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          LONDON, AUTUMN 1890

        

      

    

    
      "Tell her she can't have it, India," Miss Glass said from the sideboard where she poured tea. No, not Miss Glass. She was Aunt Letitia to me now that I was Matt's wife.

      Matt's wife, Aunt Letitia…I still wasn't used to it after two weeks, but at least I no longer giggled when someone referred to me as Mrs. Glass.

      I didn't have time to answer Aunt Letitia before Willie snapped, "Tell Letty it ain't up to her. Your old bedroom should go to me, India."

      Aunt Letitia set the teapot down on the sideboard with a thud. She rarely joined us for breakfast, but today was a special occasion, the first day Matt and I were back. However, I was beginning to think she hadn't joined us to talk about our honeymoon but rather to ensure Willie didn't get in first with her request.

      Aunt Letitia rounded on Willie with a ferocious glare that lost much of its effect in the dainty way she held the teacup and the frailty of the woman herself. "It should go to you? I disagree, as does India. Do not appeal to Matthew," she added when Willie turned to him.

      Matt picked up the newspaper that Bristow had set beside his place. He smirked at me before hiding his face behind it.

      "Why me and not Matt?" I asked.

      "You're the mistress of the house," Aunt Letitia said as she sat with her teacup. "The allocation of rooms is up to you, now."

      "Is this why you didn't sort it out while we were away? Because you couldn't agree?"

      Aunt Letitia sipped her tea. Willie stabbed a sausage with her fork and pointed it at the elderly woman opposite. "I moved my things in, then not a minute later, she got Fossett to move 'em back. He refused to move 'em again, so I slept in there anyway so she can't get her way."

      "I outrank you," Aunt Letitia said simply. "Of course the staff listen to me."

      "Pig swill! You're Matt's aunt, and I'm his cousin. We're equal."

      Aunt Letitia clicked her tongue then muttered, "Americans," into her teacup.

      Matt flipped the top of the newspaper down and glared at his aunt then at Willie. "May India and I eat our first breakfast at home together without listening to you two squabbling?"

      "This ain't your first breakfast as man and wife here," Willie said. "Just the first after your honeymoon."

      His glare darkened, and I thought it best to step in before he was forced to choose between his aunt and cousin. Besides, Aunt Letitia was right, and it was now my duty as mistress of the house to make decisions about room allocations. Matt had to pay for the roof over our head, and every piece of furniture in it, as well as the servants' salaries. Frankly, he had the easier job.

      "Why do you want my old room anyway?" I asked his aunt. "Yours is larger."

      "I don't want it for me," she said with a sanctimonious air. "It's for Cyclops. He's been sharing with Duke, but now that your old room has become free, India, they no longer have to."

      Cyclops and Duke arrived at that precise moment. They must have heard their names, because they both sighed and headed for the covered platters of food at the sideboard with stooped shoulders. This was a disagreement that had been going on for a while then, perhaps the entire two weeks of our absence.

      "Why can't Willie move into my old room and Cyclops move into hers?" I asked. "Then all three can have their own space. There, problem solved."

      "Nope," Willie said around her mouthful of toast. "Letty says Cyclops should have the bigger room. He's her favorite."

      Cyclops gave her a smug look.

      "He is not," Aunt Letitia said. "I like Duke equally well."

      Duke gave Willie a smug look too. She rolled her eyes at both men.

      "Cyclops is the biggest," Aunt Letitia went on. "He ought to have the bigger room."

      Willie wiped bacon grease off her lower lip with the back of her hand. "She's calling you fat, Cyclops."

      Cyclops merely grunted a laugh but ever-so-slightly sucked in his stomach as he pulled out a chair at the table.

      Aunt Letitia turned to me. "Well? What have you decided?"

      "I…I need more time." I bit into my slice of toast and chewed slowly.

      Matt folded the newspaper and set it down. His lips were flat but his eyes twinkled. "More coffee, India, or would you rather escape?"

      I narrowed my gaze. "You find this amusing."

      "Infinitely."

      "You're supposed to be on my side now that we're husband and wife."

      "I am on your side," he said as he refilled our coffee cups at the sideboard. "I support whatever choice you make in this regard, and all others."

      The sickening thought that was never far away these past few weeks resurfaced. Would he support my decision to use Lord Coyle's information to blackmail Lord Cox into marrying Patience Glass, thereby freeing Matt to marry me? He knew Lord Coyle could help us, yet he'd refused the offered information, knowing it would put me in his lordship's debt. He didn't know I'd done precisely that. He'd be hurt if he found out. Hurt and furious.

      I tried to push the memory of my betrayal aside, only to fail. I attempted a smile instead.

      Matt tilted his head to the side as he handed me back the cup. "You look pale. Are you all right?"

      I didn't have a chance to tell him I was fine, because Aunt Letitia gasped loudly and almost dropped her teacup. "She's with child!"

      Everyone stared at me. Matt blinked rapidly, his aunt clapped her hands in delight, and Willie looked horrified.

      "I'm not," I said with certainty. It was one rumor I wanted to suppress before it grew legs.

      "It's too soon to know for sure," Aunt Letitia said, picking up her teacup.

      Willie shoved an entire rasher of bacon into her mouth. "Leave her be, Letty," she managed to say.

      "How many times have I asked you to chew with your mouth closed? You weren't brought up by animals."

      "You haven't met my ma."

      Cyclops chuckled, only to stop suddenly upon a stern look from Aunt Letitia.

      Duke leaned forward and lowered his voice. "They've spent too long together. But you're back now, India, and we can fix up the shop. That'll give everyone something to do."

      I'd told Catherine and Ronnie Mason to move into my father's old shop while I was away, but they insisted on waiting until the paperwork was complete. The leasing agreement had been finalized during our absence by our lawyer, and Cyclops had informed me that Catherine and Ronnie were ready to start cleaning the shop today. Everything had an inch of dust covering it, and we also had to remove any watch and clock pieces from the premises into storage. The Watchmaker's Guild had changed their rules to ensure no member could use parts handled by a magician. It was a clause written specifically to prevent Ronnie, their newest member, from purchasing parts cheaply from me. The guild's master, Mr. Abercrombie, had hoped it would prevent them from setting up shop altogether, as a way of getting back at me, but Matt had extended the Mason siblings a loan instead. The look on Abercrombie's face when we'd told him at our wedding had made the day even more memorable.

      Matt rested his hand on my shoulder. I gave it a reassuring squeeze that must have satisfied him because he sat again.

      "I have to meet Fabian Charbonneau this afternoon," I said. "But I'd like to stop by and see Catherine this morning. Let me know when you leave."

      "You're still going to meet that Frenchman?" Cyclops asked, his one eye drilling into me. "Is that wise?"

      "He answered my questions to my satisfaction. I'll get to control any spells I create, if I can create spells at all. We don't yet know. I trust him."

      "I reckon it ain't him you got to worry about," Duke said. "It's your grandfather. Don't let Chronos take your spells from you, even if he says it's to save lives."

      "I can handle Chronos," I assured him.

      "He's her family," Willie said. "He ain't going to betray her. I ain't saying the Frenchman will betray her, but be careful around him, India."

      Aunt Letitia nodded. "Willie's right. Mr. Charbonneau is French, after all. Remember the war."

      "Which one?" Matt asked.

      Aunt Letitia's fingers fluttered at the gray curls artfully arranged at her temple. "I can't recall, but I'm sure they betrayed us in one of them."

      Betray. That word was like a hammer in my head, tapping out an incessant rhythm. I swallowed my coffee and avoided Matt's gaze.

      Duke raised his cup in salute. "Seems like Miss Glass and Willie can agree on something after all."

      Reminded of their squabble, Willie and Aunt Letitia both turned to me and began talking over the top of each other. They didn’t stop until I tapped my butter knife against the plate.

      "Enough," I bit off. "Honestly, who needs children when we have you two? Cyclops, do you mind which room you occupy?"

      "I don't care where I sleep." He gave Aunt Letitia an apologetic shrug.

      "Then you may have Willie's room and she may have my old one."

      Aunt Letitia glared at him.

      He rose quickly and grabbed a slice of toast off his plate. "We have to go. The Masons will be at the shop soon."

      It was the signal for the rest of us to disperse too. Matt, Willie and I met up again in the carriage and drove to St. Martin's Lane, while Cyclops and Duke followed in a cart. We arrived to see Ronnie Mason on a ladder, scraping paint off the façade. Catherine stood nearby, a bucket filled with cleaning cloths at her feet.

      She threw her arms around me before I set foot on the pavement. "Welcome back, Mr. and Mrs. Glass. How was the honeymoon?"

      "Wonderful," I told her. "The weather was warm and the seaside perfect."

      I could still feel the sun on my face and Matt's hand in mine as we walked along Brighton Pier. It had been two weeks of uncomplicated bliss. We hadn't wanted to go far from London and Gabe Seaford, the magician doctor who'd helped me save Matt's life, so we'd chosen Brighton with its short rail journey back to the city.

      "I hope you don't mind," Ronnie said as he descended the ladder. "But I thought I'd get started while we waited for you."

      We all looked up at the remaining letters of the previous sign. Only the word WATCHMAKER was left. The name E. HARDACRE had been obliterated. A weight lifted from my chest and brought tears to my eyes. Tears of happiness.

      Matt pressed his hand to my lower back and stood very close. I lifted my gaze to find him staring at me with that familiar intensity. He loved me. It was there in his eyes, the reassuring touch, the concerned downturn of his mouth.

      And I loved him. He was everything I ever wanted or needed in a husband, friend and lover. He was my future, and I was his. Eddie Hardacre was a distant memory. Matt had helped me erase him from my life as thoroughly as the sign above my family shop had been erased.

      I smiled and took Matt's other hand in mine.

      He winked. "Are you going to give them the key?"

      "Of course! I almost forgot." I fished the key out of my reticule and pressed it into Catherine's palm. "It's yours now."

      She bounced on her toes and grinned. "Come on, Ronnie, let's do it together."

      They both held the key and inserted it into the lock. A stale smell wafted out as Ronnie pushed open the door. Catherine opened the shutters and windows before my eyes had time to adjust to the dimness. The brighter light revealed dust covering the counter, display cases, and clocks. We'd boxed most of the time pieces up and stored them in a warehouse, but the heavier ones remained where they'd stood. Some hadn't been moved in months, and one large long-case clock had occupied the same corner for years.

      I pressed my palms to its case and caressed the warm mahogany. Magic warmth. I recognized it now. My pulse quickened in response and my blood heated in my veins.

      The pendulum in the housing throbbed.

      I snatched my hands back and stared, wide-eyed, at the clock face. Its elegant brass hands held correct time but it was otherwise unremarkable. My old watch used to chime when I was in danger and had even saved my life. It had done those things independently of me. My new watch did not. Nor did it throb like this clock.

      I pressed my hands to the wood paneling again and felt another deep throb that echoed within me. I'd worked on this clock often when I lived here, sometimes out of sheer boredom when I had little else to do. Just like I'd worked on the watch my parents had given me. I'd only tinkered with my new watch a few times. I'd begun to doubt my magic was as powerful as everyone thought and that my old watch had a special magic, put there by my father or grandmother. But now… Perhaps if I handled my new watch more, it would one day respond to me as this clock did. It might even save my life.

      "India?" came Matt's quiet voice in my ear. "Everything all right?"

      I turned to him with a smile. "May we take this one home with us?"

      "I don't see why not. It looks heavy, but Duke and Cyclops will manage."

      "They're still working," Catherine said as she admired a simple mantel clock on a shelf. "They're all running on time."

      "Except this one." Ronnie lifted a black marble clock off the far end of the counter only to immediately set it down again. "It's heavy."

      "We always had trouble with that one," I said. "It never kept correct time."

      Willie opened the glass case and twiddled the hands. "Ha! The great magician ain't so great after all."

      I nudged her aside and fixed the hands to the correct time, even though I knew it would lose an entire minute before dusk. "We'll take it home with us too. The rest can go into storage with the others until we think of something to do with them."

      "Damn guild rule," Duke muttered. "All these clocks and watches will go to waste, and all the spare parts too."

      "Damn Abercrombie," Cyclops said.

      "Speaking of Abercrombie." Ronnie's blue eyes lit up, making him seem more like his spirited sister. Both siblings were slender and fair haired, and some would call them silly, although I knew better. Neither were silly, merely full of youthful exuberance. This new venture would see them mature quickly, but I hoped the burdens of business didn't erode their enthusiastic nature. "Abercrombie is no longer master of The Watchmaker's Guild," he went on. "They forced him to step down."

      "Good," I said. "He didn't deserve to remain as master after he tried to stop you joining. I'm glad the Court of Assistants saw reason and ousted him."

      "It's not just what he did to Ronnie," Matt said. "He tried to block you at every turn too."

      "Nothing has changed there," Catherine said. "The guild still won't allow magicians in."

      "And never will," I added. "None of the guilds will. It'll be the beginning of the end for their artless members if they give out memberships and licenses to magicians. It's understandable. Anyway, it doesn't matter to me. I'm not going to sell timepieces. But you two are, and if you stand about talking all day, this place won't be in a fit state for customers next week."

      It was more satisfying than I cared to admit to learn that Abercrombie had lost his position as guild master. He'd worn the title like a crown and wielded his power like a club. Hopefully the new regime would be less biased toward Ronnie. It wasn't fair that he should be tainted because of his association with me.

      By late morning, we'd made considerable progress, and I'd learned two things. Firstly, that I'd become too comfortable living in Mayfair with servants at my beck and call. My back ached from scrubbing floors and I couldn't lift heavy objects. Secondly, Cyclops and Catherine were still avoiding one another yet couldn't stop stealing glances either.

      I finally caught Catherine alone in the workshop where she was wiping down boxes of parts before packing them in a crate. "Has he spoken to you since the kiss?" I asked.

      "Barely a word. Last time we spoke, we argued. He said the kiss meant nothing. I told him it meant something to me."

      I clasped her hand. "I'm sorry."

      "It's all right, India. Don't be sorry. I don't believe him. It did mean something to both of us. I may be younger than you, but I'm quite experienced in the ways of men. More than you were before you met Matt."

      "Much more," I said then realized how that sounded. "I didn't mean you are a hellion. It's just that I was very naive, hence my mistake with Eddie."

      She pulled a face. "Weasel. At least he's out of your life now."

      I took in the clean bench and floor, the boxed up parts and empty spaces where clocks and watches had cluttered the surfaces for years. It was so bare, and yet the barrenness didn't upset me as much as it had to see Eddie working at the very same bench my father had occupied for years. "What are you going to do about Cyclops?"

      She sighed. "I don't know. Give him time, I suppose, while I settle in to things here."

      "It'll be good to be busy, and for him not to be."

      "What do you mean?"

      "You'll have work to occupy your mind, but after he's finished helping here, he'll have little to do. It'll give him time to think about you and come to the conclusion that he misses you and wants you in his life."

      She sighed again. "I hope so." With a customary toss of her blonde curls, she shrugged off her melancholia and smiled. "Tell me more about your honeymoon. What was it like?"

      "Lovely. The air was fresh, the hotel was—"

      "That's not what I meant, India." She glanced at the door then leaned closer to me. "What was it like? Being with a man?"

      "If you're trying to shock me, you failed. I'm used to Willie and her crassness. As to your question, I'll say that waking up in Matt's arms was delightful."

      She made a sound of disappointment. "You can do better than that. I need more details." She slowly wiped over an already sparkling cog before repeating the action. "Without being too specific, of course. Just generalizations about the…" She searched for the right word before holding up the cog. "The mechanics."

      I took the cog from her and placed it with the others in the box. "I'm sure your mother will discuss it with you when the time comes."

      "Lord, I hope not. Besides, she won't tell me until the day before my wedding."

      "So?"

      She clutched the box of parts to her chest and leveled her gaze with mine. "What if I never marry? I don't want to die a spinster whose castle has never been conquered, India."

      I stared at her, not quite sure which was worse—that she was talking about her death, or that she was considering losing her virginity to a man who was not her husband. I wasn't a prude, but Catherine was not the sort of girl to disregard societal norms. Then again, she had teamed up with her brother to manage their own shop against their parents' wishes, and she wanted to have a relationship with a man they disapproved of. It was time I admitted that. Catherine had a rebellious streak. I just wasn't sure how far that streak stretched.

      "Cyclops won't agree to…conquer your castle unless he marries you," I said. "He's far too honorable."

      She thrust out her chin. "If you won't tell me, I'll ask Willie."

      "You'll do no such thing! Willie will teach you—"

      The door to the shop opened and Matt strolled in. "What's Willie teaching?"

      "Nothing," I said quickly, my cheeks heating.

      Catherine suppressed a smile, and I realized I'd walked right into her trap. If I didn't tell her something, she'd go to Willie, and Willie would tell her more than a respectable woman needed to know.

      "Keeping secrets from me already, Mrs. Glass?" Matt might have said it lightly, but the heat suddenly drained from my face. I felt ill again.

      This secret wasn't going to hurt us, but my other secret would. Every time I thought about it, my insides tied into a knot. Now it felt like someone was pulling the ends of the knot, tightening it.

      "I ought to return home and freshen up before my meeting with Fabian," I said. "Matt, will you accompany me?"

      "Of course." He smiled effortlessly, but I detected uncertainty. We both knew I didn't need an escort, and he'd planned to remain there while I met with Fabian.

      He helped me into the carriage and shut the door. "If you don't want to go to the meeting, you don't have to."

      "It's not that." I blew out a breath, but failed to steady my jangling nerves.

      Matt's frown deepened. "What's wrong?"

      "I have something to tell you and…" I swallowed. "And you're not going to like it."

      He sat back, his shoulders stiff, his sharp eyes focused on me as if that could gouge the words out of me. But the words had become stuck. I didn't know how to say what I needed to say. I didn't know if I should say it, I just knew that I wanted to end the wretched feeling that came over me every time I thought about the agreement I'd made with Lord Coyle.

      Would telling Matt make me feel better? Or would it only make things worse?
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      "Go on," Matt said. "You've come this far, you have to tell me now."

      "Yes. Right. Of course." I swallowed again. It was now or not at all. "The thing is…you see…I was the one who convinced Lord Cox to marry Patience."

      "How?" he asked, his voice threaded with steel.

      "You know how."

      He let the silence stretch as that gaze continued to spear into me. I held it, even though it took all of my willpower to do so. I couldn't look away now and let him think I was ashamed of my actions.

      "It was the only way," I finally said. "If I didn't use Lord Coyle's information to blackmail Lord Cox, he would never have agreed to marry Patience. You would have remained betrothed to her. Indeed, you'd be married by now."

      He broke the connection and turned to look out the window. A pulse throbbed in his throat above his neck cloth. "I asked you not to go to Coyle."

      I took a leaf out of his book and let the silence go on.

      It worked, and he continued talking, albeit in that tight, dark tone that worried me. "Now you owe him, India."

      "I made it clear that I won't extend someone's life with Gabe. He knows I won't do something I don't want to do."

      He slowly turned to face me. His features softened and he looked weary rather than angry. It didn't ease my anxiety or my conscience. "Do you think it matters what promises he made to you? If you refuse to do as he asks, he'll force you."

      "He can't force me to do something I don't want to do."

      He turned back to the window, his elbow resting on the sill. The edge of his finger skimmed over his top lip, a slow deliberate motion that would have been alluring if not for the tension between us.

      "I suppose you're wondering why I waited until after we married before telling you." When he didn't speak, I went on anyway. "I waited because I thought if I told you beforehand, you would have ended our engagement and informed Patience that Lord Cox was being blackmailed into marrying her then married her yourself. I thought you would do it to save me from owing Coyle. And I didn't want you to save me."

      He continued to stare out the window.

      I clutched my reticule tighter. I'd known I'd receive either shouted fury or cold silence, so his reaction wasn't unexpected, but I preferred shouting. At least he would get it out of his system.

      "I wanted you to marry me, Matt, and the only way to do that was to wait until after the wedding to inform you. I couldn't risk you backing out."

      "We married two weeks ago."

      "I enjoyed our honeymoon too much to ruin it." Tears stung my eyes and clogged my throat. Our happiness had come to an abrupt end and all because he hated that I'd betrayed him. How long would it take for him to forgive me? Would he ever completely forgive me or trust me again?

      Neither of us spoke for the remainder of the journey. When we reached number sixteen Park Street, Matt alighted first and held the door open for me, then climbed back inside. I fought back my disappointment but the tears rose again. Not that Matt saw. He seemed to be taking great pains not to look at me.

      Neither of us spoke. He probably couldn't bear to talk to me at that moment, just like he couldn't bear to look at me. For my part, I thought it best not to tell him that I would go against his wishes again if the alternative was to lose him.
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      Fabian had taken a house not far from where we lived. His family was wealthy, having used their iron magic to create marvels of industrial engineering, but he wasn't involved in the family business. Like my grandfather, Fabian was passionate about the possibilities of magic. He wanted to create magical wonders, the likes of which hadn't been seen for centuries, and to do that, he needed to expand his knowledge of the language of magic. But he wasn't powerful enough to do it on his own. According to him, I might possess the necessary power. I wasn't so certain, but I wanted to try. He'd agreed to let me decide what happened to any spells I created. He would not use them against my wishes.

      The only one who knew about Fabian's promise and didn't like it was my grandfather. Chronos had been excited to learn that I might be a powerful magician and he begged me to work with Fabian, but that was before he realized he wouldn't get access to our new spells. I was relieved to see he wasn't at Fabian's house when I arrived.

      But Lady Louisa Hollingbroke was.

      "How lovely to see you again, India." She kissed my cheek as if we were old friends and invited me to sit and have tea, as if she were mistress of the house.

      I glanced at Fabian but he merely watched on with a serious set to his mouth and a small frown connecting his brows. He was a fine looking gentleman, with slicked back hair and a strong jaw, but it was his confidence that set him apart from most men. He seemed sure of himself without being arrogant and equally assured that he would get what he requested. I suspected it was the result of being born into a wealthy family and having an abundance of natural charm. Much like Matt.

      "I wasn't expecting to see you here," I said as I sat.

      "Fabian and I are old friends." Not only were they friends, but she had been the one to tell Fabian about me. It was the first time I'd seen them together, however, and I was struck by how alike they were. Not in looks—he had dark hair where hers was light, and he was considerably taller—but in character. They both exuded easy confidence.

      "Why are you here today?" I pressed. "I thought we'd be alone."

      "That's precisely why I came," she said. "You need a chaperone."

      "I'm a married woman."

      "Married women shouldn't be seen alone with a gentleman any more than unmarried ones. Tongues will wag."

      "My husband isn't worried or he would be here."

      "Perhaps it's not your reputation I'm worried about." She cast a small smile at Fabian, who'd yet to speak more than a greeting.

      His gaze fixed hard on me. Was he avoiding looking at her? It was impossible to tell, although something troubled him. The small crease between his brows hadn't cleared.

      "Louisa will not interrupt us," he said in a lilting French accent. "Please sit. I will bring my papers."

      He left and Louisa poured tea. "Thank you," she said softly.

      "For what?" I asked.

      "For not objecting to me staying. Fabian said he would allow me to remain only if you didn't object."

      I wanted to ask if she and Fabian were courting, but it wasn't my place and it wasn't relevant to my being there. She had no cause for jealousy, and nor did Matt. He knew it, but I wasn't quite sure Louisa did.

      "Am I allowed to object?" I asked, rather snippily. "I didn't think you would care for my opinion."

      She lifted the teacup to her lips. "Fabian cares."

      "And you care about him."

      She sipped.

      I sipped too, and the moment for her to respond passed without a word.

      "The last time we saw one another, we argued," I reminded her.

      "My dear India, that wasn't an argument. Merely a minor differing of opinions. As I recall, you thought Mr. Hendry should be brought to justice for murdering that American cowboy, and I thought he could still make a valuable contribution to society without hurting anyone else."

      "I still think Hendry should be brought to justice, but I know there isn't enough evidence to convict him. I also know Lord Coyle paid for lawyers to help Hendry because he is a magician."

      "Not just any magician. He's the last of his line. If he dies without issue, paper magic dies with him." She set her teacup on the table, her movements dainty and graceful in a way mine would never be. "I have news of Mr. Hendry, as it happens. He married last week."

      I almost spat out my tea. She'd warned me that Lord Coyle would find Hendry a wife, but I hadn't expected it to be so soon. Indeed, I hadn't been entirely sure Hendry would agree to it. He wasn't interested in women, let alone marriage, not even to appease society rules. He had no family to pressure him, and as long as his liaisons were conducted in secret, he wouldn't run afoul of the law.

      "Coyle gave him no choice," she said, as if reading my mind. "He would have miraculously found some incriminating evidence and informed Scotland Yard if Mr. Hendry didn't agree to the marriage. As it happens, Hendry understood the importance of continuing his very special lineage."

      "His bride is a magician?"

      "Yes, but I don't know what type. Coyle wouldn't tell us."

      "Us?"

      "The other members of the Collector's Club. The Delanceys, Sir Charles Whittaker, among others."

      Louisa had joined the club only recently, but I wasn't entirely sure if she was the sort of person they were looking for. While they wanted to collect and trade magical objects for personal enjoyment and profit, she wanted to bring magic into the public consciousness. I was still mystified that Lord Coyle had accepted her into their inner circle. On the other hand, their interests aligned with regard to Mr. Hendry. Neither wanted to see the paper magic lineage end.

      Fabian returned clutching a large leather wallet. "Are you ready, Mrs. Glass?" he asked with a warm smile. "We shall work here, where there is tea and comfortable chairs."

      "Here is fine, but if Louisa is to stay, I'd like to set some rules."

      Louisa swiveled in the chair to face me fully. "There's no need for rules. I won't divulge anything to anyone."

      I settled my gaze on Fabian, who frowned again, this time with curiosity. "She may sit somewhere she can see us but not hear us," I said. "She is not allowed to look at our notes or ask questions about our work."

      "Come now, India," Louisa said with a delicate laugh. "You can trust me."

      "If you are truly here merely as a chaperone, then these rules will not be unwelcome."

      "Fabian—"

      "Agreed." Fabian tugged on the bell pull to summon a servant. "Louisa, if you will be so good as to move to the landing. Sharp will make the area comfortable for you."

      "The landing!" she cried.

      "No rooms adjoin this one." He shrugged an apology as the footman entered. Fabian gave him instructions to set up a table and armchair outside the drawing room and to see that Lady Louisa's needs were met.

      Louisa watched the proceedings in silence, her displeasure at being banished barely disguised. She did not object, however, and when the landing was set up with the chair angled so that she could see into the drawing room, she left with dignity.

      "You can trust her," Fabian said to me as we settled on the sofa.

      I glanced through the doorway to see Louisa watching me coolly. "I don't think she trusts me with you."

      He grunted softly. "It is not what you think between us. We are simply friends."

      I suspected she wished they were more. Whether Fabian wanted that too, I couldn't tell.

      He opened the leather wallet and pulled out several pages with two neat columns of writing. The left column contained one word to a line in a language I didn't recognize, while the right column gave what appeared to be a definition of the corresponding word. That part was in English.

      "Is this it?" I asked on a breath. "The language of magic?"

      He nodded, smiling at my reaction.

      I read down the left column, sounding out the words. When I reached the end, I asked, "Did I pronounce any of them correctly?"

      "Some."

      "How do you know? Are these words from your iron spell?"

      "These four are." He pointed to the top four lines. "The others have been told to me by other magicians. They are simple words for simple spells." He removed the top sheet of paper to reveal more sheets beneath, all packed with handwritten words and descriptions. "These are more complicated ones. Some I learned from magicians, but most are from books I found in private libraries in Europe. I am not sure how to say some."

      "The accent matters."

      He nodded, and I suspected he already knew.

      By the end of our two-hour meeting, I had an aching head, but Fabian no longer needed to correct my pronunciations. I'd also memorized some of the meanings. We'd progressed through a mere three pages. There were a dozen more.

      "You are tired," Fabian said.

      I rubbed my temples. "A little."

      He handed me the three pages. "Take these. They are your copies. I will test you tomorrow."

      I groaned, and he laughed.

      The butler entered with a purposeful stride and a worried look. Louisa followed him, glancing over her shoulder toward the landing where she'd been sitting. I'd forgotten she was there, she'd been so quiet.

      "Mr. Charbonneau, sir." The butler swallowed heavily. "There are three men here."

      "Who?" Fabian asked.

      "They wouldn't give their names, sir. They claim to work for your…" He glanced at me then Louisa.

      "My what?" Fabian prompted. "You may speak in front of my friends. I have nothing to hide."

      The butler leaned forward and whispered, "Your creditor."

      Fabian stiffened. "I will speak with them."

      The butler's cheeks flushed, and he wouldn't meet Fabian's gaze. "They don't want to speak to you, sir. They want to repossess the furniture."

      Fabian shook his head and muttered something under his breath in French.

      "There's been a mistake," Louisa snapped at the hapless butler. "Send the incompetent fools away. If they refuse, use force."

      The butler hesitated, clearly wanting directions from his employer but reluctant to ignore the lady's instructions outright. The result was inactivity and a series of rapid blinks.

      Louisa clicked her tongue and marched off. "I'll do it myself."

      "Louisa, no," Fabian barked. To the butler, he said, "Let the men take what they must."

      "Fabian!" Louisa all but stamped her foot. "You can't give in to thuggery. If this isn't sorted out now, you'll have a devil of a time getting your furniture back."

      "I do not think there has been a mistake," Fabian said heavily.

      Louisa's sharp intake of breath punctured the silence but she had the presence of mind not to question him further. She glanced at the butler. Fabian nodded at him to go.

      The butler still hesitated. "Sir, if I may be so bold…will the staff be paid?"

      Fabian squared his shoulders. "I will pay you what you are owed, but it is best to let go of unnecessary staff."

      The butler balked. "We're all necessary."

      Fabian swallowed. He looked like he was struggling to maintain his composure, but whether he was suppressing anger or distress, I couldn't be sure.

      "Keep the cook, one maid and yourself," Louisa instructed the butler. "Inform the others they will receive their wages before they leave. That will be all."

      The butler exited to the sound of furniture being moved downstairs.

      "I'll see myself out," I said, gathering the papers Fabian had given me.

      "That is not allowed." Fabian crooked his arm for me to take and gave me a smile. "I will escort you and ensure your safe departure."

      I took his arm and we walked out of the drawing room together. Louisa followed.

      "Do not be alarmed, India," Fabian said, patting my hand as we descended the stairs. "It is a financial problem, that is all. I must learn to live more…how do you say? Frugal?"

      "Frugally."

      "Financial problem?" Louisa asked from close behind. She sounded quite upset, more so than Fabian. "How can that be?"

      Another elegant wave of his hand dismissed her question. "Do not trouble yourself, dear ladies."

      Louisa huffed but didn't ask any more questions. I wished she'd persisted. I wanted to know how a member of one of the wealthiest families in France didn't have enough money to pay for furniture and a full staff. And how he could be so accepting when his belongings were being removed as he escorted his guests out.

      Fabian greeted the tall, gangly man overseeing his two thick-necked colleagues as they carried out the marble-topped hall table. "Please, will you allow my friends to pass," he said.

      The man stepped aside and touched the brim of his hat as Fabian escorted me through the doorway. Louisa did not follow, and Fabian didn't ask her to leave.

      He assisted me down the front steps. "Do not worry, India. I am not leaving London."

      Was that the intention of the person or people behind the repossession? To cut off Fabian's supply of credit and force him to leave London and end our association? It was a delicate topic and impolite to ask, so I merely smiled and nodded before walking off in the direction of home.
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        * * *

      

      "It was quite strange," I told Aunt Letitia as we sat in the drawing room, waiting for the others to return from the shop. "He didn't seem shocked. He must have expected it. Although I think he was embarrassed to have his furniture repossessed in front of his guests." I studied the shirt I was mending yet hardly noticed the stitches. My mind was still on the scene that had transpired at Fabian's. "Louisa was more put out. She seemed to think it an impossibility that such a thing could happen to him."

      "Isn't his family wealthy?" Aunt Letitia asked.

      "Very. So why can't he pay his creditors?"

      She took the shirt from me and plucked the needle out of my fingers. "You're going to prick your thumb if you don't concentrate."

      "Oh. Thank you."

      "His family must have cut off his allowance," she went on.

      "But surely he has an income from other sources," I said. "He must have investments, like Matt."

      She peered at me over the rim of her spectacles. "If he has devoted his adult life to learning about magic then he may not have an income other than what his family gives him. I doubt he has ever had to worry about where his next meal comes from or who pays his staff's wages."

      Willie breezed in, followed by Cyclops and Duke. But not Matt. "Who're you talking about?" she asked as she threw herself into an armchair.

      "Get up!" Miss Glass cried. "You're filthy."

      "I washed." Willie stretched out her hands, palms up. Her shirtsleeves had been rolled to her elbows and she wore no jacket, only a waistcoat. "We all did."

      Matt finally entered and went straight to the sideboard to pour a drink from the decanter. His aunt frowned her disapproval at him drinking liquor before dinner, but she didn't say anything. He downed the contents in one gulp and went to pour another, but stopped.

      "Anyone else?" he asked.

      Willie put up a finger but the others declined with sheepish glances at Aunt Letitia. She continued sewing.

      Matt handed the glass to Willie and sat without pouring himself another. I was more relieved than I cared to admit. By his own admission, Matt used to drink too much. I didn't want to cause him to return to old habits. The tension in the air was awful, however, and I almost reached for the decanter myself just to do something.

      I gathered my nerves and faced him instead. As if he felt my gaze, he finally looked up. His eyes were shadowed, his lids heavy, but I was relieved he could at least look at me.

      "How was your afternoon with Charbonneau?" he asked.

      "Fine, for the most part," I said. "I learned some new words. But just before I left, his furniture was repossessed."

      His brows arched, a silent request for more information. I told them what I'd told Aunt Letitia.

      "Serves him right," Willie said when I finished.

      "How?" Duke asked.

      "He shouldn't be relying on his pa's money. He should get his own."

      Cyclops nodded agreement, but Duke didn't look convinced. "His parents are still alive, aren't they? He won't inherit anything until his father dies, is my guess. It ain't easy to get your own money when you got nothing to invest in the first place."

      "He could work," Willie shot back. "Like the rest of us."

      "You don't work."

      Willie sank into the chair. "That's different."

      "I don't work," Matt pointed out. "Not in the traditional sense. I inherited everything I have."

      "You worked for the law back home," she pointed out. "We all did."

      "You can't compare the small amount we earned to what my father's estate gives me. He amassed a fortune. Not me."

      "Why're you brooding?"

      Matt fell into silence.

      Willie frowned and turned to me. "India?"

      "Fabian's family must have cut him off," I said quickly. "Unless Fabian finds another line of credit, he can't stay in London much longer."

      Thankfully Willie didn't ask me again why Matt was unhappy, but I suspected the conversation would arise again later.

      Duke snapped his fingers. "Coyle!"

      I gasped then pressed my fingers to my lips.

      "What about him?" Matt asked, sitting forward.

      "Coyle will lend him money if Charbonneau asks," Duke said. "He's interested in magic and wants India to learn more about it."

      Matt sat back again, shaking his head. "Charbonneau wants to expand the use of magic whereas Coyle wants to keep it private and exclusive. If India and Fabian manage to create more spells, it might devalue his collection."

      "Or it might give him something new to collect," Cyclops said.

      Nobody spoke and the silence blanketed us, hot and smothering. Matt's gaze wandered to the sideboard where his glass sat empty. Then it drifted to me.

      I swallowed heavily. "Coyle's motives are not yet clear," I said.

      "He's only interested in helping people if he can get something in return," Matt said.

      "True, but if the alternative is to fail or lose something precious, Fabian might deem the risk worth it."

      Matt looked away.

      Willie screwed up her nose. "Charbonneau will only have to return to France and beg his family to give him his allowance. That ain't so bad."

      "Isn't it?" I snapped.

      Willie cocked her head to the side. "What's wrong?"

      Neither Matt nor I said a word.

      Aunt Letitia lowered the shirt to her lap. "Are you cross with him because of afternoon tea next week?" she asked me.

      I blinked. "Pardon?"

      "That's not Matthew's fault. I organized it."

      "What afternoon tea?"

      "The one with Beatrice and the girls. I just told you about it. Honestly, India, you're so forgetful sometimes."

      "They haven't returned to London yet," I said.

      She picked up the letter she'd been reading upon my entry an hour earlier. "They arrive back in two days. It is early to be returning to the city but my sister-in-law loathes the countryside, as do the two girls. Patience won't be coming of course, just the two unmarried ones."

      "Aunt Beatrice agreed to have afternoon tea with you?" Matt asked.

      "She did. I'm sure it's to bury the hatchet with India and start afresh. Now that you are married, she'll want to make her peace with the future Lady Rycroft. Her own future depends on it."

      "Huh?" Willie asked. "What's India got to do with her future?"

      "She doesn't want me to send her away if her husband dies before her," I said. "After Matt inherits the title and estate, he could ask her to leave."

      "But I won't," he said.

      Aunt Letitia passed the shirt back to me, her eyes clear and bright. "But Beatrice doesn't know that, and I see no reason to reassure her. So you see, India, you shouldn't worry about the afternoon tea. You have the advantage over her." She rose. "Now, stop snapping at Matthew so I can change for dinner with a clear conscience. I suggest you all change, too. You can't dine dressed like you've spent the day at the docks."

      Willie watched her leave, leaning forward until she was out of sight. Then she slapped her hands down on the chair arms. "What's really wrong between you two?"

      Matt merely shook his head so I did too.

      "You're both as tense as bow strings," she went on. "Go on, tell me."

      Cyclops shushed her. "Leave 'em be."

      "Nope. I can't stand it no more." She shot to her feet and stamped her hands on her hips. "If you two don't fix it soon, it'll tear you apart. I've seen it happen to good people."

      Matt rose. "Nothing's wrong, Willie." He held out his hand to me. "Shall I help you dress for dinner?"

      I placed my hand in his and smiled as he closed his fingers. "Thank you."

      We left, the picture of a perfect couple.

      He let go of my hand as soon as the bedroom door closed behind us and headed for the dressing room, tugging on his neckerchief. I followed.

      "We should talk about this," I said.

      "There's nothing more to say. You told me your motives for going to Coyle, and I told you why I objected. Neither of us will agree the other was right." He removed the neckerchief and started on his shirt buttons.

      I crossed my arms. "You can't be angry at me forever."

      He clicked his tongue as a button gave him trouble. "Damn it," he muttered.

      I stepped closer and took his hands, drawing them away. I undid the button, slowly. He fixed his gaze on a point above my head, as if my nearness didn't affect him. But the throb of the vein at his throat and the sudden intake of breath gave him away.

      "You're wrong if you think Coyle would leave me alone if I hadn't gone to him about Cox," I said softly. I finished with the top button and moved down to the next. "He would have found something else to trap me, or made something up."

      "You don't know that."

      Another button released, I parted his shirt to reveal the patch of smooth skin above the smattering of dark hair on his chest. I leaned closer so that he would feel the heat of my breath and the pillow of my breasts. His Adam's apple jumped. I resisted the urge to kiss him there and continued to the next button.

      "At least this way we can face him together," I murmured. "If I'd never gone to him, and you married Patience, I would be on my own against him."

      "I wouldn't allow it."

      I pressed my palm against his chest to capture the vibrations of his voice. "You wouldn't have a choice. Your conscience wouldn't let us be together, even in a platonic way."

      He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. "India…" he murmured.

      I stared at the vein in his throat until my vision blurred from my tears, then I pressed my lips to it. The rhythm of my blood synchronized with his.

      He circled his arms around me and held me tightly, tucking my head beneath his chin. "Together," he said. "Forever."
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        * * *

      

      I continued to meet with Fabian over the next week. Each time I went, something was different. First, it was the absence of a footman. The parlor was almost bare and the drawing room rug had disappeared. Finally, the tea service came in an ordinary set that was most likely the one used by the servants.

      One thing remained the same, however: Louisa. She sat on the landing during each of my visits, watching us. She always arrived before me and welcomed me cheerfully, inviting me to sit and have tea. Fabian's smile tightened at the edges but he never asked her to leave.

      He looked weary, which was understandable considering his worsening finances. I never commented on the missing furniture or staff, not even when the slice of cake he served tasted salty. The butler must be trying his hand at baking.

      The only time I commented on the situation was when Fabian seemed unfocused toward the end of the week. I'd already repeated myself three times and not received an answer, so I tapped his arm.

      "Are you all right, Fabian?" I asked when he blinked at me.

      "Bien sur." He shook his head when he realized he'd responded in French. "My apologies. Yes, I'm fine."

      "You look exhausted."

      "I am not sleeping well." He attempted a smile, but I wasn't reassured. "Please, sit, and we will begin."

      Louisa had been about to leave us to sit on the landing, but she stopped. "My poor Fabian." She looped her arm around his and hugged it. "Do take care of yourself, darling. I would be most upset if you fell ill."

      My poor Fabian? Darling? Had their relationship changed from one of friendship to something more? Or had I been blind to it all along? If so, Fabian had lied.

      He extricated himself from her grasp. "Thank you, Louisa. Please, if you would leave us to work in peace."

      "Of course." She touched his cheek in a sweet, intimate gesture.

      He flinched. "Please, Louisa." The hint of steel was light but I heard it, as did she.

      Her nostrils flared, but she moved away as asked.

      The following day, I received a message from Fabian in the morning asking me to meet him at his new address in Chelsea. Because of the extra distance, and the drizzling rain, I took the carriage and asked the coachman to return in two hours. I regretted sending him away when no one answered my knock.

      I was about to go in search of a hack when I thought I heard a shout from inside. I tried the door and, finding it unlocked, opened it. Louisa's voice carried down the stairs but I couldn't see her.

      "Stop being so stubborn!" she all but shouted. "Let me help you. I can pay for the other house. This one is not worthy of you."

      "No, Louisa." Fabian's voice wasn't as loud but I heard it clearly.

      "Listen to me, darling."

      I shouldn't be eavesdropping on their private conversation, and backed up toward the front door again to leave. Then Fabian scolded Louisa, and I found my feet wouldn't move. I had to hear more.

      "Do not call me that," he said. "I am not your darling. I am not your anything."

      "You should be," she snapped.

      "Stop this. You are going mad."

      "You are the mad one, Fabian. Think about what I'm proposing."

      "I have. The answer is no. I told you that when you asked me the first time."

      "You haven't considered it properly. Listen, Fabian. I have more money than I know what to do with. I can support us in a Mayfair house with dozens of servants. You'll never have to crawl back to your family and beg them to reinstate your allowance. You can rub their noses in your good fortune."

      "No, Louisa. Marrying you will mean I can never go back to France."

      Marry her? Good lord, she had proposed to him and he'd rejected her! Poor Louisa.

      "So?" she pressed. "What's in France for you?"

      "My family," he bit off.

      "The family that wants to control and manipulate you. The family that cut off your allowance and are forcing you to live like this!"

      "This is not a terrible place." He sounded amused. "There are artists and writers nearby, and my landlady is a good woman."

      "Don't pretend with me. You and I are alike, and I know that living like this—"

      "We are not alike." He growled something in French and footsteps stomped overhead.

      I retreated outside and was about to knock, pretending I'd just arrived, when a woman dressed in widow's black approached from the street. She introduced herself as the landlady.

      "I'm here to visit Mr. Charbonneau," I told her. "He's expecting me."

      She invited me inside and closed the door behind us, loudly. Fabian appeared a moment later on the stairs.

      Louisa didn't stay for our meeting. She smiled tightly at me then went on her way, ignoring the landlady who opened the door for her.

      It took a full thirty minutes before Fabian relaxed, but once he did, he was the most cheerful he'd been in the past week. He didn't mention Louisa, and I didn't ask about her.

      I couldn't stop thinking about her, however. She was right, and marrying her would solve Fabian's financial problems. She was a wealthy woman with her own fortune that would become his if they wed. Why would his family reject her if their fathers had been friends? Why would Fabian reject her?

      The answer to that was quite clear—he didn't love her. Perhaps he didn't even like her.

      She, however, seemed very keen to have him. Because she loved him? Or was there another reason that had more to do with his magic?
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