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          LONDON, SPRING 1891

        

      

    

    
      I’d been worried about having Aunt Letitia’s friend and her niece for dinner ever since sending out the invitation a few days ago. After all, Lady Sloane was the widow of an earl, the daughter of a marquess, and a friend to Matt’s rather snobbish aunt. If they were anything alike, Lady Sloane would spend the entire evening with her nose wrinkled and her lips pinched as banter ricocheted around the room like bullets.

      But I needn’t have been concerned. Willie, Duke and Cyclops didn’t rile one another like they usually did; they were all on their best behavior. In Cyclops’s case, I suspected it was due to the presence of Catherine Mason, his fiancée. Willie was too intrigued by Lady Sloane’s niece to pay Duke any attention, which explained why he resorted to an observational role. It helped enormously that Lady Sloane took our eclectic group in her stride. She wasn’t a snob at all. Indeed, she was rather captivated by Gabe Seaford, our doctor friend, who’d joined us with his fiancée, Miss O’Dwyer. By the time the fourth course was served, she’d agreed to a tour of the Belgrave Hospital for Children where he worked. From the pleased look on Gabe’s face, I suspected he planned to ask her to contribute to the hospital’s refurbishment fund. Matt had already agreed to donate a substantial sum earlier.

      With conversations flowing easily, I wasn’t called upon to fill any awkward silences, something for which I was thankful. I wasn’t very good at idle chatter. Without any particular responsibility as a hostess, I was able to freely observe my guests, which proved a fascinating study. Lady Sloane’s niece, Lady Helen, had quickly become enamored with Lord Farnsworth and Willie. She’d been seated beside Lord Farnsworth because they were both unwed nobility of marriageable age and the entire purpose of the dinner was to introduce them.

      Aunt Letitia had insisted Willie sit on Lady Helen’s other side, even though that meant having two women next to each other, something which I thought Aunt Letitia would abhor. But now, watching the two of them together, I considered it a master stroke in seating arrangements. Lady Helen and Willie might be from different worlds, but they were cut from the same cloth.

      “You’re so fortunate to have traveled, Miss Johnson,” Lady Helen gushed. “The furthest I’ve been is Paris. My aunt promised to take me mountaineering in the Alps last summer, but our plans fell through.”

      “You could go this year instead,” Willie said.

      “Every time I mention it, she changes the topic.” Lady Helen stabbed her fork into the gratin potato with vigor while glaring across the table at her aunt, seated opposite.

      Lady Helen was a tall woman of about twenty with broad shoulders that were emphasized by the wide neckline of her bodice and clouds of blush-pink tulle attached to the tops of the sleeves. The spray of freckles across an equine nose stopped her from being conventionally pretty, but there was something compelling about her that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Clearly both Lord Farnsworth and Willie thought so too, because they seemed enthralled.

      “You are quite the adventuress,” Lord Farnsworth declared.

      “Unfortunately not, my lord,” Lady Helen said. “But I would like to be. Visiting exotic lands, meeting new people and seeing things that few ladies ever see, that is my dream.”

      “You don’t wish to settle down with a husband?”

      “One day, yes, but not yet.”

      “Excellent, excellent.” He picked up his wine glass, tossed her a cavalier smile, and sipped. I suspected he liked the sound of settling down “one day.” He wasn’t ready yet either, so he’d recently told me.

      Lady Helen’s gaze slid to her aunt, who’d been surreptitiously watching the interaction between her niece and Lord Farnsworth. So had Aunt Letitia. The two friends seemed keen for the couple to make a match.

      On paper they were well suited. Both were wealthy and titled. But I suspected that was where the similarity ended. Lord Farnsworth was all froth and one had to dig very deep to unearth the substance. Sometimes I wasn’t sure there was any substance to unearth. Lady Helen, however, seemed to be overflowing with it. She was certainly interesting.

      “Do you like horses?” Lord Farnsworth asked her.

      “Oh yes, I ride all the time at home.”

      “What about the races?”

      “I’ve been to Ascot, of course, but I prefer to ride horses myself than watch others from the sidelines. It’s so invigorating. Liberating too. I’m allowed to ride around the estate without a chaperone. Speaking of riding, have either of you ridden a bicycle?”

      Lord Farnsworth snorted a laugh but tried to cover it up with a cough when he realized she was serious.

      “I reckon it would be fun,” Willie said.

      “It is. There’s a man in the nearby village who owns one. I convinced him to let me ride it, twice. I fell off the first time, but in my defense, I was quite unprepared. I wore the wrong clothes.”

      Willie gave a knowing nod. “Skirts got in the way?”

      “They did. I borrowed a pair of my brother’s riding breeches for my second turn. I didn’t fall off once, not even when I steered the vehicle onto Trenton’s Hill—which I did by design, you understand. Level ground is so dull, I find.”

      Willie raised her glass in salute. “Here’s to hills and bumps.”

      Lady Helen indicated Willie’s clothing. Dressed in trousers, stiff shirt, waistcoat, bowtie and jacket, Willie’s attire had raised eyebrows when our guests arrived, but I was grateful she’d chosen to wear evening clothes and not her usual cowboy buckskins. “Men’s clothes are so much more comfortable than ours, don’t you find, Miss Johnson?”

      “Aye, and more practical. Last time I wore a dress, I got kidnapped.”

      Lord Farnsworth scoffed. “There was no connection between the abduction and you wearing a dress.”

      “There was. If I’d been wearing trousers they would have thought me a man and not bothered. Most folk make the mistake of thinking women won’t fight back.”

      Duke pointed his knife at her, proving he was listening in. “You didn’t fight back hard enough or they wouldn’t have successfully kidnapped you.”

      “I was caught by surprise,” she told Lady Helen. “But I shot at them first chance I got and escaped.”

      Lady Helen’s eyes widened. “How thrilling. Do you own a gun?”

      Willie straightened and squared her shoulders. “Yes, ma’am, I do. My Colt revolver’s a nice piece. Want to see it?”

      “Yes, please, but perhaps not tonight.” She cast a warning glance at her aunt.

      “Tomorrow,” Lord Farnsworth declared. “Call on us here. Have your maid chaperone you. We can easily circumvent her, can’t we, Willie?”

      “Aye, we can.” Willie winked at Lady Helen.

      Lady Helen smiled. “I think I’m going to become firm friends with both of you.”

      Lord Farnsworth returned her smile somewhat shyly. “I do hope so.”

      When the ladies retreated to the drawing room after dinner, Willie joined us instead of remaining behind to smoke and drink with the gentlemen as she usually did. She and Lady Helen fell into conversation about the American west, while Miss O’Dwyer, Aunt Letitia and Lady Sloane chatted on the sofa. It gave me an opportunity to speak quietly to Catherine.

      “How are the wedding plans coming along?” I asked.

      “Very well indeed. My mother is throwing herself into making my dress with great enthusiasm.” She smiled into her glass of sherry. “It makes a nice change to her earlier reticence.”

      Ever since Cyclops had saved Catherine’s rambunctious younger brother from getting into trouble with some wayward youths, Mr. and Mrs. Mason had taken a liking to him. They now saw him as someone capable of protecting their only daughter rather than someone who would make her life more difficult. Their acceptance meant the world to Cyclops, but I knew Catherine would have run off with him if her parents had never come around. She had an adventurous streak too, although it wasn’t quite as wild as Willie’s and Lady Helen’s.

      “Did he tell you we’re going to move into the residence above the shop?” she asked.

      The shop and rooms above it had once been my home, before my father died. I’d almost lost it when my former fiancé inherited it instead of me, but his illegal actions had seen ownership revert to me. The rental income now went to my grandfather for the remainder of his life.

      “Does your brother mind you both living with him?” I asked.

      “It was his idea. It’ll only be temporary, until we find something more permanent of our own.”

      “You are very welcome to stay here. This has been Cyclops’s home for a while now so it’s only natural it should be yours too.”

      She gave me a warm smile. “That’s kind of you, but it’s rather crowded here, and I think I prefer to be mistress of my own house. Isn’t Nate moving into the police station residence until we’re married, though?”

      “He was going to, but we talked him out of it today. Didn’t he tell you?”

      “Not yet, but I’ve hardly spoken to him since I arrived. It doesn’t surprise me he decided against the idea. Why would he want to move in with bachelor policemen when he can live in comfort here and have excellent meals?” She nudged my elbow. “He’s going to miss Mrs. Potter’s cooking when we’re married.”

      “She’ll give you some of his favorite recipes.”

      She closed her hand over mine. “Thank you for talking him out of moving into the policemen’s quarters, India. I was worried it would mean he’d be given more night shifts, and with the way the city is at the moment…” She heaved a sigh.

      The situation was volatile of late, and I’d been worried about Cyclops too. As a police constable, he was at the forefront whenever law enforcement was called to a fight between the artless and magicians. Most of the disturbances were started by members of the various craft guilds, spurred on by Mr. Abercrombie, the former master of the Watchmaker’s Guild, but sometimes the magicians were to blame. A small number taunted their artless counterparts with accusations of inferior craftsmanship, drawing them into retaliation.

      I rarely went out anymore, and when I did, Matt insisted on coming with me. Shopping had lost its appeal and walks in the park had become an exercise in keeping to myself. While few artless or magicians knew my face, many had come to know my name. Once they heard it, I was either followed or hounded. Magicians wanted me to extend their magic, and the artless wanted me to encourage other magicians to retreat back into hiding. Both sides saw me as some sort of leader when I was far from it.

      When the men rejoined us, the noise level rose a little, but I didn’t mind. Indeed, I welcomed their company. My mood dampened a little toward the end of the evening, however, when Gabe Seaford joined me for a quiet conversation out of the earshot of others. He looked troubled, and when Gabe was troubled, so was I.

      It could be said that he was the most important person in our lives. Without him, Matt would not be alive. He’d saved Matt by speaking the healing spell into his watch while I spoke the extension spell to ensure the medical magic lasted longer. We didn’t know how long the healing magic would last this time, but we knew when it faded again that Matt needed Gabe’s magic or he’d die. I was determined to stay within a day’s journey of Gabe until we were comfortably in our old age.

      “I think I ought to tell you that I’ve been to see Mr. Steele a number of times in the last few weeks,” he said as he settled beside me on the sofa.

      “Do you mean in your capacity as a doctor?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      I clicked my tongue. “Chronos should see a general practitioner if he’s feeling unwell, not you. You’re far too busy at the hospital to be bothered with house calls.”

      “I don’t mind. We talk about magic, which I don’t have the opportunity to do very often. I’ve learned a great deal about it through him.”

      Gabe had not known he was a doctor magician until he met us last year. Having never known the father from whom he’d inherited his rare gift, he’d had to use instinct when it came to reciting his life-saving spell.

      “I’m sure that’s why he enjoys your company too,” I said. “Chronos lives and breathes magic, and he’ll take any opportunity to talk about it.”

      Gabe’s warm eyes dulled and he looked down at his hands resting in his lap.

      “Something’s the matter, isn’t it? Of course it is or you wouldn’t be visiting him.” My heart tripped over itself as I searched Gabe’s face for answers.

      “He’s ill.”

      “How ill?”

      “It’s impossible to say. His stomach complaint isn’t improving—"

      “Stomach complaint? I thought it was indigestion.”

      He shook his head. “I’m afraid I don’t know what it is. Another physician he saw also doesn’t know.”

      I swallowed heavily. “Will it… Will it kill him?”

      “I don’t think so. Not yet, anyway. I think the greater problem is that he’s feeling his age lately. He seems melancholy. Would you agree?”

      “No. I mean, yes, I suppose.” I shook my head to clear it. “The truth is, I haven’t noticed much change in him, but now I’m wondering if he’s hiding his true feelings from me to stop me worrying.”

      “It’s possible.”

      “How melancholy is he?”

      “Hard to say. He simply doesn’t seem like his usual spirited self to me, but I don’t know him as well as you do.”

      Sometimes I wasn’t sure I knew Chronos particularly well either. He had entered my life a mere year ago, and our relationship had been on shaky ground since the beginning. Having abandoned my grandmother and father, he’d disappeared overseas for years and been presumed dead. His reappearance had come as a shock, and his lack of remorse for his actions had angered me. I wasn’t sure I’d made my peace with him yet.

      Perhaps it was time I did.

      I smiled at Gabe. “Thank you for telling me. You are a dear friend.” I glanced at Miss O’Dwyer, now chatting to Matt, Cyclops, Catherine and Duke. “Have you set a date yet?”

      His face softened as he watched the pretty woman laughing at something Cyclops said. “Late summer. I can’t wait to present her with the ring I’m having made. I’m collecting it in two days. I hope she likes it.”

      “I’m sure she will because you gave it to her. She seems delightful and has such a happy countenance. I think you two will do very well together.” My smile faded as something occurred to me. “Does Miss O’Dwyer have family in Ireland still?”

      “They live in County Cork, but she moved here two years ago. She’s an excellent nurse.”

      I hardly heard him after he mentioned her family were still in Ireland. I shouldn’t pry into his private affairs, but I had to know. What happened to Gabe affected Matt in a very important way. “She may wish to return there some day, perhaps to raise a family.”

      Gabe knew what I was fishing for in my cumbersome way. “We won’t be moving out of England, India. I have no plans to leave London, in fact. Not while the hospital needs me. It needs her, too, and she loves working there as much as I do.” He clasped my hand. “You don’t have to worry.” His grip tightened, and he wouldn’t meet my gaze.

      “What is it?” I hedged.

      “We talked about this once, but I want to make sure we still have an understanding. What I’ve done for Matt can’t happen for anyone else. I spoke the spell into his watch to save him that day because the medical magic was already in it.”

      “Someone else played God, you mean.”

      He nodded. “The decision had already been made by my father to keep Matt alive using magic. I was simply honoring that, and I will continue to do so if required. But I won’t do it for someone else, no matter how important they are to you or me.” His lips stretched in a flat, humorless smile. “I’m afraid if I start, I might never stop.”

      “I understand, and I won’t ask it of you. Thank you, Gabe. Gratitude doesn’t seem like enough to repay you for what you’ve done, but…thank you.”
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      I was seated at my dressing table, hairbrush in hand, when there was a light knock on the bedroom door. Matt opened it, and in shuffled Aunt Letitia dressed in a jade-green dressing gown embroidered with gold dragons. She carried a chocolate pot in one hand and cup in the other.

      She set them on the table before me. “Just a little something to help you sleep, India.”

      “That’s very kind of you.” I eyed her closely, waiting for her to tell me the real reason for her visit.

      She poured the chocolate into the cup and handed it to me, smiling. “Drink up.”

      I glanced at Matt. He merely shrugged. I sipped. It was rather bitter, not like the velvet-smooth chocolate Mrs. Potter usually prepared. “Did you make this yourself?”

      “I did. Go on. Drink.”

      I sipped again to please her, but it was much too bitter for me. Not that I would tell her. She was quite inept in the kitchen, so for her to do this was special. “Thank you. It was very thoughtful of you.”

      “My pleasure. Goodnight and sweet dreams. Matthew, make sure she finishes every last drop.” She patted his cheek fondly then let herself out.

      I stood and removed my dressing gown with Matt’s assistance. “How odd. She’s never brought me chocolate before.”

      “You’re not going to finish it?”

      “It’s not to my taste.”

      He picked up the cup, sniffed the contents, and sipped. “I don’t mind it.” He sipped again then drained the cup.

      As he undressed, he said, “Aunt Letitia must have wanted to show her appreciation for the dinner. Her friend seemed to enjoy herself, despite giving Willie a wide berth most of the evening.”

      “Perhaps that’s why she enjoyed herself.”

      He grinned. “Her niece seemed to like Willie’s company well enough.”

      We climbed into bed and I extinguished the lamp on my bedside table, but Matt left his on. His expression had taken on a faraway look.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “What were you and Gabe discussing?”

      “His upcoming marriage.”

      “You looked serious, and that is not a serious subject.”

      I smoothed my hand over the jacquard bedcover, giving it my full attention so as not to be caught in his intense gaze.

      Matt placed his hand over mine. “India?” When I still didn’t look at him, he touched my chin and gently turned my face to his. “What’s wrong?”

      I lifted my gaze. My heart dove at the worry in his eyes. “It was nothing,” I said quickly to reassure him. “We were talking about Ireland, that’s all.”

      “Ah. And whether they planned to move there, I assume.”

      I snuggled into him, resting my head on his chest. The steady rhythm of his heartbeat, as regular as clockwork, always made my own heart swell with happiness. “He says they’re staying in London. It was quite a relief to hear it.”

      He stroked my hair back from my face. “Anything else?”

      “Chronos is sicker than he’s letting on, but Gabe doesn’t think he’s dying. Not yet, anyway.”

      “We’ll keep an eye on him. So was there something more you two talked about?”

      I tilted my head to look at him. He watched me with an earnest expression. He knew there was more. I didn’t want to tell him, however. Matt might one day need Gabe’s magic to boost his health again, and if he was reminded of how adamant Gabe was not to use it, he would refuse to ask.

      I held no such qualms. Gabe said he wouldn’t use his magic to save the lives of others. If Matt needed him again, I would not hesitate to ask.

      I closed my eyes before his intense gaze drilled the truth out of me. “There was nothing more.”

      He circled me in his arms and kissed the top of my head. I felt rather than heard his deep exhalation, a sure sign that he didn’t believe me but wasn’t going to press me for an answer. Keeping secrets from Matt was almost impossible, and something I hated doing, but when it came to the matter of his life, I would lie a thousand times and never regret it.
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      According to Mrs. Bristow the housekeeper, Willie returned home at dawn. When Willie finally got out of bed in the early afternoon, I cornered her in the sitting room and asked where she’d gone after our guests left and the rest of the household retired.

      She raised the newspaper to avoid looking at me. “Visiting a friend.”

      “Who?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Brockwell?”

      “I said it ain’t none of your business, India.”

      I appealed to Aunt Letitia, sitting on the sofa with her embroidery. Despite wearing spectacles, she squinted as she poked the needle through the fabric. She didn’t notice me and didn’t appear to be listening to our conversation anyway.

      I rearranged the flowers in the vase on the table next to Willie and repositioned the framed photographs on the console table under the window, all the while humming a tune.

      When I turned around, Willie was peering at me over the top of the newspaper, smiling. “You really want to know, don’t you?”

      “Not in particular. I was simply making conversation.”

      “Ha!”

      “I can see you had a good time, and that’s all that matters.”

      Her smile turned secretive. “I had a real good time.”

      “Speaking of Brockwell…”

      “We weren’t.”

      I was pleased to see that mentioning his name didn’t diminish her smile. Indeed, it seemed to widen. “Speaking of Brockwell, are you two friends again?”

      The last time I’d spoken to her about the detective inspector, she’d informed me that he’d asked her to marry him and she’d refused. Her rejection had resulted in increased tension between them which made both of them miserable. She missed him. I knew that with absolute certainty. But whether she missed him enough to capitulate and marry him was another matter entirely. And I didn’t have a clue as to whether he missed her enough to return their relationship to the way things had once been.

      Willie looked like the cat that caught a mouse. “Jasper and me are more than friends again.”

      I gasped. “That’s marvelous! Why didn’t you tell me? He could have come to dinner last night.”

      “No, he could not,” Aunt Letitia piped up.

      Willie and I both turned to her. “Why not?” I asked.

      “Because that would have made thirteen, and no dinner party can have such an unfortunate number of guests. Remember that, India. It’ll be important when you move to the country and host dinners more often.”

      I dismissed her with a wave. “It’ll be years before Matt inherits Rycroft Hall.”

      “My brother is getting on in years and his ruddy complexion suggests he’s hardly the healthiest individual. You ought to ask that lovely young doctor how long he thinks Richard has left in this world.”

      “That’s a little morbid, don’t you think?”

      She emitted a small sound of derision through her nose. “It’s only morbid if one cares.”

      Willie lifted the newspaper higher to hide her face as she leaned closer to me and whispered, “Have you noticed how she talks a lot about death lately?”

      “Does she?” I whispered back.

      “Not her own, but other people’s. I reckon she’s got a connection to the afterlife on account of her age and the spirits are communicating with her.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You are quite mad, Willie.”

      “Me? I ain’t the one talking to spirits.” She snapped the pages of the newspaper to straighten it and resumed reading. “Can’t a person get some peace around here?”

      Bristow appeared at the door and announced the arrival of Lord Farnsworth. His lordship sauntered in looking pleased with himself. He bowed to Aunt Letitia and me, and he even shook Willie’s hand.

      She eyed him warily. “What’s going on?”

      “I am in an excellent mood this morning. Last night’s dinner was superb and the company entertaining. I enjoyed myself immensely and came to thank my hostess.” He gave me another bow. “Thank you, India. You are a marvel.”

      It was my turn to eye him with caution. He was being very effusive, even for him.

      Aunt Letitia set aside her embroidery and removed her spectacles. “I am so pleased you enjoyed yourself, Davide. Does your enthusiasm have anything to do with Lady Helen? You two seemed to be getting along splendidly last night.”

      “She’s very jolly. I like her. Indeed, I like her enough to invite her to walk with me this afternoon. I was on my way to Hyde Park now, but thought I’d call here first.” He glanced at the clock on the mantel and pushed himself to his feet. “Better not keep her waiting.”

      Aunt Letitia clapped her hands lightly. “I am so pleased she agreed to see you. It’s an excellent sign that her affections are engaged.”

      He put up a finger. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Letty. It’s just a walk.” He checked his reflection in the mirror. “Anyway, neither of us will be forced down the aisle before we are ready.”

      “That’s why you like her, eh?” Willie asked, chuckling.

      He winked at her. “Say, you look very cheerful today. Enjoyed yourself last night, too?”

      Willie’s smile widened.

      “She saw Brockwell after we all went to bed,” I told him.

      Willie frowned. “I never said that.”

      Lord Farnsworth picked up his hat and headed for the door. “Good day, all. Don’t bother the staff, India, I’ll see myself out.” He passed Matt in the doorway and lifted his hat in greeting. “Can’t stop, must dash.”

      Matt watched him go then entered the sitting room. “What was he doing here?”

      “I’m not entirely sure,” I said.

      Aunt Letitia picked up her embroidery again, a smug smile on her face. “He’s going to marry Lady Helen.”

      Willie snorted. “No, he ain’t. Neither of ‘em wants marriage. Not yet, anyway.”

      Aunt Letitia clicked her tongue and put on her spectacles. “Don’t take what they say at face value. Once they realize how well matched they are, it will be full steam ahead. Both know they risk losing the other if they don’t come to an understanding swiftly.” She poked the needle through the fabric. “I give it to the end of spring for an announcement, possibly less if they see each other every day.”

      Willie raised the newspaper to cover her face. She leaned closer to me and jerked her head, urging me to lean in too.

      She dropped her voice. “Should I tell her?”

      “Tell her what?” I whispered.

      “That I was with Helen last night.”

      I managed to press my lips together before my gasp escaped.

      “I climbed up to her window and she let me in. We arranged it beforehand, at dinner.”

      “So Lady Sloane doesn’t know,” I said, pointing out the obvious.

      “Helen says her family wouldn’t approve.” She jutted her chin in Aunt Letitia’s direction. “Letty doesn’t mind as much, so I reckon I should tell her so she doesn’t get her hopes up for a quick marriage.”

      “She doesn’t mind what you do, Willie, but that’s because you’re not a young English lady. I think she’ll be horrified to find out that Lady Helen prefers women to men.”

      “And isn’t as innocent as she makes out.” Willie’s lips curved slyly. “I ain’t her first.”

      I cleared my throat and looked down at my skirts, the floor—anywhere but at Willie. “Don’t tell Aunt Letitia. She might blame you for corrupting Lady Helen, no matter what you say. But I do think you should tell Davide. He seems to think he has a chance.” I frowned. “Why is Lady Helen seeing him today if she’s not interested?”

      “Who said she’s not interested?”

      “Ah. So she likes both men and women too.”

      “She just wants to have some fun while she’s young. She doesn’t want a husband who’ll tell her to act conventional. I reckon she’ll make that clear to Davide soon enough.”

      Matt’s face appeared above the newspaper, peering down at us. He arched his brows in question.

      Willie folded up the newspaper and slapped it into his chest. “I’m going to find Duke.”

      “He’s assisting the iceman with his delivery downstairs,” Matt said.

      Willie left, and Matt took the seat she vacated. He withdrew a letter from his pocket and handed it to me. “This just arrived. It’s from Coyle.”

      The note was addressed to both Matt and me and informed us that the home secretary and Mr. Le Grand, the spy master, were calling on Lord Coyle at four o’clock. If we wished to be part of the conversation, we could attend as well.

      When they’d given the official role of advisor to Lord Coyle, I’d been disappointed they trusted him over me, particularly when I considered him the least trustworthy man in England. He was, however, very powerful, and that power must have attracted them.

      “Shall we go?” I asked.

      Matt scrubbed a hand over his mouth and jaw. “I don’t want anything to do with Coyle.”

      “But…?”

      “But can we afford not to go? What if something important is discussed? Something that affects you?”

      I agreed. “The question is, why does Coyle want us there? He has the ear of Mr. Matthews and Mr. Le Grand. He is helping form government policies about magicians and the use of magic. He has the power he always craved. He doesn’t need me.”

      Matt gave me a grim smile. “Perhaps he has discovered he does need you. After all, how can one form a policy about magic and not ask England’s most powerful magician for advice?”

      Perhaps he was right. The only way we’d find out was if we went to the meeting. I glanced at the clock and rose. “He didn’t give us much time to think about it.”

      “I suspect that was intentional.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      From the look on Hope’s face as we passed the open door to the Coyles’ drawing room, she was not expecting our visit. Matt’s cousin jumped to her feet and rushed to intercept us on the landing. Her chest rose and fell with her deep breaths, but not from that small amount of exertion. She was anxious.

      “What are you both doing here?” she asked.

      “Coyle summoned us,” Matt said. “Your butler is taking us to his study.”

      The butler cleared his throat, a polite directive to hurry us along.

      Matt would not be hurried, however. “Do you know why he wanted to see us?”

      “No, but Mr. Matthews and Mr. Le Grand are also here.” Hope glanced between us, frowning. “I see that is no surprise to either of you. I am always the last to know, even when events occur in my own house.”

      “Hope, are you all right?” Matt suddenly asked.

      Her jaw firmed and she tilted her chin. “Of course.” To admit otherwise would be to acknowledge she’d become weaker through her marriage, not stronger. And Hope loathed weakness.

      She had always been proud, but her pride had been dented when her marriage to Lord Coyle began to crumble, almost from the day of their wedding. She might have risen in the world through him, but she no longer exuded confidence. She was as elegant and beautiful as ever, however the hint of vulnerability in her demeanor made her more alluring.

      It also brought out Matt’s protective instinct. “My offer still stands,” he said. “You know where we are if you need us.”

      “I don’t need you. I don’t need anyone.” It would seem marriage had not matured her. She was as petulant as ever.

      I grasped Matt’s arm. “You may not need anyone, Hope, but having friends can be a comfort in difficult times.”

      “Don’t pretend you are my friend, India.”

      “India’s offer was a genuine one,” Matt snapped.

      He so rarely spoke harshly to her that she was taken aback.

      Matt folded his hand over mine and we ascended the stairs together behind the butler. I resisted the urge to look over my shoulder at Hope.

      Both Mr. Matthews and Mr. Le Grand rose from their chairs upon our arrival. Lord Coyle did not. He sat behind the desk and grunted a greeting around the pipe in his mouth. He lifted a finger from the arm of his chair, indicating we should sit.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Glass, Mr. Glass,” Mr. Matthews said as he resumed his seat. “I trust you are both well?”

      “Very well, thank you,” I said.

      Mr. Le Grand greeted us too, with a little less enthusiasm than the home secretary, but with more politeness than Lord Coyle. I was pleasantly surprised, although, in truth, I wasn’t sure how these men would treat us. Our last meeting had ended in me being disappointed they chose Lord Coyle as their advisor, but the door to collaboration had been left open. They needed me more than I needed them.

      Mr. Le Grand did not resume his seat but moved to stand by the bookshelves. By separating himself from us, he was signaling that he was there to observe. With his hooded eyes and casual pose, he could be easily mistaken for a bored civil servant, but I knew better. It was an act. The man was shrewd.

      “Now will you tell us why you’ve summoned us all here instead of meeting in my office, Coyle?” Mr. Matthews asked. He was the epitome of a polished politician but I wouldn’t underestimate him. He was intelligent, but he didn’t hide it like Mr. Le Grand. He wanted us to know it.

      Lord Coyle leaned back, making the chair groan in protest. “I prefer it here.”

      “Of course, but in future, it makes more sense for you to come to the Home Office.”

      “Not for me. As to the reason for the meeting, the unrest between magicians and the artless is growing.”

      Mr. Matthews waited for more, but none came. “And?”

      “And you’ve done nothing about it.”

      “We’ve called for calm and the police are doing everything in their power. They’ve made arrests—”

      “They haven’t arrested the key troublemakers.”

      A muscle pulsed in Mr. Matthews’ cheek as his jaw firmed. “They’re being protected by others, but we’ll uncover their identities soon.”

      “Not soon enough.” Lord Coyle removed his pipe and pointed it at the home secretary. “A more important point is to ask what you are doing for the long-term protection of magicians in the city and around the country.”

      Mr. Matthews’ gaze flicked to Mr. Le Grand then back to Lord Coyle. “That’s where your advice comes in, my lord.” He sounded somewhat confused, as if they’d been over this before. I got the feeling Lord Coyle was raising the point again for my benefit. “We’ll consider it in the formation of our policies.”

      “Bah! What a waste of time that will be.” Lord Coyle plugged the pipe back into his mouth. He sucked and puffed only to have to withdraw it again as a cough racked him. He turned quite red in the face and a thick vein bulged in his neck above his collar. Thankfully the coughs subsided, and he was able to resume speaking. “We need immediate action. I didn’t agree to be an advisor to see my advice ignored.”

      “It’s not being ignored.” Mr. Matthews might be a consummate politician, but he couldn’t hide his irritation altogether. “These things take time. There is a process—”

      “Damn the process!” Lord Coyle’s words reverberated around the office before a taut silence settled.

      Mr. Matthews looked uncertain how to proceed. He might be the head of the Home Office, but he was addressing an earl with as much, if not more, power than he wielded. He was also out of his depth. His knowledge of magic was probably the least of everyone’s in the room.

      I expected Mr. Le Grand to break the silence, but he seemed more interested in waiting to see how events played out.

      It was Matt who spoke first. “So your alliance isn’t working out. I’m not surprised, but what does this have to do with India?” He might sound underwhelmed, but there was a tightness in his voice that only those familiar with him would detect.

      Lord Coyle leaned forward and set his pipe on the desk. “This is what I propose. The riots need to be broken up before complete anarchy erupts.”

      Mr. Matthews scoffed. “It won’t get that far.”

      “Won’t it?”

      Mr. Matthews sucked in a sharp breath. “The police will have them under control soon. Give it time.”

      “Time.” Lord Coyle’s gaze shifted to me and he chuckled. It ended in a rattling cough that momentarily overtook his entire body. When it subsided, he wiped his mouth and moustache with his handkerchief. “Time will not heal, it will only make the divisions wider. The riots need to be stopped now and new laws passed as soon as possible before the city is torn apart.”

      “Ah. Now I see what you’re getting at.” Mr. Matthews turned to Matt and me. “Lord Coyle has proposed some new laws regarding the use of magic. Namely, he wants the craft guilds to have no control over a magician’s business. A magician should be allowed to use his magic as he sees fit.”

      It didn’t sound unreasonable. So why the tension between these men?

      “He also proposes that the government undertake a campaign to ensure the public is made aware that magic doesn’t last.”

      “That will decrease the demand for their wares somewhat,” I agreed. “And that in turn will see the de-escalation in tensions between the artless and magicians.”

      “The value of your magical collection will decrease,” Matt said to Lord Coyle. “If everyone can purchase magical objects, they’ll no longer remain rare collectibles.”

      Lord Coyle lifted his shoulders in a shrug. “There is a greater good at stake here. The good of the nation. And what is the point of an old man collecting objects when he has no heirs to leave them to?”

      “You have a wife.”

      Another shrug dismissed Hope with as much consideration as he dismissed a servant from the room.

      Matt turned to Mr. Matthews. “There’s more, isn’t there?”

      Mr. Matthews hesitated. Perhaps he hadn’t expected to be pressed further. “Coyle also wants a law passed that will ensure Mrs. Glass enhances the magic of a select few magicians.”

      “What?” Matt exploded.

      I placed a hand on Matt’s arm to discourage him from storming out. “By enhance, you mean lengthen their magic.”

      “And create new spells by combining different magics,” Lord Coyle added. “Just as you did with the movement spell that made the carpet fly. The possibilities are endless and—”

      “India has already made her stance on that clear,” Matt ground out.

      “I am not interested,” I said, rising.

      “No?” Lord Coyle’s calmness chilled me to the bone. I got the feeling he was enjoying himself. “Then why keep a list of magicians?”

      “We’re not,” Matt said.

      Lord Coyle didn’t look at him. He kept his hard gaze on me, as though drilling through my skull to expose my secrets. “Of course you are. Why wouldn’t you? It makes sense to collate names for yourselves and for future generations. Magic is, after all, about lineage.” He picked up his pipe again. “I know you want to create spells, Mrs. Glass.”

      “I don’t,” I snapped. “I like to play with timepieces and use my magic to fix broken ones, but creating new spells is not a calling, my lord. Don’t believe everything Fabian Charbonneau told you. He’s an excellent liar.”

      Fabian had lied to our faces for weeks, pretending to be my friend when he’d tried to kill the man I loved and destroy my life in the process. No friend would do that.

      But he was partially right when he said performing magic was a compulsion. It was an urge I could sate by performing simple magic, however. I didn’t need to create new spells.

      “It’s all right,” Mr. Matthews said with a steely edge. “I have told Coyle I’m not interested in his idea. I don’t know why he thought bringing you here would change anything. Did you think you could convince her to change her mind, Coyle?”

      Lord Coyle didn’t rise to the bait. Indeed, he seemed unperturbed by Mr. Matthews’ scathing tone. “What do you think, Le Grand?” he asked.

      Mr. Le Grand moved out of the shadows and approached. His eyes were no longer hooded; they focused on me. “I admit Coyle’s idea is intriguing, on the surface. The potential for greatness and invention is enormous. Flying carpets are just one idea, but there are many others that could benefit the nation. Bank notes that don’t tear. Roads that rarely need resurfacing. Ships that can’t sink. There is even the rumor that your magic can be combined with a doctor’s magic to keep the wounded alive.”

      I swallowed but managed to keep my features schooled. Beside me, Matt went very still. “There’s no such thing as medical magic,” I said. If these men knew what Gabe Seaford and I were capable of, if they knew that Matt was kept alive by the magic in his watch, they might never let me walk out of this room. Making carpets fly was one thing, but healing soldiers wounded in battle was valuable beyond all measure.

      Lord Coyle’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly.

      Mr. Le Grand’s smile implied he knew that I lied. “There is one very large flaw in Coyle’s idea.”

      “And that is?”

      “You. You are but one woman. You can’t be everywhere or do everything. You would become exhausted. Not only that, it’s clear you would not be a willing participant in the scheme.”

      The counter argument was that I could be forced to be a participant. If the government wanted me to do as Lord Coyle suggested, they only had to threaten my family and friends. If they didn’t know that, Coyle certainly did.

      Lord Coyle removed the pipe from between his lips. “You are a valuable asset, Mrs. Glass. You should be treated as such, just like the brightest scientific minds who work for the good of the nation.”

      “They do so willingly,” I pointed out.

      He returned the pipe to his mouth and his lips stretched into a macabre smile around it.

      Matt rose. “We’ve heard enough.”

      “I am on your side,” Lord Coyle said. “I am on the side of magicians.”

      “You are on your own side,” I spat back. “The side of power. I want nothing to do with you or your schemes.” I took Matt’s hand and we headed toward the door.

      “Wait,” Mr. Matthews called out. “One moment, please. Can we return to the most pressing matter? What do you propose we do to end the riots, Mrs. Glass?”

      How quickly things changed. They must consider Lord Coyle’s advice poor indeed to turn to me now, and in his presence too. It would be easy to gloat, but I kept my features schooled and did not look at his lordship.

      “A middle ground that’s fair to both parties must be sought. The best way to do that is consult them. I suggest you bring the two sides together for discussion.”

      Lord Coyle snorted. “They’ll never reach an agreement.”

      “Magicians aren’t going away, nor can they retreat into the shadows again. The only way to stop the riots and persecution is to find a middle ground. It won’t be easy, and there will be people on both sides who’ll remain dissatisfied, but I believe common sense will prevail for the majority.”

      Mr. Matthews agreed. “Do you have ideas on what the middle ground should look like?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but Matt spoke first. “If you wish to hear my wife’s ideas, please call on her at your convenience.” It was said for Coyle’s benefit. Matt didn’t want me revealing anything in front of his lordship for fear he would somehow use it against me.

      Lord Coyle grabbed his walking stick and pushed himself to his feet with a wince of pain. That small effort caused his breathing to become shallow. He suddenly looked like an elderly, unwell man. But he quickly recovered and any sympathy I’d felt for him vanished with his sneer.

      I strode to the door, wanting to get as far away from him as possible.

      “You’ll regret shutting me out.” It wasn’t clear whether he was speaking to Matt and me, or Mr. Matthews and Mr. Le Grand.

      Nevertheless, I shivered. Lord Coyle’s threats always came to pass.

      Matt opened the door, revealing Hope standing there. Her wide eyes stared unblinking up at him.

      “Is that my wife, listening in at doors again?” Lord Coyle smashed the end of his walking stick into the floor.

      Hope jumped. Her face paled.

      “Pathetic,” her husband spat. “Pathetic and useless.”

      “Don’t speak to my cousin that way,” Matt growled. “She deserves some respect.”

      “Don’t bother to pretend that you care, Glass. You know as well as I that my wife is a manipulative, selfish creature. As soon as she got what she wanted, her true colors were revealed.” He limped across the room, leaning heavily on the stick. His face shone with sweat by the time he reached us. “Look at her now, standing there trembling as if I frighten her, as if she is the victim. You were not fooled by her before, Glass, so don’t be fooled by her act now. You’re smarter than that.”

      Hope’s lips quivered. “Husband, please, stop this. I’ve done nothing—”

      Lord Coyle smacked his walking stick into the leg of a table by the door. Hope and I both jumped. She recoiled and stepped back. There was no sign of her pride now, no hint of the strong woman she’d been when she’d tried to manipulate Matt into marriage. She was still beautiful, but her beauty was that of a butterfly trapped in a jar. Even I wanted to release her from this misery.

      “Come home with us,” Matt urged her quietly.

      She wiped her palms down her skirts and shook her head. “This is my home, and my husband is right. I’ve made my bed and now I must lie in it. He is the husband I deserve. We all know it.”

      Matt took a step toward her, but she put up her hands, warding him off. “Don’t, please.” Tears filled her eyes and she tried to blink them away.

      Lord Coyle’s sneer returned. “You should be on the stage, my dear.”

      Hope turned and hurried away, disappearing down a corridor.

      I took Matt’s hand again. He was rigid, his grip firm as we headed down the stairs. He did not speak as the butler let us out and it was left to me to instruct Woodall to drive us home. Matt waited until we’d driven out of sight of Coyle’s townhouse before he slammed his fist into the door. Thankfully it was padded.

      I touched his knee. “You can’t save her. Not unless she wants to be saved.”

      He took my hand and pressed it to his lips. He kissed my knuckles through my glove and bowed his head. He heaved a deep breath and let it out slowly. It seemed to help him regain some composure. “I know. That’s why I hate this. There’s nothing I can do.”
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      Willie loathed the opera, so when she asked to come along with us, I was skeptical about her motives. Her excuse that she was expanding her cultural horizons didn’t ring true. Willie’s idea of culture was watching a boxing match in the basement of a Mayfair pub instead of an East End one.

      The real reason became a little clearer when Lord Farnsworth sauntered into our private box a few minutes before the curtain was due to open. He bowed to Aunt Letitia and me, and shook Matt’s hand. He stopped short upon seeing Willie, dressed in her finest gentleman’s outfit.

      He fingered her tailcoat lapel. “That won’t impress her, you know.”

      Aunt Letitia lowered the program she’d been reading to her lap. “Impress who?”

      “Velvet collars and stitched cuffs are out of fashion.”

      Willie tugged on her jacket cuffs and stretched her neck out of her stiff shirt collar. She wasn’t used to wearing formal opera clothes and complained for most of the journey to Covent Garden until Aunt Letitia threatened to have Woodall turn the carriage around and drive home so Willie could change into something more feminine. Willie stopped whining but continued to wriggle in the seat the rest of the way.

      “She doesn’t care about fashion anyway,” Willie grumbled.

      Aunt Letitia rapped her on the knuckles with her closed fan. “I demand to know who you’re talking about.”

      “Lady Helen,” Matt told her. “They’re both trying to win her hand.”

      Aunt Letitia’s lips formed an O.

      “It ain’t her hand I want,” Willie mumbled.

      Aunt Letitia smacked her fan harder on Willie’s knuckles.

      Willie crossed her arms, tucking her hands under her armpits, out of Aunt Letitia’s reach. “Me and Davide both like Helen. He’s jealous because she chose me.”

      “She did not choose you.” Lord Farnsworth hitched up his trouser legs and sat. “She hasn’t chosen anyone yet.”

      “So what do you call what happened between her and me last night?”

      “A diversion. Diversions aren’t serious, Willie. They’re an aperitif before the main course.” He removed a pair of dainty silver opera glasses from his pocket. “Where is she, anyway?”

      I nodded in the direction of Lady Sloane’s private box where her niece sat with composure and poise, even though she must be aware of the opera glasses focused on her. Dressed in a pale pink and white dress with lace trim at the elbow, and with her hair falling in soft curls around her face, she looked feminine and innocent. There was no hint of her adventurous spirit.

      As a wealthy noblewoman and newcomer to London, she was a curiosity and would remain so until more girls filtered into the city for the social season. Her attendance here, and at other events, signaled her availability. If she failed to convince her family to give her time to make a love match, she would find herself engaged very quickly.

      I leaned closer to Lord Farnsworth. “If you intend to throw your hat into the ring, I wouldn’t delay.”

      He lowered the opera glasses and dismissed my concern with a flourishing wave. “I have time. She isn’t ready. She wants to have some fun first.”

      Aunt Letitia clicked her tongue but offered no verbal response.

      “Maybe she doesn’t want to ever marry,” Willie said with a glare directed at both Lord Farnsworth and me. “Some women don’t.”

      “Not all women are free to do as they please,” I said. “Particularly noblewomen.”

      The lights dimmed and the audience hushed. I settled in for an evening of music. Half way through the second act, a soft snore signaled that Willie was asleep. When the lights came back on at intermission, Lord Farnsworth kicked her ankle.

      She snuffled and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Is it over?”

      “Half way,” Matt said, looking just as bored as his cousin. “I’m going to stretch my legs.”

      Moments after he left the box, we had visitors. Mr. and Mrs. Delancey from the collectors’ club entered, all smiles. Dressed in dramatic crimson and black satin and lace, she looked like an injured bat swooping upon us. Aunt Letitia wrinkled her nose when Mrs. Delancey sat in Matt’s vacated chair, uninvited.

      “What a lovely coincidence,” Mrs. Delancey declared. “You don’t come to the opera often, India.”

      “She hates it,” Willie said.

      “I don’t hate it,” I countered. “I just prefer the lighter operas of Gilbert and Sullivan. I’m enjoying Aida very much, however.”

      “One doesn’t come to the opera for the music, my dear.” Mrs. Delancey looked out upon the sea of audience members, both below us and in the boxes. “One comes to watch. Did you see Lady Louisa Hollingbroke? She looks quite forlorn with only her elderly aunt for company. It serves her right, ending her engagement with that scurrilous journalist friend of yours.”

      Louisa hadn’t been the one to end the relationship; Oscar had. But they’d agreed to put it about that she’d finished with him to save her the humiliation. “He isn’t scurrilous, merely naïve for thinking his book would benefit magicians.”

      I watched Louisa, seated in the large private box beside her elderly aunt. The two didn’t speak. Indeed, the aunt looked as though she was asleep. No one came to visit, either, which surprised me. Louisa was wealthy and titled, making her quite the catch. Gentlemen ought to want to court her and ladies should desire her friendship. But I’d not known her to associate with anyone outside the collector’s club. Perhaps she was considered too old for matrimony, having been on the London social scene for a number of years. Or perhaps she was just considered too odd.

      “Damn,” Lord Farnsworth suddenly muttered as he peered through his opera glasses.

      I followed his gaze to Lady Helen who was now speaking to a short gentleman. I couldn’t quite see from this distance, but it appeared as though her aunt was somewhat embarrassed by the presence of the newcomer as she fluttered her fan vigorously.

      And that’s when I realized it wasn’t a gentleman at all. It was Willie. The chair she’d occupied behind Aunt Letitia was vacant. I hadn’t noticed her leave.

      Lord Farnsworth leapt to his feet and pushed past Mr. Delancey. He was gone before I could advise him not to make a scene.

      Mrs. Delancey gasped. “She’s looking this way.”

      “Lady Helen?”

      “Louisa.”

      Louisa gave me a small nod and I nodded back. Then she suddenly turned as a gentleman entered their box. He bowed to her and her aunt. When he straightened, my heart leapt into my throat.

      Mrs. Delancey gasped again. “That vile creature. That rotten, horrid, despicable man. How dare he show his face!”

      It was the first time I’d seen Fabian since he’d tried to kill Matt outside our house. According to Detective Inspector Brockwell, whose men were watching him, Fabian had been lying low, rarely leaving his house.

      Mr. Delancey moved to stand beside his wife and squinted in the direction of Louisa and Fabian. “He must have hoped to avoid notice by arriving during the interval. I would call that a monumental failure.”

      Mrs. Delancey picked up Lord Farnsworth’s opera glasses and peered through them. “Louisa has a nerve inviting him. Indeed, she has a nerve remaining friends with him at all.”

      That might be so, but it was inevitable that she would choose Fabian’s side. With her engagement to Oscar over, she was looking for another magician to wed. She had always had her sights set on Fabian, thanks to his power, but he’d rejected her advances time and again. Now that she was the only friend he had left in London, he might not reject her next time. Perhaps they already had an agreement, hence his presence in her family’s opera box.

      Fabian’s gaze suddenly turned to us. I quickly looked down and studied the program in my lap.

      Matt returned just as the lights dimmed. The Delanceys said their farewells, but Mrs. Delancey paused before exiting. “Are those opera glasses magical, India?”

      I brushed my hand over the fine silver piece she’d returned to Lord Farnsworth’s chair. It was warm with faint magic. But I wasn’t going to tell her that. If I did, she would hound me until I learned who’d made it. “Why?”

      “They’re rather lovely. Do you know any magicians who make opera glasses?”

      “No.”

      “A silversmith magician, then?”

      “No, sorry.”

      She sighed. “Pity. What about a—”

      “Good evening, Mrs. Delancey,” Matt said stiffly as he held open the door for her. “Enjoy the rest of the opera.”

      With one wary eye on Matt, Mr. Delancey grabbed his wife’s hand and pulled her out of our box.

      “Vulgar woman,” Aunt Letitia muttered as she relaxed in her seat. “I’m glad you didn’t invite her to join us for the second half, India. Do you think Davide and Willie will return?”

      Matt sat and took my hand. By the dim light, I could just make out his reassuring smile. “I’m not sure,” he said.

      “Where do you think they rushed off to like that? It was most odd.”

      I sighed, grateful her eyesight wasn’t good enough to see Willie and Lord Farnsworth with Lady Helen.

      Willie and Lord Farnsworth met us only briefly after the show ended. They were going out together in search of nocturnal entertainment. It appeared they’d put their rivalry aside, for now. I was glad to see they hadn’t let Lady Helen come between them.

      I waited until we were home before telling Matt that Fabian had been with Louisa. He was unsurprised.

      “They need each other now more than ever.” He lifted my hair off my shoulder and met my gaze in the reflection of the dressing table mirror. He stood behind me in just his trousers, his hands on my shoulders, and kissed the top of my head. “Did I tell you how beautiful you looked tonight?”

      “Twice.” I tipped my head back and he kissed my mouth. “You looked rather dashing yourself.” I picked up my hairbrush and stroked it through my hair. “You’re not worried about Fabian and Louisa joining forces?”

      He shook his head. “They can’t do anything to us. The police have Fabian in their sights. If he puts a foot wrong, he’ll be arrested again. And Louisa is harmless.”

      “She’s clever.”

      “But not dangerous.”

      I wasn’t so sure. I didn’t think we should underestimate her.

      Matt touched my hand, stopping me brushing. He leaned down so his face was level with mine and regarded me in the reflection with sternness. “Louisa is just a selfish person with one aim—to marry a magician and beget magical children. Her friendship with Charbonneau might result in them marrying, but if so, it doesn’t matter. Not to us. It doesn’t make either of them more powerful than they already are. It changes nothing.”

      He spoke with such confidence that I found myself agreeing. I released a breath, comforted, and sank into his arms.

      Our embrace was interrupted by a knock on the door. It was Aunt Letitia, delivering a pot of hot chocolate again. She handed it to Matt with a smile, and he thanked her.

      “It’s good of you to bring me a cup before bed, Aunt.”

      “It’s not for you!” She snatched the pot and cup from him and set it on the dressing table. “It’s for India.” She patted my shoulder and left.

      Matt shook his head, chuckling, as I poured the chocolate into the cup. I sipped and pulled a face at the bitterness. I passed the cup to Matt. “I won’t tell her you prefer it.”

      “I don’t know why she’s making you hot chocolate and not me. I am her favorite nephew.”

      “You’re her only nephew. Now drink up and come to bed.”

      He drank the chocolate in a single gulp.
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