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      To Brian, who’s much better with plants than I am.

      

      And to everyone who read Apollo and thought… I can fix him.
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      On page: physical violence against women, use of potion without consent, death, kidnapping.

      

      Discussion of / off page: suicidal ideation, substance abuse.

      

      NOTE: Any historical figures featured on the page, while inspired by actual people, are creatures of my own historical interpretation. Any actions they take or beliefs they hold are the product of my own imagination.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TERMINOLOGY

          

        

      

    

    
      Transcendents: Titled men and their families, aristocrats, the peerage—dukes, marquesses, earls, viscounts, and barons. The titled men possess the talent of glamours, which passes from eldest son to eldest son upon the death of the current title holder. They inhabit West London as well as their country estates spread across England.

      

      Talent: The ability to cast illusions or glamours. Thought to be restricted to only current holders of titles and passed down from eldest son to eldest son at death. Queen Elizabeth is the last known woman with Talent.

      

      Alchemists: Laboring men and their families. The men possess the ability to shape the metals of earth using their own body heat and flames from a fire. They are inventors and scientists, and they inhabit East London and Manchester as well as other burgeoning industrial and mining towns.

      

      The Alchemist Guild: The official governing body of alchemists, with headquarters in Manchester, England and beneath the British Museum in London. It is considered nothing more than a club or society by the crown but holds considerable sway over alchemists and their families.
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            A HAND IN THE FIRE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        May 1838

      

      

      The children were impossible to herd, not that the adults were trying. The youngest boy sat in the mud, staring at the blue sky and gnawing on a biscuit. The twins were climbing a tree, one giving the other a boot up. Two younger girls whispered and giggled near the carriages. Sybil Grant’s siblings weren’t even close to leaving, and her parents were too preoccupied fiddling with a broken fairy light on the front lawn to care.

      Sybil’s toe tapped beneath her skirts. They should have left a quarter of an hour ago. The whole lot of them. She needed them to leave, but here they still were, frolicking about the lawn, looking as if they might camp out there and invite the rest of the inhabitants of Hampstead Heath for a little friendly idyll as well. A lovely day for it, certainly. The bright spring sun filtered through green, leaf-heavy tree limbs and made the bright-white walls of Nickleby House and its clean, gleaming windows, almost too brilliant to look at.

      Blinding—the day, the house, her family’s disregard for time.

      Sybil pinched the bridge of her nose, then filled the frame of the front door of Nickleby House as much as her small stature allowed. Hands on hips, elbows jutted out, spine straight, and chin lifted. She allowed herself one weary sigh (because it felt nice) before she put her fingers to her lips and whistled.

      The sound screeched across the rolling green lawn and skittered like frightened birds up into the blue sky.

      Sybil’s family froze. Every head turned her way.

      “What’s that?” her father barked. His long dark hair, shot at the temples with thick white strands, was pulled back in a messy queue.

      Her mother rubbed her ear. “Must you, Sybil?”

      A twin fell backward from a branch.

      The other twin caught her, and they toppled to the ground, a tangle of trousers and skirts.

      Sybil smoothed her skirts. Someone must command the Grant Army, and usually the someone was her. “Temple and Diana are expecting you. You were supposed to leave a quarter hour ago. You’ll be late.”

      Papa snapped open a dented pocket watch then flinched. “Damn me. You’re right.” He marched for Sybil, bent over from his considerable height, and kissed the top of her head before marching for the carriage. “You heard the general! Load up!” He whipped the youngest Grant, three-year-old Ajax, up in his arms—mud and all—and the carriage rocked as he boarded it. Three other Grants followed.

      Sybil’s mother approached her at a more leisurely pace, her gaze like a scalpel, willing to cut to discover secrets. She’d pulled her yellow-and-white hair into a neat coiffure at the back of her neck just beneath her straw bonnet, and her floral muslin gown was neat as a pin. Soft and sharp—her mother had always been a creature of contradictions.

      “Are you sure you cannot join us this afternoon?” she asked, one golden eyebrow raised. “I suspect Diana and Temple will make a special announcement. You should be there. And if your head is fine enough for whistling like that, surely your megrim is gone.” She peered at Sybil’s skull as if she could see right through it to the brain beyond.

      She’d find no megrim there. Just impatience. Sybil rubbed her temples. “Still there, Mama. But someone had to herd you lot in the right direction. I intend to find my bed as soon as you’re off. I do hate to miss the announcement. I know they will excuse me this once.” Besides, she’d have nine months to celebrate her older brother and wife’s good news. If there was any.

      Her mother patted her shoulder. “Very well. Rest up. And…” My how her mother’s eyes could pry. “If you feel better, you might peruse that list Diana and I drew up for you.”

      “Mama.”

      “Some of the men named on that list were suggested by the queen. The queen, Sybil. You could do no better than marrying someone she recommends. And it will provide another inroad for us in the ton.”

      Sybil clasped her hands fast, refusing to fidget. “They are all transcendent men.” The alchemists wouldn’t have her. “And a transcendent man will not allow me my… hobbies.”

      “He will not, likely. I cannot contradict you. They won’t like a woman inventing things, but you could call it sketching. That’s all it is anyway. Truly. You are simply sketching potential devices. Call them fancies, if you will. He will not mind. It is not terribly different than painting a landscape or a child or a dog.”

      If the sketches never moved beyond paper and ink, she was right. “Yes, Mama. I’ll look at the list.” If she could find it. No clue where it was.

      “That’s a good love.” Her mother patted her cheek and practically bounced down the walk and into the second carriage with the remaining children, then the caravan lurched forward.

      Sybil watched until it disappeared. Watched a little bit longer to ensure one or both of the conveyances didn’t come rumbling back into view.

      Before she snuck into her father’s forge.

      And tore off her gown and petticoats.

      Underneath, she wore only her mother’s old stays over her brother Hesperus’s shirtsleeves and trousers. She hung her gown carefully on a hook by the door, stretched to the ceiling, stretched for her toes, then saluted the figure of Vulcan carved above the coal-glowing fire of the forge. She opened the large window that looked out into the woods behind their house but not the one that opened onto the road in front of it. Ventilation and secrecy both necessities.

      Her hands tingling to work, she looked around the forge. “Now… where was I? Oh!” She reached into her pocket and pulled out the lump of metal there. Better to consider this than a list of potential husbands. She’d been considering the metal for a fortnight, the length of time since the last moment she’d found to sneak into the forge and work. “If they would just let women create,” she grumbled to Vulcan, “I wouldn’t have to sneak at all.”

      Vulcan would likely agree with her, having such a powerful mother. Most alchemists started each session with a word for the god of the forge, and for the goddess who created him—Juno.

      Sybil preferred someone else. “Warm the flames, Hestia, warm my blood, and help me heat the metal.” A goddess of fire and of the home. If she could do both, so too could Sybil.

      The fire built slowly, the growing flames like pure sunlight across Sybil’s skin. This what she was born for—the forge, the fire, the act of creation. This what she was denied because she’d been born a woman.

      Her skin knew when the fire was hot enough, and she stepped back to study the steel she’d brought with her. She placed it in the middle of the huge worktable that took up the center of the forge. The thick wooden table was beaten and bruised, scorched and weathered from five generations of Grant use. She placed the iron in the middle of the table and stepped back, studying it with one part of her mind, considering her sister-in-law with the other. Last summer, Temple had married a lovely woman from the transcendent class. A shocking woman. Diana Grant, Marchioness of Fordham defied convention, had earned herself a title in her own right and possessed magic no woman but for Queen Victoria possessed.

      If Diana could defy unspoken social rules, history, and even British laws of primogeniture, then Sybil could defy her own chains.

      Hopefully they were not made of iron. Cold and hard, her brother Temple’s metal. He shaped it with ease. Perhaps she would too. Gold had been easy. Silver child’s play. Copper a diverting little medium to craft. She’d tried a multitude of metals. But not yet iron. It had always seemed above her abilities, as untrained as they were. But since she was training herself, she might as well set herself a challenge.

      Iron.

      But what to make of it?

      She circled the table and the unformed lump of metal at its middle. She’d thought of many possibilities over the last few weeks she’d carried it in her pocket. A weapon, jewelry, something practical for the kitchen or forge. None of it felt quite right. She could alloy it. She was particularly good at that. Combine it with nickel or carbon.

      She was tired of thinking. The clock ticked down.

      She plucked the iron off the table and strode to the fire. She’d figure it out as she worked.

      The flames danced, calling to her, spiraling into beautiful, violent ribbons of rage. Clutching the iron lump in her fist, she held her hand near the heat, closed her eyes. Her first time with iron. She must keep it simple. No alloys. The metal must teach her how it moved, what its strengths and weaknesses were, how it could be shaped. At what point of abuse it would be broken. She must learn its rhythm and its song, must learn to coax it, play with it. There would be no domination—her will over its needs.

      Sybil and the iron would work together.

      Her hand was warming, flames licking skin and bone until it burned bright. She thrust it farther into the flames.

      Ice and sunlight. That’s what it felt like. Cold and hot at the same time. And perfect. Always perfect. She breathed low and steady until the iron melted, pouring across her flame-hardened skin.

      “What do you wish to be, lovely?” she whispered through the wavering heat. The iron buzzed and bubbled. She felt that way often—buzzing and bubbling, trapped and trying to find the right shape. A key. She’d take the shape of a key to attack the lock that kept her trapped.

      The iron found its purpose, and she laughed, knowing now how to shape it. She pulled her hand from the forge and strode for the worktable, letting the air cool the iron just a bit, enough to begin shaping. Her arm glowed bright orange, and her fingernails were bright white pinpricks of light. When she had the basic shape, she threw her arm into a nearby bucket of water and grinned at the sizzle, the steam. It tickled.

      A drop of sweat rolled down her temple, another down the slope of her neck, and beneath her stays and man’s shirt, she was sopping. Breast sweat was horrid, and not something her brothers must deal with. Lucky bastards, all of them.

      She shaped and hollowed. She poked through odds and ends in the shop as the metal cooled. She plunged it once more into the flames and splashed it again into the bucket. She assembled tiny bits and tested little mechanisms.

      Outside her window, the shadows of the little wood behind Nickleby House shifted with the sun’s position in the sky. She noted the change. She must always note the time in these stolen hours. Her parents were less traditional than many of the alchemist set, but they would still drop stone dead if they knew what she was doing when they were away.

      And what exactly was that?

      She could not make a career out of metal as her brothers could.

      Not this way. Not with her hands in the fire and metal beneath her nails.

      But her inventions, the work of her mind—that would be her purpose. Her self-apprenticeship in the forge would help her better understand the metals so that her designs weren’t merely theoretical. She needed a working knowledge of her materials for her inventions to surpass the current boundaries of impossibility.

      None of that mattered, though. She would have to wed, and a transcendent husband would barely tolerate her sketched fancies, and she’d be stealing fewer secret hours in the forge than ever before. Perhaps none.

      Sybil stood, stretching her back and blowing a lock of hair out of her eyes. She’d tried the marriage path. It hadn’t worked out. And now that only the transcendents would have her…

      Ew.

      Preening, narcissistic nodcocks, the lot of them.

      She picked up the old rag and found the tub of setting liquid. She used the tongs to plunge the lock into the bucket, rubbed it clean, set it to dry. Now no one could mess with the metal, reshape it to their whims. She poised above the setting liquid to immerse the key.

      The clatter of carriage wheels on the road out front made her jump.

      “Vulcan,” she swore, slipping the unset key into her pocket and snapping up the lock. They were home too soon. She was out of time. She pocketed the lock, too, and snatched her gown off its hook. She was one leg into it as she peeked out the front window of the forge. Only one carriage out front. A black coach that seemed a part of the gathering dark, a harbinger of the coming night.

      She didn’t recognize it.

      She pulled the gown up her arms but didn’t tighten it. It stayed loosely in place as she left the forge and stood in the shadows between it and Nickleby House.

      The coach shook. Then three hulking men stepped out and onto the lawn. They spoke amongst themselves, their voices too low to hear.

      She crept forward. “Can I help you?” Her hands were still hot from the forge. Not hot enough to glow, but hot enough to hurt a man if necessary. And Martha, the housekeeper was likely in the kitchen. If she screamed, Martha would hear.

      But surely these men weren’t here to hurt her. No reason for that. Still… worry crept along her pulse. They could be here for her father, her brothers. They could be men with grudges, angry that the Grants had risen in society after being exiled from alchemist circles.

      The men’s attention snapped to her. One reached into his greatcoat pocket.

      And pulled out a pistol. “Evening, miss. You’ll be coming with us if you don’t mind.”

      Sybil’s blood froze. She found herself, inexplicably, giggling, hilarity born of terror. “I think, gentlemen, that I do indeed mind.”

      “I’ll shoot.”

      No more laughter. “Do your worst.”

      She didn’t mean it. Not one bit. She’d been held hostage last summer, a knife to her neck, by her sister-in-law’s cousin—Apollo Chester, former Marquess of Fordham, irredeemable villain, and charmingly gorgeous when he wasn’t foxed or worse. He’d held her fast with bruising fingers, relieved a drop of blood from her pulse like a ruby.

      It had not been enjoyable, and she had no desire to repeat the experience.

      “Won’t get our money if we do our worst,” the man with the pistol said. “Hired to deliver you alive.”

      Another of the men shoved his elbow into Pistol’s ribs. “We could shoot her arm. Make her docile as a lamb.”

      “Yeah,” the third man said. “Still alive, like. But bleedin’.”

      Oh God.

      Sybil ran. And screamed. “Martha!” Her gown fell down one shoulder. Then the other. One foot tangled in the long skirts. She yanked, still running—more like pushing through a field of vines—but the other foot caught. Oh God. The men were so close. She let the gown fall. Free. Finally, thank Hestia, free. “Mar⁠—”

      A hand wrapped around her mouth, silencing her, and big, beefy arms lifted her off the ground.

      She kicked and threw her elbows, became a wild cat, hissing and scratching. But six arms were too much. Her gown was ripped and falling. Her body lifted and strangled. By the time, the coach swallowed her whole, her gown was gone entirely. Still she kicked, trying to bite the palm across her lips.

      “Got the potion?” Pistol said.

      Fumbling, then the hand on her face was moving, squeezing her cheeks, forcing her mouth open.

      “No!” she gasped.

      Too late. Cold liquid burned its way between her lips and down her gullet. She tried to spit it out, but the beefy palm closed over her once more. She was crying. She was thrashing.

      Then she couldn’t thrash any more. Limbs too heavy. Eyelids, too.

      Trying to resist the unrelenting waves of lethargy, and failing, Sybil drowned.
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            MACHINATIONS ARE MUCH PREFERABLE TO LABOR

          

        

      

    

    
      The damn flame burned like a hot poker to a sensitive arse cheek. At least it didn’t brand his palm like one. Apollo Chester—simply Mr. Apollo Chester to his great mortification—kept his hand above the flickering candle flame, just touching, despite the stinging.

      All around him in the great alchemist master’s London forge, teenage boys threw their entire arms into raging fires. And pulled them out again unscathed.

      Braggarts.

      They barely winced when the flame leapt at their flesh, glowing and hard as metal. That was alchemists for you. Metal men. Cursed curiosities.

      And a lot more talented than he’d ever given them credit for.

      Not that he’d ever admit it out loud.

      A giant, gloveless hand clapped him on the shoulder, and Apollo glared at it before picking it up via the intruder’s meaty thumb and dropping it into the air.

      The man who owned the hand laughed, enormous and enormously irritating guffaws. “Such a tiny flame, Chester. Still working up your tolerance?”

      The flame was a perfectly respectable size. Nothing tiny about it! “I’m improving. And the flame’s bigger than yesterday.” Apollo blew out the candle, rubbed his palm, and dipped it into a nearby bucket of water.

      “It’s taking you much longer than my other apprentices.” Baxter Stone, Master of the Alchemist Guild, leaned a hip against Apollo’s worktable. “I wonder if it’s your advanced age or your transcendent blood holding you back?”

      Good God, Apollo was nine and twenty, hardly an old man. And what a blow! To hear his transcendent heritage counted as a liability.

      Oh, how far he’d fallen. From the heights of divinity all the way into the bloody ashes. But then he’d never belonged on Olympus, and the glamour magic that should have been his had skipped him entirely, gone to his cousin instead. Damn Diana.

      Stone ran a hand through his yellow hair and gave a grin that was supposed to be charming but had a hint of slime about the corners. “Don’t worry, lad.”

      Lad. How terribly condescending. Stone couldn’t be more than a decade older than Apollo. At most. Apollo resisted kicking the man in the balls.

      Blissfully unaware of the danger to his nether regions, Stone clapped a hand on Apollo’s shoulder again. “It’ll come. And then I’ll be the envy of every alchemist in the nation. A transcendent tamed by my flames.” He laughed. Enormous again. And enormously irritating. Again. “You won’t miss your glamours when you’re forming steel in the forge, Chester. Damn it, Quinn, careful with that!” He ran across the forge to yank something or other from an apprentice’s hold.

      No idea what the device they were collaborating on was. Apollo wasn’t high enough up in the ranks to be privy to that information.

      But once… once he’d been a god. Close to it, anyway. He relit the candle and passed his palm back and forth across it, making the tiny flame flicker like the glamours his grandfather had created before his death, those Apollo should have been able to create as the eldest son to the eldest son.

      He pushed his chair backward, and it screeched across the stone floor. The air was thick and suffocating. Every drag of it into his lungs like ashy soup. He needed fresh stuff, needed sunlight. Moonlight at the very least. He crossed the forge, stepped into the floating chamber in the corner and pulled the lever. With a jerk, the little wrought iron box began to inch upward and out of the smoky underground forge.

      “What a pit,” Apollo mumbled, slouching against one iron-barred side of the device. His cousin-in-law’s forge was much preferable to this hot and odiferous hell. Situated beside the mews behind a reputable Bloomsbury Square residence, Temple Grant’s forge possessed enviable ventilation.

      Apollo closed his eyes so tightly during the dark ascent that colors exploded behind his lids like fireworks. Or glamours. His lost birthright.

      He’d lost everything.

      But what he could build back up with his own two hands.

      The floating chamber jerked to a stop, and he opened his eyes. The long hallway just below the bottom level of the British Museum was busy with alchemists coming and going. Fairy orbs bobbed about, lighting the entrances to the row of mobile platforms like the one he’d just used. They went only Merlin knew where. He’d only been to the Master’s forge. Before he’d apprenticed himself to Stone, he’d had no idea the alchemists possessed a guild headquarters in London. He’d thought all that rot located in Manchester.

      He’d been wrong.

      “Often am,” he said, stepping into a dim lobby of sorts. One staircase and two long, dim corridors later, he found himself blinking in the first actual light he’d seen in—God, how long? Twenty-four hours? He’d never put this much work into anything.

      No other way to claw back some sort of power, though. If he couldn’t have the clean, golden gleam of glamours, he’d cultivate the brute ferocity of alchemical invention. He’d show the damn world Apollo Chester wasn’t worthless.

      “Fuck she’s heavy.” The voice, muffled and deep, came from the museum’s back entrance, a rectangle of light Apollo sleepwalked toward.

      Apollo peeked into it. Three men crept through the dark. One man carried something rather large and lumpy over a shoulder. A blanket was thrown over the lumpy figure. But a hank of long, yellow hair hung down, swinging near the man’s arse like a tail. The men walked through a wall. No. Apollo knew better now. No wall, that. A hidden alchemist corridor.

      Apollo stood. He followed. Why not? Power was slow enough to come to his now hardworking, calloused hands (he mourned the smooth cuticles, buffed nails, baby-soft palms of his former life). But there were other, quicker ways to get it. A little blackmail could speed things up a bit. He eased through the door and shut it silently behind him. The men barreled down this new hallway—no fairy lights to brighten the way here—and stepped onto a large floating platform. A pull of the lever and they descended out of view. He couldn’t follow.

      But he could wait. And he did. But not for long. Soon the tops of the three men’s heads reappeared, then the rest of their bodies, and they stepped off.

      Without their lumpy bundle.

      They lumbered toward Apollo with backslaps and cries for ales at the nearest pub.

      He clung to the shadows. What he wouldn’t give for a glamour, a little illusion to cast himself in obscurity. He had only an immensity of curiosity. It would do.

      He stepped into the floating chamber, pulled the lever, and descended.

      Other than their wrought iron ornamental gates, there were no barriers between the riders of the chambers and each floor. When he traveled to the forge each morning, he passed other smaller forges, offices, a library.

      This descent was different. He watched nothing but solid rock pass, and when that rock gave way, it was a wall of iron bars. He pulled a small fairy orb from his pocket, and the heat from his palm activated its dim glow, cast a pale-yellow light on this new find.

      A dungeon.

      “Bloody hell.”

      The platform jolted as it stopped, and Apollo grabbed the lever, looking left and right. No guards. No one, it seemed, occupying the little dirty cells. So he stepped off.

      “Where’d they put her?” Depending on who she was and who’d ordered her here, Apollo could use this information to ingratiate himself with Stone.

      Behind him, the floating chamber’s platform hummed and lifted. Someone had summoned the damn thing. Someone was coming from above.

      Apollo’s orb revealed a long corridor stretching out in both directions, cells on either side of it.

      A groan echoed down the one to Apollo’s left. He crept that way. If there was an open empty cell, he could hide until whomever was coming finished their business down here and left. He was in luck, every cell was empty. He had plenty of choices.

      Another groan, the rustle of cloth against stone.

      He hurried toward it, holding his orb high, and was rewarded with his first glimpse of the lump with yellow hair—a woman. Her men’s clothes revealed delicious curves. Right ones, perfect places. No wonder women didn’t wear trousers. Men would be wearing hard-ons all day long.

      And those stays. Scandal. Laced over a man’s shirt, pushing her breasts up. Was he lusting after an unconscious woman?

      Uncomfortably, yes.

      An unconscious woman with lots of yellow hair tangled around a pale face. A pale, familiar face.

      “Fuck,” he hissed. That was Temple Grant’s sister! Temple Grant! Royal Alchemist to the Queen and married to Apollo’s cousin Diana. The unconscious beauty was Diana’s sister-in-law! Grant would not be happy about this. That the world’s most dangerous understatement. If Grant thought Apollo had anything to do with his sister’s current predicament, he’d fashion a steel hammer from a garden gate and slam it into Apollo’s head.

      The girl… what was her name? She groaned again, eyes fluttering but closed, and lifted a hand to her temple. Her head lolled to the side, opening the vulnerable curve of her naked neck.

      He’d held a blade to her throat once, pressed it, cold in his hand, to the arteries in her pretty little neck. He’d been so damn high on potion and opium, he couldn’t remember much.

      What he did remember, though—the curvy armful who’d smelled like warm wine and spices, the silk of her curled hair brushing his cheek. Her bright defiance, how she’d been strong and hissing like a cat in his arms.

      He remembered, too, his intent to kill her if he had to.

      The platform clanged onto the stone floor down the corridor.

      Apollo cursed and shoved his orb back into his pocket, dousing its light. Footsteps echoed through the dungeon as he dove into an open cell next to the one that held Grant’s sister. He rolled into the darkness under a narrow cot and pressed himself against the cold bars that made up the walls of the cell.

      The footsteps approached, each one louder than the last. Apollo craned his neck to peer into the hallway. Too dark. Couldn’t see a damn thing. Then light blinked on, and the dim glow of a fairy orb illuminated a man’s tall form sailing down the corridor with long, darkness-eating strides.

      Apollo held his breath, not quite able to see the man’s face from this low angle as he opened the Grant woman’s cell. He stepped inside, kicked the girl.

      Miss Grant groaned once more. She rolled to her side and pushed herself upright. “You.” Her voice was faint, groggy.

      “Yes, me. Now, Sybil darling”—the man squatted, bringing his light and his face into view. Apollo swallowed a curse as the Master of the Alchemist Guild grinned—“you and I need to have a little chat.”

      Sybil spit in the master’s face.

      Her brother would assassinate the entire guild to avenge her. Not that she needed protection. She seemed to have it under control.

      Stone’s hand struck out and clasped Sybil’s throat, cutting off a yelp as soon as it began.

      Perhaps she didn’t, after all, have it under control.

      But that meant…

      God help her if Apollo had to play hero. He did not fit the job description. And if he jumped out of his hiding spot now and bashed Stone on the head with… something, he’d lose his apprenticeship.

      Sybil clawed at Stone’s hand on her throat, and Stone released her, tossing her back to the floor. She rose, keening like a banshee, and slammed the Master against the iron bars. The entire cell shook.

      She did seem to have it under control after all.

      Perhaps it would be best if Apollo simply… waited it out. He rolled to his back, closed his eyes, and crossed his arms over his chest like one of the desiccated mummies on show in the museum above—cursed, rotting, his heart removed, forgotten, and sealed inside a jar.
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      Sybil was going to claw his eyes out. Baxter Stone would never see daylight again. Anger gave her strength, and she swiped at his face, but his strength was greater. He pushed her back, and she hit the floor, twisting her ankle and tearing the knee of her trousers. She growled and tried to rise. Pain, sharp and ugly, wrenched a gasp from her lungs, and she fell back to the stone.

      “Damn you!” she shouted. Her cry echoed down the damp, dark corridor.

      Baxter snorted. “Me? Damned? Hardly. I’m on my way up, not down. And you’re going to help me.” Now that she was nothing more than a helpless bundle of bones, he leaned against the locked door of her cell, regarding her calmly as he twisted his gold binding ring round and round his finger.

      She spit at him. “You’re mad. Release me now.”

      “No. I need you.”

      “You don’t need me. Isn’t that why you ended the engagement? I was nothing but an anchor pulling you down.”

      “Do not pretend as if your own intentions were pure. Do not pretend you loved me, Sybil dear.”

      No. She’d not loved him. But she’d thought maybe one day she might. “I would not have abandoned you, if you’d found yourself in my position.” Her entire family exiled from alchemist society. Her father stripped of his position as Master of the Alchemist Guild. Baxter had ended their engagement as soon as he’d realized it would do his ambitions more harm than good. “I would not have led the charge against you.” As he had against them.

      “Tell me,” he drawled, “how is exile coming along?”

      “It’s a delight. I don’t have to worry about friends and family betraying me. I know quite well who would rather have me dead than anywhere near them.”

      His brow furrowed. “I see that could be a perk of exile. I’d not thought of that.”

      “Oh God, you’re dimmer than an un-flamed fairy light.”

      A sound from nearby. Sounded something like a… snort. But from where? They were alone, and the darkness outside their small circle of light was absolute and empty.

      “Enough with the insults, Miss Grant. I’ve brought you here as my guest because I need your inventive mind.”

      She should never have agreed to marry him. But he’d always appreciated her skill, and she’d hoped that he would help her nurture it. She’d also enjoyed his kisses. And no matter the quality of his brain, he was quite nice to look at.

      He wasn’t nice to look at now, sneering in the dim dungeon light.

      “Behind you,” he said, “on the table, you’ll find a book filled with sketches. I would like your thoughts on how they can be practically realized. There’s a pencil. And you can keep this orb.” He set it on the floor by the door and stepped backward, out of the cell.

      She lurched forward, reaching for him. “Wait!”

      “I don’t think I will,” he said with a crooked slant of a smile as he closed her cell and locked it. Then he stepped into the darkness.

      “My brother will kill you for this.”

      “He’ll never find out.” The words slid out of the inky void, punctuated by footsteps. In the distance, the groaning of a floating chamber.

      Then silence.

      He’ll never find out.

      He never meant to release her.

      Sybil collapsed against the cold stone, giving in to the heat behind her eyes. Captured. Imprisoned. Forgotten. She’d die down here.

      No.

      With a growl, she scooped up the fairy orb and shoved to her feet. She wasn’t going to die. She’d kill Baxter before she even came close to that proposition.

      She shone the light around her cell. A bed, a bucket, a narrow table running the length of the cell’s back wall. Limping down the barred walls of her cell, she tested the metal. All of it set. None of it open to interference from a knowledgeable alchemist. Not that she was one of those. While Temple could steal into unset metal and shape it to his whims. She did not know how. She needed a flame to shape metal. There was none here but for that inside the orb, and she couldn’t reach it, set as it was.

      That certainly reduced her odds of escaping.

      She wandered toward the table at the back. An ordinary notebook lay there, beaten and bruised as most alchemist’s notebooks were. She flipped to the first page, then the next and the next. The entire thing filled with sketches of half-finished devices. No, a single device from different angles over and over again. Some of the sketches explored alterations to the original designs, some pages were covered in scrawled notes she couldn’t decipher.

      Behind her, a hinge, rusted with age and disuse, creaked.

      She swung around, fear stealing her breath, and held her fairy orb high.

      A man stood frozen in the doorway of the cell next to hers, his back to her, one foot lifted off the ground, and shoulders hunched forward.

      A savior.

      She rushed toward him, pain searing her ankle, and grasped at the bars closest to him. “Help me! Who are you? Oh, thank God you’re here.”

      He uncurled very slowly, tugging down his sleeves, and setting the toe of his boot on the floor. He turned just as slowly, running his hand through his hair. And as the light fell across his face, her belly flipped. He was gorgeous, as he’d always been. His brown hair was darkened by the shadows, and his pale face was well-shaped. Cheekbones high as a transcendent’s confidence, jawline sharp as an alchemist’s blade, lips full and arrogant. He was healthier than she’d last seen him, shaved and broadened by the apprenticeship she’d heard he’d taken in Stone’s forge. Before he’d lost his title he’d possessed the lean grace of a cat. He retained his grace but had hardened about the edges, as if he’d excised every bit of his softness and replaced it with steel.

      “You.” She shook the bars. She wanted to shake the damned enraging men around her. How many times would she have to utter that single word of horrified recognition? Too many.

      Apollo Chester swept her an elegant bow. “That’s right, me. And you’re you, and it’s been lovely seeing you again, but I’m afraid I’ve business elsewhere.” He stepped away from her cell.

      “Oh, no you don’t!” She lunged at the bars, striking an arm through them. She caught the inner edge of his waistcoat and yanked him closer.

      He met the metal caging her with a yelp. “Careful, sweetheart, you’ll mess my clean linen.”

      She fisted her hand more tightly around the waistcoat. “You helped Stone bring me here.”

      “Seems likely, I admit, but I have nothing to do with this villainy.” He pried her fingers open and stepped out of her reach.

      “You’ve come to gloat, then,” she growled.

      “About what?” He appeared genuinely curious, head tilting to the side as he smoothed the wrinkles she’d made in his clothing.

      “Your teacher’s treatment of me.”

      “I barely know who you are, sweetheart. I’m not about to waste a good gloat on you.”

      Barely know who you are. The man would not have hesitated to kill her last summer. “You held a knife to my neck. Do you threaten the lives of so many maidens you lose track?”

      “Not as many as you’d think.” He leaned a shoulder against the bars of her cell, crossing his ankles as a lock of hair fell over one eye. “Though I do think I place the incident now. You’re Temple Grant’s little sister, yes? God, that was ages ago. Don’t take what happened personally. Why are you looking up?”

      She continued staring at the ceiling. “When a devil speaks the Lord’s name, one fears retribution. A good smiting. One hopes at least.”

      He barked a laugh. “Funny little chit, aren’t you? That comment earlier about Stone being dim as an un-flamed fairy orb.” He mimicked wiping a tear from his eyes. “Biting. You’re much preferable to my dour cousin.”

      A terribly idiotic spark of hope flared in her chest. Diana. He was related to Sybil’s sister-in-law. Sybil grasped the bars, her face inches from his shoulder as she peered up at him. He smelled of forge fire and something spicy. “Will you help me? You helped Temple rescue Diana from the Tower.”

      He inspected his fingernails, tugged at his sleeve cuffs. “I didn’t come here to help you. I’m afraid curiosity drove this particular cat. Saw some brutes drag you down here and followed. Hid when Stone showed up.” He nodded at the cell he’d exited.

      “Help me escape. Go get the key, and⁠—”

      “Why?”

      “Why! What do you mean why? Because I have been kidnapped, and it is clear Stone has no plans to release me! He might kill me!”

      Chester rubbed his ear with a wince. “Bit loud, aren’t we. You don’t want to sound shrewish.”

      She grabbed his waistcoat again and yanked.

      “Ack!” His face smooshed between the bars.

      “You will help me escape or⁠—”

      He wrenched himself out of her hold. “Or what? You have no leverage down here. Especially since you may never leave.”

      She paced away from him, futility buzzing through her limbs. She felt heavy, tired, hopeless. “We are family. In a way. Your cousin and my brother⁠—”

      “Don’t have to find out that I know of your whereabouts.” He leaned against the opposing wall now, out of her reach, all long-legged ease. If he didn’t wear the casual clothes of an alchemist apprentice, he would fit perfectly into a transcendent ballroom or garden party.

      “Do you care about nothing? No one?”

      “Myself.” He grinned.

      “You are selfish, self-absorbed, and⁠—”

      “Devious.”

      “Infantile.”

      “Ooh. I like that one. What about… apathetic.”

      She wrapped her hands around the bars and sneered. “I prefer pathetic.”

      “Damn. The princess has teeth.”

      She bared hers.

      He laughed. “Who knew you’d be a delight. Not me. Oh well. It’s a real shame what’s happened to you.”

      “Temple will murder you.”

      “With his bare hands, yes, I’m aware. And there was once a time I would have welcomed such retribution, but I’ve a bit of life back in me now. Prospects, even. So I think I’ll keep information about your current predicament out of his ears.” He sketched another bow and pulled a fairy orb from his pocket. It threw light across the grim corridor.

      Grim, too, her future.

      She shook the bars. “Do not leave! You can’t leave me here!”

      “Look, Miss Grant, I do wish you weren’t rotting beneath the British Museum, but I can’t see any way to save you from it and keep my own prospects unscathed.” Scratching the back of his neck, he wouldn’t meet her gaze. “G-good evening, Miss Grant. S-sleep well.” Those halting syllables—an interesting break in his confidence. She reached for him, reached for that opening in his defenses. But he swung down the hallway, his long strides taking him farther and farther out of her reach. Soon the clangs of the floating chamber filled the air.

      Then she was alone.

      Hot as the air was, each breath heavy and choking, Sybil shivered.

      Only the bars supported her as the last bit of her strength dissolved like her freedom.

      Damn Apollo Chester. Straight to hell.

      Damn Baxter Stone, too. More so, actually.

      Damn all men!

      With nothing better to do other than curse those of the masculine persuasion, she flipped through the notebook once more. To spite those men, just to spite them, she would figure out how to make this device—whatever it was—work perfectly.

      But she would be damned herself if she told them how.
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      Apollo was damned. A man couldn’t do the things he’d done and find heaven after he shuffled off this mortal coil. The only heaven for him was one he crafted right here on earth.

      So he couldn’t free the Grant chit.

      Or so he told himself as he left the museum. Locked in the dungeon, Miss Grant kept Stone’s secrets, well, secret. She couldn’t rat him out. Couldn’t rat Apollo out either, for not helping her. And positioned as he was between a rock and a hard place—a Stone and a Temple, ha!—he had to be careful.

      Stone. A true villain, apparently, proficient in machinations, dastardly deeds, and maiden-napping. Made him much more fascinating than before. He’d never have thought the man had it in him.

      In the museum’s bustling courtyard, Apollo blinked several times, his dark-accustomed eyes screaming in the sinking sun. No idea what time it was. Despite the heat, he pulled the collar of his greatcoat up high and slipped on his tinted glasses, turning the early-evening world a dark green.

      He headed west.

      He lived east, only a short walk from the museum, but he headed west, where his feet wanted to go, where they belonged.

      Used to.

      Grosvenor Square, the city home of the Marquess of Fordham. Marchioness of Fordham now, though she preferred the small terrace home she shared with her husband in Bloomsbury.

      He turned the corner, and there it was—his old home, his old life. White marble rising heavenward, clean glass windows and plush velvet curtains, wrought iron gates with no rust. Four huge mansions occupied the square, three of which were glamoured. Golden swirls wrapped the white marble walls and columns, glinting in the setting sun. The windows glowed a rainbow of colors that changed with the shifting light.

      The fourth house had once looked like the others—wrapped in gold and rainbows, glamours to show the world where power slept each night and broke its fast each morning. When his grandfather had been alive, it, too, had been glorious and glamoured. But Diana didn’t believe in such frivolity, thought there were more useful occupations for her talent.

      He wandered through the garden, trailing his fingers through the candles glamoured among the tree branches and bushes. They bobbed in the air like fairy orbs but possessed no substance. His fingers sent them scattering, only to have them reassemble before his eyes.

      If he could only so easily reassemble his life.

      Pointless, this self-pity.

      Miss Grant had called him pathetic. She was right.

      He rubbed his chest, just over his heart. The woman was still locked in a dungeon. Would Stone even remember to feed her?

      Not his problem.

      Carriage wheels slid across the street, the steel at their center smoothing over whatever rocks or potholes might jolt it about. Leaving the garden behind him, Apollo recognized the crest on the carriage’s door—the Fordham coat of arms. The moon in front of the sun, surrounded by stars that looked like the sparks of newly made or dissolving glamours.

      A woman stepped out of the carriage wearing a huge straw bonnet, the sleeves of her gown making her as wide as three women standing side by side. One smacked the footman helping her down in the arm. The footman, wisely, did not react.

      Strolling across the street, Apollo said, “Good evening, Mother.”

      She froze, swung toward him, then started to cry right in the middle of the damn street. “A-poll-ooooo!”

      “Shh.” He whisked her into the shadowed, narrow stairwell that descended to the servant’s entrance. “Shh. No more caterwauling.”

      She tilted her face to the sky and sobbed, her bonnet falling off. Her blonde hair had more silver in it than last time he’d seen her, and the lines around her watery blue eyes were deeper. “L-look at youuuuuu!”

      “Bloody hell. What’s wrong with me?” He tilted his hat back and took off the glasses, shoved them back into his greatcoat pocket.

      “Y-you look like one of theeee⁠—”

      “If you wail one more time, Mother, I’ll stuff my gloves in your mouth.” He didn’t have gloves, had left off wearing them once he’d started his apprenticeship.

      “—eeeeeeem.” She sniffled, seemed to be winding up for another good crack at busting his eardrums. The hand she wiped across her lower eyelids trembled, and the pale-pink glove she wore came away streaked with tears.

      “Damn,” he mumbled. “Mother, it’s not that bad.”

      “Not that bad? Apollo! You look just like one of those brutes. No gloves. Skin streaked with soot. And oh”—she snatched up one of his hands and worried over his fingernails—“look. Short and blunt and torn. They don’t even shine anymore.”

      “Alchemists don’t shine, Mother. They smolder.”

      She sniffed, pulled herself up tall, apparently healed from her fit of sorrow. “You used to be so beautiful.”

      He leaned against the nearby wall and crossed his arms over his chest. “It’s lovely to see you, too, Mother. How long has it been? Six or so months?”

      She clutched his lapels and yanked him closer, until they were nose to nose. “Come home, Apollo.”

      He was damned tired of being tossed about by his clothing today. He shook his mother off. “I am going home. As soon as we’re done with this little reunion.”

      “A little hovel somewhere in East London. No, Apollo. You don’t belong there. You belong here. Diana has said you may stay.”

      “I’m not living here.”

      “Then at least give up on this foolish little hobby. You can’t truly mean to become an alchemist. They’re so…” She eyed him up and down. “Dirty.”

      “I do mean to become an alchemist. Apologies for disappointing you so.”

      “But it’s so dangerous. Why, just last year our dear Diana was almost murdered after she married that Royal Alchemist fellow.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Because I am the one who almost murdered her.”

      She slapped his arm. “Pshaw. You would not have. You were just a trifle upset, which is understandable, considering…”

      God, he hated that look of pity. “If you’re scared of anyone it should be me, a useless transcendent without a single ounce of magic in my bones.” Without, even, a soul.

      “No, no. It’s the alchemists, dear. Why, just today another young lady has gone missing. You may know her—Temple Grant’s sister. It’s where I’ve just come from. Dear Diana called upon me for gossip.” His mother pulled herself up tall. If she’d been a chick, her feathers would have ruffled with pride.

      If Apollo were a chicken—and he most likely was—his feathers would have ruffled, too. But for an entirely different reason. “Missing, you say?”

      “Oh yes. Abducted from right in front of her own home. The cook or someone like that saw it with her own eyes.”

      “Did she?”

      “See? You must return home this very evening. East London is so dangerous. If a girl who’s lived there her whole life⁠—”

      “I believe she lives in Hampstead Heath. Hardly East London, that.”

      “—can come to such an end, then a helpless young lad like you, innocent and⁠—”

      “Mother.”

      She stopped talking only to look at him with eyes rimmed by glinting tears.

      He took her hand and patted it. “I’m not returning here.”

      “But cook will have made a lovely meal. Beef. Asparagus. Diana has left all your grandfather’s wine, and⁠—”

      “No.”

      “We’ll get you new clothes and”—she withdrew her hand from his embrace—“gloves. And we’ll⁠—”

      “No.” He began to climb the stairs.

      She hurried after him. “Diana has more than enough money to provide for you, too.”

      “Absolutely not.” At the top of the stairs, he kept going down the street.

      “Apollo!”

      The foot he’d taken his next step with hovered over the ground. He wet his lips, swallowed to wet his throat. Finally he put the foot down and looked over his shoulder at her.

      His mother stood on the Grosvenor Square mansion’s doorstep. Candlelight from inside flooded out of sparkling clean windows behind her, casting her face in shadow.

      “You do not have to punish yourself,” she said.

      “Punishment? You think that’s what this is about? Look around you. Nothing here belongs to me. And no matter what I do, it never will. I’m not wasting my time mourning what I can’t have. I’m not living on borrowed money and pity.”

      “It’s your birthright as much as hers.” In the gathering night, his mother’s voice seemed small, a fragile thing.

      “My birthright…” He’d been raised to think it so, been raised to know exactly who he was and what his future would look like. Wait till the death of his grandfather, inherit the money, the lands, the magic. Join the House of Lords, manage his estates, marry, sire an heir, then help that pudgy baby boy do the exact same as he had done in the exact same order. His life had been preordained.
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