, his voice thick. “I didn’t tell you the whole truth when I told you about my marriage.” Three years ago, he’d blurted it out like an idiot, right in front of Nell and with no real explanation. This was the first time he’d been alone in a room with her since.

	“You didn’t tell me much of anything at all. Until just this minute, I didn’t even know her name.” She stayed as she was, her back to him, which was probably for the best. His eyes were feeling rather prickly and almost damp. “But it’s rather cruel of you to wish her dead.”

	“I didn’t say I wished it. Just that my life would be less complicated,” he said. “But another thing I didn’t tell you is that Polly and I weren’t strangers when I agreed to marry her. I’d known her for a few months. She waited tables at a pub the university crowd frequented. We’d even had a brief…fling.”

	Nell’s spine stiffened. She was too smart not to put the pieces together. “So what you’re saying now is that Charlie…” Nell blinked and turned her head away.

	He wanted to kneel at her feet and beg forgiveness, but there was no point. He’d said it all before, and she hadn’t even known the worst. “Exactly. Charlie could be my son.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	Nell gripped the bamboo handle of her carpetbag so hard the grain of the wood was probably dented into her fingertips.

	Tom’s son? Charlie?

	For a moment she forgot how to breathe and every cell in her body screamed with denial. And yet…it would make sense, in a horrible sort of way. Both were tall, with pale hair and blue eyes. It would explain the way she’d been naturally drawn to the cheerful lad who was determined to make his way despite his handicap, much like a young Tom had decided to survive amid the flotsam of a London slum. Without Tom and Wink, the two eldest of their little band of pickpockets and vampyre hunters, Nell, her half brother Piers and little Jamie McCann would never have survived. Instead they’d become a family, long before they were adopted and four of them shared a legal name.

	She took a deep breath, wishing she could scream at him. He’d promised her. Three years ago, she’d found out about Tom’s hasty marriage at nineteen to rescue a pregnant barmaid from her abusive father. Nell had been furious, but she hadn’t known until now just how badly he’d broken her trust. She’d assumed Tom was being noble and rescuing a relative stranger. The girl had disappeared the next day with Tom’s wallet, and Nell and the rest of the family had thought perhaps it had all been a hoax. Unfortunately the Order’s barristers had judged it legal, putting an end to Nell’s hopes forever. Still, she’d never imagined that this other woman had been carrying Tom’s child. It seemed fate wasn’t through heaping cruelties on her head.

	Nell had always wondered why Tom hadn’t filed for an annulment on grounds of desertion. Now she understood. Not only had he broken his promises to come back and marry Nell, he hadn’t even bothered to be faithful.

	“Nell,” he began, a look of pity on his face that was possibly the worst insult of all. “I know we—”

	She cut him off with a lifted hand. “Well, I suppose we need to find Charlie.” She despised the quaver that invaded her voice. “For everyone’s sake. We should start with the nearest train station. There’s only the main Cornwall line toward either Falmouth or Plymouth.” The station was perhaps a twenty-minute canter by road from the tiny village that was home to the school. The men had rented horses from the station to come to the school, meaning Tom was fretting about the absence of a steam car.

	“Yes.” The ragged edges in Tom’s tone hurt something, low in her gut. No matter how he’d betrayed her, she couldn’t bear to see him in pain. “I’ve searched almost a decade for anyone named Barrowclough, Barclay, Barrow, Berkeley, Barry and so on. I’ve never even heard the name Berrycloth, though I think I’d have noticed it if I’d seen it anywhere.”

	“Me either,” she said. “You know, if she married you under a false name, you might be able to contest it.” Piers, at twenty, had been the youngest man ever to pass the British barristers’ examination. When Nell had first learned of Tom’s situation, she’d pestered her younger brother with questions. Perhaps this new information would change things, prove once and for all that he wasn’t married.

	“I know. But that wouldn’t change the other circumstances. We’ve both been illegitimate, Nell, or at least believed we were. Do you think I could willingly inflict that on any child? Even one who might not be mine? Of all people, you know how vicious our society can be.”

	There wasn’t much she could say to that.

	He stood. “Come on. Show me the boy’s room. Then you can say your goodbyes while I nip down to the train station.”

	After finding absolutely no clues in Charlie’s room, she saw Tom out, then went to the teachers’ parlor, hoping Roger would be there, waiting to take her in to supper. She took several deep breaths before pushing open the door and stepping inside.

	“Nell!” Roger Braithwaite, the school’s mathematics teacher, leaped to his feet. “Darling, I heard you’d resigned. It can’t possibly be true.” Uncaring that three other instructors watched from around the small, comfortably shabby room, Roger caught both of Nell’s hands in his and drew her close.

	“It is true, I’m afraid.” She stepped back and looked up into his sweet, dear face. Roger was a lovely man. Brilliant, modestly attractive with a square face and soulful dark eyes, he often taught exercises and games to the children along with maths. “I’ll write once I’m settled back at home.” She would, but didn’t know if it would be what he wanted to hear.

	He didn’t seem to understand that she’d made up her mind. “But you have to stay, Nell. I’ve already gotten permission from the Chisholm to court you.”

	Might have been nice if you asked me first. Nell sighed. She’d known Roger was working up to proposing and she’d almost talked herself into accepting. The future with him would be pleasant—teaching, raising their own children alongside their students. It was the brightest outlook she could hope for—a family of her own, good companionship that could grow into love of some kind, and the vocation she truly adored.

	Still, she hesitated. Mindful of their audience, she pulled Roger out into a small nook off the corridor. “I wouldn’t have accepted. Not yet at least. You’re a great friend, Roger, and a good catch, but I’m just not ready to make that decision.”

	“But I thought… That is, when we kissed…and more, I was under the assumption…” He swallowed like a suffocating fish. “I certainly didn’t mean to seduce you and not marry you.”

	And that was exactly why she couldn’t make up her mind. He was a good man, and his sense of honor was powerfully attractive. The only thing holding her back was that nice as he was, intelligent as he was, Roger was just so perfectly normal. Their life together would be absolutely normal. Nell had become so used to being out of the ordinary that it had taken an almost-love-affair to point out that sometimes, ordinary was awfully close to boring.

	She pulled him farther into the alcove and pushed him down on a wide window seat. “It wasn’t that much more than kissing.” He’d barely touched her breasts and his hands had stayed firmly above her waist. She’d had worse gropings as a child on the streets of London, selling flowers. And while his touch had been pleasant, it hadn’t thrilled her to her soul the way it was supposed to, at least according to Wink and their married friends. “And I didn’t say no, I said I needed more time. But right now I have to go, Roger. My foster brother and I are going to go check on Charlie, and he’s taking me back to my family in London.”

	“I’ll miss you.” He regarded her with eyes as sad as a devastated puppy’s. “Write. I can come up to see you when the term is over, if you change your mind.”

	“I’ll write,” she vowed. “And you’re more than welcome to visit. But I can’t promise anything. Be well.” Why couldn’t she just fall for him? Still, leaving him hanging didn’t seem fair. In fact, it felt rather like what Tom had done to her. Roger deserved better. “You might think about asking Miss Harper to go walking. She’s always had an eye for you.” The local vicar’s daughter would be a perfect match for Roger.

	Nell gave him one last hug before going into dinner to say goodbye to her students.

	It was all too easy to say someone in her family was dying. It wasn’t a someone, of course. It was just another little part of her soul. Several parts, maybe. Some for Charlie and some for the sheer magnitude of Tom’s betrayal. Some for the hurt she’d unintentionally inflicted on Roger, who took supper in his room, claiming a headache. Finally, a large part for leaving the rest of her students. After lots of tearful hugs she joined Tom, who waited outside with a pair of rented hacks. With Lark perched atop her shoulder as if they were back in Wapping, Nell let Tom help her up onto a small, dappled mare equipped with a side-saddle. She dashed the moisture from her eyes. “Did you learn anything at the station?”

	“Even in such a rural location, there was enough traffic that the stationmaster didn’t know everyone passing through. He couldn’t remember if there was a blonde woman with a blind child, just that there were some women and children aboard. The last train for tonight left an hour ago, headed toward Plymouth, so I thought we’d drive to the nearest town with a decent hotel. It’s much less likely that they headed west to Truro or Falmouth.”

	Nell agreed, so off they went. “I wonder if the station has ghosts.” Trusting the sturdy mare’s footing, Nell stared out at the passing countryside as the horses clip-clopped along the road. Cornwall was so lovely and rugged. She enjoyed England in all its permutations, but this corner of the realm had been her refuge for the past three years, so it was special, and now she might never have reason to come back here again. It wasn’t home, but she would miss it.

	“Why would a railway station have a ghost?” Tom’s question broke into her nostalgic haze.

	“Why not?” She turned her gaze back to the road ahead. “Perhaps he died on a train, or was murdered in the station. Or he simply liked it. Ghosts don’t always stay where they died. The rules seem to vary for each individual spirit. Some are attached to a place, some to a person, some go where they like… You just never know. Pubs are full of them. Regular patrons who continue to haunt—pardon the pun—their favorite taproom even after they’ve passed on. It’s worth a try.”

	“We don’t have much else to go on.” She caught his shrug from the corner of her eye. She’d never seen him look so defeated. “Might as well give it a go. It’s on you, though, if we get nicked for trespassing. Stationmaster was locking up when I left.”

	“Like a lock is a problem for you,” she teased, hoping to buoy his spirits. “Or seeing in the dark, for that matter. We won’t even need an etheric torch.” The gas-based handheld lamps were a brand-new invention, but Tom had spells. Like most of the other Knights, he also had senses that were more acute than those of normal humans, a gift passed down genetically from their ancestors, the original Knights of the Round Table.

	“I can pick a lock,” Tom agreed. He didn’t speak often about his magick. Not finding out about his heritage until he was sixteen made him different from other Knights who’d been raised in the Order.

	After another awkward silence, Nell said, “We missed you at the christening. Especially since you were supposed to be one of Teddy’s godfathers.” Wink’s adorable baby boy had been born just before Christmas, with the ceremony during school holidays for both Nell and Jamie’s sake.

	“I am.” Tom’s tone was taut. He obviously didn’t want to talk to her. When had he come to hate her so? “They arranged to have a second mini-service when I visited in January.”

	“That’s good.” She bit her lip. Why hadn’t Wink mentioned that? They spoke by telephone at least once a week and wrote just as often. Of course none of her family ever mentioned Tom when they wrote or spoke to her, at least not to speak of. “Tom’s in Scotland,” someone might say if she asked, or, “He’s on a mission in Birmingham.” Ever since he’d revealed his marriage, there had been a studied effort on the part of the family to keep the two of them apart. Nell appreciated their thoughtfulness, but sometimes it frustrated her, too, as if they were afraid any upset would break her. She wished they had more faith in her courage.

	By the time they reached the village, full darkness had descended. A spring breeze cast a chill in the air, but there were no clouds above to obscure the light from the golden sliver of the waning moon, hanging low in the sky. Fortunately the station was set a ways out from the village proper, so there were no neighbors passing as they tied their horse to the railing behind the squat stone departure depot, set across the tracks from the nearly identical shelter for incoming passengers. Farther down the line was the goods shed, where cargo could be stored for pickup or delivery, and the stationmaster’s house sat perhaps fifty yards back from the arrivals side of the platform, close to the road from the neighboring village.

	Tom quietly popped the latch and opened the door. “We should start with the ticket counter,” he whispered as they slipped inside. The moonlight didn’t reach inside, so Tom pulled an etheric torch from his overcoat pocket, once again choosing technology over magick. According to everyone in the Order, Tom was a powerful mage. Only he didn’t always seem to trust himself.

	“There’s not much else to search.” The rectangular room, perhaps ten by twenty feet, held only a few rough benches, a water barrel and a tiny hearth in addition to the counter. While Tom slipped behind that, Nell wandered away from his light and sat on a bench. She lifted her face toward the rafters and opened her senses. “Anybody here?”

	An apparition began to coalesce from the dust motes reflected by Tom’s torch and the weak shafts of moonlight through narrow windows. Nell waited, and within moments, a pudgy, balding man in a derby hat settled onto the bench beside her. “Boo,” he said congenially. “Aren’t you frightened?”

	Nell chuckled. “Sorry. Ought I be?”

	The ghost laughed. “Well, most ladies are. I’ve gotten used to it. About the only conversation one has these days.”

	“I can scream and run if you like, but I’d rather sit and chat,” Nell said. “If that’s all right with you.”

	“Of course, of course. Never say no to a pretty girl.” He doffed his hat and crossed his ankles. “Not from around these parts, are you?”

	“No, I’m from London.” Nell smoothed her skirts and lifted her chin, doing her best imitation of the dowager Duchess of Trowbridge, a close family friend. “Was it my accent that gave it away?”

	A bark of laughter erupted from the ghost. “Good one, girl. Not as foreign as you look, eh?”

	“I’m afraid not,” Nell said. “How about you? Do you travel the rails or are you always hanging about this little station?”

	“This side or t’other,” he said with a snort. “Don’t know why. The farthest I can get is the livestock pen. How is it you can see me? Nobody else knows I’m here unless I tickle their neck or something.”

	“It’s just who I am,” Nell said. “Some people can paint portraits or sail ships. I can see ghosts.”

	“Huh. Sounds like the short end of the stick if you ask me.” He spun his hat on one finger. “What’s your young man doing over there at the ticket desk?”

	“He’s not my young man, but we’re looking for a boy,” she said. “One of my students at the Glenbury School. We believe he was kidnapped.” She didn’t respond to the “short end of the stick” comment. If her power could help Charlie, she wasn’t going to complain about it now.

	“Kidnapped? Well, now, that’s hardly cricket, is it?” He crushed his hat in his hands, but the wrinkle popped right back out. “What did the boy look like?”

	“Tall for an eight-year-old.” She held up her hand to indicate approximate height. “Fair hair, blue eyes. He can’t see, though, so his eyes look a little odd to most people. They’re not always pointed in the right direction. He’d have come through first thing this morning. He was taken last night.”

	“Why take a boy at night, then wait for a morning train? Doesn’t sound like a very logical plan.” He scratched his rather bulbous nose, likely a habit leftover from his lifetime, since according to all the ghosts Nell had talked to, they couldn’t actually feel anything, which included itching. “Make more sense to get away by road.”

	“Yes, it would.” Nell rubbed at her temple, trying to push aside the looming headache. “But we thought checking the station was worth a try. Thank you for your time.” She started to rise.

	“Now wait a minute, missy. I didn’t say I hadn’t seen anything. Just that it wasn’t the best plan.” The ghost chuckled. “I like to look at the pretty girls as they pass through, you know. One of the few pleasures left in my life, uh, state of being.”

	“Then you did see Charlie?” She dropped back onto the hard wooden bench. “Was he all right?”

	The ghost pursed his lips. “I didn’t see the boy.”

	Pain throbbed behind Nell’s forehead. Blast it, this wasn’t a good time for a headache. “Then why did you say—?”

	“But I did see something. Yesterday I was over at arrivals. I tend to alternate, just for a change of scenery, you know. When the last train came in, only two passengers got off, a man and woman yelling at each other like howling banshees.”

	“What did they say?” Nell gave the ghost a hopeful smile. His information might be worthless, but they had nothing else to go on.

	“Give me a moment to think, here. I eavesdrop a lot, you know. Sometimes it’s hard to sort out one conversation in the jumble.” He twiddled his hat in his hands. “Ah, here we go. Tall girl, yellow-haired. Right side of thirty, but not by much, I’d say. Still had an impressive, uh…” He looked down at his chest.

	“Bosom?” Nell supplied. That matched the description Lord Michael, the ghost, had given, as well as Tom’s account of his wife. She tried not to glance down at her own unimpressive endowments.

	“Ahem. Quite right. Very impressive, so I couldn’t help but notice. Anyway, the chap with her—boring-looking fellow, he was. No beard, dapper clothes, posh accent but a mean look about his face. Old enough to be her da, but looking at her, ah, figure like he was no relation, if you catch my drift.”

	Nell’s memory for the spoken word was excellent. She didn’t need to write anything down. Every voice had its own pitch and timbre and cadence, and she automatically tapped into that when she listened. Then she could recall every word as if it were a musical note, every conversation as if it were a score.

	“Anyway, the chap says, ‘Let’s go get the little blighter now,’ but the girl says, ‘No, let’s wait until later, when the school has settled down for the night.’ They argued a bit, but she won. Hauled him off to the tavern for a bite of supper before they went up to the school.”

	“And did either of them say anything about where they were going or what they were doing after they retrieved the boy from the school?”

	“Had to meet a man, the chap said. London, maybe, or could be Southampton or Dover. Said she shouldn’t’ve ditched the brat. She said if they’d known he’d be so important, she wouldn’t’ve. Anyway he’s the one who told her to in the first place. Chap didn’t much care for that. Told her to just get on with it, while he rented a coach to take them east.”

	“So if they rented a coach last night, they could be halfway to London by now.” Nell looked over her shoulder at Tom as he approached. “Did you hear either of them call the other by name, sir? Any idea who they were?”

	“Moll, I think he called her. Chuckles, she called him. I figured it was one of those ironic nicknames, on account of him being such a gloomy bugger.” The ghost snorted out a laugh.

	“Just a moment, Nell.” Tom pulled his leather credentials case from the breast pocket of his overcoat. “Can you ask your friend if he—or she—has seen this woman? She’d be older now by about nine years.”

	Of course Tom carried a photograph of his missing wife. Nell took the offending scrap of paper and found a tiny reproduction of what was probably a larger cabinet card. She held it out to the ghost. “Could this have been the woman you saw? The portrait is several years old.” Nell had wondered if Tom would make the leap to thinking the “aunt” might be Charlie’s mother.

	The ghost squinted, scratched his nose, and squinted again. “Aye. That’s her all right. Unless she has a sister.”

	Nell handed the photo back to Tom. “It’s her, unless she has a sister.” She’d been required to glance at the image for herself, now that this was the woman they were hunting. Buxom and blonde, the girl in the portrait was about as much Nell’s opposite as another female could be. She also sported a come-hither smile that made nausea roil in Nell’s stomach. Only a first-rate beauty for Tom. If the girl had been a London debutante, she’d have had her pick of titles and fortunes. Instead she’d gotten both but never claimed them. That bit had always confused Nell. Why trap a wealthy baronet into marriage then run away?

	“I think we should head east tonight,” Nell said, after bidding farewell to the ghost. They stood on the platform outside the station. “We can stop at inns along the way and see if they spent last night there.”

	“It’s like chasing a bloody chimera.” Tom kicked a loose pebble off the platform. “We have nothing to go on. They could be headed anywhere.”

	“Well, we know more now than we did an hour ago.” He was right. Their quest was probably futile, but she had to try—not just for Charlie now, but for Tom as well. She had no idea how she was going to manage being alone in close proximity to him without making an utter fool of herself by either kissing him or smacking him in the gob. Blast it, now he was making her think in street cant again.

	The sound of clattering hoof beats on the lane behind them caused Nell to duck behind a bench and Tom to draw a revolver from the holster strapped inside his coat. The stationmaster’s cottage sat across the tracks, so it wasn’t him coming to investigate their breaking and entering.

	The racing figure drew close enough to be seen in the moonlight. Nell giggled as she stood up from her hiding place. “Roger,” she called over the clatter of hooves. “What on earth are you doing here?”

	Roger jumped down off his horse. Like a handful of the teachers, he kept his own mount in the school’s meager stable, paying a stipend from his wages for the gelding’s upkeep. “I’ve left the school, Nell. I’m here to help you find Charlie. I cannot work for a headmistress who’s so callous about her students and teachers.” He wrapped the reins about the platform railing and strode up to catch Nell by both shoulders. “Are you all right?”

	“I’m fine.” She looked up at him, his rugged face full of tenderness and fierce concern. He was a good man and she did care for him. She laid a hand on his chest. “But you don’t need to give up your position, Roger. Teaching is your livelihood.”

	“Not really.” He smiled and kissed her nose. “I inherited a small estate in Sussex about a year ago. I didn’t leave the school, because you were there. And the students, of course. My uncle had an excellent steward, so I wasn’t needed on the property.”

	“Oh.” She blinked. “I see.”

	Tom had apparently had enough. His boots loud on the wooden platform, he strode over and inserted his shoulder between Nell and Roger. “Sir Thomas Devere. And you are?” He crossed his arms over his chest rather than holding out a hand.

	“Oh, um, Roger Braithwaite.” Roger stuck out one hand. “You’re Nell’s adopted brother. She’s told me all about all of you.”

	Tom lifted an eyebrow, a behavior he’d copied from Papa. “Really? And yet she hasn’t told us anything about you?”

	Nell elbowed Tom in the gut. Hard. “Be nice. I’ve told Mum and Wink all kinds of things about Roger. It’s not his fault I don’t bother talking to you.”

	“At any rate, you asked who I am.” Roger straightened his shoulders. He was above average height, but still had to look up at Tom. Nell was proud of him for holding his own. “The answer is that I am Nell’s fiancé. So if anyone is going to be careening around the countryside with her, it is I.”

	Tom froze, blinking rapidly. Finally, he looked down at Nell. “Nelly? Is he telling the truth or do I tear his head off?”

	Nell’s head whirled. She hadn’t said yes, but she hadn’t said no. Only implied it, though she had suggested he look somewhere else. She turned from one man to the other. The first, a man she had always loved, but could never have, could never trust if she did have him, and the second, a man who loved her, about whom she cared deeply, and who would happily give her the home and family she craved. More importantly, Roger would never stray. Nell knew that down to her bones. She swallowed hard. She and Tom were never going to be together, not now, not ever. It was time for her to let go of that final trickle of hope. Maybe an ordinary life with Roger was the best chance she had for happiness. At worst, he’d provide a buffer between her and Tom for part of the ride toward London. “Well, we hadn’t made a final decision yet. I wanted him to meet Mum and Papa first.” She stared at Roger while she spoke. Somehow Tom could always tell by her face when she was lying.

	Roger blinked twice, burst into a broad grin and wrapped Nell in a bone-squeezing hug. “Anything you wish, darling.” He kissed her once, briefly, with enthusiasm she couldn’t quite match.

	Tom jerked his chin in a parody of a nod. “Of course.” Belatedly he held out his hand to Roger. “It seems congratulations are in order. Welcome to the family and all that. But you can’t come with us.”

	“No, I think he should.” Nell stared Tom down. Roger’s bravery in coming after her had proven his devotion, and that was something she craved deeply. She was going to give Roger a real chance, see if he could hold his own in her world. “Roger won’t be a liability. He was a soldier before he was a scholar. He’s smart and he knows how to ride and shoot. Plus, if he’s going to be a member of our family, he’s going to have to know…things about us. It’s only fair that he understands what he’s getting into.”

	“That’s not your call to make, Nell.” Tom crossed his arms again.

	She snorted. “You want me to telephone Mum and ask? Papa? Or His Grace?” The Duke of Trowbridge was an old family friend, as well as the head of the Order. Tom knew as well as she did that Nell was something of a pet to the others, doted on and pampered far more than was necessary.

	“Fine.” Tom heaved a sigh. “Come on along. Just try not to have an apoplexy along the way—assuming Nell didn’t already tell you all about our family.”

	“No. Not all the details.” Nell had never mentioned seeing ghosts, for example. “He knows you and Papa work for the crown.”

	“Well, this ought to be an interesting trip.” Tom rolled his eyes. “Think there’s an inn here in the village where we can put up? Or shall we press on in the darkness?”

	“There’s enough moonlight if we stick to the main roads. We’re less than two hours from Black Heath,” Nell said. The home of her friend Melody and Mel’s husband, the Earl of Blackwell, was a big, brooding manor set on the Devonshire cliffs. “From there, we can probably get an airship to come pick us up in the morning. That way we can get to London ahead of Charlie and his abductors.” It had been hard, going back to Black Heath, where Tom had confessed his marriage. Over the last three years, though, Nell had overcome her reluctance. Among all her friends and family, only Melody and Victor were close enough to visit on a day trip from the school, so Nell often spent her time off visiting them there.

	“A good point, except we don’t know that we are going to London,” Tom reminded her.

	“I don’t mind a late-night ride,” Roger said as he boosted Nell into the saddle. “Sure you’re up for it dearest?”

	“I’ll be fine.” She repeated one of her earlier thoughts. “Something you need to know about me, Roger, is that I’m tougher than I look.”

	“She’s not fibbing. Which reminds me…” Tom fumbled in his saddlebag and handed a small pouch to Nell. “Papa brought this from London. Apparently Wink thought you might want it.”

	Nell lifted out her favorite weapon, one of Wink’s modified electrical stunning devices. The ESD, as they called it, carried enough electrical charge to knock an assailant unconscious without killing him. Wink had specifically altered this one to better fit Nell’s smaller hands. “Perfect.” She belted on the waist holster Tom handed her and carefully tucked the ESD into it. “Now, gentlemen, let’s try to reach Devon before the entire household is asleep.”

	



	

Chapter Three

	 

	Nell was engaged? To be married? Tom couldn’t wrap his head around the idea.

	Sure, it’s what he wanted for her. And this Braithwaite fellow seemed perfectly unexceptionable. Still, the whole notion made Tom queasy. Nell with someone else? In another man’s bed, raising another man’s children? He swallowed a mouthful of bile and nudged his horse ahead of the others. “I’ll ride a bit ahead, just to keep an eye out for trouble.” He hoped neither heard the quaver in his voice.

	“Won’t that mean he’ll be more at risk alone?” Braithwaite whispered.

	“Lesson number one about my family, Roger,” Nell said as placidly as if she were discussing a piano arrangement. “Some of them have special…talents. Tom and Papa, in particular, both have unusually acute hearing and sight. He’ll be fine.”

	Tom resisted the urge to ride far enough ahead that he couldn’t overhear. That would mean leaving them vulnerable. Instead he kept his face forward, pretending not to hear the conversation behind him.

	“But I thought you said none of you were related by blood?” Braithwaite said. “How can talents run in an adopted family?”

	Nell chuckled. “In our case, Tom’s similar talents were what brought us to Papa’s attention. Papa knew Tom’s father and recognized a kindred soul.”

	Tom snorted. His father had married in secret and died before he could do anything about it. Tom had been raised as a bastard until his mother died, leaving him on his own at the age of ten. The only father figure he’d ever known was Merrick.

	“By the way, Roger…” Nell’s tone sharpened. “You rather jumped the gun, didn’t you? I hadn’t agreed to marry you. I only said I’d think about it. That didn’t give you the right to claim yourself my fiancé, especially to my own family.”

	She wasn’t engaged? But she was thinking about it? Tom’s heartbeat stuttered as waves of unwanted emotion crashed over him—relief, hope, fear, despair—one after another.

	“I’m sorry.” Genuine contrition filled the man’s tone. “I just thought that if I were traveling with you, it might be less damaging to your reputation if we were engaged. And, well, it also occurred to me your brother might be less likely to shoot me on sight.”

	Nell chuckled. “You’re probably right about that. You’re forgiven.”

	Even Tom had to acknowledge the logic of the man’s reasoning.

	“Besides,” Roger said, “you went along with it. So I suppose I was right in the end.”

	“I guess you were,” Nell said, testing the feel of her idea as she spoke the words. “I think we are engaged. I’m not ready to marry yet, though. I hope you understand that I need some time.”

	“I’d rather marry tomorrow,” Braithwaite said. “But if you want a long engagement, I suppose I’ll take what I can get.”

	Ah, shite, the poor bugger was in love with her. That was good, right? As long as she felt the same? Hell, Tom was no expert. They were really betrothed? An ache centered itself at the base of his skull and it had nothing to do with the rough gait of his rented horse.

	“Good gracious, I’m engaged to be married. That’s quite another shock for today. You know, my family is going to be thrilled to meet you. Right, Tommy-boy?” Nell didn’t even raise her voice, letting him know she was aware he was in earshot.

	“Whatever you say, Nelly-belly.” He sucked in a breath and managed to keep his voice light. Even before his fall from grace, Tom had known, somewhere in his soul, that he didn’t deserve Nell. He’d done dark things back in Wapping to survive, and later, even as a Knight, he’d fought and killed. Nell was too kind and empathetic to be stained by all that. Hopefully Braithwaite deserved her. Otherwise Tom might have to kill him. “Welcome to the family, old chap.”

	“Thank you.” Braithwaite chuckled. “I guess you weren’t kidding about his hearing.”

	“Afraid not.” Nell laughed, a glorious, silvery melody spiraling through the night. “Just wait until you meet the rest of the family.”

	“Hope he’s not easily frightened,” Tom muttered.

	“I heard that, you wretch.” Nell laughed again and turned back to her swain. “Although he has a point. We’re an odd bunch, Roger. Are you sure you want to get tangled up with us? It’s not too late to turn around.”

	“Like you, love, I’m tougher than I look. My own line has a few black sheep in it.” Braithwaite seemed utterly unflappable. Tom began to feel a grudging respect for the mild-mannered teacher.

	“Ah, but what about pink-and-purple paisley sheep?” Tom wasn’t a wordsmith, but the expression was one Caroline had used to describe the odd coalition they called family.

	Braithwaite chuckled. “That just means our life will never be dull. Every day will be an adventure.” The man was starting to sound like a bloody saint.

	“As long as he doesn’t mind a few ghosts hanging around,” Tom muttered so only Nell would hear. Somehow he didn’t think she’d mentioned that to her beau.

	“Shut it!” she whispered back. “Let’s all just focus on finding Charlie, shall we?”

	“We’ll make some telephone calls from Black Heath,” Tom said. “We’ll get someone at headquarters working the data files overnight. They can also get a request out to watch for a couple with a young blind boy to the inns, train stations and so on.” He assumed Roger knew he worked for the Home Office. The trick would be to not reveal too much about the Order until they were sure of the man.

	“That will help,” Nell agreed. “What would help even more is knowing why. I can’t help but wonder… Papa said there were children, gifted children, missing from around London. Is it possible this is connected? Are gifted children being taken from all over England?”

	“I have no idea,” Tom said. “It seems an awful stretch that the same villain would find a boy all the way down in Cornwall. Still, I suppose it bears looking into.” At this point he’d take any possible lead he could find. In nine years this was the first inkling he’d found of a boy who could be his son. Nothing, not even his complicated feelings for Nell, could get in the way of that.

	As they rode on through the night, Nell explained to Braithwaite about various family members and friends, including who and what to expect when they reached Black Heath. Tom listened with half an ear. Could Charlie Berrycloth/Barrowclough really be his son? If so, how would he react to learning he had a father? Would he welcome Tom, or resent him for the years the boy had spent as an orphan?

	A knot formed in Tom’s stomach when he remembered Charlie’s handicap. What had caused his blindness? Nell hadn’t said. Was it something hereditary? Tom knew little about his own origins, except that such a thing likely didn’t come from the Deveres. His mother, Lucy Porter, hadn’t had any vision problems, but Tom had no idea about her parents or even if she’d had any siblings. He knew even less about his missing wife and her background. Not that it mattered. Blind or not, the boy would have every opportunity that could be afforded to the son of a baronet. Tom would make sure of that, and he knew he’d have the Order’s backing. Of course, Charlie would likely not ever be a Knight—fighting vampyres was hard enough with sight—but he would have the baronetcy. A title, even Sir, could make up for a lot of other issues when it came to society. Maybe the boy would be a musician, as Nell had suggested, or maybe he’d find some other place in life. Whatever he chose, he’d never have to be alone again. That much Tom vowed.

	And if Charlie wasn’t his son? Well, that was a bridge to be crossed later. As Nell’s protégée, the lad would still have advantages. One way or another, it would all be sorted out.

	Now all they had to do was find him.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Nell yawned as they turned onto the lane for Black Heath. It had been a long, slow, chilly ride, but the promise of hot tea and a warm bed was now in sight. And explanations. She’d also have to telephone Mum. If Caroline found out about Nell’s engagement to Roger any other way than directly from Nell, there would be hell to pay. It would be worth the inconvenience of a few calls, though. Letting Roger tag along provided a great buffer between Tom and Nell. Besides, a long engagement would give her the chance to see how compatible they were.

	Black Heath loomed on a cliff-top, dark and foreboding. No gaslights burned on the lower floors, so Tom led the others around the house directly to the stable. A sleepy groom met their knock, then roused the stable master, who escorted them to the kitchen door. Mrs. Ritchie, the housekeeper, saw them in and sent for maids to ready rooms.

	“Any trouble with smugglers lately, Mrs. R?” Tom asked as he sipped his tea.

	Nell grinned. The question had become routine over the past few years, since both he and Nell had been here when Victor and Melody fought the threat to their lives and those of the villagers. The starchy housekeeper didn’t have much of a sense of humor about an incident that had nearly gotten her killed, but she’d begun to loosen up.

	“Not since the last time, Sir Tom.” She started assembling a platter of sliced meat and cheeses. “I do believe they’ve all determined that Black Heath is an unhealthy location for those kinds of activities. The only trouble of late comes from a houseful of youngsters, and that, I believe, we can handle without help from the crown.”

	“A houseful?” Nell remembered the date with a sickening lurch. “The guests are already here?”

	Tom cocked his head. “What guests?”

	“Much of the MacKay family,” Mrs. Ritchie said. “To celebrate the young lord’s birthday. We didn’t expect you until the weekend, Miss Nell. Your sister will be delighted.”

	“Of course.” With her worry over Charlie, Nell had completely forgotten the upcoming party for Victor’s two-year-old heir. “Wink’s here too? With the baby and Liam?” It only made sense. Wink and Melody were the best of friends, both engineers for the Order and both young mothers.

	“Sir Liam won’t arrive for a day or two, but Master Theodore is most certainly present.” Mrs. Ritchie’s stern expression bent into something resembling a smile. Wink’s eight-month-old son Teddy was definitely a presence to be noted.

	“Any other Hadrians?” Tom asked, running his hand through his hair, a sure sign that he was frazzled.

	“Not yet.” The housekeeper continued working while she spoke. “Expecting her ladyship and the little ones tomorrow.”

	Nell groaned. Was it just this morning she’d been looking forward to seeing her family? She’d envisioned a nice, relaxing weekend, not a whirlwind of engagement chatter. “God, Tom, let’s keep riding.”

	“Too late.” Victor Arrington, Earl of Blackwell, stood in the doorway, a silk smoking jacket on over his trousers and shirt. The former naval captain was an imposing man, almost as tall as Tom, with sandy hair and curly mutton-chops. “Melody will skin me if I let you get away now, so you might as well get some sleep.” He turned his silver-gray gaze to Roger. “And who have we here?”

	Nell made the introductions. “Roger is my, um, fiancé.”

	Victor didn’t respond to that as he shook Roger’s hand and welcomed him to Black Heath. “Come on into the library. A few of us are awake. Mrs. Ritchie will send along the food and some tea. Although after riding through the night, you may want something stronger.”

	Nell, Roger and Tom all muttered their agreement. This was an occasion for fortifying spirits if ever there was one. They followed Victor through the manor, trusting Mrs. Ritchie to be close behind with the sandwiches.

	Nell watched Roger’s eyes widen as he walked into a room dominated by a veritable army of tall redheads, all of whom stood when they entered. Roger wasn’t a small man, but all the men in Nell’s world were larger than life, and so were some of the women. Nell’s sister, Winifred Hadrian McCullough, cried Nell’s name and launched herself off a sofa to enfold Nell in her arms. Afterward, she gave Tom a thump on the shoulder. “Thought you were working. What are you doing here?”

	“He is helping me find a missing student.” Nell raised her voice and put just a touch of compulsion into it. It wasn’t playing fair to use her power, but neither was being the only tiny person in a room full of giants. “Now everyone settle down. I have someone I’d like you to meet.”

	The others went quiet and backed away enough for Nell to see all their faces. “Everyone, I’d like you to meet Mr. Roger Braithwaite, of Sussex, once a soldier, until recently a teacher at the Glenbury School and now a landowner—and my future husband.”

	Roger took the hand Nell extended toward him and gave a small bow to the company. “Delighted to meet all of you.” He looked helplessly at Nell for introductions.

	“I should start in order of rank, which would mean Victor, because he’s the earl,” Nell said. “But in this case, I’d like you to meet my sister first. Winifred, Lady McCullough.”

	Wink studied Roger from head to toe as if he were an insect pinned to a board, but she smiled warmly and took his hand. “Call me Wink, please. It’s wonderful to meet you, Roger. Nell’s happiness matters so much to all of us.”

	“As it should.” Roger smiled back, showing more spine than Nell had originally given him credit for. “I plan to do everything in my power to ensure her happiness for the rest of my days.”

	“Now—” Nell couldn’t quite feel comfortable with such blatant declarations, especially not yet, when it was so new. “The rest of this bunch belong to the MacKay clan, in one form or another. Again, in order of connection rather than rank, may I please present Tom’s closest friend, Sir Connor MacKay. Then this is Connor’s older sister, Geneva, Baroness Findlay and their father, Sir Fergus MacKay, who’s a colleague of Papa’s.” Fergus and Connor were two peas in a pod—both imposing, powerful men with piercing blue eyes and dark red hair—though Fergus’s was streaked with a liberal amount of silver. Geneva was not quite as tall, but had the dark red hair and a sturdy figure. “And finally, your host, the Earl of Blackwell. Victor is married to Connor’s twin, Melody. I take it she and the others are already asleep?”

	Roger mouthed Others? with a fleeting look of dread.

	Victor chuckled. “Aye. Melody is expecting again so she’s always tired, and her mother went up with her. Belinda was just exhausted after wrangling the twins with Connor on the airship trip here.”

	Melody could see Roger mentally counting, his face paling at the sheer numbers.

	“I suggested tying them to their seats, but she wouldn’t listen,” Connor said with a wry grin. He poured whisky for Tom and Roger, and a sherry for Nell. “So of course they kept us both running after them the whole time we were in the air. Thank the gods it was a closed viewing deck. If it had been open, I would have tied them down.”

	Victor shuddered. “I don’t envy you twins, old man. One at a time is difficult enough.”

	“Just remember that it runs in the family,” his father-in-law reminded him. “You married a twin. You’re not out of the woods yet.”

	Victor took a long pull from his drink. “I know.”

	Geneva sighed. “At least there were two of you. I had to cope on my own.” Her husband Magnus rarely traveled from their home in the Hebrides.

	“Likewise,” Wink said. “I know I only have one offspring, but I hate traveling without Liam. I can never seem to sleep if I’m by myself.”

	During this good-natured chatter, Tom pulled back away from the main group, leaning alone against a bookshelf on the far wall. Always able to sense his feelings to some degree, Nell wanted to weep for his heartbreak. All their friends were happily, blissfully even, married, with oodles of toddlers and babies on the way. Tom had a wife, one he’d married in good faith, but he didn’t even know if she lived, let alone have the kind of relationship Wink or any of the MacKay siblings had. And not knowing if he had a child… It was no wonder he’d become so withdrawn in the past few years.

	Roger squeezed her hand. “If we’re going to be back on the hunt in the morning, we should probably get some sleep.”

	Nell looked over at Tom, who waved her off. “Go on. I’ll fill them in and see if anyone has any ideas.” A fair amount of Order talent was gathered right in this room. It would be stupid to waste it. But suddenly the weight of the whole situation crashed in on Nell and she wanted to curl up in a ball and whimper.

	“I am tired.” She withdrew her hand from Roger’s. “Come on. I imagine Mrs. Ritchie has left someone to point us to our rooms.”

	In fact, the housekeeper herself waited by the stairs, along with a footman. “We’re a little tight for space, Mr. Braithwaite, so I have you sharing with Sir Tom, if that’s all right?”

	“That’s fine,” Roger said. “Last I knew, I didn’t snore.” He followed the footman up the stairs and to the left.

	Nell couldn’t say anything. Tom’s secrets weren’t hers to share, not with Roger or Victor’s staff, though since they’d been revealed here three years earlier, Nell was surprised Mrs. Ritchie didn’t already know that Nell had once harbored hopes of marrying Tom. Or maybe she did and simply didn’t see any awkwardness in throwing the two men together. Either way, there was nothing to be done. Nell followed Mrs. Ritchie to one of the smallest guestrooms, close to the nursery on the third floor, and refused the offer of a maid to help her undress. Schoolteachers didn’t have ladies’ maids, so all Nell’s current clothing was designed with that in mind. She indulged in the softest, most sumptuous fabrics she could manage, but of course everything she wore was in the school’s preferred colors of dark blue, brown or gray. What would Roger think if he saw her in her favorite coral evening gown? She smiled as she smoothed down her nightgown and crawled into the single bed. A warm fire crackled softly, and mounds of quilts enfolded her, warming her chilled hands and feet. Mrs. Ritchie was too good a housekeeper to forget that Nell was always cold.

	“Mama, sometimes I wish you were here,” she whispered into the empty room. For years, the ghost of her birth mother had stayed by her side, helping Nell and her half brother Piers survive. Once the Hadrians had adopted them, Fanny Jenkins had passed through the veil, or been promoted, or whatever happened to ghosts once their unfinished business was done. Nell had missed her, but never quite as much as now, when they had so little to go on to find Charlie. Nell couldn’t explain why this one student had touched her so deeply that she’d given up her position to find him, but she simply knew, in her heart, that this was something she had to do.

	Maybe, she told herself, it was Mama’s ghost guiding her. Or maybe it was just something she needed to do for Tom, before she’d truly be free to find happiness somewhere else. She slept deeply, but restlessly, her dreams filled with Tom’s sad eyes and a small boy’s voice crying out for help.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Tom buttoned his trousers then quietly picked up his coat and shoes, just as dawn tinted the sky. Better to be out of the room before Braithwaite awoke. The mathematics teacher seemed like a nice enough chap. It wasn’t his fault that Tom continually wanted to eviscerate him. He had property and an income. Most importantly, he genuinely seemed to care for Nell. Therefore, Tom needed to find the boy as quickly as possible and get the hell away from Nell and her fiancé.

	He slipped out of the room, finished dressing and made his way downstairs. Victor and Connor, also early risers, shared the breakfast table, while Victor’s butler and former first mate, Barnaby Hatch, hastily stood at Tom’s approach.

	Tom waved his hand. “Sit down, Mr. Hatch. You’re not going to offend me.”

	“Actually, Barnaby has some news that may interest you.” Victor glared at Hatch. “It seems we’ve some missing children here in Blackwell Village, too, only nobody bothered to mention it to me until now.”

	Hatch swallowed a chunk of kidney pie. “I didn’t know until last night. One of the footmen was down at the tavern and heard about it. Seems a couple lads went missing last week. Parents thought they’d just gone off on a lark, which they’ve apparently done before. Only this time they haven’t come back.”

	Victor turned back to Tom. “We’ve already sent men down to the village to help with the search. I don’t see any likelihood that it’s related to your missing boy, but it is a coincidence.”

	“And those are always suspect.” Connor scratched his chin. “Seems like there’s a tie to the issue in London, as well. Children missing. If this is a pattern that runs across the whole of England, there’s something very, very big going on. Merrick may be right to suspect our Alchemist has resurfaced. Children seem to be his favorite guinea pigs. Victor, do you know if either of your missing boys had any supernatural talent?”

	Victor looked over at Hatch. “Nothing I know about. Barnaby?”

	Hatch scowled. “Maybe the one. He’s one of the transplanted African lads. Wicked good with animals. Would swear he talks to them and understands when they talk back. Planned to bring him on as a stable boy in a year or two if he was interested. Always see him watching horses with stars in his eyes. The other is the blacksmith’s son. Doesn’t say much, but he’s big. Wouldn’t’ve been taken without a fight, for all he’s just twelve or so.”

	Three years earlier, a slave ship bound for America had been wrecked off Black Heath. The villagers had adopted the refugees, integrating them into the community with surprising ease. Some of that was the villagers following the lead of their lord and lady, who’d hired several to work at the Heath, but more of it may have had to do with a mutual hatred for the smugglers. Either way, Blackwell had grown unusually integrated for a rural English village.

	“Well, we’d intended to leave immediately for London, but since Wink’s upstairs, perhaps she and Melody can work their analytical engine magick from here, and over the telephone with headquarters. Then maybe we can stay at least for today.” Tom worked over the possibilities. Running to London seemed foolish when so many of his resources were already at Black Heath. “That way, I can help you look for your missing youngsters.”

	“Thanks, I’d appreciate that.” Victor finished his coffee and stood. “Connor, you with us?”

	“Hell, yes.” Connor’s bright blue eyes lit up as he leaped from his seat. “Work, instead of sitting around chit-chatting all day and supervising children’s games? Do you have to ask?” He clapped his brother-in-law on the shoulder. Their camaraderie left Tom feeling awkward. He and Connor had been best mates all through university and ever since. Now though, Tom, with only a sort-of wife, was the odd man out. It was mean and petty, but he couldn’t help feeling a stab of envy toward the others and their deliriously happy marriages and children.

	“Should we invite Braithwaite?” Victor asked Tom as they made their way upstairs for coats and riding boots.

	“A mathematics teacher? I don’t think so.” Yes, Nell had mentioned that the other man was a former soldier, but Tom would rather not spend the entire day with him. “Let’s go, before any of the women demand to come along as well.”

	“Come along where?” Wink turned a corner and arched a brow at Tom when he leaned down to kiss her cheek. “You just got here and you’re leaving? Are we missing out on an adventure?” She wore her dressing gown and she bounced her infant son, Theodore Merrick McCullough, in her arms. Tom resisted the urge to reach out to stroke his godson’s bald little head.

	“Helping the villagers look for a couple of lost boys,” Connor said with a shrug.

	“Besides, you’re the one with a real job today,” Tom added. “Nell can give you the specifics, but we need you to use the Babbage machine to find out anything you can about her quest. Particularly travel records, if you can come up with any, since right now we have no notion of where they might be headed.”

	“As soon as Teddy here has his breakfast, I can do that while Melody plays hostess. But try to be back before dinner. If you miss her party, she’s liable to gut all of you with a serving spoon.” All of the men nodded as Wink continued, “Besides, Mum will be here and will want to see you.”

	Tom rolled his eyes as they went their separate ways. He looked forward to seeing Caroline, and his younger foster-siblings, but it was so easy to be overwhelmed when the whole family was around. He couldn’t wait to get on with this mission and away from the party and its abundance of family. When they were around, especially Merrick or Caro, it was so difficult to forget the damage he’d caused by his youthful stupidity. Nell was their porcelain angel, and he’d been the one to shatter her. He didn’t know how they could look at him with the same affection they’d once had, although somehow they always seemed to manage it. It was a kindness he didn’t deserve.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Nell always loved watching Wink work. The way her long fingers flew over the brass keys of a Babbage Analytical Engine was almost a caress, much like Nell felt when she played the piano. They’d set up operations in Melody’s workshop outside the main house, avoiding the crush of the gathering partygoers. As Wink typed in their search criteria, an electronic slate above the keyboard relayed the information. Meanwhile, Nell telephoned the Order’s headquarters in London, asking them to run different searches on the main engine there. After that, she began to ring up shipping companies and railway stations. Somewhere, there had to be some link to Charlie’s so-called aunt and their whereabouts. She refused to accept the possibility that their search was hopeless.

	“Did you know Doctor’s Commons issued five special licenses for Cambridge the month Tom was married?” Wink said as Nell rang off from another fruitless inquiry.

	“Really?” Nell had no interest at all in statistics. “Is that a lot or a few?”

	“Quite a bit for one town,” Wink answered. “Only London and Manchester had as many, and they’re much larger cities.”

	“But without a concentrated population of randy young gentlemen.” Nell kept her finger on the next number she needed to call, a French steamship firm with offices in Southampton. “I imagine there are often hasty marriages surrounding universities. I knew of at least one when I was at the Academy.” While Geneva, Melody and Wink had gone to Lovelace College at Oxford, among the first women in the country to study sciences at an advanced level, Nell had stayed in London with Merrick’s Aunt Dorothy and attended the Royal Academy of Music. More proof that she was the least adventurous of them all.

	“True,” Wink said. “But even Oxford only had two that month. And that’s not the strange part.”

	“Oh?” Surely the Order had already been over all the possible information surrounding Tom’s marriage. “I thought you were supposed to be searching for a birth record for Charlie.”

	“I am. This is just a secondary line of inquiry.” Wink waved her hand at the machine, then patted the top of the brass input board with its gleaming black keys. “I upgraded this beauty just yesterday. She’s got way more power than any ordinary engine.”

	“And?” Nell gazed into her sister’s hazel eyes. They glinted with excitement. Wink had found something.

	“Aaand,” Wink said, “four of those five involve women whose given names begin with the letter P. One is Polly, one Pauline, a Paulette and a Penelope. All four men, including Tom, have their occupation listed as Student.”

	Nell set down the handset of the telephone and swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. “That’s an awful coincidence. Surnames?”

	Wink sighed. “Barclay, which we knew. Burlington, Bourne and Barker.”

	All the same initials. Nell’s head spun. “Do we know if the same vicar performed the ceremonies?”

	Wink snorted. “Not from here. The thing is, the special licenses have only just been added to our engine databases. England has a long history and a lot of records. It will be years before they’re all available to search by machine, even though we do have typewriting clerks working on it all over the country.”

	Nell’s fingers shook, so she clenched them in her lap. “And the birth records?”

	“Not yet. The machine is searching. There are dozens of parishes close enough to Cambridge that he needn’t have been christened in the same one where the marriage was held—assuming he was christened, or his birth at least recorded by a doctor or midwife. I’m looking for a Charles, any last name, born within a year to either side of Charlie’s estimated birthday. There are a lot, so we’ll have to sort through those results by hand. I’m thinking we can narrow it down to mothers with the initials P. and B.”

	“Can I help?”

	The two women swirled to see Roger standing in the doorway. How had he snuck up on them without Nell hearing? And how much had he heard?

	“I feel rather superfluous, since the men all left without me this morning. Even Sir Fergus appears to have gone along on the search.”

	Neither woman wanted to mention that Melody’s father was still an active Knight, despite being in his fifties. Instead, Wink beamed. “As soon as the machine prints out the list, you certainly can. A good analytical mind shouldn’t be wasted. I was wishing our brother Piers was here to pitch in.” She turned to Nell. “I’ll start looking for the marriage records for those four licenses. I’d like to see if the same vicar was involved.”

	Nell smiled weakly as Roger took a seat at Melody’s workbench and tucked a pencil behind his ear. “Do you think it’s a coincidence that while we’re out looking for a lost boy, two others should turn up missing? Although I don’t see how they could possibly be connected.” His brow furrowed.

	“Coincidences do happen,” Wink said, her fingers moving on the keys. “After all, you turned up here on the very day the house is full of useful people.”

	Nell snorted. “Yes, but I did know about the party, plus Tom and I both knew that Melody and Victor could at least contact headquarters and the rest of you. I don’t think I trust this other coincidence. Papa is working on something in London that also involves missing children. He wondered if Charlie’s disappearance could be related.” That much, Roger already knew. She wasn’t giving away Order secrets.

	“And isn’t it a coincidence that so many members of your family and the MacKays apparently work for the same branch of the Home Office?” Roger lifted a brow behind his spectacles.

	“Not exactly,” Nell said. “They tend to recruit from within. Later, I’ll have Papa give you the full explanation. For now, just trust us, if you can.”

	He smiled softly. “For you, darling, anything.” He accepted the printout Wink handed over and took his pencil from behind his ear. “Now, what am I looking for?”

	So far, Roger had seemed perfectly at ease with her family and friends. She drew in a deep breath. Would he be so interested once he knew all the dirty secrets? She hoped so. That ordinary life depended upon it.

	 

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	Tom and the others started their search at the local boys’ favorite fishing hole. At Wink’s insistence, they’d brought along her clockwork mastiff, George, who had an unmatched ability to follow a scent. They’d also collected Melody and Victor’s pair of MacKay-bred Scottish deerhounds, just in case George somehow managed to miss something, and because the dogs enjoyed a walk. The boys’ mothers had each provided a piece of clothing so all three dogs could take the scent.

	“There was definitely a struggle,” Victor noted, getting off his horse to inspect the torn-up terrain. Chunks of turf had been scuffed up and one nearby shrub was broken, as if someone had recently fallen into it. Other searchers had left dozens of tracks, making it difficult to determine much more. “Barnaby was right. The boys didn’t go without a fight. Unless they beat the hell out of each other and both drowned, I’m pretty sure someone took them.”

	Tom squatted beside the stream, finding isolated footprints. “Small feet, bare, one set wider than the other.” He laid a hand over the prints and murmured a spell. To his immense relief, the spell didn’t slam into him like an avalanche, as it had in the headmistress’s office. Instead, he was simply able to sense the surface emotions of the boys who’d left the tracks. “So young. Happy and carefree.”

	Then he moved to the scuffed terrain and tried the spell again. The emotion was more intense here, but didn’t soak into his being. “Anger, fear, determination and someone just doing a job. Look for man-sized prints leading away from the village, outside the scuffed area. Probably at least two, to subdue and haul off both boys.”

	Obediently, the others got off their horses and looked. Connor held the boys’ clothing down so the deerhounds could get the scent, then gave the command to search before doing the same with George.

	It didn’t take the dogs long. Within a moment, George started off along an overgrown trail leading inland, away from the small fishing village of Blackwell. The big gray dogs loped alongside him. They’d have taken the lead if they hadn’t been leashed. The men followed along, leading their horses.

	The trail had obviously been used in the recent past. Years of undergrowth had been trampled to lay flat on the ground, while the encroaching shrubbery bore bent and broken twigs all along the route. After perhaps half a mile, the path opened up onto a rutted country lane.

	“Damn,” Fergus muttered. “The dogs might be able to track an open wagon, but not a closed coach.”

	The men studied the ground while the dogs sniffed it. “Something definitely sat here a while,” Connor said, pointing to deep ruts, the right width apart for a wagon.

	Barnaby grunted. “Aye. It rained the night before the boys went missing, so the road would have been damp. That’s a boon to us.”

	The dogs hesitated, except for George. He moved a few yards in the same direction the wagon tracks seemed to lead and barked, the sound rough and brassy.

	“Search, George,” Tom commanded, and the bronze mastiff continued down the road at a steady pace, moving away from Blackwell, inland toward Dartmoor. Soon, the other dogs seemed to scent something in the air. The men mounted their horses and continued to follow.

	“What’s down this way?” Fergus asked Victor. “Another town?”

	“Not for some distance,” Victor said. “There’s an old tin mine, but that was played out and abandoned decades ago. They sold off all the equipment. I believe my father purchased one of the water pumps for Black Heath’s well.”

	“Are any of the buildings still standing?” Tom asked. “A deserted mine might make a good headquarters for someone up to no good.”

	“And some of those ancient mines had other chemicals along with the tin,” Connor added. “Perhaps something like arsenic, which our Alchemist might find useful.”

	“I don’t know.” Victor looked around. “Haven’t been out this way since I was a boy. There was a building or two, I think.”

	They crested a hill, the terrain sloping gradually up from the sea coast to the moor, but in a series of tors and valleys. The trees gave way to scrubbier vegetation. Ahead, a faint plume of smoke appeared from behind a rocky outcropping, perhaps a mile or so further up the gentle slope.

	“Let’s leave the horses here,” Fergus said. “We’ll sneak up and see what’s about.”

	“Five men?” Barnaby snorted. “Stand out like a parade on that ground. Cap’n, I’m requesting permission to do reconnaissance.” He saluted Victor.

	“He’s right.” Victor stroked his moustache. “Tom, why don’t you and Barnaby take it from here?”

	Connor shared a glance with his father. “All right. Don’t engage without us though. We don’t want to miss out on any fun.”

	Tom handed his reins to Connor. Barnaby was older, probably closer in age to Fergus than to the others, but he was smaller and uncannily nimble. They’d worked together in the past when trouble had threatened Victor and Melody.

	“I can do a little to make this easier.” Tom laid a hand on Barnaby’s shoulder and chanted. “I call this my ‘never mind’ spell. It isn’t much. We won’t be invisible or inaudible, but unless we do something to draw attention, folks will tend to overlook us.” It was a fairly complex casting, since it mucked with other people’s perceptions, but it was one Tom had particularly worked on. True invisibility was well out of the range of a Knight’s magick, with the possible exception of Lord Drood. Even the rest of the Order wasn’t sure what their high mage could or couldn’t manage.

	Barnaby shot Tom a suspicious look, but didn’t argue. The retired sailor had been around the world long enough to know about magick, but like most sensible people, he preferred to stay clear of it. Then both men began to creep forward, one on either side of the road, using the occasional upthrust slab of granite and small shrubs as cover. At the top of the ridge, they paused to take in the landscape below.

	The moor sloped slightly downward for several hundred yards, before leveling off for about the same distance, followed by another, taller hill. The mine, sitting at the near edge of the valley floor, had once been an open pit, leaving a roughly circular depression, surrounded by spoil heaps and rubble. Later, someone had drilled actual mine shafts into the hill directly beneath the pit. The buildings, made of local stone, one small and one large, were fairly recent, perhaps fifty or sixty years old. The small one might be an office, and the larger one had freight doors suggesting some kind of storage facility, but whether for ore or equipment, Tom had no idea. Mining wasn’t something he’d ever studied. About fifty feet behind the smaller building was a privy, which looked to be recently repaired.

	Barnaby pointed at the stone arch directly below them. Clangs and thumps emerged. Someone was actively mining inside. There were no visible guards, but they had no way of knowing how many men were in the buildings or inside the shaft.

	Tom inhaled deeply. With a finger to his lips, he tipped his head downward, indicating he’d go first. Barnaby trained his pistol on the mine entrance. Slowly, cautiously, Tom crept down the scrub-covered hillside. A handful of ore cars were piled near the shaft entrance, so he slid behind those, taking his bearings. He couldn’t see or hear anyone moving outside the mine itself, which he counted as a positive sign.

	A whip cracked somewhere in the darkness of the shaft. “Faster, ye little buggers.”

	A child’s voice cried out. Another shouted, “What was that for? ’E didn’t do nuthin’.”

	“That’s right. And doin’ nothing gets you the whip. Now, faster! We need both those carts filled before the boss gets back tonight.”

	The wails of several boys filled the air. Tom gritted his teeth. He’d heard enough. He gestured for Barnaby to continue keeping watch, and slipped across the yard to the larger building.

	A glance in the window showed nothing but bins of rock. A harder look made his stomach lurch. A row of shackles ran all across the far wall. This was probably where the children slept. The back door was unlocked and he went inside, fighting down the urge to vomit at the stench of unwashed human and the buckets, which likely acted as privies when the workers were chained up. A small loft had two pallets in it, indicating that at least two men slept in here with the boys and were probably out in the mine with them now. The rock in the carts was dark and heavy. He slipped a small chip into his pocket.

	Back outside, he firmed his jaw and made his way around the back of the barn to the smaller building. This time, after checking the windows, he found the door locked. It was simple enough to pick, allowing him to creep inside the three-room structure. A small, unadorned bedroom with a single bed and a washstand gave no clue as to the inhabitant, other than the scent of fresh tobacco. Next to the bedroom, a stark kitchen boasted not much more than beans and dried beef, along with a large pot of porridge cooling on the wood-fired stove. A bedroll in the corner suggested the cook slept in here, but again, there was nothing to identify the man besides a spare pair of dungarees and other worn-out clothing.

	The front half of the space was an office, with a single desk and two hard wooden chairs. Tom rifled through the papers on the desk. There was no company letterhead, no names of clients or the mine owners. All he could find were daily production figures and the number of workers, which was a dozen at present. Over the last week four had been brought in, one had been “removed,” and three had died, including one of the new ones. The ledger didn’t list names, so Tom had no way to tell if Charlie or the boys from the village had been here. A quick search of the desk drawers yielded only more of the same, along with orders for food, lamp oil and other supplies. No names, no information, just input and production.

	All right. He’d dallied enough. It was time to inspect the mine shaft. There would be at least four adults, probably all armed.

	At the entrance to the mine shaft, Tom dropped to his knees and rolled inside. His eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness, and he heard the workers even more clearly than before. A few yards in, the shaft split, and the sounds all came from the left-hand passage, which was more cleanly cut and less worn than the other. More voices became clear now, the men talking about women and drink, while boys and even girls wished for home or whimpered in pain. Another voice, louder and sharper, ordered everyone to work harder.

	“Right, let’s move this load,” one of the adult voices grunted. A rumbling noise began, growing closer with each huff of the workers’ breath. “Don’t know why it had to be fucking lead. Couldn’t the boss want something nice and light? This shite weighs more than you do, Toby.”

	“Sod off,” a deeper voice grunted. “And do your share of the pushin’, you little wanker.”

	Tom ducked a few feet into the opposite tunnel as the rumbling neared. A mine cart appeared first, with two men pushing it. One big bruiser dwarfed another man, who looked to have the same wiry strength as Barnaby. Both of them were covered in black dust. Continuing to bicker, the mismatched pair trudged toward the mine entrance with their heavy load.

	Lead? Why the hell was someone secretly mining lead? Sure, like any metal it had its uses, but it was pretty widely available. It certainly wasn’t anything with enormous intrinsic value.

	Unless… Tom could nearly feel gears turning and cogs locking into place in his mind. Of course, lead. They’d called the man who masterminded the deadly “cure” for black lung The Alchemist. Perhaps they’d been more accurate than they’d known. Lead to gold, after all, was the legendary definition of alchemy. Could it be that simple?

	Ducking behind the cart, Tom followed the two men. If they separated at all once they were out of the tunnel, he had a chance to take both of them out of the equation.

	As expected, they pushed the cart toward the storage barn. There was no modern technology here, no coal-fired lifts or conveyor belts like one would see at a legitimate commercial enterprise. Instead the slimmer man stepped aside to open the barn door, while the bruiser grunted and shoved the cart inside.

	While the two were separated, Tom crept up behind the smaller man and coshed him over the head with his pistol. The man went down, but unfortunately not before he got off a shout.

	“Oy!” The bruiser dropped the cart handles and came running out of the barn, fists raised.

	“None of that, mate.” Barnaby stepped from inside the barn, a pistol leveled at the bigger man. “Just have a seat right there on the ground, shut your gob, and I won’t have to put a hole in your skull.”

	The bruiser complied and Tom made short work of tying him up, then doing the same with his unconscious friend. He and Barnaby dragged the pair into the shed while Tom filled Barnaby in on what he’d learned.

	“Right. Let’s go get the kids out.” Barnaby gestured toward the hillside, and Victor, Connor and Fergus emerged from the scrub.

	“I’ve got an idea.” Connor ducked into the barn and returned with the bruiser’s cap. He rubbed dirt and coal dust from the ground on his coat. “I’m the closest to that one’s size. Barnaby?”

	The old salt grinned and roughed himself up a bit as well. “I’m game if you are.” They grabbed one of the empty carts from the group outside the mine shaft. “Hop in, the rest of you. They won’t be expecting a load coming into the mine.”

	The others looked at one another in agreement. “Not a bad plan,” Sir Fergus said. “But I don’t think there’s room for all of us. I’ll follow and guard the rear flank.”

	Tom and Victor obediently squashed themselves down into the wooden cart, jostling for just enough room to be able to leap out and fight when needed.

	“Let’s do this thing.” Tom forced himself to breathe and hoped to heaven that Charlie was safely inside. Whether or not he was Tom’s son could be determined later, after the boy was safe.

	Connor and Barnaby began to push the cart forward into the mine, keeping their faces down and caps pulled low over their foreheads. The ride was rough as the cart bumped and rattled, but both Tom and Victor managed to remain silent, despite the helpless feeling engendered by not being able to see where they were going. Tom knew Fergus was following, but even with his superior hearing, was unable to detect a single footfall. He hoped he and Connor could someday be half the Knights that Fergus and Merrick had trained them to be.

	Once they moved into the active shaft, Tom gripped his pistol and let his ears guide him. Dim torchlight on the walls showed a rough-hewn tunnel perhaps eight feet high.

	“What the bloody hell took you so long?” The voice Tom assumed belonged to the overseer demanded. “Get that cart over here and get back to work.”

	“’Ad to piss,” Barnaby muttered. They inched forward, then stopped.

	“Now,” Connor yelled as he gave the cart a mighty shove. Tom and Victor gripped the rim of the cart and stood, their pistols ready. Shouts and curses filled the air as the cart slammed into a man holding a bullwhip, knocking him flat.

	“You bastard!” A club barely missed Tom’s head. He ducked and slammed his fist, pistol and all, into his attacker’s solar plexus. Connor coshed Tom’s attacker in the head with a lump of rock and the man fell like a cut tree.

	The children began to cheer. By the time Victor leaped out of the cart, the man with the bullwhip had been mobbed. Victor shooed the children away and trained his pistol on the leader.

	The fight was over almost before it had begun.

	“All right, let’s get these little ones out of here,” Fergus called over the excited babbling. “One of those two must have the keys to the shackles.”

	Tom studied the children for the first time. As he’d suspected, there were a dozen or so, mostly boys, with two or three girls in the mix, all looking to be between the ages of ten and twelve or thereabouts. It was too dark and they were too dirty for him to identify any of them, but there didn’t seem to be a blind boy in the mix. Worst of all, they were all chained together, like a prison work gang. Fergus and Connor searched the two men and found a set of keys on the one with the whip. Connor set to unlocking the children while Tom and Victor locked the men into their own shackles.

	Barnaby, the least frightening-looking of them all, led the urchins out into the sunlight. “Billy Smith, is that you?”

	“Mr. Hatch!” One of the biggest boys ran up to Barnaby and wrung his hand, turned to Victor and pumped his fist in the air. “Lord Blackwell! I told them you’d come for us. No one believed me.”

	The other urchins mumbled.

	“Well, we did.” Victor clapped the boy on the shoulder. “What happened to your friend? Arthur, wasn’t it?” A quick glance at the children in daylight showed that none of them were African.

	Billy scrunched up his face and spit on the ground. “The boss-man took Art away. Said they had another use for him.”

	There was a general clamor among the children about how they’d come to be there and what had happened when they’d been taken. All agreed that they’d been somehow evaluated by a middle-aged or older gentleman and his dark-skinned servant before being placed at the mine. Apparently each child had been chosen for a specific task, and not all of them were used at this particular site.

	“Let’s get everyone back to Black Heath,” Victor said. “We’ve got food, plenty of soap and water there, and even a doctor. Some of us can get started returning the children to their homes, while the others have a little chat with our prisoners.”

	“I’ll ride ahead and come back with wagons.” Tom took off up the hill toward his horse at a sprint, wanting a few minutes alone to clear his head. No Charlie. But apparently there were other jobs—ones some of the stolen children had been singled out for.

	Of particular note was that none of the children at the mine had been supernaturally gifted, while Barnaby believed the African boy was, and Nell thought the same of Charlie. Was this criminal singling out talented youngsters, or culling them? Either way, it looked like the chase was only beginning.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Nell left Wink and Melody to the Babbage engines and assisted Geneva, Belinda and Mrs. Ritchie in seeing to the rescued children in the large servants’ hall, right off the kitchen. Slaving in the mine hadn’t been easy on their young bodies. Most of them had infected wounds on their hands, arms, even faces, and several had nasty coughs, not unlike Londoners who were constantly exposed to coal smoke. Belinda hauled out her supply of homemade herbal remedies along with Mrs. Ritchie’s stock of strong lye soap and hot broth.

	Nell held a twelve-year-old girl in her lap while Geneva patiently set the bones of two broken fingers. Looking the youngster in the eyes to distract her, Nell asked, “Where are you from, Nancy?” One of the jobs she’d been assigned was compiling information so the children could be returned to their families.

	“Plymouth.” The girl’s eyes flickered as the broken finger bone snapped into place, but she didn’t scream. She cast her eyes down. “Mum worked…the docks. When she died, I stole scraps from behind the tavern until those blokes found me.”

	“So you don’t have anywhere to go back to?” Nell held the girl tightly as she sobbed.

	Nancy sniffled. “No, my lady. Just back to the streets.”

	“We’ll find something.” Nell would be damned before that would happen. “Either school, or an apprenticeship. What would you like to do?”

	“Weren’t you listening?” Nancy sat up straight and wiped the tears from her face. “Me mum was a whore. S’pose I’ll be one too.”

	“Not unless you want to,” Nell said, brushing Nancy’s tangled hair from her forehead. She stopped short of saying, so was mine. “The people in this house don’t care what your mother did. It’s all about what you want to do. We’ll find you a good situation. I promise that, even if I’m not a milady. I’m just a schoolteacher.”

	Or at least she had been. But she would be again, so it counted. An idea began to form. Her father had said he’d build her a school. He hadn’t specified a school for the blind. What if she could take in other children like Nancy, who simply had no place to go? Nell wasn’t sure she was up to the task of running it all on her own, but with Roger beside her they could make a world of difference in so many young lives.

	“What can I do to help?” a bright, cheery voice asked from the doorway.

	“Mum!” Nell squealed, wanting to rush into Caroline’s arms but unwilling to let go of the child in hers. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

	“Me too, dearest.” Caroline Merrick, still pretty despite nearing forty, ran over and kissed the top of Nell’s head. She laid a hand on Nancy’s shoulder. “And who have we here?”

	Geneva wrapped the girl’s fingers. “A brave young lady, who now requires a bath but needs to keep that hand out of the water.”

	“I think I recall how to manage that,” Caro said with a chuckle, her green eyes twinkling. “Nell, do you remember when Jamie broke his arm sliding down the bannister?”

	Nell chuckled. “The day before you came to Hadrian House. How could I ever forget?”

	“You don’t look like her mum,” Nancy said as Caro led her over to where a copper tub had been set up behind a curtain for the girls. “Your hair is yellow and hers is black.”

	“Well, now that’s a long story.” Caro kept a hand on Nancy’s shoulder. Very few people knew about it, but Caro had a gift for healing. Nancy’s fingers would mend quicker than they otherwise might have. “She had another mother, you see, but that one died. So we adopted her and I was lucky enough to get Nell for a daughter.”

	“It works like that?” Nancy asked, wide-eyed.

	“Sometimes,” Nell said. “But I’m the lucky one.” She let her mother take Nancy while she returned to assist the doctor.

	Next, Geneva set stitches on a young boy’s forehead while Nell held his hand and elicited his information. Benjie had living parents, not far away, and could be taken home by nightfall. One by one, each of the rescued children was seen to, bathed, fed and found something to wear from Black Heath’s attics and storerooms. By midafternoon, only two were left who had nowhere to go. “Could use a new boot boy,” Mrs. Ritchie said to the homeless boy whose dead parents had apparently been farmers. “Fair wages, room in the attic, training to move up in the household. You interested?”

	“Yes, ma’am.” The towheaded urchin nodded. “Beats mucking stables or smashing rocks.”

	“Come along.” Barnaby led the young man off to his new quarters.

	“And what about you, Nancy?” Nell smiled at the girl. “I suppose someone here could use a new housemaid, but there are other things, too. What would you do if you had a choice?”

	“I like to sew,” she said. “And draw.”

	“I think, for now, Nancy will come with us,” Caro said. “There’s always room for a guest in the nursery, and it will do Sylvia good to not be the oldest for a change.”

	“A nursery maid, ma’am?” Nancy’s eyes widened. “That would be smashing.”

	“We’ll see.” Caro winked at Nell. “For now, let’s just introduce you to the other children as a friend, shall we?”

	Geneva stood. “I’ll take her up. Come along, Nancy.”

	Caro linked arms with Nell. “Let’s catch a breath in the garden, dear.”

	Nell looked down at her blood-and-coal-stained dress. “I should probably go change.”

	Caro grinned. “In a minute. I haven’t seen you for ages.”

	Unable to say no to her mother, Nell walked out the kitchen door to the herb garden.

	Caro wrapped her arm around her daughter’s waist. “Your father told me you’ve left Glenbury.”

	Nell slid her arm around her mother. “Yes.”

	“What are you thinking of doing now?” Caro spoke lightly, with no pressure for Nell to respond in any particular manner. “The Season? Another teaching position? Perhaps a trip abroad? Aunt Dorothy and Margaret are planning a journey to Rome, I think. They’d love to have you join them.”

	Merrick’s aunt and her lifelong love, Miss Margaret Julian, were two of Nell’s favorite people in the world, but she wouldn’t want to travel with them even if she didn’t have other obligations. Best to get the big shock over with first. She paused and turned toward Caro. “You must have missed the gossip when you arrived. Mum, I’m here with my fiancé, Roger.”

	Caroline took Nell by both shoulders, looking into her eyes. “Do you love him?”

	Nell shrugged. “I think so. He’s a brilliant mathematician. Athletic, brave and kind. He was a soldier for a while, so I know he’s loyal to his country. He also loves children and isn’t the kind of man to ever be unfaithful. I could do a lot worse. He has property in Sussex. I thought maybe we could open a school there together, and maybe take in a few children like Nancy who have nowhere to go.” The more she thought about that idea, the more she liked it.

	“He’d be willing to let you continue to teach?” Caro sat on a stone bench and drew Nell down beside her. “That’s a rare man, even in these modern times. But you haven’t answered my question, darling. Do you love him? Deeply, with all your heart?”

	Nell sighed. “Not like you and Papa, at least not yet. But I don’t want to be alone, Mum. I mean, I love all of you, all my brothers and sisters, but I want my own family someday. And I’m not getting any younger. Roger’s a wonderful man. I’m so fond of him, and more importantly, I trust him. He’ll never break my heart.”

	“You’ve completely given up on Tom?” Caro clasped Nell’s hand in her own. “Oh, I know we never speak of it, but I’ve always known, since that first day I came to live with you. You love one another so deeply. It breaks my heart that he won’t even consider an annulment.”

	Nell looked at Caro, letting her mother see all the despair in her heart. “Never. I suppose I’ve always known that, but I’m finally ready to admit it. There’s a chance, he said yesterday, that the baby his so-called wife was carrying was his. That changes everything. Even if the wedding should prove fraudulent, and it may well, he’ll never deny it. I have to face it, Mum. The truth of it is, he chose to be with someone else. Yes, he was young, and I was just a schoolgirl, but he knew even then that I loved him.” Tears slid down her cheeks. “I believe he truly loved me. He said he did. But not…not enough to be loyal, to wait, even after he promised. And because of that, I don’t think I could ever truly trust him. If by some miracle he was free, and we did wed, I’d be forever wondering if he was faithful. I couldn’t live like that. So I’m moving on. It’s the only thing I can do. It’s time to face the fact that we were never meant to be together.”

	Caro gathered Nell in her arms and held her tightly while she cried. When Nell’s tears subsided, Caro wiped them with the hem of her overskirt. “My poor, brave girl. Whatever you want, you know you have your father and me right beside you. All I ask is that you take a little time to decide. Worry about your Charlie first. After that, you can sort out everything else, even set a date for the wedding if that’s what you decide. Now, let’s go change, so you can introduce me to this Roger of yours.”

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	“I suppose we ought to get back before the ladies send out a search party.” Tom climbed back on his horse after they’d deposited the criminals at the village gaol. “First thing tomorrow, we’ll head out looking for this boss-man those bastards talked about.” He’d derived a fair bit of satisfaction out of extracting information from the prisoners before delivering them to the constabulary. Too bad these lowlifes hadn’t known much, but at least now there were more leads to follow. He rubbed at his sore knuckles.

	“I’ll wait at the station with the wagon,” Victor said. “Some of the parents are arriving on the next train.” The Order had contacted all the parents and paid for their fares to come retrieve the rescued children, which would happen over the next couple days.

	That night, however, was Melody’s dinner party, which none of them dared ignore. The children’s party would be the following day, during which Tom, Nell and Roger could slip away to continue their search.

	Bloody Roger. Was Nell going to marry the blighter?

	At Tom’s right elbow, Connor rode on a massive black horse, chatting away about the latest antics of his three-year-old twins. Apparently Eva, the girl, wanted to follow in the footsteps of her mother’s Gypsy circus-performing relatives and had been caught trying to hang by her knees from her bed canopy. Her brother Josh merely excelled at escaping his nanny whenever they went outdoors.

	Tom snickered. “Sounds normal.” The four littlest Hadrian youngsters led Caro and Merrick a merry chase. In the past few years, though, Tom hadn’t spent much time with his foster siblings, Sylvia, Will, Rose and Vivienne. Watching them play had done nothing but make him wonder if he had a son or daughter of his own somewhere. If so, where? And what might that child be doing?

	“Father says there’s talk of setting up a branch of the Order in Calcutta,” Connor said. “Only they’ve no idea who to send. Not many Knights want to leave behind their families in England, or drag them to the heat and unrest of the subcontinent.”

	“Hmm.” No one had mentioned this to Tom. The idea had a certain appeal. “I’ll speak to the duke. There are a few of us with no ties, enough to form a small office.”

	“No ties? You have more family than any of us.” Connor snorted. “But it sounded like something you might be interested in. Hate to see you go, though. Josh and Eva would miss their godfather.”

	“They hardly ever see me anyway.” Tom had been negligent there, too, and for the same reasons. “It wouldn’t be forever. Besides, an airship can make it in what, two days? Three?”

	Connor replied, “A commercial vessel? Probably three. An Order ship would make better time, but you’d need a pilot and crew, which we’re a little short on at the moment.”

	“It’s certainly worth considering.” Tom idly rubbed his horse’s neck. “There’s a lot of magick in India, things we know nothing about. Since it’s now British soil, we ought to find out more. Thanks for the tip.”

	Connor punched him lightly on the shoulder. “Whatever you do, don’t get yourself killed over there.”

	Tom ignored the urge to punch back. “With what we do, that’s never a guarantee. Besides, first I need to help Nell find her missing student. After that, well, it depends on what we find out.”

	“Just know we’re here for you, whatever happens. My family as well as your own.” Connor turned his horse onto the lane toward Black Heath. “You know, you might have Belle read the cards. She’s uncannily accurate.”

	“Maybe.” He wouldn’t. Connor’s wife Belinda, of Gypsy descent, did have a gift with the Tarot, but Tom had never approached her for a reading. Tom viewed his future with enough dread as it was. He didn’t need his fears confirmed. It was bad enough having a brother who occasionally had premonitions. Jamie couldn’t control his visions, but if he’d seen anything about Tom, he hadn’t said so, at least not since they were children.

	“Do it as a favor to me,” Connor said. “Ask her about the boy, if not about yourself. She likes to be useful, but sometimes our sisters make her feel like a layabout, since she isn’t a scientist or doctor or teacher.”

	Tom snorted. “I’d think raising twins, making herbal medicines and writing children’s books quite enough occupation for anyone.”

	“You’d think so.” Connor grinned. “She’s more than enough for me, at any rate. Still, she likes to help out the Order in small ways when she can. Ask her.”

	“Fine.” Tom resisted the urge to tackle his friend off that great black horse and wipe the smug look from his face, just as if they were schoolboys again. Instead, they traveled in silence until leaving their horses with the Black Heath grooms.

	While Connor ran up to the main house to find his children, Tom searched out Wink and Melody at the Babbage engines in Melody’s workshop. He raised an eyebrow about finding Braithwaite with them but supposed the poor sod had to find something to do. Still, it was Wink Tom turned to for answers. They’d returned her faithful companion, and George sat motionless by her side, his tail thumping twice when Tom entered the room. Tom absently patted George’s head before perching atop Melody’s workbench. “What have you discovered?”

	Wink brushed a few auburn curls away from her face. “Quite a bit. Mr. Braithwaite, why don’t you escort Lady Blackwell up to the house for some tea. I think we’re done out here for the afternoon.”

	Melody yawned and stretched. “Tea would be lovely. But we’re all family here. Come along, Roger, and call me Mel. Let’s let these two have their chat. Our cook makes the most amazing scones.”

	Though short and a tad plump since becoming a mother, Melody was a force to be reckoned with when it came to a contest of wills. Poor Braithwaite had taken her arm and left the workshop, most likely before he even realized he’d be missing something.

	“He probably can’t wait to go find Nell anyway,” Wink said, watching the two leave.

	Tom hadn’t thought of it like that. Bloody hell.

	Wink lifted a stack of papers and handed them to Tom. “At worst, you’re probably married to a confidence artist and a bigamist, little brother. Easy grounds for annulment. The Order solicitors could probably have you declared a free man by Christmas.”

	The little brother was an old barb. Since Tom was only a few months her junior, it rankled nonetheless. “And at best?” He looked down skeptically at the sheaf of papers the machines had printed. As he’d told Nell, it didn’t change anything. Until he found out for sure about the child, his hands were tied.

	“At best, you’re not married at all. You certainly weren’t the first, and there’s every probability she used a false name, since each one is slightly different. Furthermore, there’s a question of timing. The only Charles born in that vicinity was only five months after your so-called wedding. That means she’d certainly have been showing by the time you married her, if this child were yours. That’s just going on the assumption that her child was christened Charles.”

	Every moment of that fateful night had been imprinted on Tom’s brain. “She was, or else she’d just put on weight. She wasn’t as slight as when we…slept together. She couldn’t have been four months along, though. We were only together the one time, and that was only two and a half months before the wedding. Either the babe came early or Charlie isn’t Polly’s child.”

	“You’re missing another obvious possibility. She may have already been with child when you slept with her, but not yet showing at all.” Wink shuffled through the papers. “The first wedding performed near Cambridge that year with a woman by the initials of P. B., was two months before yours. The child could easily have been his, or someone else’s entirely.”

	“No.” Tom’s throat clenched. “She was untouched before me.”

	Wink laughed. “You poor, delusional man. If we’re talking about a professional confidence artist, there are certainly ways to fake virginity. Unless you have some magickal proof, I’d keep an open mind on that subject.”

	“Hell. I don’t even want to know how you know that.” Tom dropped his forehead into his hands. “I’m sure it’s technically possible, but that’s not a consideration that had ever occurred to me. You think she and her father were taking advantage of her pregnancy to trap men into marriage? I just don’t see how that makes any sense.”

	“Not just any men,” she reminded him. “But young, impressionable men from wealthy families. How much money did you give her, brother dear? You’re lucky you didn’t sign over your entire inheritance.”

	“The property is entailed.” He waved off her question about the manor and fortune he’d inherited from his grandfather. “But yes. I did give her an entire quarter’s allowance, plus everything I’d saved since going up to school.” Not to mention card winnings, and various other incidental funds. He’d never been a spendthrift, and had once made his living as a card sharp. He’d had a tidy sum to hand over to his bride.

	“So you gave her all your money.” Wink tapped her toe on the floor. “Then what?”

	“After the wedding night, which she claimed she was too ill to consummate, by the way, she sent me back to the dormitory while she was going to secure an apartment. I never saw her again. Or her father.” And he’d searched. For years.

	“You know, he may not have been her father.” Wink tapped her fingers on the desk. “A lot of younger women marry older men. In which case, she may have been wed long before you came on the scene. And there’s no way of knowing how many other gullible lads they rooked or how long they’ve been at it. I can’t believe you never looked into this possibility before. I thought you and Papa had investigated.”

	He winced at the word rooked, though it was quite probably accurate. “We did, but remember, not all of this information was recorded on the Babbage engines then. We never thought to check other parishes for marriages, just for births, and obviously we couldn’t check every birth in England, not when every parish kept its own records on paper.”

	“Well, now we know.” Wink rested her hand on George’s head and absently rubbed the bronze. “And what about your interrogation? Did you get anything useful from the prisoners? Find out where or who their employer is?”

	“A general description.” The children hadn’t seen much and were too traumatized to remember what they had. “Not much more. Fine clothes, a steam car and an average-looking gentleman in his forties. He’d come around with instructions a couple times a month, maybe. All he was ever called was ‘Sir.’ No one had any idea—or at least gave up any suggestion—about where he came from or what he did.”

	“Well, that’s rotten.” Nothing frustrated Wink more than a puzzle she couldn’t solve. “Was there nothing in the paperwork at the mine? An address for shipping it out?”

	“Not a word.” Tom didn’t much care for unsolvable riddles himself. “Wagons came and picked up the ore. Others dropped off children or picked up bodies. There’s not a damn thing we can trace. I didn’t get a sense of anything but business as usual from anything in the office.” He hadn’t bothered to try his touch magick in the mine. He was sure all he’d have picked up was anger and terror.

	“Never say never,” Wink said. “We’ll keep at it, I promise. Now, let’s go find the others before the dressing gong. Teddy needs his dinner and I’m sure you want to see Mum and the little ones.”

	Tom let her shoo him out of the workshop. Blast it, they were no further ahead than they’d been yesterday. Well, except for twelve children going home to their families. That was something worthwhile. It just wasn’t enough.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Nell couldn’t resist stealing an hour to play hide and seek in the garden with her mother, her younger siblings and most of their friends. After a rollicking hour, she sat on a blanket with Caro and Geneva to catch her breath. Cuddling her young nephew in her arms, she watched Nancy close her eyes and count to one hundred. The girl had already bonded with Nell’s sister Sylvia and Victor’s niece Emma. She reminded Nell of Wink, with her grit and raw intelligence. Nell determined that some way or another, she was going to see to it that Nancy went to school. What was the point of having money if she never used it for good?

	Wink and Tom rounded the house and joined the group in the garden. Nell stood and surrendered Teddy to his mother while Tom made his way over to Belinda and escorted her toward the house. Had Tom taken a sudden interest in children’s stories? No, more likely it was something to do with Connor.

	A hand touched her shoulder. She jumped, but settled at the sound of Roger’s gentle voice. “You’ve a rather impressive family, and faintly terrifying friends.”

	“That I do.” She smiled up at him. The warmth of his body and the scent of his aftershave lotion surrounded her. Being this close felt…nice. Not earth-shattering, not heart-pounding, but as if she were wrapped in a cocoon of affection. She gave in to the urge to lean her head against his shoulder, which was nicer yet. “Are you still interested in becoming part of this impressively terrifying bunch?”

	“For you, my dear, I’d join a traveling circus.” He placed a kiss on her temple.

	Nell laughed. “Oh, my, don’t let Belinda hear you say that. She grew up in one, and her great-uncle is a good friend of ours. In fact, there were a few weeks some years ago when many of us joined his circus, to find a killer. Can you believe I sang on stage?”

	“Belinda is the youngest Lady MacKay, right? Dark hair, dark eyes? Rather…” Roger looked down at Nell’s modest bosom.

	“Voluptuous?” Poor Roger was trying so hard to be polite. “Yes, that’s Belinda. Also the one with the twin toddlers.”

	“From Gypsy circus to the wife of a Knight,” Roger said. “I suppose stranger things have happened.”

	Nell pulled away and took Roger’s hand, drawing him deeper into the garden, away from the others. “I told you my family was somewhat out of the ordinary. Is Belinda’s story any stranger than a group of street children adopted by a baron? You realize my mother—Fanny Jenkins, not Caro Hadrian, was a prostitute, don’t you? All I know of my natural father is that he was a dark-skinned sailor, possibly from India or Burma or the like. Even Mum—Caro—was originally a governess. I’m no lily-white English rose with a perfect pedigree, despite the Honorable Miss in front of my name. Do you have a problem with that, Roger?”

	“No, no, of course not.” He hesitated just slightly over the words, giving the hint of a lie to them. Still, she believed that he wanted to be open-minded. Perhaps it would just take some time. “No matter your past, I never thought of you as anything but a lady. I’m a little shocked about the circus, though. I thought you hated to perform in public.”

	“I do. It’s a long story, but Belinda’s life and others were at stake.” She patted his hand. “That’s another thing you should know about my family. We do what we have to do, even if we don’t like it. We’re rather like Mr. Dumas’s musketeers. ‘One for all and all for one.’ And we don’t shy away from risks, especially when someone needs our help.”

	He lifted her gloved hand to his lips and kissed it. “Well, I can only hope that same fierce loyalty will extend to me, and any family we may have. I’ve watched you with children for years now, you know. You’re going to make a marvelous mother.”

	“I look forward to it.” About that, Nell didn’t have to be evasive, so she told him the absolute truth. “I’d love a big family. I hope you don’t mind.”

	“I look forward to that as well.” He drew her in close and lowered his lips to hers. “In fact, the sooner the better, my love. When can we wed? Are you intent on a long engagement?”

	“No. We can set the date as soon as we find Charlie,” she whispered. He was about to kiss her, and suddenly it felt awkward. She pulled back. “How would you feel about opening a school, you and I? One for children with nowhere else to go, like the ones from the mine today? And our own, of course.”

	“A charity school?” A small furrow formed between his eyebrows. “I don’t think my estate could support one. It’s a nice place, but not that lucrative. Besides, I wasn’t planning to continue teaching. I’d rather expected to settle down and be a gentleman farmer, with you as my pampered lady of the manor, not a working teacher or headmistress. Now, if you wanted to be a patroness, I’m sure we can find a school in Sussex that could use your enthusiasm and family connections.”

	“Well, think about it,” Nell said. “My parents would help and I do have some money of my own. We could take some paying students as well, to help keep the school solvent.” She decided not to mention Nancy yet. Roger was a good man. He’d come around eventually. “More importantly, did any of your work with Wink and Melody shed any new light on where we might find Charlie?”

	“No, it just cast even more shadows on his possible origins.” As if sensing their romantic moment had come to an end, Roger took her arm and started back toward the group on the main lawn. “I gather the chaps interrogating the miners didn’t fare much better. We’re still at a dead end, it seems.”

	“Well, we can keep trying to find out who the miners were working for.” Nell paused as Nancy, now smiling and pretty in one of Emma’s outgrown dresses, ran up to her.

	“Miss Nell, did I hear that right? Are you looking for Mr. Wickers’s boss-man?”

	Nell introduced the child to Roger, taking hold of the hand without the broken fingers. “Is there something you can tell us, Nancy?” Had no one thought to question the children? She thought back. Yes, Tom had, but Nancy had stayed in the kitchen, helping with the younger ones. No one had interviewed her, and she was probably the best witness of the lot. Dear heavens, they were all idiots.

	“Mr. Albert Barclay, Number 22 Pemberton Lane, Birming’am,” Nancy recited. “I saw it on his card, you see, when we were all in the factory for testing.”

	“Testing?” Nell drew Nancy with her to a bench and gestured for some of the others to come join them. Soon Caro, Geneva and Sir Fergus had gathered around. “Nancy, tell us about this testing, the factory and anything you can about this Mr. Barclay.”

	“All right.” She drew in a deep breath and puffed up her chest. “After they grabbed us, they took us to this big factory building. Don’t know what they were making, but it was noisy and smelled like rotten eggs. There were four of us they nabbed from the docks. I was the biggest, little Fred was the smallest. He’s six. Or he was. Had a terrible cough. Don’t think he was going to make it much longer.” Her voice trembled, but she went on.

	Nell understood. When you lived in those conditions, you saw a lot of death, and you couldn’t let each one drag you down too far or you’d be next.

	“And what happened at the factory?” Caro asked, kneeling in front of the child.

	“They tested us, like I said. Could we read? How fast could we run? How much could we carry? Other stuff too, like could we see in the dark, or know what card someone pulled from a deck before we saw it. Don’t know how, but this one girl could do that. She’s the one they took away first. Then Fred. I heard one of the bully boys saying to just dump him back on the street.”

	“I’m sorry about your friend,” Nell said. “Do you know where this factory is?”

	“Thanks, miss.” Nancy’s face scrunched up as she thought about it. “And no. They carried us in a closed coach. But it was half a day or so to get to the mine, once they decided to send me there.”

	“And Mr. Barclay. How did you find out his address?”

	“Saw it on his card,” she said. “I’m nothing special at much, but once I read something, I always remember it, usually word for word. Bible verses, mostly. That’s what our neighbor lady used to teach me reading and writing.”

	What a brilliant child. She was so definitely going to school!

	“So you saw him hand someone a calling card?” Caro asked. “That’s a clever way to find information.”

	Nancy didn’t appear impressed by the praise. “He gave it to the two men who came for the girl, the one who knew the spots on the cards. I only saw it for a moment.”

	“Excellent.” Nell squeezed Nancy’s hand. “And can you describe Mr. Barclay?”

	Nancy wrinkled her nose. “Know him again anywhere, I would. I don’t never forget a face, neither.”

	Caro tilted her head. “I wonder. Can you draw? Could you maybe make us a picture of Mr. Barclay?”

	“Not with my fingers like this.” Nancy held up her bandaged left hand. “Can’t draw much at all right now. Mrs. Gaskill said it was a sign of the devil to use the wrong hand, but even she couldn’t teach me to write with the other.”

	“I have an idea,” Geneva said. “Let’s play a game. We’ll walk through the portrait gallery, and you can point things out on the pictures. That hair, this nose, and so forth. Then maybe someone can put together a sketch.”

	“That’s brilliant!” Nell beamed at her friend. “Come along, Nancy. Let’s see some photographs. Roger, can you see if someone can run Mr. Barclay’s address through the Babbage engines? Perhaps something will turn up.”

	“I have some small skill with engines,” Roger allowed. “Lady Northland, would you like to come with me?”

	Caro laughed. “Heavens, no. If I so much as touch a machine, it breaks, but I can sketch a bit. I’ll go with Nell, while you and Geneva do the searching. And do call me Caro.”

	Roger and Geneva split off for the workshop after having Nancy repeat the address. Caro collected a sketch pad and pencil in the library, on the way up to the Arrington family portrait gallery.

	“Let’s start with something easy,” Caro said to the girl. “How tall was he, and how stout?”

	“Taller than either of you,” Nancy said. “About the same as Dr. Genny.” Geneva was a moderately tall female. Caro made a note on her pad. “Not stout at all. More wiry like that older fellow, Hatch.”

	“Mister Hatch is the butler here,” Nell reminded the child. “You should be polite to him. He works hard to see that everything runs smoothly.”

	“And he coshed one of the guards with a rock.” A trace of hero worship shone in the girl’s blue eyes. “Wish I could’ve done that.”

	“Me too,” Nell and Caro muttered at the same time. They chuckled, then turned back to Nancy, eliciting the information that Mr. Barclay had brown eyes, bushy eyebrows, brown hair shot with gray at the temples, was clean-shaven and smelled of bay rum. Then they walked through the portrait gallery, gathering notes of this chin or that nose. Finally, Caro sat down to sketch. “Is this him, Nancy?”

	Nancy took an instinctive step backward. “Only the look in his eyes should be nastier, my lady. Right mean, through and through.”

	The dressing gong sounded, reminding everyone that it was time to prepare for the evening’s dinner party. “I’ll walk Nancy up to the nursery,” Caro said, handing Nell the paper. “You go get ready to dazzle your fiancé. Since I knew you were going to be here for the party, I brought along some of your London clothes. We can show the sketch to the men after dinner.”

	Nell made her way to her room, clutching the drawing. This was the monster that preyed on children. One way or another, she was determined that his reign of terror was about to end.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Tom watched Belinda shuffle the cards, desperately trying not to feel like an idiot.

	“Think about your question,” she instructed. “Feel it, down to your toes. And be specific in what you ask. The clearer your query, the clearer the answers will be.”

	“That’s part of the problem,” he grumbled. “There’s so much I don’t know that it’s difficult to decide where to begin.”

	“Then either start at the beginning, or with whatever matters most. Whichever you choose, focus on it. Drive every other thought from your mind.”

	What was most important? Whether or not Charlie was his son? Whether or not Tom was genuinely married? How to find the boy? How to stop other children from being taken? The proper one, the one that mattered most, settled into his heart. “I need to know—”

	Belinda waved a hand to stop him. “I said concentrate. Not tell me. Just focus.”

	What should I do? Tom repeated the question over and over in his thoughts.

	“Now shuffle the cards three times then cut the deck.” Belinda handed him the stack of cards and Tom did as he was bid, then handed them back, chanting the query in his head.

	Nell crossed two cards, facedown, then spread out four cards around them in the shape of a cross, and four more in a straight line. One by one, she flipped them.

	The bottom center card featured a man hanging from a tree by his foot. Crossing that was the image of a giant wheel with mystic symbols. Each card featured a drawing, none of the numbers and suits Tom had been expecting.

	Belinda gasped. “I’ve never, never, seen a spread with so many major arcana. Tom, this is…frightening to say the least.”

	“We already knew this mission was dangerous.” Tom clenched his hands in his lap. “Tell me. Please.”

	“Of course.” She licked her lips. “The hanged man represents you. You’re at a crossroads in your life, whether or not you’re aware of it. This is more than just a mission for you. The outcome could be extremely personal, changing your entire life.”

	That was common knowledge, given the subject of the investigation. Tom waited for her to continue.

	“Moon, reversed. The situation is built on confusion and loss of control, perhaps even the mania of the villain.” Belinda drew a breath. “In the past is a dark, sad woman. I think we both know who that is.”

	Tom tipped his head again at the card of a black-haired woman holding a sword. For a moment he could have sworn he saw Nell’s face superimposed over that of the older woman on the card.

	The next card she pointed to was obvious—the grim reaper. Tom lifted an eyebrow. “Death.”

	“Yes.” Belinda tapped the card. “In the possible future position. But the card doesn’t necessarily mean physical death. It can sometimes represent the end of one life and the beginning of another. It could mean a change in career, for example, or in the fundamental way a person thinks. Marriage, widowhood, a move abroad. Or, it could be a warning of genuine danger. Here, I’d take that as a real possibility.”

	“Of course.” Tom wasn’t stupid enough to ignore any warnings. Still, none of this had given him any suggestions on what to do.

	“The tower can indicate imprisonment. In this case, it’s probably that of the children you’re looking for. But it could also refer to the trap of your marriage. Or, that your search is at a standstill. Someone, or something, is stuck.” She moved to the vertical line of cards. “The devil is an external influence. He can mean a lot of things, many of them nonthreatening, but here, I’d say you’ve a fight in store with the kidnapper. He will do his best to thwart you. The magician reversed represents your internal conflicts, confusion and hesitation. This is a warning, again. Don’t let your doubts get the best of you. Trust your training, your intellect and your heart. When the time to act comes, don’t hesitate.”

	“Understood.” That bit made sense.

	She smiled. “Now, this card is your advice. The emperor is a strong, powerful man. That’s who you can be, dearest. You’re everything implied by the card, when you don’t let your doubts get the best of you. Be the emperor; be strong and bold and don’t give up.” Finally, she held up the last card, a picture of the earth, a broad grin on her face. “Succeed, my friend, and the world is yours. Not literally, of course, but your world will be complete.”

	“That’s great.” Tom couldn’t help a moment of disappointment. “Just not what I was asking for, I guess. I wanted to know where to start looking next.”

	“Is that what you asked?” Belinda lifted an eyebrow. “Precisely what you asked?”

	Tom shook his head. “No. I asked what I should do.”

	“Then you have your answer. Be strong, be bold, trust yourself and don’t hesitate, but keep an eye out for trouble. Based on this reading, I’d guess you already know where to look. You just have to trust that instinct. And when you do find your answer, stick to it and don’t give up.”

	He pondered for a moment. “It all goes back to Cambridge, doesn’t it?”

	Belinda picked up her cards and wrapped them reverently in a silk handkerchief. “I can’t tell you that. My instincts and knowledge aren’t relevant. Yours are. Talk to the others tonight, but trust yourself and make an informed decision. In the meanwhile, we’d both better go and dress for the dinner party, or my sister-in-law will have our hides.” She leaned across the table and gripped Tom’s shoulder. “You’re a good person. Know that, deep in your soul. Don’t let the mistakes you made in your past make you doubt the man you’ve come to be. And remember, you’re not alone. We all love you very much.”

	He stood and leaned over to drop a kiss on her cheek. “Love you too, Belinda. Connor’s a lucky bugger for finding you.”

	“He is.” She beamed. “And I’m so fortunate that Wink didn’t marry him when she had the chance. Sometimes heartbreak leads to better things down the road. Remember, the world awaits you.”

	“I’ll remember.” He left, heading to his own chamber to change into a dinner jacket and white tie. Was she right? Was there really the chance for a happy outcome? He wasn’t sure it was possible, but her record with the cards was impeccable. A faint stirring of hope fluttered in his chest. Perhaps there was something more ahead than a lonely, martial existence as a Knight.

	For the first time in years, a gleam of hope touched his heart.

	 


 

	Chapter Six

	 

	Although the house party had been put together for the twins’ birthday, this evening’s dinner had quickly become an engagement party for Roger and Nell, which left her feeling something of a fraud as she sat down next to their host and hostess in the coral silk evening gown she’d been thinking of just a day earlier. Bless her mother for having thought to bring it. While Tom’s expression had remained wooden, at least Roger’s eyes had popped. Nell had taken advantage of Caro’s lady’s maid, and her hair was piled high in a sleek style with just a few fat curls falling against her neck, which was accented with a triple strand of pearls to match the large oval ones that hung from her ears. The set had been her twenty-first birthday present from her parents, and they were her favorite jewels. It felt good to know that for a change, she looked her absolute best. Roger had only ever seen her dressed as a teacher.

	Other members of the Order had arrived throughout the day, including Wink’s husband, Liam. Kendall, Marquess of Lake, Merrick’s superior in the Order was part of a larger group, including his wife Amelie, their young son Ned, and Kendall’s parents, the current Duke and Duchess of Trowbridge. Even the dowager duchess, well into her eighties, was there with feathers in her hair. Sebastian Brown, whose cousin was a Knight, worked at Scotland Yard with Liam, had brought with him his wife and two daughters. The only notable absences were Piers and Jamie. Nell missed her younger brothers with all her heart, but it was Charlie she couldn’t put out of her mind. Despite the romantic overtones of the evening, despite being the belle of the ball and having the chance to visit with her friends and family, Nell was anxious to be off, searching for her student. If only she knew where.

	“Tell us about your home in Sussex, Roger.” After several toasts to the newly engaged couple, Melody turned to Roger, seated in the place of honor on her left. “Nell says you plan to give up teaching to run the estate?”

	“That was my intent.” He smiled down the long table at Nell, his eyes twinkling. “I’d have quit the school earlier, but there was something—or rather someone—there whom I didn’t want to leave without.”

	She felt her cheeks heat, though her skin didn’t easily show a blush. “I’m glad you stayed.” Aside from their impending marriage, she’d have missed his friendship horribly at Glenbury, and even more, having a suitor had kept her from feeling as horridly undesirable as had when she’d first fled to Cornwall. “I’ve never spent much time in Sussex, though. Do tell us what it’s like.” It would be so lovely to have a home of her own…and a family. She was growing more and more used to the notion of a life with Roger. She was sure she could see herself with him, sitting fondly beside him as they grew older, surrounded by dark, curly haired children. Perhaps in time he’d agree to the school and to them taking in a child or two to educate with their own future offspring, starting with Nancy and perhaps Charlie, if they found him and if he didn’t turn out to belong to Tom. For the first time in three years, Nell looked into the future and saw a chance for happiness, beyond just the rewards of teaching.

	Roger continued his description. “The farms are lovely and green. The house is Tudor, not too big nor too small. It has six bedrooms, I believe, plus the nursery, so your family will be able to visit. I’m sure you’ll love it, darling. We’ll want to update things, of course, make it our own. And we’ll be close enough to London to run up whenever we like.” He beamed and Nell couldn’t resist smiling back. He was so genuine. He’d been at home as a schoolteacher and yet seemed eminently comfortable as the sole outsider in a group that included not only several of the kingdom’s most elite, but also several from other walks of life. Mostly, he didn’t seem to care about the fact that he was among people whom most of the world would call freaks, with women who worked and many with uncanny supernatural abilities. How could she not care for a man like that?

	“I can’t wait to see it.” Nell meant every word. “One thing I do miss at the school is the ability to keep a dog or cat.”

	“A whole menagerie, if that’s what you’d like my dear.” Roger waved his hand extravagantly.

	Nell chuckled. “I think a horse and one or two house pets will be quite sufficient. And a room for my piano, of course.”

	She spoke little through the rest of the meal, watching as Roger charmed each of the women and came to terms with the men. By the end of the meal, even her father and Sir Fergus seemed to have given the younger man their stamp of approval.

	The ladies retired to the drawing room for tea, and the others mobbed Nell with questions and more than a few risqué comments. To Melody’s surprise it wasn’t Wink or her mother who made Nell blush, but Geneva.

	The eldest MacKay sibling, one of the first female physicians in Britain, pulled Nell aside. “Are you having relations yet? If you are, I can provide you with some prophylactics until after the wedding. Trust me, you do not want to have to deal with getting married and having morning sickness at the same time. I was delighted to have a baby right away, but frankly, I’d rather have waited just one more month.”

	Nell blinked. Of course, she’d realized that most of her friends had anticipated their vows, but she hadn’t realized Genny was pregnant at her wedding. It had simply never occurred to her to count. “Um, not yet.” There she was, feeling like the last virgin on the planet except for the children upstairs in their beds.

	“Give it time.” Genny gave Nell a one-armed hug. “You’ll know when the moment is right. Meanwhile, I’ll pop over to your room with a few packets just in case.”

	The next hour was a string of whispered conversations with each of the other women. Mostly, the comments were bawdy or full of pithy advice, or sometimes both, as in the case of the dowager duchess. The only person to express any doubt about the engagement was Belinda. “Are you sure he’s the one? Something just feels…off to me. If you’d like, I can read the cards for you.”

	“I’m sure. But thank you for caring.” Nell bussed her friend on the cheek. She had a special fondness for Belinda, whose Gypsy background also made her something of an oddity among all the pale Britons in their two families.

	“Of course I care.” Belinda smiled sadly. “Roger reminds me a great deal of my first husband Micah. He was a wonderful, caring man. He never did anyone a wrong in his entire life. But I never knew true happiness either, not until I met Connor. I understand the difference between love and affection more than most people. All I’m saying is think before you leap.”

	“Let me ask you something.” Nell saw how difficult this was for her friend to talk about, and the words rang too true to dismiss. “If Micah hadn’t died, would you still be happy? Would you regret having married him?”

	Belinda paused before answering. “I’d have just gone on living. We’d have been content, as we always were. But I wouldn’t have met Connor, or had the twins.” Belinda’s first husband had been sterile, Nell recalled. “And I would never have known what I was missing. Your case is different. You’ll always know. The question is whether or not you can live with that.”

	Nell sipped her tea, considering. Finally, she said, “I’ve been thinking about little else since the moment Roger proposed. Maybe he is my Micah, as you seem to suggest. But more than anyone else here, you know what it’s like to be different, to be darker-skinned than society expects, to be eyed with suspicion. Micah gave you a refuge from that. A chance to live an ordinary life. That’s no small thing.”

	“No, it isn’t.” Belinda opened and closed her mouth as if there was something more she was trying to say. Finally, she sighed. “The men will be here any minute, so I just want to say one more thing. Wait until you’ve found this child. I don’t know much from the cards, but I know he is, or could be, a tipping point for several lives, maybe including yours. Give yourself time as a fiancée before you become a wife.”

	“We planned on that,” Nell promised. “Truly. In any case, I’m more worried about finding Charlie first. I won’t marry him tomorrow. You have my word.”

	Belinda sighed. “Good.”

	The gentlemen arrived and the party moved to the music room, big enough for dancing when the gathering was as intimate as this one. Roger came straight to Nell’s side and didn’t relinquish her arm until the music began.

	And there was dancing.

	The orchestra Melody had hired was a small one, suitable for an intimate gathering, but each of the eight members was a master of his instrument. Nell felt the pulse of the music flow through her veins, as it always did when the notes were right and the souls of the musicians poured through into the song. Across the dance floor, Nell sent a grateful smile to her hostess, who knew how much Nell loved a well-played tune and loathed a bad one. Melody winked. Despite her name, she couldn’t sing or play a whit, but recognized art when she heard it. And she’d brought them here as a gift to Nell, or at least partly so.

	In honor of their engagement, the host and hostess ceded the first dance to Roger and Nell. As he took her in his arms and swept her into the waltz, she felt it again, that sense of being warm and cared for. Only the music made her heart race as they swirled around the floor, her family looking on.

	“So,” Roger murmured in her ear, “I heard something interesting over port. I didn’t know you and Tom had ever been an item. I thought you were strictly brother and sister.”

	She swallowed hard, not allowing her feet to reflect the dread that coiled down her spine. “We are—brother and sister, I mean. We’ve never been an item as you put it. It’s an old tease among the family. I had a little bit of a tendre for him when I was little, that’s all.”

	“But it’s entirely over. On your part as well as his?” There was no judgment in Roger’s tone, just concern. He was beyond thoughtful.

	“Entirely.” Oddly, it wasn’t a lie. She’d finally, after three years, come to terms with the fact that she and Tom would never be. Great heavens, what a relief. The weight of the world had been lifted from her shoulders. “Don’t be concerned about a schoolgirl crush, dearest Roger. I’m not twelve, anymore. If Tom and I had been meant to be, he wouldn’t have married someone else. And I’m glad. Otherwise I would have missed out on teaching, which I love. And I never would have met you.”

	His hands squeezed lightly on hers and on her waist. “Then I must be grateful for that.”

	“We’ll be happy, you and I.” She leaned her head against his broad shoulder. “I promise.”

	“I hope you’re right.” His lips brushed her temple as the music stopped. He stepped back and bowed over her hand while the others in the room applauded. “I have your ring, you know, back at the school. It was my mother’s, and I’d been holding on to it for months, building up the courage to ask you.” They stepped off the dance floor and his expression turned more serious. “When I return there for my things, we’ll make our final decisions on all the details, all right? You were entirely correct, my dear. We need to find Charlie first, and give ourselves some time to sort out our future.”

	Nell bit her lip. She let her father take her hand and whirl her into a country reel. What the hell had happened, and why? Just when she’d made up her mind! Roger turning the tables on her didn’t make any sense. What had someone told him? And who? Nell swore she was going to rip someone’s guts out through their nostrils if this kept up.

	Throughout the course of the party, she had no luck whatsoever in gathering any information. She danced with each of the men, of course, except for Tom, and given the size of the gathering, she danced with most of them more than once. Not one of them would admit to anything more than finding Roger to be a “decent sort of chap.” By the time the music stopped and everyone said goodnight, she’d determined she’d scream if she heard that phrase just one more time.

	The younger crowd milled around the refreshments table for a little while after the orchestra left, though one by one the couples retired up to their rooms. A few of the men had wandered off somewhere, probably to Victor’s study for another round of port and cigars. Nell had no idea where Tom had gone, and she didn’t care. Finally, only she, Roger, Wink and Liam remained, finishing off the last of the cheese tray.

	“I’m going to take a brief stroll and smoke one last cigar,” Liam said. “Care to join me, Roger?”

	Roger shot Nell a questioning look and when she nodded he stood and kissed her cheek. “Sounds good. I’ll see you in the morning, darling.”

	The men walked them to the stairs before turning toward the front door. Arm in arm, Wink and Nell began to ascend until brisk footsteps in the hall below brought them to a halt.

	Kendall Lake stood below them on the parquet floor of the front hall. “Something’s come up. Can you join us in the library?”

	Both women turned and followed Kendall. Inside the library waited a meeting of some of the top Knights of the Order, the duke, Sir Fergus, Merrick, Connor and Tom, all of them looking grim. Nell sank into a chair and gripped the armrests, while Wink stood behind her a hand on each of Nell’s shoulders. Nell gazed into her father’s eyes. “What’s happened?”

	Merrick slapped a sheet of paper against his knee. “This whole situation has just become more complicated.”

	The duke opened his mouth to speak, but Tom turned to him from where he paced in front of the hearth. “Let me, sir. Please.”

	The duke agreed and Tom continued to pace, back and forth, speaking to Nell without looking directly at her. “You know how Wink discovered there may be more men who fell prey to Polly’s scheme?”

	Wink murmured her agreement while Nell remained silent.

	Gritting his teeth, he ground out, “Well, it seems that either there are others just like her, or she reached well above myself and much more recently than we’d supposed.”

	“Go on.” Nell dug her fingers into the leather upholstery but managed to keep her expression neutral. “What has this to do with Charlie?”

	“Tom, sit down.” Merrick gently shoved his foster son into a chair and took a seat between him and Nell. “The connection, dearest, is that a couple matching the description and going by the name of Barrymore departed London this afternoon by steamship.” 

	“With them was their ten-year-old son who happens to be blind,” Kendall added. “It turns out that there are other government parties searching for these individuals. All our inquiries over the past few days have drawn the attention of, well, the palace.”

	Merrick reached over and squeezed Nell’s hand. “I thought you should know. His Grace, Tom and I leave for London tonight.”

	“Let me get my coat,” Nell said. “I assume we’re traveling by air?”

	“Nell, you shouldn’t—” Tom broke off with a curse. “Hell. Bring a bag. We may leave for India directly from London.”

	“I don’t think so.” Roger strode into the room, the flat soles of his shoes slapping loudly on the floor.

	Liam stood behind him, arms crossed in a false display on nonchalance. Nell couldn’t help wondering what Roger would think if he knew he was six inches away from a werewolf. Not all the special abilities of the Hadrians and their friends had been discussed yet.

	“My fiancée traveling across the world chasing potential criminals? No. It was bad enough that she was going to be traipsing around England, but a journey abroad? That’s utterly unreasonable. Darling, if someone from the school must go after Charlie, let it be me.”

	Nell stood. “No, Roger. I have to do this. I have resources that you don’t.”

	“Like what? A gift for music? I don’t see how that will be of use.”

	Nell arched an eyebrow. “Oh don’t you? How about this?” She let her voice soar into song. “Sit down and be quiet, Roger.”

	He sat, his mouth opening and closing like that of a goldfish, but seemingly unable to utter a word.

	A few muffled chuckles filled the room, some disguised as coughs.

	“You can speak now.” Resuming her seat, Nell tipped her head. “Still interested in marriage, Roger? I can do that at any time, you know.” Please let him be brave enough to accept my gifts.

	“What did you just do?”

	Her voice quivered. “I don’t have a name for it. I almost never use it except in life or death circumstances. I just thought you ought to know, if you truly intend to marry me. Like other people in this house, I have powers, Roger. Ones I was born with.”

	“You can compel people with your voice?” His own came out as barely a whisper. His face paled and his eyes grew round as plates. “Anytime you want?”

	“As I said, I don’t usually do it unless it’s a matter of life or death. But to marry me, you’d have to trust me implicitly and believe I’d never control you to get my own way.”

	“I knew some of your family had…gifts, as you call them, but I thought you were ordinary.” His tone broke. “Nell, I can’t believe this. How could I ever live, knowing you could do that at any time?”

	She fought back tears. This was not how things were supposed to have happened. “I don’t know. My family seems to trust me. I guess it would all come down to you. There is more, by the way. I ought to ask if your new estate has ghosts. If there are any, you see, I’m the one who’ll have to live with them, day in and day out. You’ll probably never know they’re there.”

	“Y-You…” he sputtered. “Ghosts? Bollocks.”

	“I’m afraid so.” She sighed. “It’s real, Roger. And what’s more, these things are often passed down through families, so our children might have them too. Mostly, though, I wanted you to know that I’m not the sort of wife who will blindly do as she’s told. I will always, always follow my own conscience.”

	“I can’t…” He shook his head, his mouth gaping.

	She clasped her hands in her lap. “Still want to marry me, Roger?”

	“No.” Roger gestured around the room. “This, you, all of it—it’s too much. I do care for you, Nell. And yes, I liked the fact that you have high connections, but not at this price. To live with a woman who can compel with her voice, to know that she sees, or thinks she sees, ghosts? No. It’s simply too much.”

	“You know, an engagement can be seen as a contract,” the duke inserted. “You’re going back on a promise young man? I assure you, you’ll find no better woman than Nell, no matter how long you search.”

	“Sue me for breach of promise if you must, but our engagement is off. I’m sorry, Nell. I do love you, but I don’t believe that’s enough.” Roger turned toward the doorway but Liam blocked it.

	Nell gripped her father’s hand with her right and Wink’s with her left. “It’s all right. Let him go.” She wished she felt sad. She looked at her father’s questioning gaze and shook her head. “No lawsuit, Papa. In fact, I’ll take all the blame and jilt him. I’m sorry, Roger, but I just don’t think we’d suit. I wish you well at finding a bride who meets your needs, but it would never have worked between us.”

	Roger inclined his head in her direction, his lips pressed into a tight line.

	Nell stood. “Goodnight, Roger. And now, gentlemen, I have a bag to pack. I’ll meet you in half an hour, if that suits.”

	Merrick shot a pointed glance at Roger. “You’ll be gone first thing in the morning, I assume?”

	He cleared his throat. “Of course.”

	“And if any word of anything you’ve seen here gets out, you can and will be charged with treason.” Kendall’s voice was calm, even convivial. “Just so you understand.”

	“With excruciating clarity.”

	Liam gave Roger a feral smile and stepped aside, and Roger strode from the room.

	“I’m taking my private airship right away,” the duke said. “Along with Kendall. There is a meeting to prepare. I assume you, Merrick, will be shortly behind me with Nell and Tom?”

	“We will,” Merrick said.

	“Connor and I will continue to work from here,” Sir Fergus said. “Along with Melody and Wink on their Babbages.”

	“Keep in touch and I’ll send on any information the minute we discover it.” Wink hugged Nell. “Come on, I’ll help you pack.”

	Merrick walked the two young women Nell’s bedchamber, pausing outside the door. “Sorry, sweeting. If it helps at all, I don’t think he was at all good enough for you.”

	“Of course you don’t, Papa.” She leaned her cheek against his evening coat. “I’m all right. Truly. Perhaps better than I’ve been in a long time. I’ve moved on. That means a lot.”

	“You’ll be all right, traveling with Tom?” He searched her expression. “You don’t have to, you know.”

	“I know. And I’ll be fine. This isn’t about my former feelings for Tom. It’s about catching a villain and finding Charlie.” She went up on her toes and kissed his cheek. “And I’m going to hold you to your promise to buy me a school and find someone to help me run it. That’s how I truly knew Roger wasn’t right for me. He wanted me to give up teaching entirely, and I don’t think I can.”

	“Perhaps a school in the north this time? Cornwall was a long way away.” He held her door, ushering Wink and Nell inside. “Your mother would love to have you closer.”

	“Northumberland would be lovely.” She waved him off. “Now go on. We all need to change into traveling clothes.” She set her maid to packing a bag.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Tom had to work hard at not breaking Roger Braithwaite’s patrician nose. How dare the bastard jilt Nell? Especially over something so innate as her powers. Not that the bastard was good enough for her, of course, but the man ought to be flogged, just the same.

	Unfortunately there was no time for that. Tom hurried to change out of his formal evening clothes and pack for London. Within the hour, he, Merrick and Nell were in one of the Order’s fastest airships, piloted by one of Melody’s protégés. The trip to London was swift, and there was little time for discussion. Once they’d landed, they found a steam car waiting at the airfield and they were rushed directly to the Duke of Trowbridge’s townhouse, despite the fact that it was three in the morning. Not only was Kendall’s father head of the organization, he was also a close advisor to the throne. Therefore, it came as no surprise that once the butler had taken their coats and breathing masks, they were ushered into the duke’s private study to see one of the monarch’s privy councillors sitting beside the duke in front of the hearth.

	The shorter, rounder figure swathed in black, however, did come as something of a shock. Tom bowed instinctively, even as his mind boggled. Since her widowhood, Queen Victoria almost never left the palace. Certainly not in the dead of the night.

	On either side of Tom, Merrick bowed and Nell dropped into a deep, graceful curtsey.

	“Come closer, my dears,” the monarch said, beckoning with one black-gloved hand. “What we have to speak about requires utmost urgency.”

	“And complete discretion,” Sir Charles Beaumont Phipps added. Balding and with bushy silver whiskers, Sir Charles showed the strain of his difficult situation. Though his official title was Keeper of the Privy Purse, those close to the throne knew his primary task was to rein in the excesses of the royal heir, Edward Albert, Prince of Wales. When necessary, Sir Charles was also required to ensure those excesses that couldn’t be prevented remained firmly under wraps. Tom hadn’t met the man, but as a Knight it was part of his job to know who was who in government.

	Merrick dipped his head. “Of course, Your Majesty.” He did likewise with the other two men— “Your Grace, Sir Charles” —and gestured to Tom and Nell to follow his lead. The three of them pulled up chairs and joined the queen and her advisors beside the hearth.

	“It should come as no great surprise,” Her Majesty said, “that our eldest son has, throughout his dissolute life, found himself in unfortunate situations, generally of his own making.”

	Everyone nodded. The Prince of Wales was a noted rake and gamester. In fact, it was common knowledge that the queen held her heir responsible for the death of her beloved Albert, as the Prince Consort had taken ill during a trip intended to reprimand his son.

	“Now that he has recently wed, We had hoped that these difficulties were behind Us,” the queen continued. “However, just when he is out of trouble, it seems that an old scandal has chosen this time to rear its ugly head.”

	“How can we be of assistance, ma’am?” Nell and Tom remained silent, allowing Merrick to speak for all of them.

	“Ahem.” Sir Charles cleared his throat. “Allow me, ma’am.”

	Her Majesty gestured for her advisor to pick up the tale. “Some two and a half years ago, His Highness matriculated at Trinity College. Like most young men in similar situations, he was wont to take advantage of the…recreational offerings of a university town. One of those women, a Miss Paula Berkeley, claimed she was carrying a royal offspring, and demanded marriage from the prince. Since this, of course, could not be allowed, a significant sum was paid to silence the chit and her father. They were told that if any further rumors were heard, the two of them would immediately be sent to Australia. Wisely, they decided the matter was ended—until now.”

	Paula Berkeley? The name could not be a coincidence. Had Polly, or whatever her real name was, continued to run the same confidence game for more than seven years? She’d only been seventeen or so when Tom had known her, so he supposed it was possible. But had there been a child born each time? Or had he simply been duped on that issue as well?

	“What’s happened recently, Sir Charles?” Merrick asked.

	“We assume it was last month’s royal wedding that brought Miss Berkeley back to the trough.” Sir Charles rubbed his forehead. Tom could only imagine the headaches the man had to deal with on a daily basis. “Her letter, demanding additional sums of money, arrived by this afternoon’s post.”

	“The press has talked of little else for the past year,” Nell said. “The wedding was the spectacle of the decade. It would certainly have caught her attention.”

	“Yes.” At this, Everett Lake, Duke of Trowbridge, handed Merrick a letter. “While I was discussing our current investigation with Sir Charles, we discovered a certain overlap with today’s extortionate missive.”

	Merrick cleared his throat and read. 

	 

	“Dear Madam: 

	I am out of the country now, so your hounds cannot reach me.

	Nonetheless, I will have my due. Please deposit one hundred thousand pounds into the Bank of Paris within the week, or certain letters in my possession will be sent to every major newspaper in the English-speaking world. This page is merely a sample. There are dozens more. 

	 

	Yours, most sincerely, 

	P. Berkeley.”

	 

	“This page?” Tom asked.

	The duke handed over another piece of paper, this one heavy, expensive stationery bearing the embossed crest of the Prince of Wales. “A rather soppy love letter, but it does leave open the possibility of a secret marriage.”

	Sir Charles added, “The seal and the handwriting are unmistakably those of His Highness. We dare not ignore this threat. If his new bride were to hear of this, chaos could threaten the succession.”

	Visions of a furious German princess, a horrified public and threats of a royal annulment or even divorce filled Tom’s mind. Whether or not this was the same perpetrator, the blackmailer had to be stopped for the good of the realm.

	“Shades of George IV, no doubt. I can’t imagine anyone wishes to see those days return.” Merrick bowed his head to the sovereign. “Ma’am, we will do whatever is necessary to find this woman and make sure those letters and any other materials she may possess are destroyed.”

	“Thank you.” The queen spoke determinedly, and with a faint German accent that had amused Tom since his first presentation at court. “If the possibility of a child could be ascertained, We would be interested in seeing to its welfare—perhaps sponsoring it as the orphan of a deceased military hero or something. We are not entirely heartless.”

	“Of course not, Your Majesty.” Tom was damned sure going to find out about this question of Polly and her possible offspring anyway. “If there is a child, we shall, of course, see to its welfare even as we deal with the mother. As always, we are your devoted servants.”

	The queen gave them a small, sad smile. “Indeed. Since We already owe your families Our very life, We have no doubt of your value to the realm. The Round Table and its Knights are ever Our most trusted warriors. Our dearly departed Prince Consort always found his visits with His Grace most convivial.”

	After a few more pleasantries, the duke and Sir Charles escorted the heavily veiled queen out of the house. Soon, Everett returned and slumped into his chair. Only about ten years older than Merrick, he looked more like eighty tonight, his salt-and-pepper hair sticking up in every direction. “Well, Merrick? Have you a plan?”

	“We believe the woman and her partner, whether he be father, lover or merely co-conspirator, departed today for Calcutta by sea. Tom and I will take an airship so we can beat them there.” Tom lifted an eyebrow. Now that the royal family was involved, Merrick suddenly had the time to tag along. How unsurprising. Neither man mentioned Nell’s insistence on being involved.

	Everett held up a hand. “Not so fast, please. We’ve also gotten intelligence that she may have caught an airship for New York. The descriptions of the passengers are almost identical. Besides, this isn’t our only threat. Beyond this alchemist business, there’s another vampyre horde converging on Edinburgh and some sort of sea monster on the Kentish coast. I need you to split up. I’ve already telephoned Connor, Fergus and Kendall to cut their holiday short and get back to business.”

	“Of course, sir,” Merrick replied. Everett may have been his friend, but he was also Merrick’s superior. “Tom, do you want India or New York?”

	“India,” Tom replied without hesitation. “I’ve nothing to base it on, but I believe that’s where she was headed.” From the corner of his eye, he caught Nell’s subtle look of agreement.

	“Very well.” Merrick turned to Everett. “We’ll be on our way at once, although I’d like Tom to explore one more possibility first. Since the ticket to Calcutta was on a seagoing vessel, he can afford a few days to finish up our investigations into the supposed Alchemist and his kidnapping business. My instincts tell me it bears some connection to Her Majesty’s concerns.”

	“I trust your instincts, Merrick.” The duke gave a grim smile to indicate his approval. “See to it, Tom. Merrick, you’ll be out on the first airship in the morning. Might want to run home and telephone your wife.”

	Tom and Nell shared a rueful smile. Caro was not going to be pleased. Merrick’s work had often been dangerous but had almost never taken him out of the country.

	“We ought to get together with the Americans. I’m sure they have some sort of similar organization,” Tom said in the carriage as they drove back to the Hadrian townhouse. “With the new undersea telegraph cables, we could have someone waiting on the docks for the blackguards, rather than having to follow them across the ocean.”

	“Fergus, His Grace and I have spoken about that, as well as the possibility of establishing offices elsewhere in the Empire, like India and Canada. With all the new technologies, we can use more staff and fewer Knights to accomplish the same amount of work. Perhaps you can scout things out while you’re in India, after your actual mission is complete. His Grace will be sending a letter of introduction for the pair of you to the Governor General, so you may have a chance to talk to him on the subject.”

	“Connor mentioned something about that back at Black Heath. Who knows, I may even volunteer to head up a colonial office, if the climate suits.” Tom’s attempt at joviality fell flat as Nell turned away.

	Merrick lifted one eyebrow and snorted. “You have met your mother, right? India? You might as well tell her you’re moving to the moon. She’ll lock you in the cellar at the Hall. A mission is one thing, but she prefers to have her chicks as close as possible—at least on the same continent.”

	Tom and Nell made arrangements to meet the next morning for their trip to Birmingham. The driver dropped them at their front door and took Tom to his solitary lodgings above a shop on Bond Street. It was an odd feeling, riding away from that door near St. James Square. Once he’d have gone inside with the others, retiring to his room across the hall from Nell’s. How many nights had he lay there in mental and even physical pain, knowing she was there, so close, but that she could never be his? At first because of their odd, sibling-like relationship, but he’d eventually gotten past that. Foster siblings married all the time, so why shouldn’t they? She was the one woman who would never look down on him because of his Wapping origins, and she wouldn’t be shocked to learn about the Order. She’d understand his need to go off on missions without making a fuss. He’d been about seventeen, sure he understood the entire world. It was a matter of time, and all he had to do was wait. Then he’d gone to university and made the stupidest mistake of his life, thinking with his prick instead of his heart or even his brain. And that one, idiotic action had defined the rest of his life, and left a question that would likely never be answered. Even if they found Charlie and Polly, learned for certain whether or not Tom was legally wed, as long as Charlie was Polly’s son, Tom would never know if the boy was his.

	Well, not unless the child had the magick of a Knight. Odds were slim that Polly had rooked two members of the Order at the same time, since to Tom’s knowledge, he and Connor had been the only two in the Cambridge area at the time, and Connor had fancied redheads, being deep in calf-love with Wink. Nell had said Charlie was gifted. If that gift turned out to be Order magick, Tom would know. Otherwise, he’d probably take his doubts to his grave—a punishment he surely deserved for being disloyal to Nell, even if it had happened shortly before he’d told her about his love. He got together everything he’d need for the morning, checking his weapons and looking over a map of the Birmingham area and the list of businesses and their owners that Wink had printed out. Finally, with nothing left to do, he lay on his bed, trying to shut off the clicking and whirring of the gears in his brain.

	His attempts at sleep were pointless. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Polly’s mocking face laughing from the top of the Tarot deck tower, or even worse, Nell wearing the gown of the queen of swords, her beautiful eyes filled with hurt and mistrust. Then the card shifted, showing an older, stouter woman veiled in black. The literal bereaved queen. Perhaps the cards hadn’t been telling him about Nell, but about the monarch? He rubbed his aching forehead. There was no good outcome to this scenario, but the stakes had certainly gone up with the threat to the crown.

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	“Papa left on the dawn mail airship.” Nell removed her air mask as she settled into Tom’s steam car for their trip to Birmingham to visit the address Nancy had given them. Their research had turned up no more than that it was an old pottery, now owned by the man whose card the girl had seen. Nell carried a Babbage-engine copy of the composite drawing Caro had done based on Nancy’s description. There was something naggingly familiar about the face, but she couldn’t put a finger on it. She also wore her electronic stun gun in a holster on her belt under the cover of a light cape. This was no pleasure jaunt.

	“I know.” Tom wasn’t in the mood for conversation. The trip was uncomfortably silent until they reached the Reading, where they stopped for fuel and tea. Over the rough wooden table of the roadside inn, he finally spoke. “I’m sorry about Braithwaite. The man is an idiot. I’d be happy to beat the tar out of him for you.”

	“There’s no need to be sorry.” She stared into her teacup. “He’s not an idiot; in fact he’s a clever man. And he did nothing perfidious. I don’t blame him a bit for panicking. Most normal men would, and Roger is just normal. Besides, once Roger informed me that he did not wish me to continue teaching, I’d started having doubts anyway. I’m quite content with the outcome of the entire situation.” She looked up at Tom and gave him a smile. “Don’t worry about me, big brother. I shall be much happier teaching than I would be as the housewife of a gentleman farmer.” She hoped calling him brother told him the rest, that she’d completely given up on her dream of him as anything more than kin.

	Tom snorted, making Nell want to smack him. “Right. And no family of your own? Bollocks.”

	She gave in to the urge and smacked his hand where it rested on the table, even though he was right. “You have no say in things, sir. However, I have decided that I shall have children, just not a husband. I have decided to adopt Nancy, if it turns out he doesn’t have any parents, Charlie as well. Perhaps even another one or two along the way. As we both know, family isn’t about who gave birth to a person. I don’t need a man to have children in my life.” And without one, there would be no one with the power to break her heart again by playing her false.

	“Granted.” He shut up again. “But I don’t believe that will make you happy.”

	“Well, it’s the path I have decided to take. I’ve even discussed it with Mum and Papa, who both approve. So your opinion matters not a whit.” Roger’s defection hadn’t hurt her in an emotional sense, but it had driven home her utter lack of judgment when it came to male affections. Adopting children would be the best of both worlds. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? Merrick and Caro had assured her that they would accept any adoptees into the family without a murmur.

	Tom’s only answer was a grunt.

	They started out again, not speaking. This time, the silence endured long enough that Nell was dozing in her seat by the time they arrived in Birmingham. Sleepless nights were all too familiar, and beginning to take their toll. This time her fragmented dreams were full of plans. She would have a small but busy school, some of the children paying, some not and some her own. With so many unwanted children in the world, this was a perfect way for her to make a difference, the way Jamie did in the army or Wink did with her inventions. Nell would teach, and find homes for pupils in need. And she’d never again have to wonder if she could trust a man with her heart.

	She came to full wakefulness when Tom turned off the engine. They parked around the block down from the factory and approached on foot. Nell wore one of her teaching dresses and Tom appeared to be a middling sort of gent, possibly a factory owner, but more likely a well-to-do clerk. Arm in arm, they strolled down the street in their coats and hat-mounted air masks, looking for all the world like anyone else who might be passing by in this part of the city.

	“I don’t see any guards,” Tom whispered.

	Nell smiled as if he’d said something witty. “Building looks deserted. There are three newspapers piled by the stoop.”

	“Shall we try the front door?” He paused, looking about, she supposed, to see if anyone watched them. Since the buildings on this street were all industrial in nature, what few people were about seemed intent on minding their own business.

	“I believe we shall.” She stood back a few feet with her hand on the stun gun beneath her cloak while Tom stepped up to the front door, lifted the heavy brass pommel of his walking stick and knocked.

	The thump echoed, but no other sounds issued from inside. Nell joined him on the stoop and Tom rapped again, harder this time, while Nell closed her eyes to focus on listening. Hearing nothing but the reverberations of the knock, she gave Tom a tiny shake of the head. She sincerely doubted there was anyone inside. His chin tipped a fraction of an inch in agreement.

	With an almost undetectable movement, Tom handed her his cane and had his lock picks in his hands and the door opened, without attracting any attention whatsoever. He held the door for Nell and she entered first, sliding her weapon out from under her cloak, but keeping her head held high, as if she were just stopping by for Sunday supper. “Good afternoon. Is anyone home?” She cooed the words with just enough compulsion in her voice that a listener would instinctively answer, then silently slid Tom’s stick back into his hand.

	Nothing.

	Tom shut the door behind them and they both blinked in the semi-darkness, taking in the view. The middle of the square factory floor was lined with three long tables filled with vials, beakers and gas burners. Along the south wall, to their left, large bins and bottles were crammed on flimsy wooden shelves. 

	Two men stepped out from the walls beside the door, so silently neither of them heard a sound until a hand closed on Nell’s shoulder. With a shriek, she pulled her stun gun, turned and fired. The man crumpled in a heap at her feet, twitching more than she’d ever seen anyone do.

	Meanwhile, Tom was engaged by the other. The large thug seemed immune to the blows of Tom’s fists, which was no small feat. Finally Tom picked up a crowbar from the floor and swung it at his opponent’s head. The bruiser went down hard, moaning incoherently. After one more whack, he stopped moaning.

	Nell stepped over to the man who’d finally stopped twitching. “Dear lord,” she said. “He’s dead. It’s never done that before.” Her stomach lurched and she turned away to swallow loudly.

	“This one isn’t, but he isn’t normal, either.” Tom tied up the man he’d knocked down. The man was awake now, staring blindly into space. Tom waved a hand in front of the bruiser’s eyes and they didn’t even track it. “It’s like he’s under a spell.”

	“Or some kind of potion,” Nell agreed, looking around the room full of scientific equipment. “Well, it’s definitely a laboratory.” She stated the obvious just to keep the grim silence at bay. “Chemical rather than mechanical, it would seem.”

	Overhead gasoliers would light the place as bright as day, but now hung cold and dark. The northern section was split into two stories, with some kind of loft above, and halfway up, a platform with a desk overlooked the workspace. Tom pointed toward the desk. “That’ll be where any papers are hiding.” He crossed the floor, not hampered by the semi-darkness. Neither bothered to remove their masks.

	Nell picked her way along behind him with a little more care. By the time she reached the platform, he’d finished rifling the desk.

	He grunted. “Nothing. A few invoices for ordinary chemicals like lye, glycerol and bicarbonate of soda. Castor oil, and laudanum, which could have been for a headache as the amount isn’t great. But there’s nothing to give us any idea where to look next, or even what we’re looking for.”

	Nell ran a finger over the desk. “No dust. Whoever cleaned this out did so recently. And likely in a hurry if there’s anything at all left behind.” She pulled a match from the desk and lit the oil lamp on one corner. “Any magickal sensation?”

	Tom lay both hands on the desk and closed his eyes for a moment. “Businesslike, routine, even tedious tasks. This desk didn’t belong to the man in charge and the middleman was working for the money. Distaste for the methods, and a little bit of fear. He didn’t entirely trust his superior. I get the feeling he may have hared off on his own.”

	“Well, there has to be something that will give us a clue.” Nell inspected each drawer for secret compartments, finding nothing.

	“Right.” Tom picked up the wastebasket by the desk. “You’d be amazed at who forgets to check the dust bin when they clear out.” He pulled up a business card identical to the one Nancy had quoted. He set it aside and handed the rest of the papers to her rather than studying them himself. He picked up the card and closed his eyes.

	His face was nearly green when he dropped the scrap of paper. “It’s him. Barrowclough, Berrycloth, whatever.” He shuddered. “It appears I react much more strongly when I try to find out about things that have to do with my own problems.”

	Nell rifled through the stacked papers and pulled one out. “Well, that would explain your collapse at the school. Oh my goodness.” Nell held the paper nearer to the light. “It’s an experimental report, torn from a journal, probably due to this large inkblot. But around the blot, it talks about the subjects of the experiment with columns headed talent, age, sex and survivability. ‘Number 257: mild telepath, eight, female, ten months. Number 258: fire starter, ten, male, three weeks, four days.’ Not one survival. This is exactly what we feared, Tom. This monster is experimenting on children. But where are they now?”

	Nothing in any of the documents yielded that information. Tom held every one of them, but finally dropped the pile onto the desk in defeat.

	“Here’s something.” Tom began to read some of them as well. “A letter to one Mr. Barton: 

	 

	‘My dear Esteemed Colleague: 

	I have studied your notes regarding the blending of magick and science, and believe you to be on the path to great discoveries regarding the treatment of diseases of the mind. I have searched my library for references to magickal items that would meet your criteria and have found three. First, in the Andes, there is a mystical plant worshipped for its powers of soothing the soul. I’ve attached a botanical drawing. Secondly, in the Darjeeling region of India, there is rumored to be a Buddha crowned with a ruby known far and wide for its miracle cures of mental illnesses. During the wars there, however, the holy relic was lost. And finally, here in England, there is a circle of standing stones, located near York and carved with Viking runes. Although less than portable, it may be of use for you to study. 

	Sincerely yours, 

	Professor Melville Drake, Trinity College, Dublin.’ 

	 

	I don’t suppose we can find something more damning than that. Can we?” He set the page on top of the stack.

	“No. He’s on his way to India, to find the Buddha.” Nell piled all the papers together. The hairs on the back of her neck stood straight up and her stomach roiled. She hadn’t seen any ghosts, but there was something here, something horrid. “Tom, I’ve an awful feeling about this place. We need to keep searching.”

	“I agree.” He scratched his neck. “My instincts are screaming, and there’s a smell of decay almost too faint for even me to detect.” He pulled the revolver from his belt and gestured for Nell to carry the lamp as he started toward the upper loft.

	Nell choked down her revulsion as the flickering lamp illuminated a warren of wire-mesh cages, each containing four or more pallets with threadbare blankets. “This just gets worse and worse.”

	Tom clenched his teeth. “Ghosts?”

	Nell’s forehead wrinkled. “Not one.”

	“I didn’t think so. The place has been thoroughly scrubbed with magick. That’s why I can pick up a sense of wrongness, but nothing specific.”

	“Well, let’s go down.” Nell was determined to see this through, no matter how much she wanted to curl up and cry about the fate of so many children.

	They found nothing more of interest on the main floor, until Tom moved aside one of the large rolling bins lined up beneath the loft and revealed a trapdoor about four feet square. “It’s not even locked.”

	Nell shivered and set the light on a table so she wouldn’t drop it. Her hands shook that badly. “Whatever’s down there, Tom—it’s bad.”

	He lifted the hatch. Immediately, they were both assaulted by the odor of decay on such a massive scale it was all Nell could do not to vomit. Tom took the lamp and held it over the opening. “Fuck me,” he said, reverting again to his East End origins. “Fuck me sideways.”

	Completely indifferent to his language, Nell gathered her courage and peered over the edge.

	Bones. Dozens and dozens of bones, some with bits of flesh clinging to them and some, mostly those at the center of the mound, stripped bare. One skeleton was adult-sized, and a bowler hat and cane lay tossed in a corner—probably the inestimable Mr. Barton. The stench of lye underscored that of rotting corpses. Someone had piled up perhaps fifty small bodies and tried to hide the evidence, only not well. Obviously the scrubbing spell had blocked the foul miasma from reaching the main floor.

	Tom slammed the door shut, extinguished the lamp, grabbed Nell’s hand and hastily pulled her out the door into the sunshine. They both dropped to the stoop and he gripped her in his arms as she fiercely clung to him for support. He was so warm, so strong, and she burrowed against him to try to banish the chills that racked her. “Charlie,” she whispered. “We’ll never know.”

	“Not unless we find ’im.” She heard the hint of a sob he tried to keep out of his voice and hugged him tighter. “And even so…”

	“Yes.” She let her tears drip onto his gray gabardine coat for a while before pulling away. He handed her a handkerchief and she wiped her eyes and blew her nose. Stuffing it into her own pocket, she squared her shoulders. “We’ll make sure that they’re buried properly of course. And as many as possible identified. We can’t save them. But we can, and will, stop this…creature. We can catch him and we can put an end to his reign of horror.”

	Tom kissed the top of her head. “We will, me old mocker. Bet the farm on that.” He stood, his expression transforming back from that of Tommy Porter into the suave Sir Thomas as he got himself under control. “Come along, Nell. We’ve arrangements to make and a passage to India to catch.”

	She frowned. “I think we need to go to Oxford first.”

	He quirked an eyebrow. “Not Cambridge?”

	“No. If His Highness is any indication, her base of operations moved to the other university. Any recent traces will be there, and we’ll still be able to catch an airship in the morning and beat the blighter to Calcutta.” A shiver ran down her spine. “And I want to raid the Order arsenal, too. I don’t give a damn if this man ever sees trial. I simply want him exterminated.”

	Tom touched her chin. “On that, I completely agree. Let’s be on our way, ducks.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Neither of them even broached the subject of luncheon as they drove. Just thinking of food made Tom’s stomach lurch. The grim reaper from the death card seemed to hover in his mind. There’d been so much death in that horrible place. He’d dealt with monsters of all varieties, both before and after joining the Order, but this one, though technically human, from all they’d discovered, was worse than any vampyre or giant squid he’d ever encountered. For the most part those things just hunted to feed. Werewolves were just like anyone else, good or bad as they chose to be. Hell, Liam was his brother-in-law and one of the toughest coppers in Scotland Yard. But this Alchemist…whatever he was up to, it was cold and calculated and entirely evil, not a crime of opportunity or necessity. This was a thirst for power on the scale of a megalomaniac. And while they’d dealt with those before as well, including the one who created an army of human automatons to try to kill the Queen, something in Tom’s gut said this was shaping up to be the most dangerous case of his life.

	And for the life of him, he couldn’t convince Nell to go home. Why did she have to insist on throwing herself into danger alongside him? Back when they were younger, she was usually content to take a more passive role, usually lookout, which had been more important than she believed. As an adult, she’d shown no interest in working for the Order except when absolutely necessary or if friends or family were on the line. So why now? Did this boy Charlie mean that much to her? If so, did whether or not Charlie was his son have any bearing on that?

	“There were no ghosts in that cellar.” Nell sat utterly still, her hands in her lap, her eyes straight ahead, but her voice was firm and clear. “Not one. Something horrible was done to them, something beyond just a physical death. In mass murder cases, there are always ghosts. Some of the souls pass on, but at least a few are angry enough or lost enough to remain behind. That’s part of why I can’t do this sort of thing for a living like the rest of you. In the cellar, though, there was a feeling of silence, as if everything, all the screams, had just been cut.”

	“That’s…interesting.” It was, but Tom had no idea what to make of it. “You think whoever did that is somehow trapping their souls? Or simply…dissolving them somehow?”

	“I’ve no idea.” Her voice was sad, but not broken. “But something is strange about it. I thought you should know.”

	“Thank you.” Now if only it made any sense.

	“We have seen something a little like it before.” She turned her head away from him to stare out the side of the car. “At least I have. It was when we were children. Remember when Kendall met Amy? The man who had the artificial arm with the ghosts trapped in it?”

	Good lord! “I haven’t thought about that in ages.” He hadn’t been there for Nell’s discovery that the evil “curses” the man had cast were actually spirits trapped inside gems he’d worked into his mechanical limb. When he put one of the stones into something else, the evil was set free to hurt and even, in some cases, kill.

	“He was a soldier,” Nell said. “And he’d gotten the gems in India.”

	“Rubies,” Tom remembered. “Just like the Eye of the Buddha.”

	Nell shuddered. “Whatever this man is up to, it’s something similar but on a grander scale. Except he doesn’t need the ruby to steal souls. He’s already found a way to do that.”

	“Especially from children—gifted children.” Tom had that list of names burned into his memory. How many other pages had there been? In all likelihood, they would probably never know. “But all my instincts are telling me there’s a missing piece of the puzzle we need before we follow him.” Trust his instincts. That’s what Belinda had told him when she’d read the cards. Be the emperor. His gut would tell him where to go.

	“Mine too.” Nell finally turned to him. “And I’m afraid it’s in Oxford.”

	“It is, most likely, but we need to stop in Cambridge first.” He sighed. “And comfortable as it is to go about unnoticed, I think for this portion of the trip I need to be Sir Thomas and you need to be the Honorable Miss Hadrian. We’ll stop at the next inn and change our clothes.” Having been brought up in the business of investigation, both of them had packed a few changes of clothing, just in case they needed to adopt different identities during the course of the day.

	“And telephone Papa or Kendall,” Nell said. “Someone needs to know where to look if we turn up missing.”

	“Agreed. We also should have the Order send a detail to start clearing out the bodies. At least they’ll have respect and a proper resting place.” The tang of bile coated Tom’s tongue. “I’m so sorry, Nelly. Sorrier than I can ever say.”

	“I know you wish I hadn’t had to see that. I do, too, but it isn’t your fault. You didn’t slaughter those children, Tom. Besides, I came of my own accord. But I’m sorry too. Some things, no one should ever have to look at.”

	That’s not what I meant, beloved.

	She reached over and squeezed his hand. “We don’t know that Charlie was there.” Her voice was thick with unshed tears. “But we’ll find out.”

	“Yes.” His own voice came out thick and shaken. He tried again. “Yes, we will find out.” Of that much he was utterly certain. He would, or die trying, regardless of whether or not the boy was his son. No child, no human, deserved that kind of an ending. Again, Death flashed through his mind. Endings, all around. Even the ending of Nell’s love for Tom, if her calling him brother meant what he suspected it did. Now the upside-down Magician taunted him. His own doubt and confusion fought to control him.

	Tom fixed his eyes on the road and turned toward Cambridge.

	 

	Nell had been to Cambridge before, of course, both the city and the university, but it had been years. Not since Tom and Connor graduated had she passed through the gates onto campus. Nothing much had changed, except for the addition of telephone poles and wires, and perhaps a few more electrical devices. Gowned students and professors scurried about in a state of studied concentration, ignoring Tom and Nell as if any interlopers were beneath their notice.

	“I thought I might start with a friend,” Tom said, taking her arm as he handed her out of the car. They’d changed clothing and managed to choke down some tea at a roadside inn, so now, instead of the unremarkable factory worker, the dapper young baronet strode at her side, into one of the many academic buildings. High ceilings offered plenty of space to be filled with the clapping of footsteps on the marble floors, and quality air scrubbers allowed them to both remove their masks. 

	How many of the great minds of the world had passed through these halls? With Tom at Cambridge and Wink at Oxford, Nell had always felt something of a dimwit for merely attending the Royal Academy. It boggled her mind that so many young women, most, in fact, considered an education to be unnecessary. Maybe it was growing up on the streets, but Nell needed to be independent, much as she’d hoped to marry someday. The idea of a life filled with nothing but household and social duties was oddly daunting. Even her mother, who’d given up governessing when she married Papa, still had outside interests. She was active in education reform and hands-on in the education of her children and the schools she’d established for the families on the Hadrian estates. Nell supposed she fell somewhere between on the spectrum, never a lady of leisure, but not a genius, either. As usual, the odd one out. She was neither fish, fowl nor flesh.

	“In here.” Tom steered her into a large office, full of books, papers and random other objects. “Professor Wiggins? Can you spare a moment?”

	“Of course.” The face that popped up from behind a stack of books wasn’t at all the kind Nell expected. There was no shaggy beard or gray hair sticking up in all directions, no patched tweed coat or burled pipe puffing tobacco. Instead, an attractive, dapper, slender gentleman of a certain age stood and smiled at Tom. “What can I do for you, Sir Troublemaker? You haven’t been back to visit in eons.” He straightened his coattails and held out one long, elegant hand, dark eyes sparkling. Neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper hair remained tidily in place as he bowed his head. “And who is this vision in apricot? Lady Devere, by any chance? If so, you have done well for yourself, young Tom.”

	Tom gave the older man a rueful grin. “I’m afraid not. Professor Everett Wiggins, may I present my foster sister, Miss Eleanor Hadrian? Nell, this is Professor Wiggins, who was my tutor here.” Tom coughed uncomfortably as they exchanged pleasantries and shook hands. Nell couldn’t resist letting the handsome older man linger a little longer than necessary over her hand, just to make Tom squirm. 

	After a moment, he looked around the office, away from Nell and Wiggins. “The professor was aware of my…difficulties…with Polly. Like much of the family, he maintained that the marriage likely wasn’t legal.”

	“Ah. Here on that matter, are you? About time.” Wiggins gestured to two chairs in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat. Delighted to help.”

	Nell fluffed out her skirts and settled into one of the chairs, smiling at the professor. “Thank you. But I don’t understand. Tom, if you thought Professor Wiggins could help, why haven’t you asked him sooner?”

	“She’s clever as well as beautiful. Bet this one will keep you on your toes.” The professor winked. “Come to think of it, she’s wasted on you. I don’t suppose you’d consider an academic sort of man, Miss Hadrian? Forget this bounder and marry me instead.”

	His teasing made her laugh. “Sister, remember? Besides, I thought dons weren’t allowed to marry.”

	Wiggins perched on his own chair behind the desk and chuckled. “Foster sister isn’t the same thing. And some women would be worth chucking it all for if I ever found one who would put up with me. Now, Thomas, answer the lady’s question. Why haven’t you come to me before?”

	“Because until now, I didn’t realize I wasn’t the only one,” Tom said baldly. “You’re the most discreet man I’ve ever met—too discreet in this case. Why did you never tell me that others had been in the same situation?”

	“For the same reason I never broke any of your confidences, young man. In many ways, the pupil-tutor relationship is not unlike that of a physician and patient, or barrister and client. A sacred trust, if you will. It wasn’t my place to bring up the situation when you never showed the least inclination to resolve it. Had you asked if there were others, I’d have told you there were, although I wouldn’t have given you names.”

	“All your pupils?” Nell gripped the arms of her chair. Was this the link? “How many?”

	“No, but most of them were from a small sampling of the college life. I suspect the young woman had some access to the records department. All the victims I’ve heard about, perhaps a dozen over the years, have been similar to you, at least overtly. All were wealthy and from good families, with reputations as well as money to lose. Whether or not it was a single young woman or a group, I couldn’t tell you. All I know is that I’ve heard of a similar situation a number of times since it happened to you, and probably three others were my pupils. Not all of them went so far as a wedding, but I know at least one did, despite my advice to the contrary. All of them did hand over generous sums. Archibald, Professor Cox, that is, mentioned a similar issue. He’s one of my counterparts at Oxford. We do keep in touch.”

	Cox wasn’t the name they’d been given as the prince’s college advisor, so Nell mentioned that to Professor Wiggins, who widened his eyes. “I’ve met the man. I can’t say I’m surprised, but even among the faculty that one is close-lipped, which is one reason he’s assigned some of the highest in the land as his pupils. It does sound like the kind of scrape in which some of our most illustrious students might find themselves.”

	That was likely as close to confirmation as they would get that the prince’s tutor had known. Nell gazed at the professor. “Is there anything you can tell us that might help us find this woman, or indeed, these women? A commonality? Something that we can use to find her, find the records, do anything to prove what she’s been doing all these years?”

	“Nell,” Tom whispered sharply, “easy.”

	“Let her speak, lad, she makes more sense than you ever did.” Wiggins waved a hand at Tom and beamed at Nell. “Excellent questions, young lady. As a matter of fact, I may have some information that could help.” He rifled through a card file and came up with a notecard, which he handed her. “Here are the names that were used, the pubs where the so-called bride was working and the churches where any weddings took place, at least as many as I’ve been able to compile, here and in Oxford. I’ve also noted the sum the woman was paid, at least when I’ve had access to that information.”

	Nell glanced at the card, where a neat table displayed the information. There were also dates, starting with the year Tom had been married. Sure enough, next to that date were the initials T. D. “And the initials in the next column? I assume those indicate the student involved.”

	“Correct.” Wiggins frowned. “I’d ask that you do not pursue that angle, at least not at first. If you give me a few hours, I can probably contact some of the young men and ask them if they mind me giving you their names, especially as a favor for the royal family.”

	“Please do.” Tom’s voice was quiet and deferential. “But please don’t mention His Highness. With his new marriage, we don’t want word of his youthful indiscretions to spread. Did none of these men try to find her? To have their marriages deemed invalid?”

	Wiggins shrugged so elegantly it was barely a motion. “A few made slight efforts. In one case at least about five years ago, the boy’s father had it annulled based on desertion. I’m not sure about the others.”

	“When you speak to them, can you get a description of the woman? I’m particularly curious to see if she’s a decade older now. That will give us a clue as to whether it’s one, or a conspiracy.” Nell handed the card to Tom and held out a hand to Wiggins. “Thank you so much, Professor.”

	“Not at all, dear lady.” He squeezed her hand and tipped his head over it. “Delighted to be of assistance.” He darted a glare at Tom. “I’d have been so some time earlier, if this one had bothered to ask.”

	“I didn’t know there were others,” Tom repeated, a pink flush brightening his tanned face. “I was so wrapped up in my own misery, it didn’t occur to me that Polly might have been part of a larger scheme.”

	“Always look beyond your own nose. Always look for the grand scheme. That’s a cornerstone for science, philosophy and so much more.” Wiggins scratched his chin and gave Nell a conspiratorial grin. “You try to teach these young men, Miss Hadrian, but they do resist.”

	She couldn’t resist smiling in return. “My mother says the same. And while my pupils are younger, I see it as well. I’m sure you do the best you can, Professor.”

	“A teacher? How lovely—” Wiggins began.

	“Not now.” Tom stood and slapped the notecard against his palm. “In case we didn’t mention it before, at this time, we have a bigger problem than my own marital uncertainty. At the least, we’re searching for a kidnapper and killer, and at the worst, a threat to the entire kingdom. We need to go. Professor, if you could contact the others and see if any are willing to talk to me, I can compare them against the list of marriage lines our sister found in the Babbage engine files. First though, I think I’ll go show her likeness to the publicans on your list.” He swallowed hard and flushed, as if realizing he may have said too much.

	Nell stood and allowed the professor to linger a bit as he shook her hand in farewell. His exaggerated flirting had lifted her spirits despite the urgency of their mission. “Thank you so much, Professor Wiggins. I hope we meet again.”

	“Delighted, my dear. I do hope so.” He gave Tom a brief handshake. “I do understand the nature of your work, Sir Thomas. I always have. I’ve a distant connection to the Order myself, which is why most of you, including yourself and Sir Connor, are assigned to me when you matriculate here. Do let me know if I can be of further assistance. I’ll start telephoning immediately, of course.”

	“Thank you.” Tom clasped the man’s hand. “Why did you never tell us that you knew?”

	Wiggins smiled. “I never needed to.” He gestured to the door. “Now be off with you while I make these telephone calls. Good hunting and be safe, children.” He sat back at his desk and didn’t look up as they left.

	“Well, that was interesting,” Nell said on the way back to the car.

	Tom grunted. “I guess. I suppose you’re going to insist on coming with me to interview publicans?”

	“Of course.” She linked her arm through his. “You obviously can’t be trusted in a pub on your own.”

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	This wouldn’t be Tom’s first pub crawl through Oxford, but it was going to be the least pleasant. For one thing, back when he was a student, he’d been a young man out drinking with his mates. Now he was a grown man on a mission. For another, back in those days, Nell had been ever-present in his heart, but nowhere near him physically. Now she stood beside him, her stiff carriage and brittle smile letting him know how hurt she was by his actions.

	What an idiot he’d been.

	What a cad he was, to involve her in his dirty laundry despite the grief it must be causing her.

	He would spend the rest of his life making it up to her, if he only had the chance.

	What would he do if he wasn’t married to Polly? If there was public proof that the marriage had never happened. Yes, he’d take responsibility for the child, whether the boy was Tom’s or not—if there even was one, and if he was alive. Tom rubbed his chest where it burned at the thought of Nell’s Charlie being one of the bodies in that pit. He’d seen the young man’s photograph as part of a larger group at the school and had no idea whether or not the boy was his son. It didn’t seem right. Shouldn’t he know? Shouldn’t a father have instincts about these things? Especially with his type of magick?

	Tom had no idea, a situation becoming all too common in the past two days. His mind kept turning over the “what ifs.” If he didn’t have a child, if his marriage did turn out to be completely bogus, that would mean he was free to marry Nell. If she’d have him. Earlier, she’d indicated that she was done waiting. She loved him. She’d never tried to hide that, but she’d had time to come to terms with her disappointment and she’d made a life for herself without him. He had betrayed her trust in ways he didn’t know if she could ever forgive. He’d sure as hell never be able to forgive himself.

	So much depended on how these next few hours played out. Tom’s stomach burned and acid filled his mouth. He’d never had a case that made him physically ill before, but he hadn’t slept in the past two days and he was barely able to eat. Hardest of all was trying to maintain his composure in front of Nell. A big part of him wanted to lay his head in her lap, beg her forgiveness and weep. He was a disgrace to the Order and to the men who had raised him.

	“May I see the photo again?” Nell paused as he moved to hand her into the vehicle. “I want to see if she resembles Charlie.”

	Tom handed her a small portfolio from the rear seat of the car before closing her door and coming around. “All the information we have is in there.” He handed her the card from Professor Wiggins to be added to the file. “I thought we’d start with the pub where I met Polly, and proceed to the others on the list.”

	“That sounds perfectly rational.” Nell’s gloved fingertips flipped through pages of information as Tom started the car. He couldn’t see her well through the corner of his eye while driving, but he did get a glimpse of the picture of Polly when Nell lifted it to the top of the stack and laid it on her lap. “She’s lovely, or she was, anyway. How old was she when you met?”

	“Eighteen, or so she said.” That seemed so young now. “One year my junior.” And two years older than Nell. “She seemed older, though. She was certainly…knowledgeable about the ways of the world.” In truth, she’d led Tom about like a bull with a nose ring.

	“Was she your first?” Did he imagine a tremor in her voice?

	“No.” He hadn’t thought he could get more miserable, but she was proving him wrong. He swallowed hard, determined to hold nothing back. “Back in Wapping, there were any number of barmaids willing to educate a young cardsharp, and I was far from being a saint. Once we moved to Hadrian House, though, there was a long gap. Papa made it clear right off that the housemaids were not to be touched, even if they were the aggressors. I suppose by the time I came to Oxford, I was thinking as much with my…lower regions as with the proper brain. I told myself one of us needed some experience. None of those things was entirely true, though. They were all just excuses for giving in to temptation because I was a randy young idiot. It’s not something I’m proud of.” He was, however, rather proud of the fact that he’d kept his voice from shaking. Talking about sex with Nell, even the wrong sort of sex, meaning sex with anyone other than Nell, was having an uncomfortable effect on those same lower regions.

	“I understand about the girls in Wapping,” Nell said. She gazed at the portrait of Polly. “The rest…well, I suppose it was simply that we were never meant to be. I’m sorry for that, but better to know before we married than after.”

	He wanted to protest but wasn’t sure he could. Not until they were sure about all the ramifications of his idiocy. He settled for abject apology. “You do know how sorry I am to have hurt you?”

	She looked over and gave him a heartrendingly sad smile. “I know. I’ve forgiven you, Tom. It wasn’t easy, but I did. We’ll always be family. I won’t go through the rest of my life hating you for breaking my heart. All that would serve is to destroy myself, and any future happiness I might find. I deserve better than that, just as you deserve better than to live a life filled with regret. Move on, dearest. It’s time. We both have our lives ahead of us, and we both deserve to make the best of them. Simply not together. I’ve come to terms with that and I think perhaps you should too.”

	There was absolutely nothing he could add to that, so he focused on the road. Only a few minutes later, he pulled into the lane beside a large, boisterous pub, or at least it had been a rollicking place a decade earlier. “Very well. Are you sure you want to come in?” While women weren’t forbidden in public houses, most ladies considered them a bit depraved for an afternoon call.

	“We’re looking for Charlie.” Her voice cracked. “Or at least to find out what became of him. He may or may not be your son, but he is my pupil and I care for him. I’m not backing down now.” She unlocked the door of the car and let herself out before he could come around to assist her.

	Well now, she was in a snit. Of all of them, Nell was the one who never forgot her manners.

	Once inside the pub, Tom’s eyes adjusted quickly to the dimness. The place was full, just as it had been, but the clientele was older and quieter. There seemed to be more workingmen and far fewer university boys than he remembered. They stepped up to the bar and Tom studied the publican. It was the same man, though a decade older and more tired than he had been. “What’ll it be?” The man’s speech slurred slightly, something else Tom didn’t remember.

	“Mr. Watterson, I doubt you remember me, but I’m here to ask about a barmaid who worked here almost a decade ago. Her name was Polly.”

	Watterson grunted. “Barmaids come and go. Can’t remember the one from last year, let alone years ago.”

	Tom held up the drawing. “At least look at her picture. Does she bring back any memories at all?”

	Watterson narrowed his rheumy eyes and squinted at the drawing. “Polly, you said? Aye, I remember her. Had to let her go. Got herself in a family way.”

	Tom let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “That would have been her. Do you recall anything else? Where she was from? Were her parents living?”

	“No idea.” Watterson squinted again. “Well, maybe her dad came round. Or her fancy-man. Can’t recall.”

	“Do you remember when you fired her?” Nell’s soft voice didn’t require compulsion to encourage the man to talk.

	Watterson shook his head. “No, milady. Don’t keep my ledgers that long. Think she came to me from the Boar and Bull, though. Bartlett’s the sort to keep papers.”

	The Boar and Bull was one of the names on their list. Tom held out his hand. “Thank you, Mr. Watterson.” He shook the snarled hand and slipped a ten-pound note onto the bar with his other. “Best of luck to you, sir.”

	The barman snorted. “Best of luck. Those days have passed, son. But thank ye, just the same.” He pocketed the note with an unexpected agility and waved as they wove their way back to the door.

	“And on to the next,” Nell said. “Back to the car?”

	“No,” Tom replied. “From here we’re on foot for a bit. The next few pubs are all in the area.”

	Nell sighed. “Well, it’s a good thing I wore walking boots.” She lifted her hem over a puddle, hopefully of beer, as they stepped out into the sunlight.

	They had no better luck at the Crossed Daggers, the White Hart or the Red Lion. Fourth on the street was the Boar and Bull. Tom mentally crossed his fingers as they went inside.

	Nell marched straight up to the bar. “Do you sell tea?”

	The barman was burly, bald and wrinkled with age. He stalked over and bore down on her. Tom moved to intervene, but paused when the man looked at her and said, “Yes, ma’am. Would you like to take that in the ladies’ parlor?”

	“N—” Tom began, but Nell ignored him.

	She beamed up at the man. “I should like that. Will you join me please, Mr. Bartlett? I have something I need to ask you about.”

	“Aye, miss.” The barman looked over his shoulder at one of the maids. “Lizzie, a pot o’Darjeeling in the ladies’, please.” He came around the bar and took Nell by the elbow. “Right this way, ma’am.”

	“Excellent. Come along, Tom.”

	He could do little more than follow like a chastened pup. She’d been entirely silent in the last three pubs. What had happened to change her mind?

	Bartlett seated Nell, but looked at Tom, quirking a bushy gray eyebrow.

	Nell calmly tucked her breathing apparatus into the brim of her hat and gestured for Tom to remove his. “Mr. Bartlett, this is my foster brother, Sir Thomas Devere. My name is Miss Hadrian. Do sit, both of you. This is a matter of some urgency.”

	The men shared a look of complete confusion, and both, lacking the manners or will to argue, sat. The maid bustled in with the tea, and Nell poured three cups before she spoke again. “Mr. Bartlett, do you remember a girl who used to work for you by the name of Pauline Berry?” Clearly she’d checked the variation of names as listed by Professor Wiggins. She gestured for Tom to get out the image, which he did.

	“Aye. Poll, we called her. Worked for me a couple of times. Decent barmaid, got the chaps to drink up their fair share, but couldn’t be bothered to wipe up or do any other chores. Then one night, poof, she’s gone. Never heard from her again.” Bartlett scratched his shiny scalp. “Last time must’ve been five years ago. Didn’t even ask for a reference, not that time. She’s not working in Cambridge right now. Word got out she was earning a bit on the side.”

	“Isn’t that considered normal for a barmaid in a university town?” Tom sipped his tea and watched the older man, looking for signs of fear, or lying. Most people didn’t know there were visual tics that could tip off a lie, if the person observing knew what to look for.

	Bartlett’s pupils didn’t dilate, and his eyes didn’t drift to the left or right. “Right enough, but she was doing a bit more than earning a coin on her back. Begging your pardon, miss.”

	Nell smiled gently. “It’s all right. Just tell us what we need to know. I promise not to have the vapors.”

	“Well, she was doing more than whoring. She started seducing the rich boys and threatening to tell their families what they done.” Bartlett’s lips formed into a thin line. “After that, none of us here wanted to hire her. Don’t want to bring that kind of trouble down on our establishments.”

	Tom grimaced. “Sounds like our Polly, all right. Any idea where she might have gone?”

	“If she didn’t want to give up the game, she might’ve just moved it,” Bartlett said. “Edinburgh, maybe, but I’d think Oxford, first. It’s a lot closer and they don’t talk so funny.”

	That tied in nicely with what they’d already learned.

	“One last thing, Mr. Bartlett.” Nell poured the publican more tea. “As far as we can tell, yours is the first establishment where Miss Berry, or Berrycloth, or Barclay, worked. Do you know anything about where she might have been before she worked for you the first time? Did she come with references?”

	“No.” Bartlett sipped his tea. “As it happens, I know where she came from. Her mother was a barmaid back in the day, name of Josie Sterling. Had a little cottage in a village not far from here. Knew her when I was a lad, till she married a butcher called Landers. It was her brought Poll to me the first time. Went by Landers, then, till she up and married that Barry-clow fellow.”

	Nell’s eyes flew wide. “Do you know for certain that she married?”

	Bartlett chortled. “Said she did. Not like I went to the church and saw it happen.”

	“Do you know which church?” Nell’s voice was soft and full of encouragement, but without a trace of compulsion. “And when was this?”

	Tom swallowed hard to keep from peppering the man with questions he probably couldn’t answer.

	“Nah,” Bartlett said. “Never cared. If you do, you might check the parish where her mum lives. I suppose it was ten, maybe eleven years ago now. Before the smoke and the masks, before we had a telephone, or even teletext.”

	That was a fairly detailed account of a date well before Tom had known Polly. Nell must realize it too. Her lower lip quivered. “Is it possible that Mrs. Landers is still living?”

	“Far as I know,” Bartlett said. “The butcher passed when Poll was just a girl. Josie started taking in sewing to make ends meet, but it was never much. That’s why the girl needed a job so bad.”

	Tom opened his mouth then closed it again. Nell was doing just fine on her own. She’d already found them more information than he’d done at the last four pubs, or in the past nine years for that matter.

	“Could you possibly give us Mrs. Landers’s direction?” She sipped her tea and smiled, as if this chat was as innocent as talking about the weather. “We truly need to find Polly, and her mother may well know where she is.”

	Bartlett scratched his head again and furrowed his brow.

	“We’d be ever so grateful,” Nell said. “Wouldn’t we, Tom?” Turning toward him, she mouthed, Pay the man.

	This time, Tom pulled a twenty-pound note, a small fortune to an average man, from his pocket and tucked it under his saucer on the table, making sure the older man had a good glimpse. “There might even be a reward from an interested party,” he said to no one in particular, “but if Mr. Bartlett can’t help, we’ll just keep looking. Come along, Nell.” He stood, moving slowly enough to be stopped.

	“Village is called Gander,” Bartlett blurted. “Ask anyone for Mrs. Landers. She’s got a little cottage just off the High Street. If she’s not there, check the graveyard. Haven’t seen her in five years, so I can’t be sure she’s walking.”

	“Thank you so kindly,” Nell said, allowing Tom to assist her to her feet. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Mr. Bartlett. And quite a lovely pot of tea.”

	Bartlett bowed his head several times. “Thank you, miss. Sir.”

	Nell turned to Tom as they walked out into the late afternoon bustle. “The car, now?”

	“Right,” Tom said. “Time to take a gander at Gander, I believe.”

	Nell groaned, but kept up as he strode back to his steam car.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Gander wasn’t much different from any other small English village. There was an old stone church, not remarkably old or dramatically beautiful, just squat, stone and functional. The High Street was lined with two- and three-story Tudor buildings, and a neat, grassy square marked the center of the buildings. It wasn’t as full of black soot as London or even Cambridge, but it was foggy enough to warrant masks, unlike the villages near Hadrian Hall or Black Heath, which had adopted the use of air scrubbers in all their chimneys and smokestacks. Nell couldn’t wait for the day when Wink’s invention became universally employed throughout the realm. She hated breathing masks, even the miniature ones Wink had developed for ladies, but as a singer, she would never risk her voice by going without one.

	Tom pulled the car to a stop in front of the village pub. “I’ll go in and ask, unless you’d rather?”

	“Go ahead.” So, he was in a snit about her getting the information from Bartlett. Even raised by Merrick and Caro, he was a man in a man’s world. Why did it have to be so hard for him to accept help from a woman? Perhaps it was just her. He didn’t want to be bested by sweet, helpless, useless Nell.

	She was done being the family mouse. Being demure had never gotten her anywhere. It was time to be her own woman.

	Tom returned to the car, pale and nearly quivering with tension. “She’s alive. Her cottage is just a few blocks from here.”

	“You want to walk or drive?” The walk would give him time to channel that nervous energy building inside him at the thought of meeting his possible mother-in-law.

	“Let’s walk.”

	Nell had already let herself out of the car.

	Tom caught up to her in a few quick strides, before she’d had the chance to turn one way or the other in front of the pub. “Left.” He took her arm and steered her in that direction. “I can’t believe we never found her mother before. I swear, I thought I’d investigated as thoroughly as possible.”

	“Perhaps the time just wasn’t right.” She’d wondered much the same, but in the past few days had begun to take a more fatalistic point of view. “But also, you didn’t have as many different sources of information then. It’s where those paths cross that we found the clues pointing us here. Without Wink’s engines, without Professor Wiggins, without knowing about the prince—” she dropped her voice to a whisper on the last word “—we’d never have come to the conclusions we did.”

	“I could have checked with the other publicans. In fact, I swear I did.” His walk was stilted, letting her know how hard it was to slow himself to her pace. Too bad. He could suffer. She wasn’t ill-bred enough to run on a public street and she wasn’t feeling that sympathetic toward him.

	She wasn’t totally without heart so she squeezed his arm. “I’m sure you did. And they may have given different answers back then, especially to a young man, unaccompanied.” She gazed around, taking in as many details as she could of the street. It was a poor one, but not filthy like the ones in Wapping. This was genteel poverty. Polly hadn’t likely needed to whore or steal to keep a roof over her head or food on the table. “There’s no use fretting about it now. The real concern isn’t about you, anyway. You made your bed. We’re here investigating abducted children and a possible threat to the crown. Don’t forget it.”

	“Of course.” He didn’t speak again until he rapped on the door of one of the smallest cottages and a thin, pale woman with tired eyes and lanky gray hair opened the door. “Mrs. Landers?”

	The woman studied Tom and Nell with a gaze that was sharp despite her careworn appearance. “Who wants to know?”

	“My name is Sir Thomas Devere—”

	“He’s—we’re—from Whitehall,” Nell interrupted. “And we need to ask you some questions.” Mrs. Landers had the look of a woman who recognized two things—authority and money. Fortunately Nell and Tom were equipped with both.

	Landers’s eyes widened. “Oy. I guess you’d better come in.” She stepped back and held open the door. “I’d offer you tea, but I’m fresh out.”

	“Not to worry, ma’am. We’ve only just eaten.” Tom had apparently decided to take the role of the kindly official, leaving the dirty work to Nell.

	She gave a snide little smile, in keeping with the snooty civil servant persona. In this instance, that suited her just fine. She looked around the room and sniffed. “May we sit down, at least?”

	“Right.” Landers brushed off a couple of chairs at her small table in front of a coal fire and plopped down into a third. “What’s this all about?”

	“We have some questions about your daughter.” Tom smiled kindly again. “Polly Berrycloth is your daughter, is she not?”

	Landers snorted. “I suppose, if that’s her name now. Polly, Paula, Pauline, even Apollonia.” She said the last with a sneering attempt at an upper-class accent. “She was born plain Mary Landers, but her dad called her Poll. She was maybe ten when she stopped answering to the other altogether and started making up la-di-dah monikers for herself. Always said she was going places. I figured she’d wind up in a high-class whorehouse, but she married that no-good Mr. Berrycloth.”

	“What can you tell us about Mr. Berrycloth?” In her role as stern inquisitor, Nell snapped the question. She pulled a small notepad and a silver pencil from her handbag and poised herself to take notes. “To start with, what was his given name?” The man who witnessed Tom’s marriage had signed Alfred Barrowclough.

	“Algernon,” Mrs. Landers said with a sniff. “Never Algie nor Al, always Algernon.” Again she mimicked an educated drawl. “Met him in the tavern, fleecing other men with card tricks, but he acted as though his shit didn’t stink. Polly fell for him like a ton of bricks. He was going to lift her out of poverty, she said, though I didn’t see how. For all his grand ideas and schemes, for all he was supposedly some highfaluting scientist, far as I could see, he was nothing but a two-bit trickster. Never had a farthing to his name.”

	Nell’s gaze flew upward to meet Tom’s. His jaw was taught and his cheeks were pale. This was it. They definitely had their man. She coughed to keep her voice from catching. “Mrs. Landers, do you know whether they were legally wed? And if so, when?”

	“Aye, it were legal enough. Reverend Corbin never broke a law or commandment in his stuffy old life.” Polly’s mother scrunched up her nose and scratched the tip. “Right about 1853, I suppose. She’d’ve been sixteen, where he was closer to thirty-five. Always figured she were knocked up, but if she were, she got rid of it. Never had a baby that I knew about, except that poor little one who died.”

	“Good heavens,” Nell whispered while Tom swallowed convulsively. Tom was unmarried. Polly definitely had been wed to Berrycloth when she went through all those other ceremonies, including the one with Tom.

	All of the years of heartache, for Tom and her, the complete and utter destruction of all her girlhood hopes and dreams, had been for nothing. Nausea curdled in her stomach.

	“What church did she marry in?” Tom’s voice was stretched thin with the effort it must have taken him to maintain control. “Is the reverend living?”

	“Right here in Gander.” Mrs. Landers snorted. “Back in those days, she came around, still pretended to give a damn about her old mum. Reverend Corbin, he’d baptized her, and she wanted him to see her wed. I think she just wanted to show off to the whole village what a flash cove she’d landed. No expenses spared. He must have had a run of luck.”

	“And the vicar?” Having found out most of what they’d come for, Nell dropped her stern façade and prodded gently. “Is he still alive?”

	Landers harrumphed. “Nah. Died two, three years ago. But his nephew was the curate, and he has the living now. He might remember. Had a thing for Poll himself, just like half the men in Gander.”

	Nell sensed Tom’s anxiousness to leave, but she had a few more questions. “Mrs. Landers, do you happen to have a photograph of Mr. Berrycloth?”

	“Aye.” She jerked a thumb at a shelf where a wedding portrait was half buried under scraps of cloth. “Spared no expense, like I said.”

	“May we take that with us?” This time, Nell let a little resonance into her voice. It wasn’t quite compulsion, but she’d learned it was a persuasive quality. “We’ll make sure you get it back, but it could help us catch Mr. Berrycloth before he commits any further crimes.”

	“Wouldn’t mind selling it, if it came to that. Sewing don’t pay what it used to.” The older woman shot a wink at Tom.

	“I think I can manage a few quid.” He winked back, though his skin was sallow and drawn. “The baby that died, when was that? Boy or girl?”

	“Hmm. Got a picture of him, too. Might be worth a couple more quid, eh?” Landers began to rifle though the stack of odds and ends on the shelf behind her. “Here it is. Little Charlemagne Berrycloth, though Poll called him Charlie. Hell of a moniker for a little one, ain’t it? Born April first, 1855. Big lad. Weighed a good ten pounds. Poll and that bastard fair doted on him till he got sick and lost his sight before he died. That’s the last I saw of her, when they came here to tell me he was dead. Only four years old, poor chap.”

	There was the final confirmation they’d needed. Tom pulled a handful of banknotes from his pocket. “I’ll see you get the photographs returned, Mrs. Landers. Thank you so much for your help. What did you say was the name of the new vicar?”

	“Elgin Rook. Rectory is right next to the church.” She stared at the small fortune in her hands, barely looking up as they left the tiny house.

	Neither Tom nor Nell spoke a word until they were back in the relative privacy of the car. Nell held the two precious photographs in her gloved hands. “Let’s go get the church record, then get back to London as quickly as possible.”

	“You go talk to the vicar.” Tom’s hands were shaking so hard he couldn’t seem to start the car. “I’ll walk up to the pub and telephone Wink. With what we know now, she might have the records in her database.”

	Nell couldn’t argue. If he was delegating such an important task, he must be in rough shape. “Whatever you say, Tommy.” She winced. It had been years since she called him that.

	“Thanks, Nelly.” He let out a long, shaky breath. “The boy isn’t mine.” His voice held a blend of relief and regret, not the elation a more callous man might have felt.

	“No.” Nell was none too sure of her own feelings, either. “If he was born in April, he’d have to have been a seven-month baby, and he wouldn’t have weighed ten pounds, would he?”

	“I don’t think so, though I never paid much attention to those kinds of details with the littles. How much did Will weigh? I don’t think it was that much.”

	“Seven and a half.” Nell had relished her role as mother’s helper when her younger siblings had been born, back when she’d first imagined having babies herself one day. Will being the only boy, she could see why Tom asked about him, even though it didn’t matter much at that age. “Rose was close to eight, and she was the biggest. And none of them were so much as a week early.”

	“No chance.” Tom shuddered. “All these years, never knowing. And yet he did have a father and a mother, and from the sound of it, they’re alive. How could they have abandoned him, Nell? What kind of monster could do that?”

	“I don’t know, dear heart.” Nell swallowed the lump in her throat. “Jamie’s aunt and uncle threw him into the streets because of his visions. None of my mother’s customers made any effort to prevent leaving behind a child. Some people are just…damaged inside. It sounds like they loved Charlie until he became ill and blind, then they discarded him like a broken toy. Something must have made them want him back. I only hope that if they used him for that horrible experiment, his passing was swift. He was a beautiful boy.”

	Right there in the car on the side of the lane, she broke into gut-wrenching sobs, clutching the photograph of him as a smiling infant to her breast. Her poor, poor Charlie.

	Tom folded her in his arms, awkward though the small confines of the car made the embrace. “Remember,” he said, his voice thick and suspiciously raspy, “our sources say a couple with a boy boarded the ship for India. Why would they take a boy who wasn’t their son? We’ll find him, Nelly. I swear on my life, we’ll find him.”

	“You’re right,” she said after the racking sobs had finished. “We have to try, at any rate. I have to know what happened, even if it’s the worst.”

	“That’s my girl.” He rubbed the top of her head with his knuckles, completely disarranging her hat and hair. “Let’s go see the vicar, then we’ll go together to the pub. We can phone Wink and catch a meal in one go.”

	“I don’t know if I’ll be able to eat.” She pulled out her handkerchief and began to scrub at her face. Thank heavens she hadn’t been wearing any cosmetics, or she’d look like a badger.

	He handed her a second handkerchief, this one dampened with a bit of cool tea from the flask she’d packed that morning. “We’re probably leaving for India on the morning flight. You need to keep up your strength, love, if you want to be of any use to your Charlie.”

	“Brute.” She pressed the tea-infused cloth to her closed eyes. “But you’re right and I’ll forgive you, because this feels divine.”

	He accepted the used handkerchief and tossed it behind the seat to be dealt with later. “A trick I learned from Aunt Dorothy, though she used it for tired and strained eyes rather than teary ones.”

	“She’s a clever old bird, but not much for such a missish display as weeping.” Nell accepted the flask he handed her and drank down several swallows of cool tea. “Thank you. Now as soon as I straighten my hair, we can go interrogate the vicar.”

	Tom chuckled. “Don’t have to sound so pleased about it, you little heathen.”

	Nell grinned, her gloom parting like a fog, replaced by her natural optimism. “If I’m a heathen, all you boys are hopelessly bound for damnation.” She adjusted her hairpins and hat as best she could without a mirror. “Come on. Let’s get this over with. I think, perhaps, I am a trifle peckish.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	They left the vicar’s study full of tea and raisin buns, and in possession of both the marriage lines of Mary “Polly” Landers to one Algernon Charlemagne Berrycloth in the fall of 1853, well before Tom’s matriculation at Cambridge, and the birth record for the couple’s son, also Charlemagne, just like Mrs. Landers had said, on April 1, 1855. A death record for the boy had also been filed for August, 1859, from scarlet fever. Tom couldn’t help but wonder if another hapless child had been buried in Charlie’s stead, or if his coffin was merely filled with sand.

	“It’s getting late,” Nell said as he handed her into the car. “Let’s forget supper and head back to London.”

	“If you don’t mind.” Since they’d gotten photographs of the records, there wasn’t a rush to have Wink search them out in the database. “I’ll make arrangements for the morning flight, if that’s all right with you.”

	“It’s fine.” She took off her hat and rested her head against the seat of the car. “Oddly coincidental that it’s India we’re going to, but now that I have a reason to go there, I must admit, I’m wildly curious. Whenever I’m not thinking about Charlie, I’ll be spending the trip looking around, wondering if any of the men I meet might just be my natural father.”

	Tom was getting into murky territory here, but he’d promised Merrick to say nothing until they knew more. In this case, though, his loyalty was to Nell. She deserved better than to be blindsided. “Nelly, there’s something we haven’t told you…”

	Her only response was a soft, almost musical snore. Even in sleep, she was melodic. She let out a small whimper and curled deeper into the leather seats.

	He didn’t have the heart to wake her. It had been a long and difficult day. Besides, he’d have plenty of time on the two-night airship flight to ease her into the knowledge that he and Merrick had gleaned on her behalf.

	His heart swelled as he glanced sideways in the murky twilight of southern Britain. He’d never deserved her love or her loyalty, and he certainly didn’t deserve the friendship and compassion she demonstrated on a daily basis whenever they were together. Now, though, now things were different. He was finally free to act on the love he’d been holding inside since they were both nothing more than children. He was free to court Nell, but should he? He certainly didn’t deserve her. After all he’d put her through, did he have the right to ask for her forgiveness?

	He’d use the next two days to think about that, as well.

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	Their dirigible sailed bright and early the following morning. None of the Order’s airships were designed for intercontinental travel, so they’d been booked first-class staterooms on a royal mail liner. Since they were visiting India on behalf of Her Majesty, they’d had to pack a bit less lightly than Tom would have preferred, meaning they had trunks—one of his and several Nell’s—to deal with as well as his usual well-worn Gladstone bag. As they lifted off, Tom stood beside Nell at the rail, looking back at London, which was shrouded in smoke and fog and receding by the minute. Soon they removed their air masks, but neither moved to make their way inside the luxurious gondola.

	“It’s rather frustrating to have to spend two days traveling when we can’t do anything but wait.” Nell wrinkled her nose. “I imagine you’re far more used to that than I am. Some dead time must be a factor in every mission.”

	“Well, we will check for cables at each fueling stop along the way, but no, travel time is basically just about waiting. And I’m not as used to it as you might think. By airship, we can reach just about anywhere in Britain within hours. And France is the farthest I’ve been sent before. As I was only a courier, the entire mission was entirely uneventful.” He chuckled. “But you’re right. I hate it. Which is why I brought something for you to study on the way to Calcutta. If you’re interested, that is.”

	“What?” She tipped her head quizzically, her large, dark eyes shining with soft amber highlights in the bright sunshine. She was so beautiful, inside and out, that it was all he could do not to sweep her into his arms and kiss her, the way he’d wanted to since that one magickal night. Instead, she socked him lightly on the shoulder. “Tom, what did you bring?”

	“Let’s go inside.” He took her arm. “This is a little too personal to discuss on deck.” Especially given that they were practically shouting to be heard over the sound of the turbines above their heads.

	Nell took his arm and walked beside him down to their staterooms. To any observer, they probably seemed perfectly at ease, brother and sister traveling together, but he felt the strain between them down to his very bones. They went to Nell’s room, since a servant waited there to act as chaperone. As first-class passengers, they’d been expected to bring their own attendants, so one of the Hadrian housemaids had come along to serve as abigail to Nell. Tom preferred to dress himself, and turned down the ship’s offer of a temporary valet. He stopped in his own room to pick up a folder full of documents before following Nell into her cabin.

	Eileen Morrissey was a motherly woman in her mid-forties, a long-time servant of the Hadrian household, well familiar with the activities of the Order and trusted implicitly. As they entered, she was hanging a freshly pressed gown on a hook. “I thought this one for dinner tonight, Miss Nell. Since you’ll be at the captain’s table, you’ll want to look your best.”

	“That’s fine, Eileen.” Nell barely glanced at the bright green evening gown. She perched on one of the chairs near the tiny table and motioned Tom into the other. “Now, what is this mysterious puzzle all about? Something to do with the case?”

	Tom set the packet on the table as he sat. He’d been leery about broaching a subject so intimate. Originally, Piers and Merrick had intended to talk to Nell about this, after a little more research had been done. “No, this isn’t about the case, Nell. It’s much more personal than that. Something you’ve never talked about over the years, never asked about, is your natural father. You must be curious about him. Have you any interest in discovering who he might be?”

	“I suppose I’ve wondered from time to time, like any child would. I remember the things my mother said. Once, when I was little, I even made a sketch of him, adjusting it according to my mother’s memories. She said he was handsome, despite the hue of his skin. I made one for Piers, too. When he was born, she had one patron most of the time. There were others of course, but she always thought it was the butcher down the street. He was married, but he used to bring her presents in secret and I’m sure he was Piers’s father. He even brought little things for me and for the baby. The poor man doted on Piers, but he was killed in a carriage accident not long after Piers was born.” In typical Nell fashion, she’d managed to turn the conversation away from her own concerns and onto someone else’s. This time, Tom wasn’t having it.

	“It might surprise you to know that Piers has done some research into the butcher’s family.” Tom wanted to get that part of the discussion out of the way. “He’s quite certain the man was his biological father and has even met a half brother, who looks like him. I think he was hoping to speak with you about that the next time he saw you, but unfortunately we didn’t cross paths in London this trip.”

	Nell’s brow furrowed. “I can’t believe he went to all that trouble without even mentioning it to me. But what does this have to do with my biological father? He certainly didn’t live down the block.”

	“I’m off to unpack your things, Sir Tom.” Eileen bustled toward the connecting door. Her small berth was tucked in between, along with a space for their trunks. “I’ll leave the doors open.” Propriety would be satisfied, but they’d have some privacy. As usual, Tom had nothing but admiration for the Hadrian servants.

	“That’s fine.” He could have easily unpacked his own clothing, but there was no point in trying to argue with Eileen. Not when she’d been helping look out for the two of them since the day they’d moved in to the Hadrian townhouse wearing nothing but rags.

	Nell eyed the documents as if they were a particularly venomous snake. “What else have you and Piers been up to behind my back?”

	“Actually, Papa started the investigation shortly after your adoption, mostly at Piers’s request.” Tom opened the folder and pulled out the first piece of paper. “This is a list of the ships that were docked near Wapping the month you would have been conceived.”

	Nell snorted. “There was never a shortage of seafarers in Wapping. You know that as well as anyone. You used to fleece them all at cards. Thousands of sailors from all over the world dock in London every year. There are probably a hundred with dark skin in any given month.”

	“True enough.” He sorted out some of the other papers. “But the East India Company ships have their own docks, and those are further upriver. Most of the ships docked near Wapping were in the West Indies trade, which tend to have English or American sailors, or even African slaves.”

	. “Barbaric practice.” Nell shuddered. “I can’t believe the Americans haven’t outlawed it yet. Are you trying to say that one of them was my birth father? Not that it would make any difference. It just doesn’t match up with my mother’s recollections.”

	“No.” Tom kept his eyes on the documents. From what you’ve said, and what Piers remembers of that sketch, we believe your father was East Indian.”

	“Still, that doesn’t narrow things down much. India is huge. And there’s also Afghanistan, Burma, Siam, Ceylon… Tom, this is beyond searching for a needle in a haystack. It’s impossible. Besides, as I’ve said before, many times before, it doesn’t matter. I had my first mother, and she stayed with me the best she could until I was safe. Then we all had Mum and Papa.”

	“Of course we do. But wouldn’t you prefer to know your genetic heritage? The search may have started as a needle in a haystack, but think how much easier that task would be with a powerful magnet. I may not be magnetic, but I do have—”

	“Magick.” She grimaced. “That’s your magnet. Not to mention Wink and her engines. You’re not going to let this go, are you? Very well, what have you found?”

	He tipped his head. “As I was trying to say, we believe your natural father may well have been working on a particular vessel. The Star of Calcutta was docked near Wapping for two weeks, exactly nine months before you were born. The crew was half English and half from the West Bengal region. Here’s the ship’s crew list. Your mother said the man was an officer, right?”

	Nell stared at the document as if she were afraid to touch it. “Yes. She said his uniform was remarkably fine and he paid her with a real ruby. I was never sure she was telling the truth. It might have just been to make me feel better about being so dark and foreign-looking.”

	Tom snorted. Nell was beautiful, and her dark skin didn’t detract from that a bit. “Assuming she told the truth, that limits it to these three men, all from towns right near Calcutta. With a little judicial use of magick, I’ve noticed a similar vibration between one signature in particular and your own writing. Since we’re going to be in the region, I thought we might do a little more research, perhaps even find him.” There was more, but he thought she had enough to digest for one evening.

	She bit her lower lip. “I don’t know. I want to meet him, of course, and yet, what if he doesn’t want to see me, the daughter of a dockside whore, for heaven’s sake? Men who pay people for sex aren’t looking for a doting family many years later.” She rubbed the bridge of her nose and took a deep breath. “You do see that this is nonsense, don’t you? We’re going to India on a mission to rescue a wonderful boy and stop a dangerous criminal. Charlie’s future and putting a stop to the Alchemist are both so much more important than digging into ancient history that can’t possibly matter to anyone. Papa—Merrick Hadrian—is my father, now and forever. He’s the only father I’ll ever need.”

	“Fine.” Tom stood. “Look through the papers if you wish, but it’s entirely your choice, of course. I will say, that for the short time I knew him, I was delighted to find my natural grandfather and learn more about my father and mother, even though they were both gone. That doesn’t take away a whit of what I feel for Mum and Papa.” He didn’t always call them that, of course. When they were working, Sir Merrick was Sir Merrick, but even though he hadn’t been adopted, he’d been encouraged to be one of the family in every way that counted, which included calling the others brother and sister, except, of course, for Nell.

	“You were a child.” She carefully tucked the documents back into their folder. “And we hadn’t been with Mum and Papa long enough to really become family yet.”

	Tom moved to the connecting door. “That’s true. But as we know more than most, family is a somewhat flexible notion. Our family began when Wink and I decided to team up to survive life on the street. When you, then Piers, then Jamie joined us, it didn’t dilute that affection, and neither did being taken in by Papa and Mum. Family can expand without diminishing the love. Finding the man who sired you won’t take anything away from your life as a Hadrian. I can promise you that, if anyone can. But just as it’s possible to have had more than one mother you love, it may be possible to have two fathers in your life.” Leaving her to think about that, he returned to his own cabin and sent Eileen back to Nell.

	He slumped into a chair and poured himself a brandy from his hip flask. This trip was going to be the most difficult of his life. Just traveling with Nell was liable to test every moral fiber he possessed. He’d rather hoped to sidetrack her into looking for her father while he found the Alchemist, but it looked as though his plan was doomed to fail. She was determined to hunt alongside him. Watching her walk into the possible danger of a mission was liable to kill him, even without a single shot being fired.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Nell stared at the packet of papers for what felt like hours, trying to sort out how she felt about investigating her own history. She understood Piers having needed to. He was the insatiably curious one of their family, particularly when it came to academic questions, and heredity would seem like an academic matter to him. Each of their family had different, if no less powerful desires, without which they wouldn’t be whole. Tom needed to protect those weaker than himself; Wink needed to build things and make them work; Nell needed music and to care for others; Jamie needed to fight for the greater good. Even little Sylvie had already shown a gift for making things grow. Piers needed to know things. Preferably to know everything. Although he and Wink were the two with no supernatural abilities, they both made up for it with the sheer brilliance of their minds. Wink understood everything there was to know about anything mechanical. Piers was a walking textbook of just about everything else. Of course he’d needed to learn more about the people who shared his blood. It was a little unsettling, though, for Nell to think about the idea of Piers having other half siblings. She and Piers had always had a special bond, even among their adoptive family. That tiny bit of shared blood and shared history meant something, although, as Tom had said, it didn’t take away from her love for any of the rest of them.

	What a muddle. Why on earth had Tom thought to bring it up in the middle of a rescue mission? Furthermore, why hadn’t Papa said anything? Why leave it to Tom, when they all knew how rocky things were between them? Most importantly, what wasn’t the blighter telling her? She’d known him too long not to recognize the signs of evasion. There could well be dangers beyond bandits, tigers, disease and cobras awaiting her in Calcutta.

	She paced her room, wishing for a magickal telephone that could be used from an airship and not require wires. Maybe she should talk to Wink about that when she got home. It would be nearly as great a breakthrough as the smoke scrubbers Wink was perfecting to make the air of London and other cities breathable again. Surely wireless communication couldn’t be much more difficult? It would mean so much right now to be able to talk to her mother.

	Nell leaned her head back and closed her eyes, feeling horribly alone. The airship was a new structure, so there were no ghosts to look to for counsel, and Eileen had never been a close confidante. She was a darling and as loyal as they came, and no secrets of the Order or the family would ever pass her lips outside the house, but she had four sisters working among the Hadrian staff. Nell might as well post her feelings on a signboard in the family dining room.

	“You look tuckered out, Miss Nell. Let me fix you a cup of tea.” Eileen had slipped back into Nell’s room and shut the door silently behind her.

	“Thank you.” Nell gazed down at the envelope on her lap, putting off the inevitable. “How are you finding the ship, Eileen? I’ve never seen such a vast airship before. I heard there are even tennis and badminton courts.”

	“It’s true, miss. It’s like Buckingham Palace in the sky. There are two libraries, can you imagine?” Smiles wreathed her round face and her blue eyes sparkled. “Two. And first-class servants have the use of the one for the second-class passengers, along with a sundeck, a smoking room for the gents, a ladies’ parlor and a lovely dining hall. There’s even a salon where I can get my hair done, and shops for everything from postcards to shoes to china. Whatever will they imagine next?” She coughed. “Err, not that I’ll have time for any of that, but it’s a treat just to read the brochures.”

	Nell chuckled. “You go ahead and take the afternoon. I’m going to have a lazy one myself. Maybe I’ll read here for a bit and then go find the music room that the brochure makes so much of. I haven’t had my fingers on a piano in the past few days and I’m missing it. I’ll meet you back here in time to dress for dinner, if that suits.”

	“Are you sure, miss?” The eager look on the maid’s face warmed Nell’s heart.

	“I am. And if you do find a pair of shoes you can’t resist, or are in need of the hairdresser, please bill it to the room. I’ll square things up with Papa and Lord Lake.”

	“Very well.” Eileen was too clever to pass up that kind of offer, even if her employers were ordinarily generous. She bustled about for a few moments, bringing Nell her favorite Ceylon tea with lemon and tinned shortbread biscuits, then left, humming under her breath.

	Nell sipped her tea and slowly opened the packet. As Tom had said, there was a photographic copy of a ship’s register, listing three officers from India. One man’s name, the second mate, had a star inked beside it. “Lieutenant Vivek Prankesh Shanku.” She tested the weight of the name, certain it ought to mean something, but all she heard was a string of somewhat lyrical sounds. There was no flash of recognition, no intuitive sense that this name meant something important. She read the other two as well, to find she had no particular reaction to any of them.

	“Well, that’s hardly cricket.” Right now she’d kill for one of Jamie’s visions or Tom’s ability to garner information from touch. “And why is there never a ghost about when I need one?”

	She slipped the crew list to the back of the stack and caught her breath. The next page was a letter from her father.

	“Dearest Nell,” she read aloud since there was no one in the room to disturb, “I know this will come as something of a shock, and this isn’t how I’d planned to give you this information. I’d always hoped one day your mother and I could take you to India, but there has never been time. Since you were going to Calcutta, I thought you might wish to pursue these threads that are woven into the strong woman you’ve become and the daughter we love. Sincerely, Papa. PS: You have your mother’s blessing as well as that of Piers, who has collected much of this information. We all send our love. Know that whatever you decide or whatever you find, we are your loving family.” It was signed there with a scrawled P. Funny how that was more reassuring than if he’d called himself Merrick.

	Very well. If Mum and Papa thought she should do this, she’d find the courage somewhere. She set the letter aside and looked at the next page. A handsome man, perhaps thirty-five, looked out at her. Rather than a naval uniform, he wore a long, dark robe, covered in gold braid and with military-style buttons over loose white trousers. An elaborate fez sat atop his neatly trimmed dark hair and his thick beard and moustache curled neatly. At the bottom was inscribed Nawab Sir Vivek Shanku.

	“A prince?” That’s what nawab meant, she was sure of it. If not prince, then lord or duke, or something of the sort. “My father can’t be a prince. That’s just ridiculous.” Perhaps Piers and the others just wanted her to think so. They were always coddling her, sometimes to the point of absurdity. She wasn’t as emotionally fragile as they’d all assumed. That’s one of the reasons she’d gone off to be a schoolteacher, so the others would quit wrapping her in cotton wool.

	She studied the portrait, looking for any resemblance, but all she saw was dark skin, dark hair and a similar wide, almond shape to the eyes. His cheekbones were high, like hers, but his face was leaner, chiseled where hers was soft, and his nose was easily twice the size of hers.

	“Enough.” She carefully placed the papers back in the packet and collected the key to her stateroom along with the printed map of the gondola provided. There was a conservatory and music room for first-class passengers, and it wasn’t far. If she was lucky, maybe the piano was an antique and came with its own ghost.

	Eileen had been right. This airship was a flying palace. Teak-and-mahogany paneling shone under the lights of crystal chandeliers. The first-class hallways had Turkish carpets and original artwork on the walls. A glass lift carried her up two stories to the top level of the gondola, where she found a glass ceiling letting in light for the sporting areas on one side and the conservatory on the other. Inside the conservatory, hundreds of tropical plants filled the air with a lush, heady fragrance. A tasteful tearoom was tucked into one corner, while deck chairs lined the glass walls, so guests could lie back and watch the sky.

	The grand piano in one corner was vacant. A placard said there would be a concert later in the afternoon, but for now, Nell had her chance. She took a seat and flexed her fingers before running through some scales. Once limbered up, she launched into what she thought of as her thoughtful music. She liked Mozart, mostly, plus some Beethoven and a few newer composers like Chopin and Strauss.

	As her fingers flew across the keys, she let her mind drift, hoping her thoughts would coalesce into place.

	For once, though, even the music didn’t work. There was just too much to process. Charlie, Tom, Roger, a school, the nawab… She gave up and played a few cheerful pieces, looking up when she finished a waltz and heard boisterous applause.

	When had she gathered an audience? Apparently all the other passengers had vacated their deck chairs and the tea room to come hear her play. She ducked her head, feeling warm color spread across her cheeks. She wasn’t a performer by nature. Music was much more a private expression of her emotions.

	To her relief, Tom came through the crowd and stood beside her. “Ladies and gentlemen, the Honorable Miss Eleanor Hadrian.” While the applause thundered, Tom handed her to her feet and she curtseyed.

	“When are you playing again?” one woman called. “I want my son to hear you.”

	Nell looked down at her toes. “I was only practicing,” she said. “It was such a lovely instrument, I couldn’t resist. But I understand there will be professional musicians playing throughout the voyage.”

	“Hmph.” The older woman snorted. “I wouldn’t want my son to marry one of those.”

	Nell and Tom shared a glance filled with laughter as they fled back toward their cabins.

	 

	Tom knew who was playing the instant he’d heard the music. No one could make an instrument sing or laugh or weep like Nell. He’d been on his way back to his cabin from the open-air walking deck at the top of the dirigible. The clean air had done little to settle his thoughts, except for one thing. He was going to ask Nell to marry him, now that he knew there was no impediment. Surely she loved him enough to say yes, despite her recent insistence that they were never meant to be together.

	“Apparently there’s to be a grand ball tonight,” she said lightly. “No wonder Eileen was set on pressing one of my best gowns.”

	“All the amenities of the finest ocean liner,” Tom replied. Before his walk up top, he’d done a thorough exploration of the ship.

	She sighed. “I did read over your packet. The letter from Papa was a low blow.”

	“It was his idea, not mine.” Tom steered her into a small alcove filled with plush red armchairs. “And what do you think?”

	“I don’t know.” She held both hands palm up. “You all believe this Nawab Shanku is my natural father? Doesn’t that just seem a little, well, convenient? Poor, bastard Nell is suddenly the daughter of a prince?”

	“A fairly minor one, based on my information from the British East India Company.” He leaned forward with his hands on his knees, resisting the urge to take her hands. “Fortunately, he’s on good terms with the British, so it should be entirely possible to meet with him while we’re in Calcutta.”

	She bit her lower lip. “And you believe you’ll be able to tell if he’s truly my father?”

	“Yes.” Memories swamped him. “It’s the same spell Lord Drood used to be sure I was the son of Malcolm Devere. It’s an odd sensation, having magick probe into your being like that, but it doesn’t hurt.”

	Her nose wrinkled. “I wasn’t worried about that, at least not until you mentioned it. But there are other concerns. This nawab, does he have a wife? Or six? I don’t know much about the individual cultures of the region. I also don’t want to find a bunch of half siblings who want to kill me or anything like that.”

	“Well, most Bengalis are Hindu.” Tom had done some reading on the subject. “As I believe is Lord Shanku. There are other religions throughout the region, but Hinduism doesn’t favor polygamy. Our records show Lord Shanku is a widower, with one son who is married to the daughter of another local lord. He would already be firmly in line for his father’s lands and title, and I don’t think he’d see you as a threat.”

	“So nawab translates to lord.” She rolled her eyes. “At least it doesn’t mean prince, like I thought it did at first.”

	“Indian titles have been corrupted since British rule began to change things in the land. A nawab may have once been a powerful prince, ruling his own territory, as might a rajah or rao. When India began to be consolidated into a single territory, those princes became more along the lines of dukes and earls, except there’s no set hierarchy among the titles, unless you hear the prefix maha in front of the title. That means great, and it supersedes the others.” Tom had been doing a lot of reading since he and Piers had begun the research.

	“I’ve heard the term maharajah.” Nell’s brows knit in thoughtful consideration. “That’s a fairly illustrious title.”

	“Great king. Of course, now, the word king isn’t floated about, and most Englishmen call him Sir Vivek. The viceroy would put a stop to any king business right quickly.” Tom had never met the Earl of Elgin, son of the man who’d brought back the famous marble statues. He’d been Governor General of Jamaica and Canada, and one of England’s top diplomats in the Far East, before being named second viceroy of India. According to Tom’s briefings, though, His Excellency didn’t know about the Order, just knew that Tom worked directly on behalf of Whitehall and Her Majesty. If the Order were to establish an office in Calcutta, of course, the viceroy would need to know.

	“Life was a lot simpler when we just had to call everyone ma’am and sir,” Nell said with a rueful grin that tugged at his heart. They paused outside her stateroom door. “Remember how long it took Mum to drill all the proper forms of address into us? And precedence? Sometimes I think the Americans got that right by chucking it all out.”

	He chucked her on the shoulder. “Quiet, you rebel. You’ll get us kicked out of all the best parties.” He almost managed to keep a straight face, but in the end, they both laughed.

	When she looked up at him, her cheeks pink and her eyes twinkling, he instinctively lowered his head. Nothing in the world had ever felt more right than leaning down to kiss her soft, full lips. Without thinking twice, he dipped his head.

	And Nell pulled back so his lips landed on her forehead, which was not at all the kiss he’d been wanting. She laid a hand on his shoulder and gave a gentle push, its impact somewhat countered by the fact that she let the hand linger a moment or two longer than necessary. “I’ll see you at supper.”

	He took some consolation in the breathlessness of her voice and the way her hand shook as she inserted her key into the lock. She wasn’t immune to him, even after everything. By God, at least it was a start.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Nell hadn’t been this nervous since her debut. Of course, this would be the first time that she and Tom had been to an evening event together without anyone else from the family to act as a buffer. And in the past few days, everything had changed. Tom wasn’t married, had never been married. There would no longer be any doubt of that in anyone’s mind. He also didn’t have a son, which meant Charlie had likely been sired by the wretched Mr. Berrycloth. Nell could in no way stand for that man and Polly to raise such a wonderful child, so she had her work cut out for her in getting the boy away from them, if he was even alive.

	She sat while Eileen finished putting up her hair and tucking a few peacock feathers into the arrangement. She’d brought a delicate necklace and earring set in gold and tiny emeralds to match the gown, and finished it off with a pair of elbow-length black velvet gloves.

	She was never going back to dressing in the drab colors of a traditional schoolteacher. When she was headmistress of her own academy, cheerful frocks and dapper waistcoats would be encouraged for teachers, and the student uniforms would be attractive, as well. Why should school mean dull?

	She paused. When had she decided to be headmistress? She had no experience managing anything. And yet looking back over the past couple days, the notion had started to feel right as soon as she’d begun discussing a school with Roger. Of course she’d have assistants to help, but just maybe she was strong enough to be in charge.

	When Tom knocked on her door, she rose and her thoughts see-sawed back to him. He was going to propose. She’d seen it in his eyes this afternoon, when he’d tried to kiss her. Much as she loved him, and always would, she’d made her decision. He was a good man, one of the best, but she’d never be able to forget how badly he’d hurt her. Besides, like Roger, he’d always see her as a delicate waif in need of protection. He’d want her to be only a wife, not a wife who was also a schoolmistress, and she was determined to fulfill that new dream. She’d have her children, without the bother of a man trying to run her life.

	Lark trilled a song as Nell left the room on Tom’s arm. The school would have a dog or two as well, she decided, and some cats. She loved the automaton pet, but not the same way that Wink loved her dog, George. Nell preferred flesh-and-blood creatures to curl up with on a cold night. Of course, since Wink had Liam, that probably counted as the best of both worlds. Nell couldn’t afford to be that fussy. Having only just started putting her heart back together again, she wasn’t about to let some other man go about breaking it.

	“There was a cable from Papa when we stopped for fuel in Budapest.” Tom held her properly by the arm as they moved toward the dining room. The corridor was full of other first-class passengers making the same trip. Nell or Tom had met a few at various society functions, so they were periodically obliged to stop and exchange greetings, assuring acquaintances that all was well with the Hadrian family. The reason for their trip was given out that Nell was hoping to learn more about the country her father was from and that Tom, as her foster brother, was merely escorting her.

	The captain’s dining room was a sight to behold, rivaling even the Duchess of Trowbridge’s massive ballroom. Electric chandeliers glittered and gilt-paneled walls reflected their sparkle onto tables set with crisp white linens, white china, Waterford crystal and sparkling silver. Lush bouquets of tropical flowers filled urns in the corners of the room, while similar ones on a more modest scale graced the center of each round table. At the head of the room, a long rectangular table was set for eighteen, with Captain Peabody in his dress uniform presiding over one end while his wife, a stout lady in blue satin and yards of pearls, stood as hostess, welcoming the most honored guests to the table.

	As the unmarried daughter of a mere baron, Nell was the second to last in precedence among the females, since there were several dowagers present. That placed her at the end of the table, one seat removed from her hostess. She was partnered with a shipping magnate whose wife had remained in London. Since there were fewer titles among the men, Tom, a baronet, was somewhat higher, putting him in the middle of the table. The separation suited her just fine, and she set herself to enjoying her meal, chatting with the business man on one side and an archaeology professor on the other. The professor was by far the more interesting, and Nell managed to discover that his expertise was in relics from eastern India. She didn’t go so far as to ask about the Eye of the Buddha, but she did agree to meet the gentleman for tea in the conservatory the following afternoon. From both of her dinner partners she steadily gathered information about the viceroy’s court. Lord Elgin was known for common sense and a practical way of dealing with the indigenous people of the region. She was delighted to hear that some of the local princes were frequent guests at Government House, where she and Tom would be staying as representatives of Her Majesty the queen. Nell could only hope that Nawab Shanku was one of those frequent guests. Meeting him at a ball, without having to seek him out, would greatly reduce any anxiety she had about the process.

	After dinner, the ladies retired to an elegant drawing room while the men were led off to the smoking salon for port and cigars. One of the women who’d heard Nell play in the conservatory mentioned it to Mrs. Peabody, who begged Nell to grace them with music until they were joined by the men. Nell couldn’t in all politeness refuse, so she sat down at the small harpsichord, nothing nearly as elegant as the piano in the conservatory, and proceeded to play a series of country dances and ballads for the next hour. While she never minded playing and the crowd was small enough to keep her from any great discomfort, she had hoped to mingle and find out more about their destination and the people she would meet.

	When the men came in, the company returned to the dining room. The tables and chairs had been removed, turning the space into the elegant ballroom it had resembled.

	Tom strode toward Nell with a glint of purpose in his eyes, but she turned instead to Professor Pritchard and batted her lashes.

	“May I have this dance?” Although he caught her blatant hint, he blinked at her through his wire-rimmed spectacles, looking so much like a startled owl that she expected him to hoot.

	“I’d be delighted.” Nell looked over his shoulder, which wasn’t much higher than her own, to see Tom’s dagger-like glare. She responded with a wide-eyed smile. “Have you any active digs in the Bengal region?”

	The professor swirled her in a lively polonaise. “I’ve mostly been up in Nepal. Fascinating things up there. But there are wondrous sites throughout the region. I could take you on a little tour once we’re in Calcutta. You did say the goal of your trip was to learn more about the country, did you not?” His attempt at a dip was a little less than perfect, but Nell managed to retain her footing.

	“I’d love a tour of archaeological sites.” Actually, it would be downright perfect, especially if she could get him to show her the right ones. “I’m particularly fascinated by the statues of Buddha. I hear there are some that are absolutely massive stone carvings, some even with gems.”

	Pritchard chuckled. “All the ladies love the gems. You’d look magnificent in rubies my dear—not that emeralds don’t suit you as well, of course. But the red gleam of a perfect ruby would absolutely glow against your golden skin.”

	Nell chuckled back. Men only called her complexion golden when they were flirting. The rest of the time she was brown. “I do love rubies, but I think I’d rather see them on the statue than remove them to wear around my neck. It seems…almost sacrilegious, desecrating a place of worship.”

	“Well, that’s what archaeologists do, my dear.” He chuckled again. “But I do agree, I’d rather leave a significant piece intact for a museum to display and study than break it up into bits on the black market. Perhaps when we’re both back in England, I can escort you to the British Museum and show you some of my most important finds.”

	“Of course.” Actually, she’d rather eat ground glass. Mum, back when she’d been the governess, had taken the children to the British Museum once. The number of ghosts, sad, angry, screaming ghosts, attached to the collection of artifacts had overwhelmed Nell, leaving her ill and in tears. She hadn’t been back since, and wouldn’t be likely to go again. The only exhibits she enjoyed were those by modern, living artists. Very rarely did she find a ghost among those.

	When the dance ended, she found herself with another partner, and another, with barely enough time to take a breath. Tom seemed to have changed his tactics, waiting instead of commandeering her into a waltz. She danced with Mr. Walford, the shipping magnate, and managed to wangle more stories about Calcutta and the surrounding regions, including the use of native Bengalis as officers on ships. Apparently this was rare among East India company vessels, and even for private ships that traded under company auspices. The only way that might have happened, he told her, was if the ship was owned by one of the local moguls, or by someone who was closely allied with one.

	The Star of Calcutta had a British owner, one who now lived in Ceylon, according to Tom’s research. She wondered if this man had ties to the nawab’s family or overlord.

	She beamed at the fatherly Mr. Walford. “My father knew a man once by the name of Johnstone who owned some ships. I wonder if you’ve encountered him, since you’re in the same business. I believe he’s from Ceylon, but he must spend some time in the capitol.”

	“We’ve met,” Walford admitted. “Johnstone is well-connected throughout the Indies. In fact, I believe he does staff his ships with native officers on a regular basis. Most owners and captains worry about mutiny and rebellion, but Johnstone swears by the practice. Didn’t even have any trouble during the Sepoy Mutiny of ’57, so he might be on to something.”

	“Is Mr. Johnstone often in Calcutta? If so, I ought to pay my respects on behalf of my father.”

	The music ended and Walford led her off the floor and straight to the punch bowl, bless his heart. He must have known how desperately thirsty she was. “No, he’s infirm these days and never leaves his tea plantation. I believe there’s a son. He makes the rounds, as it were. Bombay, Calcutta, Bangkok. If he’s in town, I’d be happy to introduce you.” He handed Nell a cup of punch.

	The sweetness and tartness of the various fruits softened the sharp tang of the champagne, making a flavorful, bubbly concoction that burst on her tongue. “That would be lovely. Thank you so much, Mr. Walford. I look forward to seeing you in Calcutta.” She drank the rest of her glass greedily before another man, this time one of the ship’s junior officers, swept her back out onto the dance floor.

	“Nice to see a young, single lady,” the young man explained. “Not too many of those on the ship. Not so many in India, either, unless you count the darkies.”

	Nell lifted one eyebrow. “You do realize that I am, as you put it, half-darkie? I’ll thank you to quit using such an offensive term.”

	The boy, probably all of seventeen, blinked before his blue eyes widened. “Sorry, miss. Thought maybe you were Italian.”

	Nell muffled a giggle. “No offense taken, Ensign, and you wouldn’t be the first to make that guess, but let that be a lesson. Never make assumptions about people unless you want to be caught with your boot in your mouth.” Inwardly, she laughed at herself for the lecture. Even on the dancefloor, she was still a schoolmistress at heart.

	Eventually, she couldn’t help but dance with Tom. They were traveling as siblings, so it would have been unconscionably rude to give him the cut direct when he stood right in front of her, hand extended. At least it was a country dance, not a waltz.

	She hadn’t danced with him since she’d learned of his marriage, so she expected to it be miserable and awkward.

	It wasn’t.

	Apparently her newfound resolution to live life on her own terms had lifted her out of her abject depression when it came to facing him. When his hand touched hers, gloved though they both were, she felt a tingle all the way to her spine. She probably always would.

	It just didn’t hurt anymore.

	An enormous weight of sadness and gloom had been lifted off her heart. She smiled, letting the sheer joy of the music fill her veins.

	“You look like you’re having fun,” Tom said when they came together during the reel. “It’s lovely to see.”

	“Thank you.” They parted ways before she could say more.

	The small orchestra was good, four men complimented by several automata. The live musicians were talented enough to provide the spirit and soul of the music. Technical precision simply couldn’t replicate emotion.

	There was a parallel there to her idea of marrying Roger just for the sake of a family, but while the music played, she didn’t care to explore that thought too deeply.

	“It does seem frivolous to dance while we’re on a mission,” she whispered the next time Tom came close. “Even though there isn’t much else we can do.”

	“Doesn’t it?” He cocked his head and winked. “Welcome to the life of an agent of the crown. Lots of mucking about, lots of mind-numbing boredom, all for a few moments of satisfaction.”

	They split apart again. He’d forgotten one thing, she mused. The danger. She’d been to funerals for family friends who’d died in the line of duty. She’d witnessed and tended more injuries than she could count, though that had started back in Wapping, before they’d even known about the Order.

	It was something Mum, Amy, Belinda and countless others lived with every day. Any time a Knight went on a mission, there was always the chance that instead of seeing your loved one come home, it would be the duke, Lord Lake or Sir William at the door instead, a black armband on his sleeve.

	Living as a spinster would save her from that.

	She’d made the right decision. As for tonight, there was nothing else to do, so she might as well enjoy the dancing. By the time Tom escorted her back to her room, she was giddy and exhausted, but happier than she’d been in years.

	“You’re magnificent tonight,” he said in a low voice as they paused outside her door. “I don’t think I’ve seen you so beautiful since Wink’s wedding.”

	“I had fun.” At Wink’s wedding, she’d assumed her own would be next. After that, she hadn’t had much to smile about. “I promise, though, I didn’t forget about our mission. Tomorrow morning, I’ll be all business again.”

	“I’ve no doubt of your dedication.” He tipped his head, mindful, she was sure, of all the other passengers finding their own rooms after the dance. “May I take you for a walk in the conservatory in the morning? Perhaps we can compare notes from tonight. And discuss that matter I brought up earlier in the day.”

	“Of course. Nine o’clock? I’ll meet you there. Goodnight, Tom. Sleep well.” At the reminder of the morning, her cheerfulness started to fade. She stepped back toward her door.

	His eyebrows scrunched together as if she’d confused him, but there were too many people in the hallway for him to press her further. Instead he bowed his head. “Goodnight.”

	Eileen, who’d certainly been listening at the door like any good lady’s maid, opened the portal the moment Tom turned away. “Come in, miss. I’ve some cocoa warmed and waiting, just the way you like it.”

	Nell cast a bemused smile at the other passengers in the hallway and ducked inside.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Tom paced the conservatory the following morning, waiting for Nell to join him. She’d insisted on meeting up here, sending a message via Eileen rather than allowing him to escort her. This early in the morning, the room was empty. All the guests were sleeping off the excesses of the night before or enjoying breakfast in the dining room. What few brave souls were about seemed to prefer the outdoor viewing deck for their morning constitutional, looking down on all the grand cities of Europe, which were mostly dark blobs of smoke and soot when viewed from above, hardly picturesque in Tom’s opinion. As to the countryside, it had never been his idea of paradise, although he’d found himself the owner of a proud country estate. Stonechase was about a half-hour carriage ride north of Cambridge, and he supposed he liked it well enough. Certainly, if he was going to have a family, he’d rather raise them there than in London, where a man could cut the air with a knife, and vampyres lurked in the filthy, smoky alleyways.

	The soft tap of slippers sounded on the terra-cotta tiled floor. Most men wouldn’t have heard it; Nell walked with that lithe a step.

	He turned from the window and watched her glide toward him in a day dress of coral pink trimmed with blond lace from Paris. “It’s lovely to see you in pretty frocks again. That school was sucking the life out of you with their drab grays and browns.”

	“Nonsense.” She squeezed his hands in greeting but ducked the kiss he aimed at her cheek. Not exactly the reaction he’d hoped for. She went on. “That school was the making of me. I don’t intend to go back into sackcloth, though. At my school, the faculty will be encouraged to wear what they like, as long as it’s decent, of course.”

	Tom chuckled. “So Wink’s coveralls wouldn’t be allowed?”

	“Only in classes on mechanics or certain physical education programs. I’m not impractical enough to put my students or teachers in danger of having flowing skirts caught in gears or anything.” The glow of anticipation on her face was perhaps the most beautiful sight he’d ever beheld. “But for everyday wear, the student uniforms will be socially appropriate, although perhaps available in a choice of colors and small things like sleeve length or style.”

	“Then why have uniforms at all?” She was set on this idea of a school. Would the possibility of marriage be enough to dissuade her? His doubts bubbled to the surface.

	She rolled her eyes, presumably at his lack of understanding. “Because uniforms do one thing. They reduce the level of class distinction between pupils. You went to school as a baronet, Tom. Surely you understand that without uniform regulations, someone like you would be dressed very differently from a charity student, and that would make a huge impact on how they were treated by the other children.”

	“It matters,” he pointed out. “Everyone knows who’s who and who will one day have power. But I see your point. In a school as small as yours, you probably didn’t need specific colors to differentiate houses.”

	Nell laughed. “Glenbury was a school for the blind. We could have dressed them all in tartan with calico stripes and they wouldn’t have cared. But while my new school will accommodate children with handicaps, I don’t think I’m going to limit it to one group, like Glenbury. I want to open it up to pupils with a variety of unusual needs, including those with special gifts like ours. I intend to start by lobbying for students within the Order, especially from Mum. I’d love to have the girls, at least, and maybe Will for a few years before he goes off to Eton or Harrow.”

	“It sounds as if you have this all planned out.” He offered her his arm and when she took it, they strolled along the floor-to-ceiling windows, enjoying the unpolluted sunshine. “Is Papa setting you up on the Hall estate?”

	“I expect so.” Her small, fashionable bonnet blocked her face from his view now that she was by his side. “Northumberland isn’t perfect since it’s so far north, but it would be nice to be close to the family.”

	“Nelly, are you sure you want to do this?” He paused and used both hands on her shoulders to gently turn her toward him. “You have other options, you know.”

	Her lips quirked. “Well, I think Roger is out of the question now, so not as many as I had before. Of course, I could go back to London, do another Season and all of that, but I don’t want to. I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to adopt, like Mum and Papa did. And I’m going to be headmistress of my own school. For the first time in my life, I know exactly what I want.”

	She was completely missing his point, so Tom did the only thing he could think of that would clarify his intentions.

	He dropped to one knee.

	A few gasps came from the conservatory around them. While they’d been walking, a few other early birds had come into the area.

	Nell paled and her lips formed the shape of an O. “Get up,” she whispered. “God, Tom, don’t do this. Not now.”

	“I must. I finally can.” He’d screwed up his courage and he wasn’t going to run away now, even if his guts were clenched in terror that she’d refuse. “Eleanor Caroline Jenkins Hadrian, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife and making me the happiest man alive?”

	Nell pulled her hands from his. When had he taken them? His brain wasn’t working at all properly.

	“Please, Tom. Don’t make me do this.” Tears shimmered in her wide dark eyes.

	“Please, sweetheart. I need you.”

	His hopes fled as she shook her head. “No.” She stepped back and took a deep breath, one tear spilling over and down her cheek. “No, Thomas. It’s too late. I’ve finally made my peace with myself and my life. I love you in so many ways, and I suppose I always will. But I will not marry you. Or anyone, for that matter. I’ll never put my heart in the hands of another man. I’m sorry, dearest. My answer is no.”

	The world receded, his eyes and ears stopped functioning, and the floor might as well have fallen out from under his feet. An entire army of vampyres could have flung themselves at him and in that moment, he wouldn’t have noticed.

	Nell had turned him down.

	Worse, she’d told him why, and he understood. He’d done this to himself by breaking her trust.

	“I see.” He forced himself to breathe until the world around him came back into focus. “I understand completely. If you’ll excuse me, I think I’m going to go have a cigar in the smoking lounge.”

	“Of course.” She reached up and touched his cheek, wiping away a tear he hadn’t even noticed he’d shed. “I am sorry, Tommy. Really. The last thing I ever wanted to do was hurt you.”

	“No, of course not. You’re too kind to hurt anyone.” He caught her hand and pressed a kiss on the back of her knuckles. “So our miss—” He broke off, mindful of their growing audience. “Our trip continues as it began, with your devoted foster brother escorting you to help find out more about your heritage. You may depend upon me for that.”

	“I do.” She wiped her own cheek, her glove soaking up the tears. “And as to that other business we’d discussed, my answer is yes. I should like to meet the nawab, as long as it doesn’t conflict with your duties to the viceroy.”

	“Then we shall make sure it happens.” He bowed. “Good day, Nell. Forgive me if I do not join the captain’s party for dinner tonight.”

	With that, he strode away, desperate for some whiskey or brandy to take away the taste of despair that flooded his mouth.

	 

	Nell stared blindly out the window, sure her heart was forever shattered. She’d done the right thing, the only thing, but that didn’t make it as easy as she’d hoped it would be.

	A soft voice spoke beside her. “Miss Hadrian, may I obtain you a cup of tea? Or perhaps escort you back to your suite?”

	Nell turned to see an older woman in a figured silk frock, silver-gray curls bouncing. She was the one who’d wanted Nell to meet her son. And she had, at the dance last night. Nell took the offered hand. “Thank you, Mrs. Van Guilder. I think I should like to lie down for a moment, if you’d be so kind.”

	Having someone else to walk down the hall with made it easier to bear the stares, some sympathetic and some clearly disapproving. Interesting to know that some were on her side and some on Tom’s. That was comforting, in a way. Not everyone thought she was a fool for turning down such an eligible young man.

	“Perhaps my Alistair can escort you to dinner tonight?” Mrs. Van Guilder knocked on the door of Nell’s room to summon her maid. “We were invited to join the captain this evening.”

	Nell smiled. As envoys of the queen, she and Tom were among the few guests invited to the captain’s table each evening, while the honor rotated among some of the other high-ranking passengers.

	“If it’s all the same, I believe I’ll take a tray in my room.” Nell stepped in the door as Eileen opened it. “But thank you kindly.”

	The older woman shook her hand, recommended hot tea with a dram of sherry for shock and bustled away before Eileen could close the door on her nose.

	“Shall I make some tea, miss?” Eileen studied Nell with concern.

	Nell just wanted to fall apart in private. “I’d prefer to be alone, if you don’t mind. Perhaps you can make another trip to the shops?” The moment the older woman left, Nell threw herself facedown onto the bed and sobbed her heart out into the pillows.

	She didn’t expect to fall asleep, but the room was dark when she woke. Eileen had crept in and pulled the shades. Even more, she’d done her best to make Nell comfortable. When she sat up, she realized she was under a soft blanket and her hair, no longer pinned, fell in a long braid down her back. Had she slept through all that? She must have. Her gown and corset were loosened as well. Moreover, a tin of shortbread biscuits and a pot of cinnamon-infused hot chocolate waited on a warming tray, scenting the room with the sweet, comforting smells of the nursery at Hadrian House. Gracious, how long had she slept? She lifted the blind and looked at the clock on the nightstand. “Three hours? Good lord!” No wonder she was hungry. She had been too nervous about meeting Tom to eat any breakfast. Come to think of it, she hadn’t slept much the night before, either. Perhaps she wasn’t a fainting milksop after all. She stripped down to her chemise and stockings, pulled on a dressing gown, pulled open the blinds, then curled up beside the window to enjoy her snack and gaze out at the sky.

	A knock rattled the dressing room door. Thinking it had to be Eileen, she called, “Come in,” ready to grovel at the woman’s feet for her thoughtful efforts.

	Instead, Tom stepped into the room and his fair skin flushed at the sight of her in a state of undress.

	Nell simply lifted an eyebrow as she sipped her chocolate. They’d shared a house for years. He’d seen her in nightclothes before.

	“I wanted to say something,” he began, closing the connecting door and leaning against it. “If it’s the school, I don’t see a problem. Wink, Geneva, Melody—they all manage to have professions and families. I wouldn’t begrudge you the same. Stonechase would be an even better site for a school than Hadrian Hall. It’s much more centrally located than Northumberland.”

	“I won’t dispute the location,” she said carefully, gesturing at the room’s only other chair, a straight wooden one at the desk-cum-dressing table. She paused, considering, then tipped her head in concession to his statement. “And for what it’s worth, I guess I believe you, or I would if you didn’t sound so bloody condescending about it. Maybe if I wasn’t domestic little Nell, in everyone’s head, you’d get the idea that I’m an adult who knows my own mind. If you saw me for what I am, you’d be one of the few men I know who wouldn’t object to the idea out of hand. Roger certainly proved that.” She was just petty enough not to offer him a biscuit.

	Tom sat and silently waited for her to continue.

	“However, neither of those things is why I refused you.” She sighed and set down her cup. “How can I make you understand? It’s simply too late for us. I’d spend the rest of my life not quite trusting you, and I can’t live like that. I’m not a green girl anymore. I’m a grown woman, and one who’s learned the hard way to be content on her own. I’m not going to marry—not you, not Roger, not anyone. I’m sorry, but there it is.” She’d realized, after Roger broke things off, that she was relieved, not upset. Now that she’d found another path, she didn’t want to marry a man she couldn’t love and trust with all her heart. Given her track record, she was better off not trying to select one who could be faithful like her father or Liam. The freedom was more than a little dizzying.

	Tom made a soft, broken sound and she reached out to touch his hand.

	“I truly hope you find someone, though, now that you know you’re free.” He had the title and estate to consider, after all. He needed an heir. She couldn’t, wouldn’t, begrudge him a chance for real happiness.

	“That isn’t going to happen.” He looked up to the ceiling, as if praying for guidance. “Nell, I’ve been celibate for almost nine years, the entirety of my twenties, at least so far. How many other men can say that who haven’t taken holy orders? Does that speak of inconstancy?”

	She blinked. “I wasn’t aware of that, and I commend you for honoring what you believed were your marriage vows, but it doesn’t make any difference.”

	“It doesn’t?” She heard the pain in his voice and steeled herself against it.

	“No. The point is you broke your promise to me. Perhaps it’s just that we were never meant to be together. If I’d been the right girl for you, none of this would have ever happened.” Just saying it hurt, but it made her feel stronger too, that she could look at the situation, articulate it, and make an adult decision.

	“Nelly-belly—” He stood and came over to perch on the arm of her chair. “You are the right girl, and you know it. Are you going to punish us our whole lives for a few wild oats I sowed when I was little more than a boy? To be honest, I’d slept with Polly before the Christmas holidays, I just didn’t marry her until after.”

	“I know that. I’ve done the arithmetic. Honestly, it doesn’t make me feel better to know that. Even before Twelfth Night, you knew I loved you, knew I was waiting, but that isn’t what this is about. I’m not punishing anyone, not you, not myself.” She looked up into his anguished face. “I’m just moving on with my life, as you should. Now let this go, so we can be friends again.”

	“Friends?” His voice cracked and he leaned down, his gaze boring into hers. “We were never friends, Nelly. Family, yes, but so are any married couple. Friends don’t do this.”

	And then he kissed her.

	Nell’s world stopped spinning. There were no words to describe Tom’s kiss. The closest she could come was the emotional rise and swell of a Mozart symphony. Tom’s lips were soft but firm. When he flicked his tongue against her lower lip, she instinctively opened her mouth and let him move inside. His hands slid inside her dressing gown to curl around her bare shoulders, and she moaned into his mouth at the contact, her tongue cautiously darting out to tangle with his. Her own hands seemed to have made their way around his waist, although she didn’t remember moving.

	He leaned down, pushing her back into the plush armchair, and she let him, pulling him down to nearly sit on her lap. His skin was hot, radiating through his shirt and waistcoat, while hers felt electrified, especially wherever they touched. When he slid his hand down to cup her breast through her chemise, however, it was he who groaned and pulled away.

	To Nell’s shame, she didn’t think she could have asked him to stop. Her breast ached with the loss of such a fleeting touch.

	Tom pushed to his feet and shuffled to the door. His breathing was as ragged as her own. “Think about it, dearling,” he said thickly, one hand on the doorknob. “Think about how very right that was. I’ll never betray you again. You have my word of honor on that. I love you, Nell. Please think about that and reconsider.”

	She gave a shaky laugh and pushed some loose hair out of her face. “I doubt I’ll be able to forget it.” She dragged in a few more breaths and looked up to face him. “But the answer is still no, Tom. Lust isn’t what I’m looking for in my life, not for the long term at least.”

	“I’m not talking about lust, I’m talking about love. We both know the difference.”

	She blinked back the tears pricking her eyelids. “No, I’m not sure I do. This was amazing, but I don’t think physical pleasure is enough to build a lifetime on. I’m not that soppy sixteen-year-old anymore. I need meaning and purpose, not just a strong man to look out for me. We can do this again if you like. I certainly would. But at the end of this journey, you have to be all right with going our separate ways. No more talking of love or marriage. We need to put that in the past.”

	He bobbed his head and went through the door, shutting off that part of her life with a single reverberating click.

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	Nell’s first impression of Calcutta was the heat. Wet and oppressive, it hung thick in the air like a boiled London fog. There was smoke, of course, so she wore her air mask, but even it didn’t completely block the scents of human and animal waste, curry and unwashed flesh. Her lightest linen skirt and bodice seemed like a woolen shroud and her fashionable hat with its ivory veil was utterly ineffective at shading her eyes from the blinding sun.

	The aerodrome was outside the city proper. As the official Government House carriage rolled through the fetid streets, she saw wonders, including a snake charmer and elephants in the distance, but also conditions even worse than she’d known in Wapping, which she’d frankly not thought possible. The darker skin, actually many different skin tones, of the people didn’t surprise her, but the fact that many of them, men and women, walked boldly around basically nude was something of a shock. Very few of the workingmen wore shirts, and some were in little more than an infant’s nappie. She supposed the heat was some excuse. Maybe they were simply smarter than the English. She glanced away as a couple rutted against a rickety wooden building, the man’s bare back covered in sores that boded ill for both him and his companion.

	A little further on she saw the body of a child, a boy of possibly eight, lying facedown in a ditch.

	This was the jewel of the British crown? Nell choked back a sob.

	From across the carriage, Tom shot her a look of sympathetic agreement.

	Mr. Merton, some sort of undersecretary to the viceroy, brought his handkerchief to his nostrils. “An untouchable. Nobody cares what becomes of him, and it’s a sin for anyone from any other caste to even touch the body.”

	This time Nell snorted. “I imagine his mother does.” If he had one.

	Eileen perched beside Nell, wringing her hands and refusing to even glance outside. Meanwhile, the viceroy’s toady rambled on about all the wondrous things the British had done to improve the lives of the natives.

	Nell managed not to snort again.

	Farther into the city, many things changed. Not the heat, of course, but suddenly the buildings were more solid and, well, more English, for the most part, with wider streets and carriages, even steam cars moving along the well-paved road. Ditches and slums evolved into small parks and tidy shops. More of the people wore clothing, some of them flowing robes and others Savile Row suits or bespoke gowns. The air still smelled of curried shit.

	Once they passed through the arched gates to Government House, the official residence of the viceroy and vicereine, lush gardens and a vast swath of parkland boasted colorful blooms and majestic palms as they rolled up the brick-paved drive. The carriage pulled to a halt in front of a palace that rivaled any royal residence in Britain. The enormous, classically designed building was painted yellow, but it didn’t strike Nell as garish. It simply suited the exotic beauty of the setting.

	Mr. Merton led them up wide marble steps and into the vast central hall of the building. High ceilings and well-placed windows provided both shade and ventilation, making it cooler indoors than out. In here, the scents of huge floral arrangements overrode any other, presumably even the sweat of the multitude of clerks and other workers, all in Western dress, who scurried about, oblivious to the newcomers.

	“His Excellency will meet you in his private office, Sir Thomas.” Merton led them through a series of rooms to a wide corridor leading to one of the four wings of the building. “A servant will show Miss Hadrian to her rooms.”

	“Miss Hadrian is part of my business from Her Majesty,” Tom said. His instinctive inclusion of her made Nell want to smile. What a change in just a few days. “However, you may have someone show Miss Morrissey to her quarters, and after she’s had a rest, to Miss Hadrian’s.” He took a firm grip on Nell’s arm, and since she didn’t wish to be excluded from the meeting, she kept her spine straight and her chin high.

	Merton managed to suggest a sniff without actually doing so. “Very well. Right this way.”

	Lord Elgin, the viceroy, was a fierce-looking man whose white shock of hair and lined face made him look far older than his fifty-some years. His office was as lavish as the rest of the palace, but covered in papers and books. His Excellency was no puppet. He worked at his position. Papa would approve, as would the duke. Of course, they’d both probably met him. There’d been no chance to discuss the situation since Tom and Nell had left so quickly.

	Nell curtseyed. The viceroy was owed all the respect due to a monarch, after all. Tom bowed. After introductions, Tom handed Lord Elgin a letter from Her Majesty. He read it and sent both Merton and another official out of the room and asked Tom and Nell to be seated.

	“I knew there was an Order of the Round Table but assumed it was purely honorific,” Lord Elgin said. “And, of course, I knew Her Majesty had someone to deal with supernatural threats, but I never put the two together. It’s truly a pleasure to meet you, Sir Thomas, Miss Hadrian. I understand you’re here upon a matter of utmost delicacy relating to the Prince of Wales?”

	“Among other issues,” Tom said. “We’re also seeking a dangerous criminal, someone who mixes magick and chemistry to wreak havoc. We’ve reason to believe he may be after some sort of magickally charged gemstones.”

	“I see.” Lord Elgin steepled his fingers. “I am at your disposal of course. Do you have a name for this villain? A description?”

	Tom grimaced. “Several names, unfortunately.” He showed the viceroy the wedding photograph and the more recent drawings they had, and generally filled him in on what they knew or understood of the Alchemist’s plan. “We believe the man’s wife seduced the prince and is trying to blackmail the palace as a source of funding for his projects.” He kept his own involvement with Polly entirely out of the discussion and Nell didn’t feel it was her place to divulge Tom’s secrets, especially as there seemed to be no need.

	“And your purpose here, Miss Hadrian?” Lord Elgin studied her with a calm but authoritative air.

	She tipped her chin, appreciating his straightforward attitude. “The criminals took a boy from the school where I teach, well, taught. I’m here for him. He’s blind, and I was afraid he might not trust a stranger.”

	He weighed her words for a moment. “Commendable.”

	“There is one other thing.” Tom’s tone conferred respect without deference, a narrow tightrope to walk. “There is a man we wish to meet, on an unrelated matter. I believe you are acquainted with Nawab Shanku?”

	“He’s one of our most helpful allies in the West Bengal region,” the viceroy said. “The first viceroy, Lord Canning, knighted him shortly after the ’57 rebellion. I can arrange a formal meeting, or, if you prefer, an introduction at this evening’s entertainments. The vicereine is having a small supper party tonight. Both Sir Vivek, the nawab, and his son will be there.”

	“Tonight will do nicely.” Nell’s throat had gone dry but she didn’t choke on her words, thank goodness. “I have reason to believe the nawab may be a distant relation, and my father suggested I look him up.” It was close enough to the truth. He’d certainly been distant enough in her lifetime, even if he had sired her.

	“Not too distant, I think.” Lord Elgin narrowed his eyes at Nell. “You look just like him.”

	Nell flushed. “He may be my biological father, sir. If so, I should like to know him.”

	“Excellent.” Lord Elgin came around his desk and showed them to the door, beckoning to a waiting servant. “Rajesh will show you to the residential wing. Lady Elgin looks forward to meeting you in the salon at nine o’clock. We dine late here to take advantage of the cooler evenings.”

	Silently, Nell and Tom followed the liveried native man through the palace to another wing, one which seemed to be designed as a stately home. Another servant, this one female, also Indian, but in a sedate dress of blue linen, led them up a sweeping staircase to their rooms, across the hall from one another. Would he cross that hall tonight? She’d waited for him the night before and he hadn’t.

	“We have hours yet before supper,” Nell said. If she had to sit in her room and stew about Tom and meeting her possible father, she’d go mad.

	“I know.” Tom paced restlessly in the corridor. We need to do something. Why don’t I speak to the majordomo while you freshen up. I think a tour of the city is in order. We need to know the lay of the land.”

	She almost hugged him for understanding. “Mr. Pritchard, the archaeologist, offered to give me a tour of some of the significant sights.”

	Tom frowned. “Pritchard, is it? Fine, we’ll send him a note. If not today, perhaps we can persuade him to do so tomorrow.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	An hour later, Tom handed Nell into the carriage. She wore the same tropical linen traveling suit she’d worn on the ship, as did he, but, like him, had changed into a fresh white blouse and a broader-brimmed hat. If their clothing hadn’t been what all the other Europeans in Caluctta were wearing, they’d have looked absurdly as if they were trying to match. Even his coral silk cravat matched the coral silk rose pinned at the neckline of her blouse. As usual, she was stunning, and just the sight of her took his breath away.

	She caught his eye as he handed her up into the open phaeton. “We look like a pair of traveling comedians.”

	He chuckled. “We do.”

	“On the contrary, Miss Hadrian, you look utterly lovely.” The brown-haired man who waited on the third seat of the phaeton stood to assist her, smiling beneath his handlebar moustache.

	“Mr. Van Guilder. How delightful to see you again.” She studied the man as if trying to remember more, which was reassuring, since Tom had been grinding his teeth in jealousy while she danced with the rather ordinary young man. “Your mother was kind. Please thank her for me again.”

	“I see you’ve met our tour guide, Mr. Alistair Van Guilder. He and his family reside in Calcutta, and he happened to be at Government House on business this afternoon and offered his services as guide. I believe you’re a banker, sir?” Tom climbed up to the high perch of the carriage.

	“Yes, my father and I manage the Bank of Calcutta, serving primarily the British and American populations of the city.” He shook hands with Tom and all three sat, with Nell in the center. Mr. Van Guilder picked up the reins. “I was fortunate enough to meet Miss Hadrian last night aboard the airship. Mother and I just returned from a visit to London.”

	He chatted amiably as he drove them around the European center of the city. It was, in this area, a lovely, well-laid out cosmopolitan city, with lovely stucco three-story shops and banks and restaurants, presumably with offices and flats above. “Many of the iron frames of the buildings were fabricated in England,” Alistair said. “They were sent here by freighter, and the facades and interiors were built on location. Fascinating, isn’t it?”

	It was, but Tom couldn’t care less at the moment.

	There were also magnificent mansions. Alistair pointed to the largest as they drew past. “The Marble Palace, residence of Raja Mullick. I’ve never been inside, but it’s said to be even more elegant than Government House.”

	Why did people waste so much labor and money on a monstrosity of a home? At least a functioning palace served some administrative purpose.

	“Is that a Hindu temple?” Nell tipped her head at a lovely older-looking structure with three white domes topped by little cupolas.

	“Temple of Kali,” Alistair confirmed. “It’s old, but redone, oh, fifty to a hundred years ago. Some say the temple, called Kalighat, is where the name Calcutta comes from.”

	Nell smiled. “The capital city is named for a goddess. I like that.”

	“A six-armed goddess, if I recall correctly,” Tom added, glad to finally have something to contribute. “Of war and destruction.” Kali might be a little bloody for Nell’s taste. Wink would be a devotee in a heartbeat.

	“Yes, but oddly enough, she also represents fertility and other domestic virtues,” their guide added. “Quite fascinating, these primitive religions.”

	Tom wanted to remind him that the Christian god had done a fair bit of destruction himself in the Old Testament, but held his tongue.

	Nell sighed. “I’d love to see a Buddha statue. I have in pictures, of course, even in English drawing rooms, but never in situ.” Ah, Tom understood her goal. The one she wanted to see had a ruby eye, but her plan was a sound one. Establishing a silly fascination with the subject would give her an excuse to search.

	“Well, in Hinduism, Buddha wasn’t a single person or god,” Tom reminded her. “So there are different faces to the statuary, depending on which Buddha is being honored. If you wish to make a pilgrimage to each one in the area, you’re more than welcome.”

	“You’ve done your research,” Alistair said. “I find Ganesh much more interesting myself. Face of an elephant and all that. Very whimsical.”

	Nell rolled her eyes and Tom winked back. The man was a flibbertigibbet. Whimsy was fine in its place, but not on a mission.

	They ended the tour at the bank. “My mother would love to have you come up for tea.”

	Nell made a polite moue of regret. “Thank her for us, but we have to dress for tonight’s entertainment, and I’m afraid I need to lie down first. Another time perhaps?”

	Tom shot her a quizzical look. What game was she playing now?

	Alistair drove them back to the side gate of the viceroy’s residence.

	“Why not stop for tea?” Tom asked as they walked back up to their rooms. “You no more need a nap than I have a dress fitting.”

	She sighed. “Because you didn’t want to take tea with Mrs. Van Guilder.”

	“I didn’t?” He paused at the top of the stairs, one elbow on the marble bannister.

	Nell wrinkled her nose. “No. Remember the kindly lady who escorted me to my room yesterday morning? I don’t think she’s your greatest admirer.”

	No. The older woman had looked at Tom as if he were a particularly nasty snake. “Good God, thank you.” That would have been horrible. “I suppose they’re coming tonight?”

	“They are,” Nell confirmed. “And she has distinct designs on me for her son, so I wouldn’t go off in secret with her. She might try to bump you off.”

	“Thanks for the warning.” The fact that anyone had witnessed his humiliation was enough to make him want to hide in his room. “My only goal tonight is to meet Nawab Shanku. And, of course to look for anyone who resembles our Alchemist.”

	“If Polly is at the party in some other guise, won’t it be dangerous if she recognizes you?” Nell worried her lip between her teeth. “Maybe you should stay in your room.”

	He wasn’t about to do that. “I’ve looked at the guest list. There are no women invited with the initials P. B., and Polly rarely seems to deviate from those. Just to be on the safe side, His Excellency is letting me stand where I can watch the arrivals without being seen. I’ll make a slightly delayed appearance without being announced.”

	“Good. I’ll stick close to Her Excellency if I can, or perhaps Mrs. Van Guilder. I can be quite sure neither of them is one of our miscreants.” By all accounts, Lady Elgin had just recently joined her husband in India, and had been busy in England caring for their several children. Nell opened the door to her chamber and smiled sadly. “Be careful, Tom. You have a large family, including me, who care very much about your well-being.”

	“I know. And thank you for agreeing to be cautious as well.” He tipped his head politely and strode away.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Nell dressed that evening in her best evening gown, a multi-hued silk that was rose in one light and gold in another, so the entire gown shimmered with both colors every time she moved. Roses made of a coordinating pink fabric, set off by embroidered gold vines and leaves, edged the short, puffed sleeves and the sweeping skirts of the frock. With it, she wore gold satin gloves and a gold choker hung with a delicate diamond pendant her parents had given her for her twenty-fifth birthday just before Christmas, along with matching earbobs. More of the silk roses attached to gold ribbons were woven into her hair, an elaborate tribute to Eileen’s skill.

	With her dark coloring but English style and demeanor, she felt she embodied both sides of her heritage to the best of her ability. That was something she’d never once thought about in England, where she downplayed her Indian half. Maybe being in India just these few hours had already changed her. It was a disconcerting thought.

	Tom bowed deeply as she stepped into the hall so he could escort her down. “You look like a princess. Are you holding up all right?”

	She sucked in a deep breath. “I feel like I’m going to burst, but I’m ready to meet him. We may never know for sure, but if I can know, I want to.”

	“I can probably tell, if he’ll allow a spell.”

	“Well, I’m not going to complain.” She took his arm. “Let’s go, so we can meet Lady Elgin and get you into your hiding place.” They’d arranged to be the first guests to enter the salon, so they could be introduced to the vicereine and give Tom a chance to take an observation post behind a slatted door. It hadn’t been difficult since they were the only guests currently in residence at Government House. All the other visiting dignitaries were either staying with other Calcutta residents or at hotels.

	The Elgins sat in state at one end of the salon as Tom and Nell approached. Only after they’d made their bows did Lady Elgin, the former Lady Mary Lambton, make hers. Nell had seen her in a painting as a young woman and she remained as pretty and dark-haired, if not as slender. Lady Elgin smiled and gestured for Nell to take a place next to her, while Tom spoke a quick word to the viceroy and disappeared.

	“I’m thrilled to be helping facilitate a familial reunion,” Lady Elgin said. “You’ve a certain look of Sir Vivek. I’ve arranged for him to be your partner at supper, and later His Excellency will pull the pair of you, along with your foster brother and myself as chaperone, apart for a private conference once the dancing has been established. Does that meet with your approval, my dear?”

	“It is beyond my fondest dreams, Your Excellency.” Nell bobbed a slight curtsy. “You and His Excellency have been more than kind.”

	“Well, I have daughters of my own,” the vicereine said. “I cannot imagine not knowing them. It’s difficult enough that the eldest remains in England, along with her brothers, who are at school.”

	“You’ve made a great sacrifice, ma’am.” Nell meant every word of that. “For all you live in a palace, I think you would rather be with your children.”

	“You’re a perceptive young lady.” The older woman gave her a curious appraisal. “But your adoptive father is in public service as well, so I suppose you know something of the situation.”

	Nell nodded. “My father’s duty is almost always in England, but even so, he travels more than my mother would like, and she sometimes must choose whether to go with him or stay at home with the young ones. It isn’t an easy life.”

	“My dear, no life is ever easy,” the vicereine said. “Just look at how devastated Her Majesty is by the loss of the prince consort. All we can do is accept our lot with the best grace we can muster, and hold fast to those we love. Now, the others are about to be admitted. Stand right where you are and I will introduce you as my guest. Tap your fan on the back of your hand should you see one of those villains for whom your brother is searching.”

	“Thank you, ma’am.” Nell turned to face the room, her most demure smile firmly in place.

	After dozens of introductions to East India Company officials and other English gentry who’d settled in India to find their fortunes, Nell noted the arrival of a trio of native blood. At the front stood an older man, strong and slim, wearing a dinner jacket and honors medal. Behind him walked a younger version of himself and, on the younger man’s arm, a beautiful girl. Nell adored the young woman’s gown, a vivid tangerine garment that seemed to be a single length of cloth artistically draped to cover her entire form. She wore a king’s ransom in jewels at her neck, arms, earlobes and even hanging from her forehead.

	The vicereine greeted the older man first, offering her hand once he’d made his bow. “Dear Sir Vivek, we are so pleased that you could join us. May I introduce my young houseguest, the Honorable Miss Hadrian? Miss Hadrian, meet Nawab Sir Vivek Shanku, one of our most loyal allies in the Bengal region, along with his son and daughter-in-law, Mr. and Mrs. Shanku.”

	Nell doubted that they called themselves Mr. and Mrs., but they had taken the side of the English, so perhaps they did. She barely spared them a glance as they curtseyed. Instead, she gazed at Sir Vivek, who greatly resembled the portrait she’d seen of him as a younger man.

	“Delighted,” she murmured, trying not to stare. Turning her gaze to the young couple, she dipped her head again. “Mrs. Shanku, please allow me to remark on the beauty of your gown. The color and the material are truly lovely.”

	The Indian woman cast Nell a disdainful look, but softened it to an eyeroll after a sharp glance from her father-in-law.

	“It’s called a sari.” The younger Mr. Shanku spoke perfect Oxfordian English, offering Nell his hand to shake. “My dearest Vidya prefers to retain our traditional form of dress.”

	“I can see why. It looks comfortable, as well as stunning.” Just in case this young couple were her half brother and sister-in-law, Nell was determined to be polite, but in this case, she spoke the simple truth. “Although, I must also admit that both of you gentlemen look quite smart in your dinner jackets as well. Does your family live here in Calcutta?”

	“Our lands are nearby,” the nawab said. “Though we maintain a home in town, as well. Now, there are others eager to meet such a pretty newcomer to our gatherings and we are holding up the line. Come along, Jagganesh, Vidya.”

	“I prefer Jonathan, Papa.” The younger Shanku gave Nell a lithe bow. “Welcome to India, Miss Hadrian.” With another bow, he reclaimed his child bride’s arm and moved away.

	Nell met another two dozen people, and reacquainted herself with a handful from the airship, but none of the others registered. Could Sir Vivek be her biological father? There was something kind in his eyes, she thought, but was determined not to get her hopes too high.

	“Are you enjoying Calcutta so far?” Mr. Pritchard, the archaeologist, had just finished greeting his host and hostess.

	“I don’t know.” Nell surprised herself by blurting out the truth. “So far, it’s confusing. So much grandeur and so much filth.” She dropped her voice to a whisper at the end. “How do you stand it?”

	He shrugged. “It’s just India. I don’t expect it to be any different, any more than I expect Parisians to suddenly start speaking Swahili.”

	Reluctantly, she grinned. “You must be an accomplished teacher, sir. You have given me a stern lesson in the course of one sentence.”

	He smiled back. “From one teacher to another, I take that as a compliment. I’m off to a dig site tomorrow. Would you like to come? If you’ve never ridden an elephant, this would be a new experience for you to write to your sisters in England about.”

	“I should like that, if Her Excellency has no other plans for me,” Nell said. “If I may let you know later this evening?” After she’d met with Sir Vivek, and after she’d talked to Tom about any possible leads. If they had nothing else to go on, than a visit to archaeological digs might help them find the Buddha the Alchemist was seeking.

	Pritchard agreed, signed his name on her dance card for later in the evening, then moved on. Nell continued to scan the crowd, looking for anyone who matched the sketches they had of the Alchemist or Polly, but so far, no one had appeared who fit either description.

	Once all the guests had arrived, sherry was served and Tom appeared at Nell’s side, shaking his head. “She isn’t here,” he said. “As far as I can tell, he isn’t either.”

	“Well, if they were coming by sea, they wouldn’t be here for a few days,” Nell reminded him. “Perhaps we can use that time to find the Eye of the Buddha and possibly set some sort of trap.”

	Tom agreed, even to the outing with Pritchard, if nothing else interfered. His eyes gleamed at the idea of riding an elephant, which she should have expected. Always one for a new adventure. Truth to tell, she was looking forward to the outing just a little. Maybe there was a trace of adventure left in her soul. She shook off her thoughts. “Come here. I’d like to introduce you to the nawab and his family. His son can’t be any older than Jamie, but he’s already married.”

	“Different places, different customs.” Tom followed her through the crowd.

	Nell sniffed. “Not you, too. I don’t need another lecture.”

	He chuckled. “That’s never stopped you from dishing one out, my girl. Sauce for the goose.”

	They chatted with the Shanku family until it was time to line up for supper. Nell was shocked to find out that Jagganesh, or Jonathan as he preferred, had recently finished his studies at Cambridge, giving him and Tom plenty to talk about while Nell asked Vidya about the best places to purchase silks to take home to her sisters. Once they’d gone into the dining room and been seated, she turned to Sir Vivek, her partner, and asked. “Have you spent time in England as has your son?”

	“I have,” the older man said. “I was not so fortunate as my son. There was no money or connections to allow me to attend university as a young man. However, we do have some shares in a shipping operation, and I worked as an officer on one of the vessels until it was time for me to return home and marry. In recent years, I’ve visited London once or twice on business, and I attended my son’s commencement ceremonies.”

	There was no way she could ask at the dinner table if he’d known a prostitute named Fanny Jenkins, even if he did remember such a thing after all these years. That would have to wait for later.

	“Forgive me for asking, Miss Hadrian, but do you have ancestry from the Indies? You have a familiar look about you. In fact, you remind me of one of my sisters as a young woman.”

	Nell’s heart raced. Since this wasn’t the time, she dissembled. “I was adopted by the Hadrians, so I’m afraid there is much about my ancestry I do not know.” She couldn’t help adding, “But I believe so. That was one reason I asked to accompany my foster brother on his business to Calcutta. I wanted to see India and learn more about the culture.”

	“Commendable, my dear. Should you and Sir Thomas like to experience a Bengali household, you are more than welcome to visit Shanku. Vidya enjoys playing hostess, as the role is still quite new to her. I believe it makes her feel like a grown-up.”

	“She is newly wed?” They were so young, it was something of a relief that the marriage was recent. “Perhaps, they would prefer not to entertain visitors.”

	Sir Vivek laughed. “Not that recently wed. They were betrothed as children, of course, as is common among my people. The marriage took place on her seventeenth birthday, some six months ago.”

	“Arranged?” Nell hadn’t realized that practice continued anywhere in the British-ruled world. “Surely that’s an antiquated notion?”

	Sir Vivek’s lips drew together. “Perhaps. But my grandfather was nawab when Jagganesh was a child, and his word was law. Later, I would have allowed them to call it off, but Jagganesh was always fond of the girl and her parents would have been deeply offended. I think, perhaps, he will be the last of our family to practice that tradition. I would be surprised if, with his English education, he were to arrange contracts for his own children once they arrive.”

	“Different places, different customs,” she said lightly, a reminder to herself as much as a response to him. “I should enjoy a visit to your home, Sir Vivek, and I’m sure Tom would as well.” She’d have to ask her hostess about local etiquette for guests. She and Tom hadn’t packed a lot of British goods as hostess gifts.

	The rest of the meal passed in idle conversation about the local agriculture, flora and fauna.

	When the ladies withdrew, Nell spent some time with her shipboard acquaintances, barely keeping her composure at being forced to wait for her conference with Sir Vivek. It seemed forever before the men finished their port and cigars and led the women into the ballroom, where a fully human orchestra played but champagne and lemonade were served by gilded, six-armed automata.

	His Excellency claimed the first dance, while Tom partnered the vicereine. “Fifteen minutes,” Lord Elgin murmured. “I had a little chat with Shanku over port. We’ll meet near that potted palm in the center of the west wall, then slip off to the library.”

	“Thank you, sir.” Nell’s heart galloped in double time to the lively reel. When Elgin handed her to her next partner, she begged a headache and asked of to sit out the dance in favor of a glass of lemonade. She didn’t want to risk champagne, because she needed to be stone-cold sober for the upcoming meeting.

	Finally, the time arrived. Nell made her way through the throng to find the vicereine waiting for her. “The others are already in the study,” she said. “Come along, dear. I know this is bound to be difficult.”

	“It is that,” Nell confessed. “I hadn’t realized he’d be so wealthy. I hope he doesn’t believe I’m some gold-digging imposter.”

	“I’m familiar with the Hadrian family,” Lady Elgin replied with a touch of humor. “I think we can convince him money is not your objective.”

	“Well, there is that.” Even Nell sometimes forgot how wealthy her family was, since they weren’t prone to flaunting it.

	A native footman admitted them to the library, where Tom stood, leaning on a windowsill, while the viceroy and Sir Vivek occupied comfortable chairs in the center of the room. They both stood as the women entered, and the viceroy motioned to a dainty sofa across from the chairs. “Ladies.”

	Tom joined the group, taking the third chair, placed at a right angle between Sir Vivek and Nell’s place on the sofa.

	Sir Vivek turned to the viceroy. “Sir, I believe you have something of personal importance to discuss with me?” He gave Nell a reassuring smile.

	“I’ll leave that to our young friends,” Lord Elgin said.

	“Thank you.” The nawab bowed his head. “If you would leave us, please? I assure you, the young lady is in no need of a chaperone in the presence of her brother and an old man like myself.”

	He wasn’t that old, but he was, likely, her father. The Elgins looked to Nell, then when she nodded, they rose to their feet and left.

	“Sir Vivek,” Nell began, her hand pleating the silk of her skirt, her eyes downcast. “I’d like to ask about your travels as a young man, if I may. It’s…terribly indelicate, but when you were in England, did you ever meet a woman called Fanny Jenkins?”

	“I would not have recalled the name,” he said gently. “But the face, yes, that I remembered. You are her daughter, are you not? Hers and mine?”

	Nell tilted her head. “However did you guess?”

	“Because she is standing directly behind your left shoulder.”

	Nell gasped and spun. “Mum?”

	Sure enough, there stood the translucent form of Fanny Jenkins. “’Allo, dearie. ’Tis me, back again.”

	Sir Vivek sighed. “I believe you and I share a certain…gift, Miss Hadrian. I would need no further proof.”

	“Nell.” It seemed absurd for the man who’d given her life to keep calling her “Miss.” She continued to look at her mother’s ghost. “All these years, Mum, where have you been?”

	“You needed to be wit’ your new family, not thinkin’ of me,” the ghost said. “So I went away. Today, I came to see ’im. Still a looker, ain’t ’e? Now you see why I di’n’t turn ’im away for bein’ dark.”

	“I suppose it’s a good thing you didn’t, since I wouldn’t be here otherwise.” Nell felt an utterly inappropriate giggle about to burst forth.

	“I’m guessing there’s a ghost in the room,” Tom said to no one in particular. “I hate missing half the conversation.”

	“There is.” Nell didn’t even glance at Tom. “Get over it, chum. You ought to be used to it by now.” She turned to Sir Vivek. “You can see her?”

	He chuckled. “And hear her. Might I say, daughter, that your lyrical tone isn’t something you inherited from either of your parents. My mother, however, had a magnificent voice.”

	“All hoity-toity now that ’e’s a lord,” the ghost grumbled. “Weren’t so snooty when ’e were just a sailor. Pay attention, man. She’s got good folks in England, but she’s yours, too, you old coot. See you take care of ’er.”

	“I shall.” Sir Vivek bowed to Fanny. “Thank you for your…assistance in clarifying this matter.”

	Fanny snorted. “Whatever you say.” She turned back to Nell. “Anyway, my work ’ere is done. Give Piers my love, Nelly, and don’t you give up on this young blaggard, not yet.” She jerked her thumb toward Tom, then vanished.

	“I have a daughter.” Sir Vivek reached across the gap between them and Nell met his hands with her own. “My gods, I have a daughter, and she’s radiantly lovely.”

	“Thank you.” The giggle erupted, for no reason whatsoever. “I’m sorry. This isn’t funny, but…the ghosts. I’ve never met anyone else who could see them, especially her. Not even my brother, er, half brother, Piers.”

	“And now you know why.” He withdrew his handkerchief and handed it to her. Only then did Nell realize that tears were rolling down her cheeks. “Now you and your foster brother must come stay with us. If not at the estate, at least at the townhouse here in Calcutta. I must have time to get to know you, and you must get to know Jagganesh and Vidya as well.”

	“Another brother. That makes…goodness, I don’t know how many, depending on who you count.” Nell blew her nose into the handkerchief. “And a sister-in-law. That’s a first, except for maybe Belinda.”

	“This Hadrian family who adopted you must be large.” Sir Vivek looked to Tom. “And you are one of these sort-of-brothers…”

	Tom grimaced. “It’s complicated.”

	Vivek turned back to Nell. “How did they come to take you in? When your mother died?”

	“Much later.” She hiccupped. “Like Tom said, it’s a long story.”

	“Perhaps we can meet again in the morning,” Tom offered. “After you’ve both had some time to think about things. Meanwhile, I’ll let you two speak for a bit while I go let Nell’s other dance partners know she’s retired for the night. Should I also put off Professor Pritchard?”

	“Thank you, Tom.” Nell gave him a blurry glance.

	He stood and held out a hand to Sir Vivek. “I’m pleased to meet you, sir. Nell is a wonderful woman and it means a lot to her to have found you.”

	“Thank you, Sir Thomas. It means a great deal to me, as well.”

	Tom didn’t leave. “Something else I think you should know. Although we were raised together, Nell and I are in no way related. I want you to know I’ve asked her to marry me.”

	“I see.” Vivek straightened and glanced at Nell. “And did you agree?”

	“No. I turned him down.” It was so like Tom to want everything out in the open, but he’d better not even think of using Sir Vivek to pressure her into accepting him. One thing Nell was discovering on this journey was that she was stronger than everyone, including herself, had assumed. She didn’t care how many men agreed; she would make her own decisions from here on out. “That’s a part of that long, complicated story and I’m too overwhelmed to discuss it tonight.”

	“Then we will talk more tomorrow.” He squeezed her hands. “May I tell Jagganesh and Vidya of the new addition to our family? And tell them to expect you early tomorrow?”

	“I’d like that.” Nell lifted her eyes to Tom. “If we don’t have other business, that is.”

	“I think we have a day or two on that, remember?” Tom slipped out of the room.

	“What shall I call you?” Nell asked. “I got used to having a second Mum, but I was young. It would seem strange to suddenly have a second Papa.”

	“Baba is the Bengali term.” Vivek’s voice was thick. “I would be honored for you to use it, Nell.” He said her name softly, testing it.

	“Very well. Baba it is.” She blinked at him through the ridiculous tears. “Oh my goodness, I have to cable Mum and Papa. They’ll be so thrilled.”

	“They will not be concerned? Perhaps afraid I intend to take their places?” He reached over and wiped away a tear.

	Nell got her tears under control. “No. Papa along with my brothers Piers and Tom were the ones who discovered your probable identity. You haven’t asked about that, by the way. How we knew, out of all the Indian sailors, that it was you.”

	“Magick, I would assume.” His smile was remarkably like the one she saw in her mirror every day. “It fairly radiates from your Sir Thomas.”

	“Well.” Nell hadn’t expected that. “You can sense magick?”

	He lifted one steel-gray eyebrow, a gesture he seemed to share with Merrick, which was oddly endearing. “Can’t you? Along with ghosts?”

	“No. Tom can, and Papa, but not me.” She bit her lip, and then blurted, “What about your son? What will he think? Will he believe that I’m your daughter?”

	“I believe Jagganesh will trust my instincts and our shared ghost,” Vivek said. “He is secure in his position as my only son and will not see you as a threat to his future inheritance.”

	Nell smiled, wishing she could be as certain. He was so young, and his wife even younger. Surely Vidya would resent the sudden appearance of the nawab’s daughter.

	“We will leave these worries for tomorrow,” Sir Vivek said, rising. “I will leave you to cable your parents. Yes, by the way, I do believe they are, and always will be your parents, although perhaps they will be willing to share you with another old soul.” He bent and touched his lips to her cheek, the curls of his moustache tickling. “I owe them a great debt for raising you.”

	“Someday, perhaps you can meet.” Nell didn’t rise to her feet. Tom would join her back here in a few moments and he’d know where the equipment was to cable England.

	“I should like that.” With a deep bow, Vivek slipped through the door and was gone.

	Nell sank back into the sofa. “Mum, are you still here?”

	There was no answer.

	Once again, Fanny was gone, but not until after she’d made sure Nell was in good hands.

	“Well, if you can hear me, thank you. Oh, and you might let me know if the butcher was Piers’s father. Piers seems to think so.”

	“Far as I know, luv.” The whisper could have come from a million miles away, and then it vanished into the air.

	Nell caught her breath on something that was either a giggle or a sob, she wasn’t sure. Trust Fanny to have the last word.

	 


Chapter Eleven

	 

	Tom paced the library of Government House long after the party guests had gone and nearly everyone else had retired for the night. He’d rather have taken a walk, but while he wasn’t much concerned with bandits or other non-human threats, he wasn’t fully confident about the local wildlife. What kind of city had snakes roaming about that were three times as long as a man, and venomous? Tom was no coward, but the cobras he’d seen in the snake charmers’ baskets were unnerving enough, let alone the idea of them having cousins nearly twenty feet long.

	Nell would be amused by his newfound caution. She was always after him to be more careful. Perhaps, for the first time, he might listen to her. He liked the idea of riding an elephant, though. Likely the bloody damn snakes couldn’t reach a man up that high.

	Nell had finally gone to bed after the cables had come back from Black Heath, with Caro expressing her delight that Nell had found her natural father and that the presence of Fanny’s ghost had put the seal of certainty on the matter. Although Merrick was at sea, she felt free to speak for him as well, like any long-married wife. Sir Vivek had been given a blanket invitation to visit the Hadrians in Britain at any time, with or without his son and daughter-in-law.

	Tom didn’t cable that he’d finally proposed and been rejected, although he’d left the information with Kendall that Polly was unequivocally wed to someone else long before tricking Tom into their semblance of a wedding. Kendall would have sent word along, and they all knew that Tom wouldn’t have wasted any time. Since neither Tom nor Nell had cabled news of an engagement, they would all know that she’d turned him down.

	There were occasions when having a large and close family wasn’t a good thing.

	Distracted though he was, Tom was on a mission and his hearing was still, well, his hearing, so when a door knob on the far end of the library began to turn, he palmed a knife and slipped up against a wall with a good view to said door.

	“Still awake, I see?” Lord Elgin, in a brocade dressing gown and matching fez, strolled into the library. “Worrying about the girl, or the mission?”

	Tom slipped the knife back into the sheath beneath his sleeve. “Both, sir.”

	“Ah, well, fair enough. No sign of the blaggard tonight, eh?” The viceroy clicked a piece of carving on a bookshelf, causing the shelf to slide up and out of sight revealing a well-stocked bar. “One in the office, too. No expenses spared in this place. Peterhoff in Shimla, where we’ll spend the summer, isn’t quite so grand. Better air for the little ones, too.” He poured two drinks and held one out to Tom.

	“No sir, I didn’t see anything suspicious tonight, which is worrying enough in itself.” Tom sipped the gin and tonic. “We can’t be entirely sure the bastard is headed here, and not the Americas or somewhere else entirely.” And they still had no idea if the boy was with them or not, alive or dead.

	“I see.” Elgin swirled the liquid in his glass. “I’d recommend bringing Sir Vivek in on this. If there’s anyone I trust here, including my own staff, it’s him. I’m not saying he likes having his country occupied by foreigners, but he’s convinced that rebellion would serve nothing more than to get his compatriots killed and their land destroyed. He’s also not above importing the latest technology to improve the lives of his peasants. I’ve also seen him, reluctantly, order the execution of a murderer, so I know he won’t want to have any truck with your Alchemist fellow.”

	“With your permission, I might. Having someone who knows the area on our side might make all the difference.” Plus, the man had the ability to see ghosts and sense magick. He could be helpful in any number of ways. “He did seem to quite readily accept Nell as his daughter.”

	“My boy, I’ve been a lot of places in my life and seen a lot of things. Knew a werewolf once in Canada and a seer in Japan who could have told me what I had for breakfast on my seventh birthday.” Elgin chortled. “I’ve never seen a vampyre, but I know they’re real, just like electricity or magick. For you, this sort of thing is part of your everyday life, and I think it may be the same for the nawab, so I suppose there was some kind of proof involved that I wouldn’t have seen if it was right under my nose.”

	Tom decided not to mention it was a ghost. He just tipped his head in agreement.

	“Then take it for what it’s worth. The man just found out he has a daughter, one who isn’t a child but a grown woman of what, twenty? Twenty-one? He’s a good man. What else is he going to do but accept her? Wouldn’t you?”

	“She’s twenty-five.” Tom thought back to when he’d first found out Charlie might be his son, the conflict he’d felt, and the disappointment to know it wasn’t so. “I had a grandfather once. Didn’t know I existed until a few months before he died. In those few months, I think he loved me more than some people feel in a whole lifetime. Nell deserves all that, and more.”

	“Then give her time to spend with him by bringing him in on your mission. I wouldn’t ask the son, though. Might be all right in a few years, but right now, he’s a spoiled twit.” Elgin finished his drink and flicked the mechanism to close the bar. “Now get some sleep, son, or you won’t be any good to anyone. I’ll have a carriage waiting for you right after breakfast.”

	“Thank you, sir.” Unable to refuse the older man’s instructions, Tom emptied his glass and preceded his host out of the library. “Do you often come down in the middle of the night, sir?”

	“More than I’d like,” Elgin said as they walked together up the marble stairs. “I’ve a feeling my days on this earth are numbered. So much to do, so little time.”

	“I’m sure you’ll be around for many years to come, Your Excellency,” Tom said, because it was just the thing one said in a situation of this sort.

	“No, I won’t.” Elgin sighed. “Damned Japanese seer. I don’t know the day or year, but my end is coming, faster than I would wish for the sake of my wife and children.”

	“You can’t know that, sir.”

	Elgin shrugged. “And yet I do. Hell, we’re all mortal, even a young man like you. So take my advice. Live your life while you can, my boy. Don’t go to your grave regretting that you didn’t fight for the things that matter most.”

	Belinda’s words echoed in Tom’s mind. Be the Emperor. Don’t give in to your doubts. He hadn’t known what doubts she meant, but he suspected now that it was his worthiness for Nell. Or perhaps his ability to convince her to give him another chance. Back in his own room, he prepared for bed, thinking about what Elgin had said. Did the man mean he should fight for Nell? Maybe not, but in the end, that’s what his words meant to Tom. Nell was what mattered most. In fact, Elgin’s advice reminded him of what Belinda had said, as well. Trust your instincts. And don’t give up.

	Tom switched off the gaslight and smiled into the darkness. He wasn’t giving up. Not now, not ever. He wasn’t going to her tonight. He wasn’t that dishonorable. But one way or another, he would fight for Nell to the end of his days. And, then, by God, he’d haunt her. Wouldn’t that just chafe her hide?

	The image of his ghost taunting an elderly Nell evoked a bubble of laughter that finally lightened his mood enough to let him sleep. He pulled back the coverlet on his bed and prepared to climb in. Tomorrow would be a long day, fraught with emotion and intrigue. For tonight, he could fall asleep, dreaming about how Nell looked under that rosy gold dress. One of these days, he hoped to find out just how accurate his dreams were.

	Something dark and round uncoiled on the sheet, roughly where his knees would be, had he moved even a moment faster. Without his heightened vision, Tom would have never seen the shape that stretched, forming into a rope perhaps eighteen inches long, the rounded head searching for the source of its disturbance.

	Tom yelled and jumped back from the bed. The snake continued to move about the bedding, looking for something to attack, Tom was sure. Even though the thing was small, it was probably deadly.

	Very carefully, he approached the bureau and picked up the pistol he’d set aside earlier, not wanting to go armed to the ball. His hands shook, but he steadied, lining up his shot.

	The door burst open, and there was Nell with her ESD and an etheric torch. “What is it?”

	“Stay back. There’s a snake in the bed.” Steadier, now that he had to protect her as well, Tom cast a light spell, filling the room with a blue glow.

	“I see it,” she said. Aiming her stunner, she zapped the snake, which twitched and thrashed its way across the bed and onto the floor before lying still. “What kind is it?”

	He swallowed hard. “I have no idea, nor do I want a closer acquaintance.” Using the tip of his walking stick, he lifted the limp snake and dropped it out the window into the garden beneath. Then he began to shake.

	Nell was there in an instant, her arms wrapped around him. “Dear heavens, if you’d gotten into that bed…” She shook almost as badly as he did.

	They stood there for what seemed like forever, him naked and her in a shift, wrapped tightly in one another’s arms.

	As soon as he stopped shaking, Tom’s body let him know in no uncertain terms that it had better ideas. She didn’t seem to notice his erection pressing against her hip. She just pressed against him, her short nails digging into his back.

	“We should check for others.” Finally, his rational mind got a thought in edgewise.

	She pulled back, turning to light the gas lamp while Tom pulled on his discarded evening trousers. Together, with his walking stick, his magick and her stunner, they checked every nook, cranny, drawer and surface, even under the bed.

	“No more snakes.” Nell sighed. “Your screaming nearly gave me a heart attack. But how could it have gotten in here?”

	“Not on its own,” Tom said. His second-floor window was a good twenty feet off the ground to allow for the first floor’s tall ceilings. “We should check your room as well.”

	Nell gestured toward the door. “By all means. Perhaps it’s a good thing we’re leaving here in the morning.”

	Tom couldn’t help but agree.

	“But who?” Nell asked as they searched her room just as thoroughly, finding nothing. She’d been reading, he saw, with the bedside lamp lit and a book open on the floor where she’d probably dropped it in her haste to get to him.

	Tom had no idea. “Anyone. I’ve made enemies in my work. Then there’s your new brother. Hell, any member of the embassy staff might be cooperating with the Alchemist and the kidnappers. Maybe one of your many suitors thought I was an impediment to his advances.”

	“Be serious.” She shot him one of her schoolmistress looks, which he found oddly erotic. “It must have to do with Charlie and the Alchemist.”

	“Most likely.” Tom assumed the same. “All we can do at this point is watch our backs.”

	“I’d rather watch your front.” Nell clapped her hand over her mouth, obviously horrified that she’d said something so sexual. She must have come to terms with it, though, because she giggled.

	Something in Tom’s heart stretched and nearly purred. He grinned. “You look almost as good from both angles, but there’s something unfair here. You have your shift on.” Her skin flushed a fiery red, all the way down to the tops of her breasts, just visible above her low neckline.

	 

	Nell gazed at Tom and licked her lips, which had suddenly gone dry. “Yes, you put on quite a show.”

	He took one hand and pulled her to him, kissing her the way he had on the ship. Long, deep, like something out of a dream.

	When at long last he paused, running his lips down to her throat, he said, “You want me.”

	“Shush.” She arched her neck to give him easier access. Of course she did. No matter that her heart and mind knew better, her body ached for his. “I told you that you could kiss me again.”

	“And I intend to enjoy every second of that privilege.” When he eased his hands down to the hem of her thigh-length shift, she didn’t resist, just lifted her arms so he could pull it over her head. Why not? Men had relations just for the fun of it all the time. She wasn’t fertile, having just finished her courses. Why shouldn’t she take what she wanted for a change?

	He sat on the bed, pulling her close so her breasts were level with his face. Nell gasped as his warm breath brushed her nipples, which felt swollen and tender. Another persistent ache, low in her belly, urged her to rub her sex against his, but the touch of his lips on her breast held her frozen.

	“You do love me, just as I love you. Marry me, Nell.” He kissed the tip of her nipple and pulled it between his lips, making her cry out with the pleasure.

	“No. And you’ve already broken the rule. Don’t do it again.” She could barely speak as she arched her chest forward, pressing deeper into the heat of his mouth. She wanted him, but she was not going to let him use sex to coerce her. “I’m not going to marry. Maybe I’ll just take a lover from time to time.” Times when she felt like this, shivering and on fire at the same time.

	He reached between her legs and began to rub the lips of her sex. “You’re soaking wet, darling. It’s me you want. Not anyone else.” His fingers moved on her, making damp sounds as he stroked in time with his mouth suckling her breast. “Admit it.”

	He blew on her damp nipple then switched to the other as his fingers found the nub at the top of her cleft and began to circle. Her legs gave out and she sat on his, straddling his thighs, her feet dangling off the floor.

	Nell wasn’t so innocent that she didn’t know what was happening. She’d touched herself, brought herself to orgasm, but that had been nothing like this. “Want, yes.” She panted, pushing into his hand. She reached into his unbuttoned trousers and took his hard cock into her hand. “Marry, no.”

	“Come for me, dearling.” He nipped her nipple with his lips over his teeth and scissored two fingers over her clitoris.

	Nell came, the orgasm more powerful than anything she’d known. She cried out his name and squeezed down on his erection. As she slumped against him, she felt a hot rush of fluid cover her stomach and the underside of her breasts.

	Tom leaned his cheek on the top of her head while they both regained their breath. “Marry me, Nell.”

	“No. And stop asking. But thank you for tonight’s education.” She wasn’t proud of the hurt she saw in his eyes as he went for a damp cloth from the adjacent bath and washed his seed from her skin. It was just that if she wasn’t harsh, she could so easily find herself giving in, and that was the wrong thing to do. Wasn’t it?

	He didn’t speak again, just returned the cloth to the washroom, and left.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Tom met Nell at breakfast the following morning and found himself unable to look in her eyes without flushing like a schoolboy. Lord Elgin was already in his office, but the vicereine was present, along with her personal secretary and two ladies in waiting. Rather than sit next to Nell, he chose a seat beside the secretary. Nell shot him an arch look, but recovered quickly, offering a sisterly, “Good morning,” before turning back to her conversation with the vicereine.

	Later when they left Government House, he debated over how close to sit to Nell in Sir Vivek’s landau. For propriety’s sake, since it was an open carriage, he chose to sit as far away as possible, practically clinging to the door of the coach. Nell was stunning in a day dress of white dotted Swiss and a straw hat with white roses. Whatever she wore, she wore well, whether vivid jewel tones or demure pastels. Even the drab gowns she’d worn to teach had looked better on her than on most other women. Tom admitted he might be biased, but based on the looks they attracted from every passing male, he wasn’t far off the mark.

	Bringing himself back to the business at hand, Tom took advantage of the short journey to inform Nell that Lord Elgin recommended bringing Sir Vivek in on their mission. “No one knows the region better, he’s familiar with the supernatural and he has a record for being a strong supporter of the law and justice.” They both knew that the two weren’t always the same. “I cabled Kendall this morning, and the Order has given me leave to make the decision.”

	Nell fidgeted with her gloves. “It’s a perfect plan from my point of view, because I can get to know him better on the course of a mission than in a million days of sitting in a drawing room, but I don’t want my personal desires to complicate our task. You’re the professional here, and the decision is entirely yours. I’ll support whatever you wish.”

	“I think I will ask for his help.” He hadn’t realized until this moment how proud he was that she trusted his judgment, at least in a professional capacity. “We’ll see how things go this morning. For the record, however, Lord Elgin advised against bringing in your half brother. He seems to think the lad has some maturing to do before he’ll be entirely trustworthy.”

	“That would concur with my first impression,” Nell said. “He’s young. Only twenty-one, I think. Unlike us, never had to deal with hardship of any kind. He’d have been a child during the rebellion in 1857, kept securely behind locked gates. His wife is only seventeen and he didn’t even have to make that decision. Apparently my…grandfather—now that’s an odd word to come out of my mouth—arranged it shortly after Vidya was born.”

	“It wasn’t so long ago that arranged marriages were commonplace among the gentry of England,” Tom said. “They still are, among the royal families of Europe.”

	“And let’s not forget the fine old tradition of class for cash.” Nell sighed. “We had a hard start in life, old chum, but we’re so lucky in other ways. If we hadn’t found each other in Wapping, I doubt Piers or I would have survived. You with your magick and Wink with her machines, yes. Even Jamie was a scrappy enough lad, he’d have possibly made it on the streets as a pickpocket, but me? I was far too soft, and Piers was far too sick after that chimney sweep got ahold of him. The day you and Wink took me in, that was the first time you saved my life.”

	And she’d saved him, or his sanity at least, day after day ever since. “Don’t sell yourself short, my girl. You’re stronger than even you believe.”

	She tipped her head. “Now, perhaps. Sometimes it takes a while to recognize one’s own strength.”

	Their driver stopped in front of an elegant four-story home, set back from the street and surrounded by lush gardens and a wrought-iron gate. The architectural style could have been on any street in London, except for the brilliant tropical blooms spilling from window boxes and clay pots on the balconies and the red clay tiles of the roof.

	A servant in a long tunic, loose trousers and a white turban opened the gate and bowed them in. When their carriage halted in front of the broad veranda, Sir Vivek hurried down to assist Nell, before the Government House driver had been able to alight from his perch.

	“Welcome, dear daughter.” He caught her hand and brought it to his lips. “Welcome to my home, which is now, of course, yours as well, any time you choose.”

	“Thank you, Sir Vivek.” Nell blushed a pretty shade of coral pink. “That is, thank you, Baba.”

	“And Sir Thomas, you are welcome as well. You are family to Nell, and therefore, family to me. Please make yourself free of my hospitality.” Vivek held out a hand, which Tom shook.

	“Delighted.” Tom’s role at the moment was to observe and assess, not to chat. He was fairly certain, however, that Sir Vivek was on the level, as Jamie would say. The man’s joy at meeting Nell was too transparent to be feigned, unless he was such a hardened villain that he truly had no sense of wrongdoing, and there were, thankfully, not too many of that kind of evil in the world. The Alchemist they sought was unfortunately probably among that type. He remembered that Belinda had equated the upside-down moon with the mania of their quarry.

	“Please, come through to the courtyard.” Vivek rubbed his hands together and smiled. “Vidya and Jagganesh are waiting with tea. I’ve only told them we have guests. I had hoped, perhaps, that we could give them the news together.”

	“Tea would be lovely.” Nell beamed up at her father. This close, and in daylight, the resemblance was too obvious to ignore. She took his arm and beckoned for Tom to follow.

	“One quick question, sir, if you don’t mind?” Tom hesitated outside the threshold. “Does you son also have your powers? The ability to see ghosts and sense magick? And if so, is his wife aware of these?”

	“Jagganesh chooses to ignore most of his senses if they are not of a businesslike nature.” Vivek frowned. “He considers magick uncivilized, but he does acknowledge it when he must, and he has some small gift of sight. Vidya is much more traditionally Bengali in her outlook. She believes all powers to be divine gifts from the gods and goddesses. She is not completely powerless herself, but I could not say for certain how they manifest. You may discuss such things freely in their presence.”

	“Thank you.” That should remove any possibility that the boy would deny Nell as his sister, which had been nagging at Tom. Rejection of that sort would devastate her. Slightly less apprehensive, Tom followed Nell and her father into the house.

	Inside, the luxurious home was more Indian than English. Brightly colored cushions covered floors and low divans, while mosaic tiles decorated a number of walls and others were hung with tapestries. Thick Persian carpets muffled their footsteps on the white marble floors.

	“Vidya is my hostess, so the choices in these rooms are hers,” Sir Vivek confided. “There are two dining rooms. One we use for business and the other for family and friends. Through here, you’ll find the courtyard.”

	“How exquisite.” Nell stepped into the shady, walled garden, surrounded on three sides by the house and the carriage house to the back. A tinkling fountain spilled into a small tiled pool, big enough for a person or two to sit and cool off in the heat of the afternoon. Espaliered lemon, lime and orange trees were surrounded by fragrant flowers and herbs. She turned her smile on their hostess. “What a delightful oasis in the midst of the city.”

	“Thank you.” Vidya modestly bowed her head. Instead of a sari, today she wore a loose tunic that came to her knees over baggy trousers of the same green silk and a white long-sleeved shirt, with a trailing white scarf wrapped around her throat. “Will you join us for tea?”

	“We would be honored.” Nell handed a small wrapped package to the younger girl. “I wasn’t able to bring much from England, but these biscuits are a family favorite. My mother orders them by the crate to keep all of us fed.”

	That opening led to a lively discussion of the Hadrian household as tea was poured and drank with scones covered in fresh lemon curd along with small tarts full of raisins and spices. Vidya, it seemed, had several sisters, and hoped to one day have a large family of her own.

	Finally, it was Sir Vivek who brought the discussion around to the point of the visit. “Jagganesh, Vidya, I have something important to share. Before I begin, I wish you to know that my intent is in no way to shame you.”

	Jagganesh, or Jonathan, as he preferred, drew in a breath. “I see. All I have to ask, Father, is did you betray my mother?”

	“You know?” Nell tilted her head to study her half brother. “How?”

	Jonathan smiled sadly. “In this company, I believe I can freely say it. Your magick calls to mine, in the same way that my father’s does. Besides, you look much like him.”

	“I was betrothed to your mother as a child, my son, but I was not yet wed when I served as a sailor. I broke no vows.”

	“I was born in ’39,” Nell said. “I believe I am older than I appear.”

	“She is my daughter,” Vivek said. “And therefore your sister. I would hope you will welcome her.”

	Vidya’s teacup rattled. “I don’t understand. You said you have parents. In England. And brothers and sisters. How can you be Jagganesh’s sister?”

	Not wanting to get into all the sordid details, Tom said, “The Hadrians adopted Nell, and some of her other siblings when they were young, at the same time as they fostered me.”

	Vidya squeezed her lips shut but didn’t say anything further.

	“I know your time here in Calcutta is short.” Vivek laid a hand on Nell’s arm. “But I would be honored if you would stay here with us for the remainder of it. You too, of course, Sir Thomas.”

	“That’s entirely Nell’s decision.” Tom watched her face for any sign of distress, and found nothing but curiosity and affection for her newfound family. Even though he could feel the shimmer of magick in the room, none of it was directed at Nell. One thing he did know was that everyone in the room was gifted in one way or another, which was interesting. Normally, he’d have needed to touch them to know.

	“We’d love to.” Nell beamed up at her father. “But we wouldn’t wish to impose.”

	“Vidya?” Jonathan’s tone held a trace of command. “We have room for guests, certainly, do we not?”

	“Oh, of course.” The girl smiled politely, if not with genuine pleasure. “Miss Hadrian, Sir Thomas, you are more than welcome to visit.”

	Tom lifted an eyebrow at the possessiveness of that last word, but Nell just smiled. “Well, of course we will. We’ll only be in India for a week or so at most. And, darling sister, since we’re all family, I’d be grateful if you’d call me Nell. Our family in England isn’t one to stand on formality, so it feels awkward to me.”

	Jonathan came over and took Nell’s hands. “Of course. Welcome to India, dear sister Nell.” He kissed both of her cheeks and stood to shake Tom’s hand. “Please, call me Jonathan.”

	“Tom.” He shook Jonathan’s hand and saw curiosity and amusement more than anything in the younger man’s expression. The boy would do, even if he was just about the same age as Jamie.

	Finally, even Vidya unbent enough to invite the others to call her by name. The tea and cakes were consumed, the driver was sent back to Government House to fetch Eileen and the luggage, and Vidya showed Nell to her room. Jonathan headed off to do some business in town, while Tom requested a private conference with Vivek.

	Based on Lord Elgin’s recommendation, Tom laid out the situation in bold, succinct strokes, leaving out the part about his own possible marriage, since that had now been laid to rest.

	Vivek listened intently, asking only a few, relevant questions. In the end, he frowned. “I do not like seeing my daughter in the midst of this.”

	“Nor do I, sir.” Tom scrubbed his hand through his hair. “However, the Hadrian women are not easily denied. While she doesn’t do this sort of thing often, neither is it her first mission. Nell has magick of her own, and she can shoot as well as anyone. Her swordplay is better than most, though she’s small. Mostly, she feels she must be there to rescue the boy if at all possible, and to provide him with the comfort of a familiar adult. Trust that I’ll do everything in my power to protect her, even above my own life.”

	“Hmm. That, I don’t doubt for a moment.” Vivek lit a cigar and offered one to Tom, who declined. “Someday, I’ll have to hear more about this interesting childhood of yours. Swordplay? Little Nell? Actually, I suppose it’s Eleanor, if I remember my introduction last night correctly.”

	“Yes, sir.” Tom chuckled. “Though she rarely uses it. She’s the Honorable Miss Eleanor Caroline Jenkins Hadrian. She took the middle name after her adoptive mother, another remarkably strong woman. You truly must come visit the family in England. They defy description and need to be experienced. I think you would all get along famously.”

	“I certainly shall.” Vivek waved his cigar and pointed toward a large map of Bengal. “Now, let us see if we can come up with some possible location for this ruby you seek.”

	Tom ran his fingers across the map, sure that since the ruby had likely never touched the paper, he would feel nothing, and yet he did.

	“An interesting flare of magick, there, young man. You have found something?” Vivek studied the area of the map beneath Tom’s hand.

	“Not in detail, but…somewhere near here, I believe.” He’d been thinking a lot about the surges in his magick. He’d always been good, but now, well, possibly it was because this mission held so much personal importance.

	“That area includes my home. Perhaps that is what you are detecting.” The older man tapped a dot labeled Shanku.

	“Perhaps.” Tom continued to look at the region. “Or perhaps it is a place for us to begin.”

	* * *

	Nell spent the next hour placating her sister-in-law.

	Vidya wasn’t evil, but she was something of a spoiled, petulant child, afraid Nell might be trying to waltz in and take over her place as hostess.

	“Many Brahmins are quite intolerant of half-castes, you understand. Caste is everything among the Bengali,” Vidya said as she showed Nell a lush sitting room that led into a tidy music room. “Baba Vivek is much more generous, of course, but you must see that this will bring some shame upon his house.”

	“I’ve no wish to shame anyone,” Nell said. “I don’t mind if the world thinks we’re merely guests. Perhaps Sir Vivek and Papa are business associates? Sir Vivek might have graciously offered to host us on our visit to Calcutta.”

	Vidya brightened. “That will do nicely. Or my Jagganesh could have been at school with your Tom. Having friends among the English is quite acceptable.”

	Nell chuckled. “He’s not my Tom, and I don’t think anyone would believe the two are of an age.” Though only six years older, Tom possessed the face and expression of a mature man, whereas Jonathan was in many ways a boy. “Nonetheless, we shall be family friends?”

	“Yes, please.” Vidya fiddled with some knickknacks on a shelf near a small, upright piano.

	“As you wish.” Nell only hoped Sir Vivek would play along so easily. “Just between us, however, I’m delighted to have another sister. Please believe that I am truly pleased to get to know you. I hope you can teach me some things I should know about Bengali culture.”

	The blatant flattery worked. Vidya preened before an ornate silver mirror. “Of course, dearest sister. What would you like to know first?”

	Nell gave her a conspiratorial grin. “I should like to buy a sari. Perhaps you can show me where, and teach me how to wrap it. I’d also love an outfit like the one you’re wearing today. My sisters back home will be gobsmacked.”

	“I do not know the word gobsmacked, but I know about sisters.” Vidya grinned back and took Nell’s arm. “A sari is the most elegant of garments. Far superior to your horrid English corsets and petticoats. Come along. Let me call for a carriage.”

	Nell purchased not just one sari, but several—a handful for herself, one for each sister and Mum, even the little girls. There were small silk shirts to be worn underneath, so she bought those as well. True to her word, Vidya showed Nell how to wrap and drape the garment, and even how to paint the small red dot in the center of her forehead. As the bindi represented wisdom and the third eye, Nell thought it might be a useful hedge magick.

	“What about the red stripe in your hair?” Like many of the women Nell had seen, Vidya wore a streak of the vermillion powder in the part of her hair just above her forehead.

	“That is a sign of marriage, and you are an unwed woman.” It clearly entertained the girl to feel superior to someone so much older.

	Why did all the world think a married woman was better than a spinster? What a load of rot.

	Together they walked into the sitting room to join the men before dinner, which was to be a private family affair. Later, they would all attend an evening party at the home of an East India Company official.

	When Nell and Vidya walked into the room arm in arm, Tom dropped his glass. It landed with a dull thud on the carpet.

	Vidya giggled. “Gobsmacked.”

	Nell couldn’t disagree. His blank stare was remarkably flattering. She looked past him and walked to Vivek, executing the bow Vidya had taught her earlier.

	“You are so lovely, my dear.” He took her arm and patted her hand. “Jagganesh, do you not think she resembles my sister Lakshmi?”

	“She does, Father.” After greeting his wife and exclaiming over her new sari, Jonathan bowed to Nell. “You are beautiful, sister. Dressed as you are, no one would take you for a half-caste.”

	“Half-caste—” Tom’s voice rang with indignation, but he stopped when Nell held up her hand.

	“Yes. In case you weren’t aware, that is exactly what I am. There’s no point getting upset about something that can’t be changed.” She turned to her father. “Baba Vivek, Vidya fears that if word of a half-caste bastard gets out among your people, you will suffer from a loss of respect. Is this true?”

	“A little, perhaps. I do not care. Much as in your country, men of power and wealth are allowed their little—” Vivek waggled his hand back and forth “—indiscretions, particularly in their youth.”

	“Men. You never think with the correct organ.” Nell turned to Jonathan. “And to you? Would having me as a sister hurt your business enterprises?”

	Jonathan held her gaze. “No. Not among my generation of businessmen. Were you looking for a husband, it might be a little more difficult for you to find one, but there would be no shame cast on the rest of us.”

	Vidya opened her mouth and her husband squeezed her shoulder. “No, dear one. It will not hurt us in any way. If your mother disapproves, I do not care. I will not deny my sister, despite the circumstances of her birth.”

	Vidya bowed her head. “Yes, husband.”

	“Thank you, son.” Vivek tipped his head at Jonathan. “Now, let that be the end of this nonsense. I wish to go out tonight and introduce my beautiful daughter to all of my friends.”

	Tom chuckled. “I guess that is that. So much for whatever plan you girls were hatching.”

	Nell shared a look of exasperation with her sister-in-law. Men, she mouthed.

	Vidya rolled her eyes.

	Some things didn’t change the world over. Men never listened to a woman’s logic.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Later that night, Nell, in an English ball gown again, danced with her father. He wasn’t as tall or as broad as Merrick, and she would never feel exactly the same about him. It was a joy, though, to learn more about the blood of her ancestors as she listened to stories of his parents and grandparents, some of whom had possessed the same gifts as her.

	Her next dance was with Professor Pritchard, who congratulated her heartily about her newfound relations.

	“Would you like to ride out tomorrow and see the temple of Jagganesh? It’s not far by elephant, and your brother and father are two of my patrons.”

	Odd that Vivek hadn’t mentioned that when they’d filled him in about the mission. She declined—over dinner they’d filled the day with other plans. “Perhaps the following day?”

	“Perfect. In fact, why don’t I meet you there?” The professor twirled her, then pulled her in close. “I’ll speak with Jonathan—well, it’s his namesake’s temple, after all. He can take you, while I pick up one of our other financiers at the docks, then join you for a tour. The ruins appear to be about twelfth century. I’m sure you’ll find them fascinating.”

	“I’m sure I shall.” Another patron was arriving at the docks? Could Pritchard be involved with the Alchemist? It seemed almost too simple a solution. She had to talk to Tom.

	“It could be a trap,” Tom admitted later, while they sipped punch on the terrace. “But…I don’t think your brother means you any harm, and I’m certain your father isn’t involved in this sort of evil magick. I’ll go through some of Jonathan’s papers tonight, and discuss it with Vivek. We won’t let them take us by surprise.”

	“Right.” She paid little attention to anything else at the party. Once they had returned to Vivek’s house, she bid everyone goodnight and waited in her room, confident that Tom would come to fill her in on the situation.

	While she waited she thought of Tom, and her body, that treacherous flesh, tingled as she remembered his kiss. What she wouldn’t give for more of them. There had been other kisses in her life, more even than just Roger’s, but Tom was the only man she had ever truly wanted. It was he who had made her young body ache and yearn at night when she was too young to understand why, he who could make her damp and receptive with just a look.

	He didn’t disappoint, arriving shortly after all the others had retired.

	Dear heavens, how she wanted him.      

	More than that, she didn’t want to die a virgin.

	She wasn’t going to marry, so there would be no man to disappoint when she wasn’t intact on her wedding night. Her monthly cycle was like clockwork and she was nowhere near the dangerous phase of it. There was no reason she couldn’t have a lover, and the only lover she wanted, had ever wanted, was Tom.

	Loosening the neckline of her dressing gown, she smiled and leaned back in her chair, her breasts and belly already aching with need.

	

	Tom waited until Jonathan and Vidya retired before suggesting a nightcap with Vivek. When the older man readily agreed, Tom followed him into his study and closed the door behind them.

	“Why didn’t you tell me that you help fund an archaeologist?” As soon as they each had a glass of brandy, Tom asked his questions. “You knew we were searching for a magickal relic.”

	Vivek paused with his glass halfway to his lips. “Pritchard simply isn’t that good. All he’s found at Kulna are some headless statues and empty tombs. I only agreed to fund the project because Jagganesh asked me to. He’s named for the god to whom the ruined temple is dedicated, so I assumed it was merely a vanity project. It didn’t seem relevant to your mission.”

	“Well, it may well be. Pritchard mentioned another benefactor, one who was arriving by ship day after tomorrow. That’s also when the Lady Godiva is due to dock, and that’s the ship we suspect our Alchemist is on.”

	Both gray eyebrows lifted. “That does put a rather different face on things. Are you going with Pritchard to meet the ship?”

	Tom shook his head. “He’s determined that Jonathan should take me and Nell out to the site earlier, by elephant.”

	“I see.” Vivek drummed his fingers on the table. “Pritchard can’t possibly know that you’re chasing the Alchemist. He was aboard ship with you, with no way to make contact. Perhaps he merely wants to convince you and your sister to contribute to his funding.”

	“Or he simply wants Nell.” Tom could understand that. “This could just be a way to impress her.”

	Vivek grunted. “That, my boy, is a real possibility. I have one more question for you.”

	“Yes, sir?” Tom paused midturn toward the door.

	“What are your intentions toward my daughter?”

	Tom grimaced. “As I told you the night we met, I have asked her to marry me. More than once. So far, she refuses. I hope one day to change that response.”

	“And why is that? She seems to care for you greatly.” Vivek studied Tom. Vivek’s eyes were so like Nell’s it was nearly uncanny to see them on a man.

	Tom dropped his gaze. After a moment of staring at the carpet, he sighed. “I hurt her very badly once. It was the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.”

	“We are but men,” Vivek said. “Making mistakes is in our nature. My daughter strikes me as a forgiving person. Can you not reason with her?”

	“She’s forgiven me,” Tom admitted. “She just doesn’t trust me anymore.”

	“But you hope to change her mind?” The older man’s voice was kind but stern.

	“I do,” Tom said. “I just have no idea how. Right now, my primary concern is keeping her safe.”

	Vivek thought a moment, then held out his hand. “Very well. Between us, we shall keep her safe, yes? And you may continue to court her.”

	“Yes, sir.” Tom shook Vivek’s hand out of respect, but he had no intention of waiting. Courting Nell was a full-time occupation.

	He crept upstairs and slipped into her room, glad to find she hadn’t locked the door. Like many Indian houses, the quarters for single women were on one side, while those for males and couples were on the other, so by all rights, he shouldn’t even be in this wing. Eileen had been given an adjacent room, but Tom knew the maid slept like a rock, so their conversation shouldn’t wake her.

	Nell waited near the open window in a cotton nightgown covered with a thin silk robe. The sheer fabrics clung to her curves like a second skin, and Tom had to swallow twice before he could speak.

	She gestured him to a chair beside hers and listened silently while he related his conversation with Vivek.

	“Have you rifled Jonathan’s desk yet?”

	He let his shoulders droop with fatigue. “Not while Vivek was awake. I’ll go back down later for that.”

	“Do you think Pritchard knows? Or is this simply an unsavory coincidence?”

	He rubbed his temples with his fingertips. “I don’t know. I truly wish I did.”

	“But you trust Baba Vivek?” She twirled her long braid around her fingers.

	He smiled at the name she’d come up with for her natural father. “I do. Partly because of the lives he saved during the rebellion, partly because my magick tells me to, and partly on Lord Elgin’s recommendation.” Tom caught her hand. “And because I can tell he already loves you. He would do nothing to hurt you, Nelly. Of that, I’m certain.”

	“I believe you.” She didn’t pull her hand away, but laced her fingers through his. “You will be careful when you meet with the shipping investors tomorrow, won’t you?”

	“As long as you promise the same, when you tour all the monuments with Vidya and Jonathan.” He leaned forward and kissed her soft lips. “Whatever the future holds, Nell, I can cope, as long as you are in it.”

	“I feel the same.” She gave a ragged sigh. “But I won’t marry you.”

	“I live in hope that someday you’ll change your mind. Hope is enough to live for, sometimes.” A bird sang outside the window and Lark responded, adding to the enchantment of the moment.

	Nell bit her lip. “I lived without it for a long time, Tom. Hope crushed is far worse than hope never experienced. I won’t take that risk again. There’s so much more to life than just marriage.”

	He kissed her again, this time drawing her close and feeling her soft and pliant in his arms. The scent of her jasmine perfume and feminine arousal muddled his senses. Despite her protests, Nell wanted him. His own desire was a constant, driving ache.

	When she leaned into him and wound her arms around his neck, he groaned and pulled her into his lap. She was small, but even her slight weight pressing down on his groin was enough to make him moan and intensify the kiss. His tongue delved deep into her mouth, exploring and tasting as much of her as he could.

	Finally, his chest heaving with the effort to breathe, he pulled his face from hers and leaned it on her forehead. “I have to go.”

	“Now?” She dug her hands into his shoulders. And snuggled tightly against him. “Not yet.”

	He kissed her again, trying to let her know how much he wanted her. He lifted his hips, grinding his erection into her bottom so it would be unmistakable. “Now, dearest. Or I won’t be able to.” Even now he wasn’t sure he wouldn’t have to crawl back to his room instead of walk.

	“Then don’t.”

	Tom blinked at the clear intent in her tone.

	She took his face in both hands. “Stay. Let us have this one night. I need to know, just this once, what it would have been like to have you.”

	He squeezed her in a hug that probably bruised her ribs. “Here? In your father’s house?” Gods, how he wished he was a stronger man, because he was so close to dishonoring her right here and now. How would he ever look either of her fathers in the face again?

	“Here.” She kissed his lips. “Now.” She kissed him again. “Love me, Tom. Just for tonight.” She shifted on his lap until she straddled his thighs. With a quick shimmy, she slithered out of her dressing gown, leaving herself in nothing but a sleeveless shift of the thinnest, most translucent cotton he’d ever seen.

	When she lifted his hands to her dainty breasts, he was lost.

	“Yes.” Her soft sigh echoed down into his soul and he gave her more, shaping and kneading the firm flesh. His lips devoured hers, the kiss no longer soft and gentle, but hungry, demanding and hard.

	“Stay,” she whimpered against his mouth as he strummed one taut nipple with his thumb.

	“Yes.” He couldn’t have left if the house had caught fire.

	His mouth plundering hers and being plundered in return he stood, lifting her easily in his arms, her legs wrapped around his waist, bringing her center up against his aching cock. He lay her down on the silken sheets and stepped back, admiring her in the golden gaslight.

	Her hair was loose, tumbling across the pillows and down to her waist in a river of dark, silky waves. Her skin was flushed with desire, her lips full and red, her lids heavy. Without a corset she was all slender curves, her high breasts peaked with her nipples straining against the cotton of her nightdress, their dark color visible through the thin fabric and making his mouth water. From there, a narrow waist curved into wide, womanly hips, with the dark triangle between her legs also noticeable through her nightgown. He stripped off his coat, waistcoat, shirt and trousers, then realized he should have taken off his boots first.

	He couldn’t resist leaning down to taste one of those swollen buds. He sucked her nipple into his mouth and drew on it, right through the cotton.

	Nell arched her back and moaned. “More.”

	Tom finished stripping and eased her back to a sitting position so he could pull her nightgown over her head. “You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.”

	“Don’t be silly.” She traced a line down his chest with one finger. “You’re so much more beautiful than I am. Even with those scars.”

	“I hope they don’t offend you.” He knelt beside her on the bed.

	“No. They just make me sad.” She touched a knife wound on his hip and a gunshot on his shoulder. “I worry about you so much, but I’d never ask you to give up being a Knight. Make sure the woman you marry feels the same. Love shouldn’t be about forcing someone to change.”

	Because she loved him enough to respect who he was. He understood. That was why he intended to make sure she had a school to teach at—hell, probably to manage. Because love was about knowing that the other person needed to be whole.

	“I love you, Nell.” He had to say it, plainly, before this went further. “I’d like to be with you like this every night of my life.”

	“Don’t let’s think about that.” She trailed a finger down between his pecs to his belly button, then further, to wrap around his penis. “Just be with me tonight, my love. That’s all I ask. Back in England, we’ll go back to our separate lives.”

	Tom had no intentions of the sort, but if she wouldn’t let him love her with words, he’d show her with his body how much he worshipped her. He thrust gently into her hand, wanting more. Pulling out of her grip, he bent and suckled one breast while squeezing the other in his hand. “You taste like heaven.”

	This time, all she did was gasp and arch into his caress. He released her breast with his hand and dipped it down, sliding along her belly to the junction of her legs. Gently, he eased them apart and stroked her mons with his fingers. “Gods, Nell, you’re so wet for me.”

	She bucked at his touch as if asking for more, so he gave it. Sucking harder on her nipple, he found her swollen clitoris and stroked it until she sobbed with silent screams before breaking apart into a long, rippling climax.

	Tom nearly came himself, just from the joy of seeing to her pleasure. She trusted him with her body, now if only she’d trust him with her heart. Because he couldn’t bring himself to force her hand, he pulled away and sat up. “We can’t take this much further, darling. I’m not willing to risk a child, not if you don’t want to marry.”

	She smiled. “Of course.” She leaned over to the bedside table and pulled a paper packet from the drawer. “Here. Geneva made sure I was prepared.”

	He winced at the thought of everyone knowing this was going to happen, or worse, that Geneva had expected Nell to use them with Roger, but that didn’t stop him from tearing open the paper and donning the sheepskin sheath. Then he kissed Nell and rolled her to her back, while he leaned on his side above her. He kissed her breasts again and when she was close to completion, he slid two fingers inside the wet heat of her channel and stretched her, breaking the delicate membrane so easily that she didn’t even moan.

	He switched breasts and brought her up again. This time, before she could climax, he moved above her, lifted her legs around his waist, and plunged deep inside her heat.

	His throat swelled with emotion and he buried his face in the crook of her throat so she wouldn’t see the love and pain that must have shown in his eyes. This was where he belonged, loving her, above, around and inside her. In this moment, nothing in the outside world mattered.

	She squeezed his waist with strong thighs and twined her arms around his shoulders. “Yes,” she whispered each time he thrust deeper. “Yes, yes, yes, there.” On that last, shuddering word, she shattered around him.

	It was too much. With one more thrust, Tom buried himself as deep as he could go and spent himself, pouring over and over into her, until he was sure he must be nothing more than a dry husk.

	And even as he lay there, gasping for breath, he wanted her all over again.

	 

	* * *

	 

	He took her again before morning, and afterward Nell lay close beside him, watching as dawn tinted the sky outside the window.

	It had been every bit as wonderful as she’d ever dreamed.

	Worse, she wanted more.

	Tom came up on one elbow beside her. “If you’d marry me, we could do this all the time.”

	“I know.” Didn’t he realize she thought of little else? She couldn’t even dredge up the energy to chastise him for breaking her rule.

	“And we wouldn’t have to use condoms.” He brushed a piece of hair away from her cheek. “We could make as many babies as you’d like.” His voice went thick as he began to tease her breasts, already sensitized from the night before, with the tips of his fingers. His cock pulsed against her hip.

	He didn’t say another word, just lowered his face between her legs and licked the nub of her clitoris. Nell couldn’t answer, she was too mindless with pleasure.

	Tom wanted to give her a child.

	Along with the pure physical pleasure he was wringing from her, that somehow made the climax he brought her to even sweeter. Once again, she resisted the lure of his sentiments and reminded herself that this was no more than mere physical gratification.

	She slept fitfully after Tom left.

	She was becoming addicted to his touch, his kisses, but she couldn’t let the pleasure sway her. What they had together was a physical thing, no matter how much he tried to convince her that they belonged together as man and wife.

	There was no way to hide her indiscretions from Eileen, who came bustling in a half hour later with strong tea and a hearty breakfast.

	Nell had barely managed to remember to put her nightgown back on, but the scent of sex hung in the room despite the open windows.

	Worse, Nell was in the bathtub, in an adjoining room, when Eileen came in and saw the blood on the formerly crisp white sheets.

	The older woman marched in and looked down at Nell in the tub. “You just finished your courses on the way here.”

	“You’re very observant.” Nell soaped her arms, grateful that the hot water soothed some of the aches in her more tender areas. “We also used precautions.”

	“You’re going to marry him, right?”

	Nell stared the older woman down. “No. And you’re not going to tell anyone—not my parents, or the other servants—about this. What happened was between me and Tom. It’s no one else’s business.”

	“Fair enough.” Eileen pursed her lips. “Gallivanting all over town today ought to be pleasant.”

	Nell groaned and ducked her head under the water.

	She decided not to wear Indian trousers for her jaunt around town.

	Surprisingly, the day was a pleasant one, despite her lingering soreness. Jonathan and Vidya turned out to be pleasant companions and tour guides. She bought a number of books on Indian history and mythology for her future students, including one of photographs. Unfortunately, no matter how many shrines or temples they visited, there was not the slightest hint of a ruby-eyed Buddha, which confirmed what both Jonathan and Lord Elgin had told them.

	Meeting back with Tom and Baba Vivek after dinner, they discussed the situation. Apparently the men had found nothing of use in any of their business meetings, either.

	“Someone has to be at the docks when the Lady Godiva arrives, to watch for our suspects,” Tom said. “Although I’d rather follow them than try to take them in the middle of a crowd. Innocent lives could be put at risk.”

	“I have an idea,” Vivek said. “I can meet the ship. No one will be watching for me. Then I can follow Pritchard and his friends while the two of you go with Jagganesh to the ruins.”

	“I don’t see how that helps. We can’t be sure they’ll go there, and we don’t know how they’re planning to travel. If they have a private airship, they could get from the docks to the site in under an hour.” Tom had already pinpointed the location of the ruins to some ten miles northeast of the city. “In two they could be anywhere.”

	Vivek stroked his moustache. “You are right. So here is what we will do. At dawn, we will all take my steam car to my country estate. A trusted servant will watch the ship, and cable the estate. From there, we will take the elephants if they go to the temple, since there is no real road to the ruin. That will put us there perhaps two hours ahead. I’ll bring along a couple of my most trusted servants as well. And weapons.”

	Tom liked the way the man thought. “That’s a good plan, if they go to the ruins.”

	“If not,” Vivek said, “we have an airship of our own at the estate.” Less experienced in battle plans of this variety, Nell just listened, memorizing every word of the plan. One way or another, she was getting Charlie back, and no one, not the Alchemist or even Tom and Baba Vivek, was going to stand in her way. She was no fragile thing to be kept from the fight as she’d once believed. She was a woman with a mind and with powers, and this fight was hers.

	* * *

	Later, she waited in her room for Tom, and again, he didn’t disappoint her.

	Once again, he devoted himself to worshipping her body, to murmuring endearments and vows that he’d love her forever. This time, she pushed him to his back and she took charge, running her hands up and down his muscular torso and legs, kissing the soft hairs on his chest and the thin trail of blond that went all the way down to his sex, where it widened out around the base of his cock. She touched him everywhere, with hands, lips and tongue, breathing in his scent.

	When he said her name, she said, “Quiet,” and took his erection into her mouth.

	He moaned and tossed his head. That she allowed. She explored the slit with her tongue, running her fingertips above the thick ridge on the front. Then she sucked.

	“Nell!” The muffled cry was somewhere between pain and pleasure, so she continued until he was bucking on the bed.

	Yes, this was it. She held as much power over him as he did over her. She pumped her hands along his length.

	“Love you.” He groaned, bucking up into her mouth, his hands clenched tight in the sheets.

	She pulled her mouth away. “No talking,” she reminded him. She considered singing a compulsion, but stopped short.

	He held his hands up in concession and she continued, until his entire body was taut as a bow and she could feel the increase in his girth, the tension of his testicles, which she cupped in her free hand.

	“Coming,” he whispered. “Pull away.”

	Nell sucked harder until her mouth filled with hot, salty liquid. She swallowed several times as he bucked into her. Finally, he lay back, limp. She wiped her mouth with her hand and gazed at him.

	He smiled. “I can do that to you, too, darling. Would you like that?”

	Her sex tingled. He’d given her a taste of that the night before, but not brought her to completion with his mouth. “Yes, I probably would.”

	“Give me a moment.” He reached up and pulled her down beside him for a fierce, full-body hug. “Thank you. That was…astonishing.”

	She grinned. “Purely physical, but I certainly see the appeal.”

	Tom snorted. “Not one damn thing between us is purely physical, Nell. There’s a mountain of difference between sex and sex with someone you love. I think you’d find it a great disappointment if you continue this nonsensical idea about taking other lovers—which you’d better not while I’m alive, not if you wish them to continue breathing.”

	She sat up and moved back, while he leaned up against the headboard. “Why not? You’ve had others. Why shouldn’t I? We’re not an item, Tom. I keep telling you that, but you don’t listen. I’m not some fragile china doll who needs a man—well, except for this.”

	“Fragile? You? You’re about as strong as one of those elephants out in the street, but you’re still a woman, dearling. You love me, and I love you. Our bodies recognize one another as mates. Marriage is the usual progression. Hell, you were going to marry bloody Roger. Why are you suddenly holding back from me?”

	“Because I can’t trust you.”

	“Bullshit.” He cast a spell, one she recognized as a privacy dome that would keep them from being overheard. “I slept with a barmaid before you and I ever kissed. That doesn’t make me untrustworthy. This is just…punishment, isn’t it? Give me a taste of what I can never have?”

	“I am not punishing you.” Well, maybe she was, just a little bit. It was hard not to. The more he made her feel, the harder he was to resist, and that made her lash out. Knowing her behavior was bad, however, didn’t change anything. “You’re just determined to win, even though you know it’s over. You simply can’t believe anyone could resist the perfect Sir Tom, especially not poor, timid, half-caste Nell.”

	“What?” He was a good enough actor to look genuinely confused.

	“I can just see it. You at Whitehall, while all the other wives sniff over your dreadful misalliance. Poor Tom, stuck with that dark thing. Taking care of helpless little Nell, who can’t manage for herself. Well, I don’t want to be that thing. I want to be my own woman, in charge of my own life.”

	“Me? I’d be the poor one? Get over yourself, dear.” Tom’s voice lifted, making her glad of the privacy spell. “You’re the perfect one. I know I’m not good enough for you. I’ve always known it. But guess what? I don’t care anymore. You and I were goddamn meant to be together.”

	She was the perfect one? Strange, she’d never felt that way. “I’m not sixteen, Tom. We can’t go back to that innocent love we had once upon a time, although I guess it wasn’t innocent on your part, even then.”

	“No, we can’t go back,” he replied. “None of us can. But we can go forward and live the rest of our lives, instead of hiding from them.”

	Nell wanted to growl but held it back. “I’m not hiding from anything, damn it. I’m an adult, and I want the choices of one. I’ve seen too many women who have lives beyond just marriage and children. Once, I thought I might be different. Then I learned that I just hadn’t found my place. I was meant to be a teacher.”

	“So? Be a teacher.” He dropped his voice. “You can still be a wife. I’m not the same randy young idiot I was, either. I don’t need to worry about finding a woman who can accept a Knight and cope with my less-than-savory background. I know plenty. The point is that I love you, not any of them.”

	“Because helpless little Nell needs protection?” She couldn’t resist the taunt.

	“Bollocks. You’re about as helpless as a pit viper,” he said. “Hell, the last time we were in trouble, you rescued me and shot the snake. Will I always look out for you? Of course. But I’d hope it went both ways. Christ, Nell, you’re one of the most competent people I’ve ever met.”

	She’d started to run out of arguments, and he took advantage of her temporary silence. “Do you think that when I touch you, I can’t feel your love?” He crossed his arms over his chest. “You can’t fool me, Nell. You can quit even trying.”

	“You…you!” Now she was shouting. “You used your magick on me?”

	“I didn’t have to. It’s all right there in your eyes.”

	“Shut up.” This time she sang.

	Tom’s mouth opened and closed, as he discovered he couldn’t speak.

	She didn’t expect him to tackle her and kiss her senseless. Once her concentration wavered, the moment their lips touched, the spell broke.

	“Now that was cheating. But I’ll allow it this once.” He kissed her again. “Do it again and I’ll tie you to the bed. I’m told some women enjoy that.”

	Nell just shook her head, dumbfounded. Tom kissed her on the forehead and stroked her hair. “Marry me, Nell. The magick between us is too precious to throw away. I swear, I’ll spend every day of the rest of my life proving that I’ll never hurt you again.”

	“No.” It seemed almost cruel to have to keep repeating herself—cruel to both of them. “I’m not going to marry you. This was just a space out of time. Nothing more.”

	“As you wish.” Tom kissed her one final time and slipped away to his own room. “I love you,” he whispered from the door.

	“I love you, too,” she whispered back, but only after the door had shut.

	She lay there, her body limp and content, her heart shattered, until she remembered what was in store for the following day. The pleasure slipped away, leaving a cold knot of fear in its wake.

	 


Chapter Twelve

	 

	Tom couldn’t help watching Nell’s face for any hint of pain or any clue as to what she was thinking. He sat next to her in the front seat of Jonathan’s steam car, which they’d co-opted for the day. Two soldiers, sent by the viceroy, rode in the rear. Up ahead, just far enough that they weren’t breathing the dust cloud, Sir Vivek drove his own car, along with another pair of soldiers and his own most trusted servant. Jonathan and Vidya had been left behind for the day.

	“How did you get a tropical wardrobe in the two days before we came to India?” She’d dressed simply for this outing, in a tropical riding suit of the lightest khaki, with the voluminous folds of her split skirt tucked into calf-high boots that would protect her from snakebites. The ultimate effect was not too different from a pair of Turkish trousers. A short veil covered her pith helmet and a froth of lace showed at the neckline of her jacket. Tom, on the other hand, was clad in English summer riding clothes and boots, with a borrowed helmet, which meant he was already coated in sweat.

	“Remember Amy and Kendall went to Morocco last year?” Nell adjusted her gloves. “Amy and I are close to the same size, and in these boots, you can’t see that the skirt is an inch too short. What other alterations were needed, Eileen has accomplished on the airship and since we’ve been here.”

	“I didn’t think of that,” Tom admitted. Not that any of Kendall’s clothes would have fit him, even if he’d brought a tailor along. Tom was four inches taller, but only half as broad. “But then you’ve always been clever.”

	“Well, in this case, it was the dowager’s idea. She sent them over.” While Tom was a bundle of nerves, Nell appeared remarkably calm and collected. Her lips were a little puffy from the night before, and she walked with just a touch of stiffness, but her gaze was bright and focused. She frowned and said, “We have to get to the site and find the ruby before they do. But I’ve been wondering… What would a Buddha be doing at a temple to Jagganesh?”

	“I don’t know, but that may be the reason it hasn’t been found.” Tom had been over this with both Sir Vivek and the viceroy.

	“With respect,” said one of the soldiers, dark enough to be native, or at least half-caste, “something some people forget is that Bengal has changed hands many times. As new conquerors came in, temples were sometimes built right on top of old ones. What might have been a temple to one god in the middle ages might have been dedicated to another by the time the English came to India.”

	Tom and Nell shared a glance and Tom said to the soldier, “Excellent information, Sergeant.”

	The man dipped his head. “O’Malley, sir. Lived right here in Calcutta all my life. Another thing you should know is that the Eye of the Buddha is also called the Eye of Wisdom sometimes. So it might be some kind of symbol thing, not an actual eye.”

	“Which might mean they’ve been looking in the wrong places,” Nell mused. “And they can’t find it. Maybe that’s why they took Charlie. He finds things.” Her lip quivered and her eyes were wide and misty.

	Tom caught her hand. “And that means they might have had a good reason to keep him alive, more than just using him as another experimental subject. Hold on to that hope, darling.”

	“I have been. I just didn’t know why.” She leaned over and gave him an impulsive hug.

	The soldiers both smiled and looked away.

	Tom pulled out the brief the viceroy had sent with the soldiers and began to read. “Listen to this:Reports in the area of missing persons, of all castes except Brahmin. Several small holdings have been overrun, slaughtered, even burned. One man who survived a massacre described the bandits as having a soulless gaze, looking neither right nor left, responding to no cries, nor even injuries, just marching mindlessly onward, slaughtering everyone in sight.”

	Nell shuddered. “That sounds familiar, like something I’ve read about from the Americas. Voodoo, I believe it’s called. They claim to resurrect the dead as mindless servants called zombies.”

	Tom had heard of voodoo and zombies, but how had Nell? He cast her a sideways look.

	“I read a book for Charlie,” she told him. “Like so many small boys, he’s interested in everything spooky.”

	“Or he had some idea of what his parents were up to.” Tom hated that he couldn’t discount the idea. Young or not, Charlie might have been a willing participant, and that would break Nell’s heart.

	She snickered. “I think we’re safe on that count. He also wants to read every book I can find on vampyres, werewolves, trolls, elves, goblins, spacemen and sea monsters.”

	“So just a normal boy in that respect.” Tom hadn’t had a chance to be that kind of child—the streets of Wapping held no room for whimsy—but he’d watched it with Will and other Order offspring.

	“Exactly.” Nell wrinkled her nose. “If only more of those books were in Braille, so he could read them himself, I wouldn’t have to.”

	“Talk to Wink about that,” Tom said. “I’m sure she can come up with a way for her analytical engines to print out books in Braille.”

	Nell beamed. “Brilliant.”

	Beyond the dust cloud of the car ahead, they saw the looming walls of a fortress.

	“Good grief, is that Shanku?” Nell gaped at the expanse of the palace, surrounded by heavily fortified walls.

	“It is, miss.” Private Cortland, the other soldier, said. “I was barracked here for a while during the mutiny. Nice place, though I’d have killed for a good steak.”

	Tom gave the soldier a wry grin. “Better off in Calcutta, eh?” The English enclave was big enough to have cattle production without using workers from among the native population.

	Cortland piped in. “Aye. You get used to curry after a while, but the viceroy likes his beefsteak, and we benefit.”

	“My father lives here?” The closer they drew, the more impressive it became, with high, white marble walls and tiled rooflines.

	“Aye, miss. You’re a princess here.” O’Malley might have understood Nell’s situation better than she did herself. “You’d want for nothing inside that palace.”

	“Except a steak,” Cortland muttered.

	“Except that,” Nell agreed.

	Tom remembered the first time he’d seen Stonechase, the Devere family home which was now his. He hadn’t believed it, hadn’t understood how something so vast and beautiful could belong to one man, let alone that it would one day be his. While Nell wasn’t Vivek’s heir, she must be feeling something along those lines.

	They stopped inside the gates, since there was no road to the ruined temple. Tom and the soldiers would go ahead on some of Vivek’s fastest horses, while Nell and her father would double back to the train station to meet Pritchard and his investors, presumably the Alchemist and Polly, and if there was a God, Charlie as well.

	When they climbed out of the steam cars, two of Vivek’s servants ran to greet them.

	“More of the villagers are missing,” said one, after bowing to greet the nawab. “And one of the outlying plantations burned last night.”

	“Mount as many men as we can, on horseback or elephant.” Vivek switched to Bengali, barking orders as he strode into the palace, keep, or hall, or whatever the gleaming, onion-domed central building was called. Nell, Tom and the viceroy’s soldiers followed closely at his heels.

	Vivek’s demeanor hardened. His ramrod posture and commanding expression reminded Tom that Nell’s father was more than a tame landowner, but a powerful warlord in his own right.

	“Of course I want the cannons,” Vivek muttered in English to Tom. “Have you all grown soft and stupid since the rebellion? We are fighting for the lives of our own. Hook up the bloody guns!”

	Apparently his servants understood English, because they ran scurrying.

	Vivek paced the great hall of his palace. “We are not on the telephone here, I’m afraid. I can telegraph the viceroy, but we may not get help here in time if the bandit army is as big as my villagers are claiming.”

	“How many men do you have?” Tom considered his own ability to cast spells, but never before had he so wished for another Knight or two at his back.

	Vivek calculated, his lips moving. “Perhaps fifty altogether in the fortress. Another fifty or so from the villages we pass through. Most of them have fought before, in ’57. We have three cannons and twenty horses, plus ten to twelve elephants.”

	“You said you had an airship,” Nell said. “We could really use Wink right about now.”

	“A small one.” Vivek shot Tom a look. “Can you fly it? Jagganesh is the only one here who knows how.”

	Tom sighed. “I can manage,” he said. “It isn’t my specialty, but our sister Wink has taught me the basics.”

	“I can as well, sirs.” Private Cortland lifted one hand. “I’ve been in training to transfer to the Air Corps.”

	“Then you two drop me at the station,” Nell said. “I’m going to try to separate Charlie from his parents and run for it. I don’t want him anywhere near the temple.”

	“And I don’t want you anywhere near it, either.” Vivek glared down at Nell, hands on his hips. “You are to remain right here in the palace, young lady.”

	Tom stifled a snort. Nell’s father was about to learn a lot about the woman he called daughter.

	Nell drew herself up to her full five foot four inches and tapped the pointed toe of her boot. “Charlie is my student and someday my foster son, when both his so-called parents hang or go to prison. I will not abandon him to strangers.”

	“Think about it. There’s going to be a battle, possibly a big one. You don’t want to be there, Nelly.” Tom weighed the options. “I know, you don’t want the boy there, either, so here’s our plan. We go to the station, grab the boy, and bring him back here by airship. If we happen to capture Polly and the Alchemist, all the better, as we won’t have to deal with them while we fight their minions. Then I leave you and Charlie here to hold the fort, literally in this case, because the bandits could circle around and attack here, while Cortland and I take the airship down to the temple site.” His magick, flowing more freely than ever since he and Nell had become intimate, told him it was unlikely, but not out of the question.

	After a moment of pondering, Nell conceded. “Very well. Don’t forget Pritchard. We don’t know whether he’s one of them, or simply a dupe.”

	Tom turned to Vivek. “How many will your airship hold?”

	“No more than six men, although I think Nell and the boy will only count as one.” Vivek’s lips were pressed into a thin line. He turned to Nell. “Can you shoot?”

	Nell choked out a laugh. “Better than some professional soldiers. And don’t worry, I have my own pistol.” She patted the pocket of her trousers, showing a heavy shape strapped to her thigh. “My pocket and petticoats have a slit so I can draw it easily.”

	“Amy’s clothes, you said?” Tom rolled his eyes. “Why am I not surprised?” Of course the wife of a Knight would have access to a weapon in her adventuring gear.

	“Take Aadi and Rajit as well,” Vivek instructed. “They can hire horses or elephants at the station and ride to the temple if you bring back prisoners.”

	Both the butler and the captain of the guard bowed. “We will protect the princess with our lives,” the butler told his lord.

	While Vivek and the others prepared the horses and elephants, Nell, Tom, the two servants and the two soldiers prepared the airship, O’Malley having decided he was sticking with his team. Surely the six of them would be able to overpower three villains and rescue a boy.

	Within the half hour, they were in the ether.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Pritchard’s train was due just shortly after Nell and the others arrived at the station. They managed to hide the small airship behind a nearby barn, but only just. Finally, the soldiers made arrangements to hire elephants, then took various places around the platform, with some reading newspapers and the two servants playing dice. Nell and Tom waited in plain sight, prudently keeping their backs to the wall of the station.

	At precisely noon, the whistle of a train heralded the arrival of the massive steam engine pulling a half-dozen cars, one for passengers, the others freight.

	As Tom and Nell watched, six people stepped off the train. One elderly couple wandered off arm in arm, and a single man in a Western business suit with a newspaper tucked under his arm scurried off toward a parked steam car.

	That left Pritchard, a portly man of perhaps fifty and a woman about Tom’s age, with brassy yellow hair and a haggard expression.

	“Damn, but Polly has aged,” Tom whispered, his breath warm on Nell’s ear.

	“And the man—is that her supposed father?” There was no sign of Charlie and her heart filled with fear.

	Tom grunted. “Aye.”

	“Get the boy out here,” Polly called. “Professor Pritchard, won’t you introduce us to your friends?”

	“Of course.” Pritchard strolled over and offered Nell his arm. She took it with the one that wasn’t hovering just above the slit in her skirt. When she saw Charlie being dragged from the carriage by an Indian servant, her head went light and she stumbled.

	He’s alive!

	Nell wrenched herself from Pritchard and ran for Charlie, shouting his name. Behind her, she heard Tom bellowing hers but she didn’t turn.

	“Miss Nell!” Charlie threw himself into Nell’s arms just as she heard the click of a pistol cocking next to her left ear.

	“Stand up and let go of the boy.” Pritchard’s voice was cold as ice. So much for thinking the professor was just a dupe. “If you behave, I won’t be forced to shoot you.”

	Nell stood, but Charlie refused to release her hand. It was funny how his touch gave her strength. Carefully not glancing about for any of her other protectors, instead she looked Pritchard up and down, studying him like the insect he was, subtly trying to tuck Charlie behind her.

	“Is your research so pitiful that you’re forced to take funding from mad scientists?”

	Pritchard laughed, but the gun in his hand didn’t waver a bit. “My research goes well beyond this little hellhole, you interfering witch. It’s I who pay them, not the other way around.”

	“You’re the Alchemist.” Her gaze flew over to meet Tom’s, which registered shock followed by resignation. They should have guessed that rather than suddenly becoming a genius, Barclay, or Berrycloth, or whatever, had merely found a better scam—procuring bodies for Pritchard’s experiments.

	“Such a lovely epithet,” Pritchard said. “I’ve been proud of that one since the first time your people used it, when I was working on the cure for black lung.”

	“That was you? Using children to test your formulas.” Nell remembered how little Ivy had nearly died, and how when she hadn’t, Pritchard’s partner in that research had tried to kidnap her.

	“Of course it was. If I could have perfected that cure, I’d have become the richest man in England, probably the world. My lead-to-gold formula worked, but the process was so lengthy and expensive that there was barely any profit, even with using the discarded children as miners. But now, oh, now I’m onto something much more lucrative.” He looked around the train platform and jerked his head toward his associates. “We need to get somewhere less public. Go fetch the elephants. And someone get me something to tie this bitch’s hands, as well as her so-called brother over there.”

	With a gun pointed at her head, Tom was helpless to do anything foolish, just as she didn’t even have time to sing and compel them to drop their weapons. One of them would have a chance to fire before the compulsion penetrated his will. Tom handed Polly his weapon. “Great to see you again, wife.” There was more venom in that last word than Nell had ever heard him use.

	“You stupid sod.” Polly laughed while she used her own scarf to tie Tom’s hands. Her husband disappeared around the side of the station where the elephant paddock stood. Once Tom was secure, she knocked him over the head with his own pistol.

	Nell cried out as Tom slumped unconscious to the ground, and she cursed violently as Polly moved over to tie Nell’s hands with the scarf from around Nell’s neck, then used Charlie’s necktie to secure his as well.

	“He really should have been out of the way by now. A pity the snake didn’t do its job,” Pritchard said with a bored yawn.

	The husband reappeared with three elephants, each wearing what looked like a small coach on its back. A howdah, she’d learned, and the ones on these animals were workmanlike wicker, not the fancy ceremonial ones she’d seen in Calcutta. Though probably designed for one, each basket would easily hold two people.

	Nell took a second look and had to fight a sigh of relief. While the servant led one of the elephants, the other two were led by Vivek’s men, who wore robes similar to the other guides, or grooms, or herders they’d seen in town. That had to be a great indignity, since she was sure they’d dropped a couple of caste levels when they’d changed clothes. If they were here, that left the two soldiers to follow and help. Nell liked those odds.

	“Only two men.” The Alchemist’s servant spat on the ground. “All the others have run off. I will steer, sahib.”

	“Very well.” Pritchard gestured toward the animals. “Polly, take the boy with you. Barrow, take his high-and-mightiness there, and don’t be afraid to shoot him if he causes trouble. Nosy Miss Hadrian is coming with me.”

	“We have to ride those…things?” Polly shuddered.

	“What did you think when I said we’d travel by elephant?” Pritchard motioned to his servant, who somehow managed to make one of the elephants kneel and dragged a set of wooden mounting steps over beside the howdah.

	“I thought they’d be pulling a carriage or something,” Polly grumbled. “That can’t be safe all the way up there.”

	Pritchard nudged Nell’s nape with the snout of his gun. “Get in, Miss Hadrian. Time for that tour I promised you. Now no tricks, or I won’t hesitate to kill Sir Thomas.”

	“Delighted, I’m sure.” She marched up the steps and let the servant help her into the basket seat since she couldn’t use her hands. Once she was in, he climbed in beside her, the weapon balanced on the wicker armrest between them. The servant, Kumar, took his place on a small pallet right near the elephant’s neck.

	Then she watched helplessly as Aadi and Rajit carried an unconscious Tom into one of the others, dumping him on the floor of the howdah, while Barrow, as Pritchard called him, climbed into the seat and rested his feet on Tom’s back.

	Nell swore she was going to kill that man herself, and before the day was over. Rajit took the driver’s place, while Aadi continued over to assist Charlie and Polly onto the final animal, plopping himself down on the pallet with the same small crop the other drivers carried.

	At Kumar’s command, the elephant stood, and Nell braced herself with elbows and feet, since she couldn’t hold on with her hands. The three great beasts moved slowly away from the station, with theirs in the lead, the howdah swaying as the elephant lumbered along. Eventually, Nell caught the rhythm and was able to keep her balance without straining every muscle. That gave her the advantage of being able to work at the knot behind her back, since she was angled just slightly toward Pritchard.

	“Why gifted children in the warehouse?” She fought to keep her voice level and not let her nausea at what they’d found show.

	“Previous experiments indicate a far better survivability,” he said with utter scientific dispassion. “As your little friend Ivy proved, when she was the only one to survive my black lung cure.”

	“That wasn’t because she was gifted. That was because she’s part fey.” At this point, there probably wasn’t any harm in letting him know, and Nell had been taught that in any hostage situation, one of the best things to do was to keep them talking. “Elves are naturally resistant to disease and have an ability to heal themselves and others.”

	His eyes widened and he gaped for a moment. “Hadn’t thought of that. I wasn’t even aware there were part-elves among us. Damn, if I could only have harvested her blood!”

	She glowered, fury damping down her revulsion. “And werewolves, among other things. Gifted is a broad category. Not all of them are the same. So what were you testing in Birmingham besides making gold? Another black lung cure?”

	He sniffed. “Not at all. I said I’ve discovered a much more lucrative drug. This one gives me absolute and total mind control.”

	“The zombies.” Of course. The pieces of the puzzle clicked together. “But if you’ve perfected it already, why do you need the Eye of the Buddha?”

	He narrowed his eyes. “Learned an awful lot, haven’t you, you little snoop? I did do extensive research in Jamaica on the practices of voodoo, and that is the basis of my current drug.”

	She kept silent, her rapt gaze encouraging him to continue, which he did. “As it happens, the formula isn’t perfected. Oh, I can turn the weak minded into soulless slaves, but there’s a flaw. They’re unable to act without direct instruction. They totally lack wisdom. The Eye of Buddha is said to be one of the most powerful magickal talismans in the world. With it, I can confer the ability to make decisions, as long as they’re in line with the instructions my zombie slaves have been given.”

	“You’re a sick bastard, aren’t you?” She said the words as pleasantly as if remarking on the sunshine. “How many customers do you have lined up to buy this drug? Hundreds? Thousands?”

	“Not so many, my dear. That would dilute the value.” He tsked. “Only a few select clients, warlords, primarily. Dictators or those planning coups. Men willing to pay millions of pounds. And that’s just for the product. I’ll not sell off the formula, not that it would work, since only I would be able to infuse it with the magick from the Eye of the Buddha. I have everything in place. Now all I have to do is find that damn ruby.”

	Nell wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Which is where Charlie comes in. Polly or Barrow mentioned that the son they’d thrown away had a gift for finding things, didn’t they? So you told them to get him, and bring him here.”

	“Of course. Why waste a valuable resource just because the brat can’t see?” His dislike of his hirelings was plain. “While Barrow was perfectly fine running my laboratory and mines in England, he’s an idiot sometimes. I can hire a dozen servants to lead the boy around. I think I’ll even keep him, just for the next thing I need to find.”

	“No.” The denial slipped out before Nell realized she’d said it aloud, but she lifted her chin and kept going. “Charlie is going home with me. But you’re welcome to think what you like. Soon enough the tables will be turned.”

	“Stupid bitch.” He backhanded her casually across the face. “Your only purpose here is to extract money and a cessation of hostilities from that ass Shanku. His people have been causing me no end of trouble, and he’ll be willing to pay a small fortune, including deeds to the land where the temple sits, in return for the safety of his beloved half-caste daughter.”

	Oh, Baba Vivek would be giving them something all right. Probably cannon fire to begin with. Nell sat silently and worked at her bonds. The silk scarf was slippery material, and the knot wasn’t well tied. By the time they reached a small swell, with a handful of ruins in the valley beyond, she’d loosened them enough that she could slip one hand free when she got the chance. She’d shoot Pritchard right now, but while Polly might balk at killing Charlie, Barrow sure as hell wouldn’t think twice about shooting Tom. So she waited.

	From the opposite direction, huge clouds of dust approached the ruined temple complex. The excavation area wasn’t large, perhaps six or seven buildings with a few tents set on stilts around them. One building, newer than the others, appeared to be a hastily built barn. Nell supposed that’s where the zombie horde was kept.

	The trumpet of elephants sounded from the other side of the ruins, which were perhaps a half mile off. It was hard to tell distance on this vast plain broken by only by millet fields and tiny farm dwellings, with just a small copse of trees here or there.

	The dust cloud was too big to be a group of two or three elephants like theirs. No, Nell was sure this was the group from Shanku, the horsemen, the elephants and the guns. Inwardly she cheered.

	“Faster,” Pritchard barked.

	Kumar flicked the elephant with the whip. Nell could almost sense the poor beast’s anger. She hummed a soothing tune, and soon the elephant was moving ahead at a higher speed and the sensation of anger and distress had dissipated.

	Hmm. Nell knew elephants were smart. Were they enough like humans that she could control them with music? It might be worth a try.

	Men—or something that had once been men—began to pour out of the barn, carrying a motley assortment of guns, swords and agricultural implements.

	With a war cry that could most likely be heard for miles, Vivek’s horsemen swooped down on the shambling zombies and began to cut them down, while up on a small rise, three elephants stopped as their riders dismounted to set up the cannons.

	Nell closed her eyes and said a short prayer to Jagganesh, since it was his temple, that Pritchard wouldn’t use this as an excuse to kill the hostages.

	“Charge,” he yelled instead.

	With another few flicks of Kumar’s whip, the lead elephant began to run and Nell had to go back to bracing herself in the seat.

	With a flutter of wings, a silver bird landed on her shoulder. Lark. She’d left him behind at Shanku, which had been a mistake. While he looked like a silly toy, he had a small dart in his beak. Wink never made any of their companion animals without some weapons.

	Nell hummed the command notes, and before he could see what had happened, a small needle shot out, striking Pritchard in the forehead.

	With a curse, he jerked off a shot, but due to the jolting movement, he missed. Before he could fire another, he slumped over.

	Nell held her bonds toward Lark and whistled the notes that meant cut. Now her hands were truly free and she drew the stun gun from the sheath on her thigh just in time to see Kumar leap at her from the driver’s pallet. She shot him midair and he fell to the earth, trampled beneath the beast’s giant feet. Nell immediately sent Lark to Tom, who used his limited supply of commands to try to get him to dart Barrow as well.

	Then Nell sang, begging the elephant to slow. Miraculously, it did.

	She nearly wept in relief, but there wasn’t time. There was plenty of work to do. She bade the elephant to turn around and stop. It did, essentially causing Polly’s beast to swerve and send the howdah swaying wildly, while right behind it, Barrow’s did the same. Aadi and Rajit both took advantage of the diversion and leaped into their howdahs to rescue the hostages.

	The sounds of battle filled the valley below. Nell prayed her father would stay safe, even as she had her elephant draw up next to the one holding Charlie and Polly.

	While Polly wrestled with Aadi, Nell steadied herself on the edge of the howdah and prepared to jump.

	“No,” Tom shouted.

	Nell looked over to see that Rajit and Tom had overpowered Barrow, and pulled their elephant up on the other side of Polly’s. Aadi got in a good punch to the woman’s jaw and she fell. Nell immediately sang the elephants to a halt, then down to their knees.

	“Charlie, are you all right?” Nell climbed down as quickly as she could, and held out her arms while Aadi climbed down with Charlie.

	“Yes, Miss Nell.” He clung to her, burying his damp face into her skirts. “I’m so sorry, miss. I didn’t want to help them but she said they’d hurt you if I didn’t.”

	“It’s all right, darling.” She didn’t know what else to say. Good or evil, Polly was the boy’s mother. Nell stroked his hair and wept silent tears with him while Tom bound Pritchard and the other two men checked the bodies of Polly, Barrow and Kumar, shaking their heads with each one.

	“You’re going to live with me, now, Charlie,” Nell said. “What do you think of that?”

	“Is she dead?”

	Nell nodded before remembering he couldn’t see her. “I’m sorry, darling, but yes, she is. So is your father.”

	Charlie sighed. “I know I’m bad, but I can’t help it—I’m glad they’re gone. They weren’t good people, Miss Nell. I don’t want them to be my parents.”

	“Then think about calling me Mum.” She lifted him into her arms and held him tight. “If you want to, that is. I want to adopt you, Charlie.” All hesitation was gone. She’d proven to herself that she was strong enough to do anything, even manage her own school.

	He cried harder. “Yes, please.” His sobs racked his small body, but she heard him whisper, “Mum. My own mum,” and her heart filled with love.

	The sound of an airship overhead caused them to look up in shock. The one they’d left Cortland and O’Malley in was already down in the valley.

	This one was unfamiliar, and landed next to them while all four adults trained weapons on the occupants.

	Vidya and Jonathan stepped out, along with more of the Shanku staff. “We left as soon as we got father’s wire. There are more soldiers coming from Government House as we speak, but their ship is slower.”

	“Behind you,” Jonathan yelled.

	Nell turned to see that Pritchard was…glowing. He burst free of his bonds and lifted a hand. Light shot from his fingertips and three of the servants fell, writhing in agony.

	“None of that.” Vidya stamped her foot and shouted something in Bengali. At least Nell assumed that was the language.

	Behind Pritchard, a giant cobra reared its head, hood spread.

	Tom screamed like a little girl.

	 

	Tom had never been more ashamed of himself, but the snake was the most terrifying thing he’d ever seen, after Pritchard holding a gun to Nell, of course. Pritchard turned, saw the snake and started to run.

	The cobra struck, and Pritchard died with a horrible scream.

	Tom raised his gun to shoot the snake, but Vidya chanted again and the snake…vanished. Tom swallowed the bile in his mouth.

	Jonathan cast a proud gaze on his wife. “There is magick in her family as well as mine. That’s one of the reasons our marriage was arranged.”

	Nell and her sister-in-law went to help the fallen servants, but even from a distance, Tom could see there was no saving them.

	Tom and the other men mounted the elephants. “Wait in the airship,” he told the women. “Protect Charlie.”

	Nell started to object, but after looking at the boy who clung to her skirts, she remained onboard. Vidya, too, obediently climbed back onto the deck. They looked on somberly as their men rode off to battle.

	At least Tom considered himself Nell’s man. After last night, she damned well better marry him. Somehow, he had to be able to convince her.

	The battle was nearly over by the time Tom and the others reached the valley. The mindless zombies and their dozen or so minders had been no match for trained soldiers on horse and elephant. Vivek himself rode in the midst of his men, on an iron horse with brass gears and pistons, and a mane and tail of shining silver.

	Tom let his magick flow, taking out several zombies at a time. Once the valley was quiet, Tom and Jonathan borrowed horses and, along with Vivek, went to retrieve the women and Charlie.

	“We need to find the Eye,” Nell said. “This formula is too powerful, and so is the magick of the ruby. I don’t want it to fall into any hands, not even the viceroy’s.”

	“They’re right here.” Charlie pointed to a small pile of rubble that might have once been an obelisk. “Four sides, two eyes per side. Can’t you see them?”

	Nell explained that the structure was ruined.

	Tom laid a hand on the mound. “Charlie’s right. They’re here.” He and Jonathan dug through the rubble with pitchforks, finally digging out eight egg-sized opaque pink stones.

	Nell picked one up. “Shouldn’t they be red?”

	Vidya studied one. “Most Indian rubies are like this. Perhaps that’s why Mr. Pritchard never found them. He was looking for something he imagined, not something real.”

	“Put them on that stone floor.” Vivek led his mechanical horse over as one of his men laid the eight stones in a small circle. With three quick blows of its iron hooves, the horse destroyed the rubies. Tom felt the magick disperse into the air as a swirling wind swept away even the remaining dust.

	Moments later, the viceroy’s men arrived and took charge of the scene, dealing with the bodies of the drugged bandits.

	The rest of them returned to Shanku.

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	Tom couldn’t seem to let go of Nell. He kept his arm around her during the entire elephant ride, with Charlie wedged tightly between them. A single touch to the boy’s shoulder had relieved his last doubt. Charlie was Berrycloth’s son by blood, and far more gifted than even Nell had mentioned.

	“Are you going to be my papa?” Charlie asked.

	Tom tousled the boy’s hair. “I’d like to, but that’s up to your new mum.” He’d been drawn to the child from the moment he’d seen him on the train platform.

	Nell sighed. “No, dear, but we’ll talk about that later.”

	That was the answer Tom had been afraid of. She wasn’t going to make things easy.

	Tough. He wasn’t going to give up, either.

	Back at Shanku, clothes were changed, wounds bandaged, and copious amounts of food served. Several of the women, including Vidya, washed and wrapped the bodies of the fallen members of the household, perhaps a dozen, all told. Despite their ultimate success, it was a somber evening.

	And long. It seemed forever before Tom was able to slip into Nell’s bedchamber. This room was even bigger and more lavish than the one in Calcutta, reminding Tom that here, she was a princess. Once again, his princess had waited up, this time in her nightgown without the robe, her feet drawn up and her arms around her knees.

	“Baba Vivek wants me to stay,” she said before he’d even opened his mouth. She gestured around. “He’s trying to sway me with all this, but I think he knows that the trappings of wealth don’t matter much to me.”

	“I’m sure he simply wants time to get to know you.” Tom understood that. He just didn’t know what to do about it.

	Nell rested her chin on her knees. “I do love him. It’s silly in such a short time, I suppose, but I feel as if he’s always been a father to me. Just…a second father. He’ll never be the man who raised me.”

	“Do you want to stay?” He settled on a floor cushion a yard or so from her chair.

	She shrugged. “After today I don’t know what I want.”

	A tiny spark of hope flared in his chest, but he kept the conversation away from their relationship for the moment. “What about the adoption? I think you have enough contacts either here or in England to make sure it goes through.”

	“I’m absolutely sure of that.” Nell wrapped one strand of hair around her finger. “Nancy, too, I think. They’ll be good for one another.”

	“You’ll need a big house.” He did his best to keep his tone neutral. “I don’t imagine you’ll stop with two.”

	She chuckled. “You know me too well. And I want my school, but I’m not going to hire someone to run it for me. I’ve proven to myself that I can do anything I set my mind to.”

	He grinned. “Of that, dearest, I have no doubt whatsoever. I suspect one of your fathers would build you a school on the moon, if you wished, but either would happily fund one here or in England.”

	“I did find something of home here,” she said. “Learning about this half of my history helped me feel whole in a way I didn’t expect. It came as a bit of a surprise, but for all its faults, I think I’ll always carry a little of India inside my heart. I’ll not try to hide it anymore. My Shanku heritage is part of what makes me who I am.”

	“Of course it is. If you did want to stay here, I’d be willing to leave the Order.” Tom hadn’t meant to blurt it out quite like that. Leaving the Order would tear out a part of his heart, but the rest of that organ already belonged to Nell. “The viceroy has said he can find some use for me, and if not, I’m sure your father will put me to work somewhere. Of course I might be able to start an Order office here, as well. Papa and His Grace have discussed it.”

	“You’d leave the Order?” Her eyes turned misty. “That’s…more generous than I deserve. Not after the way I’ve railed at you about trust and fidelity.”

	Tom scooched closer until he knelt at her feet. “You had every right. I was a fool to sleep with Polly, even if it was before we’d kissed and spoken about the future. It cost me everything I ever wanted—you.”

	“We all make mistakes. I could have forgiven you. As I said on the airship, I have now, if that means anything.”

	“It means everything.” He drew her into his arms and held her close. “Marry me, Nell. We’ll live wherever you like, have a school and adopt a dozen other children. It will be better, you know, if they have a papa as well as a mum.”

	His heart seemed to stop beating as she hesitated. She licked her lips and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Are you sure? Sure that this time, marriage is what you really, truly want? You’re not just asking because the family expects it, are you?”

	“Good God, no!” How could she even think such a thing? “Nell, it was always you I wanted. I was just too impatient to wait. I like to think I’ve outgrown that particular idiocy in the last ten years.”

	Her soft laugh tickled his lips and his soul. “I believe you. The whole time today, I felt confident, because I knew you were there. As long as there was breath in your body, you’d never let anything happen to me.”

	“And yet it was you and Lark who saved the day.” He kissed her nose. “I have that same kind of faith in you. That’s what makes us a perfect pair.”

	“Baba Vivek brought Lark with him.” Nell’s eyes gleamed. “He does understand something about magick. I don’t know how he knew my so-called music box could help, but he did. Not to mention Vidya and her snake powers.”

	Tom shuddered. “Yeah, that’s one argument for going back to England, as far as I’m concerned. The elephants weren’t bad, but I’d be happy if I never saw a cobra again in my life.”

	“Poor Tommy. Don’t worry, I’ll protect you from snakes.” She giggled. “And you can protect everyone else from everything else.” Her lids dropped, hiding her gaze. “I will worry, you know. Every single time you go out on a mission. I have to admit, I’m going to be much more obnoxious about it than Mum. That’s why I need a school. So I can have something to keep me busy when you’re gone.”

	“Do you want me to quit? Manage Stonechase myself and maybe teach swordplay at your school?”

	“No.” She kissed him, long and sweet. “I don’t want to change you. I just want you to come home to me when your mission is done.”

	“Is that a yes?” His tongue felt thick and awkward, making it hard to speak.

	“Yes, my love. I’ll marry you, if you still want me.”

	Tom pounced. He kissed her, pushed her over onto her back, pulling up her nightgown with one hand while he undid his trousers with the other. He bared her sex, tested her with one hand and found her already wet. After freeing his cock from both trousers and smalls, he thrust inside her with no further preliminaries and no damn barriers.

	“I want you,” he growled as he began to move. “In every possible way, every day of my life.”

	Nell smiled up at him and dug her nails into his shoulders. “Then have me.”

	Tom swore the fireworks in his head formed the shape of that last Tarot card. With his strengthened magick and his newer understanding of different kinds of love, he truly had become the man he was meant to be, and in the end, he had been granted the world.

	 

	* * *

	 

	It was hard to leave India behind, but Nell couldn’t wait to get home. Baba Vivek, along with Jonathan and Vidya, took another airship just a day or two behind them, giving Nell and Tom a chance to share their news with the Hadrian family, as well as gather everyone for the wedding. Tom and Nell had promised to return to India as often as they could, while her father and brother swore to visit on a regular basis.

	Less than a month later, Nell stood in a guest bedroom at Stonechase, while Vidya helped wrap a white and gold sari around her and paint a perfect bindi in the middle of Nell’s forehead.

	Her mother, sisters and friends crowded into the room, barely fitting, although it was the largest guest chamber the stately home possessed. Wink watched over their little sisters, Sylvia, Rose and Vivienne Hadrian, while Amy, Geneva, Melody and Belinda kept an eye on their own youngsters. Even the older MacKay ladies, along with the present and dowager duchesses, had found chairs in the bedroom, watching as a tearful Caroline draped her own veil over Nell’s dark curls. Nancy, in a white lace dress with a blue sash, would be Nell’s only attendant, while Charlie would stand as Tom’s best man.

	That probably didn’t mean he wasn’t overrun with the male contingent. Nell was sure Merrick was in there, plus Piers, Jamie, little Will, Connor, Victor, Magnus, Kendall, the duke, Sir William, Sir Fergus, Jonathan and Baba Vivek.

	Finally, all the guests were called out to their seats in the Stonechase garden. Nancy walked ahead of Nell down the flagstone path, and Nell followed, flanked on either side by her fathers.

	It was the happiest day of her life.

	Tom’s eyes gleamed as he waited at the altar, Charlie standing proudly beside him.

	Nell was so moved she nearly sang her vows. Tom just spoke with his usual determined honestly.

	When the ceremony was over, they followed the tradition set by Merrick and Caroline and signed the adoption papers for Charlie and Nancy, making the four of them one family.

	Well, maybe five. Nell rested her hand on her stomach. Nell was waiting to tell Tom, but she didn’t think he’d mind. He had said she could have as many children as she wanted.

	Plans for the school were underway, and they would open for the fall term. Stonechase’s old dower house was being renovated and enlarged. Nell would keep rooms there for the occasional night, particularly when Tom was away. When she was at home, her children could walk down with her in the mornings or board with the other pupils, whichever they preferred. The first class would include Sylvia and Will, Ivy Brown, and Emma Teague, along with a number of other students, most of them gifted in some way or another, and several with disabilities. No child would be turned away on the basis of payment.

	Nell looked around her, sniffing back tears of joy. She had it all. Everything she’d ever wanted.

	“Lovely weddin’, love.” There was Fanny, standing off behind a potted palm in the ballroom. “Take care, me girl. This time, I’m gone for good.”

	“Rest well, Mama.” Nell wished she could hug the ghost. “Thank you for everything.”

	Fanny’s image faded away just as Tom’s hand fell on Nell’s shoulder. “I saw her. Just for a second, but I did. I’m glad she was here for you.”

	Nell wiped away a tear. “Me too. By the way, I think your grandfather and father were over behind the rosebushes during the ceremony. Quite the guest list we had.”

	“Come along, darling. Mum and Papa are taking Charlie and Nancy. You’re going to want to say goodbye.” Tom handed her a handkerchief, and pulled her out into the main hall where the Hadrian clan was taking their leave.

	Nell hugged both her new children tightly. “Be good for Granny and Grandpa. We’ll be up to get you in less than a week.”

	A quick jaunt to Paris had been deemed a more than acceptable honeymoon, then a visit to Hadrian Hall for a few days before returning home to Stonechase.

	Home. Nell watched the silhouette of Tom’s family home recede as the Order airship took them off for their honeymoon. They stood at the rail, Tom’s arms wrapped around her, her back pressed to his front.

	“Who would have thought a couple of street rats would find so much happiness?” His lips brushed her ear and she trembled.

	“I dreamed of it,” she said. “Not the house, but the love and the family. I saw it in your eyes the day I met you. It just took a dozen years or so for you to come around.”

	He laughed and pulled her closer. “What can I say? I’m a little slow. But you don’t complain about that in bed. Let’s go down into the cabin.”

	It was only an hour to Paris, but who cared? This was their honeymoon. Nell picked up her skirts and ran for the door. “Last one there has to be on top.”

	Her husband slowed to a walk and let her win.

	They were going to have a wonderful married life.

	 


Author Note

	Victorian India comprised much more territory than the nation of India today, and many of the place names are different. Inasmuch as possible, I have tried to render an accurate view of a Calcutta as it might have been in my steampunk world, without delving too deeply into the politics of colonialism or the caste system.

	Throughout the Gaslight Chronicles, I have tried to present a world that, much like our own, is on the brink of change and grapples daily with struggles between good and evil, rich and poor, progress and tradition. Mainly, though, I’ve tried to focus on how a handful of characters can work together to make a difference.

	Thank you to all the readers who’ve followed this series. Perhaps one day in the future we’ll find out what happens to Jamie and Piers, but for now, the curtain has been drawn on the Order of the Round Table. I sincerely hope you’ll catch up on some of my other stories while waiting for my next adventure.
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