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London, 1895

Adele approached the townhouse with apprehension stirring in the pit of her stomach. The four story, brick structure loomed over her. Dread settled deep in her mind. Employment in this house would both be a salvation and a curse. She never wanted to resort to such measures, but her situation could not be helped. Adele sought justice for her family, may they rest in peace.

Jameson secured her a position in the house without references. The servants’ association with their former employer ensured employment in Lord Dorrington’s house. For that, Adele would be forever grateful. The loyal servants who worked for her family for years deserved to have security after such devastation.

After taking a deep breath, she knocked on the servant’s entrance. She spent her entire life learning to become a lady, and yet it mattered not one wit. She could never become Miss Adele Prescott again. Her past faded into the distance. Adele’s greatest challenge aside from losing her entire family in one fateful blaze lay beyond the carved door before her. 

A familiar and welcome face greeted her when the door swung open. Elizabeth stepped aside and allowed her entrance into the house. Her smile glowed with excitement. “Come in, come in.” Elizabeth welcomed her. “You must be nervous,” she whispered taking Adele’s outer garments and depositing them in a small closet next to the door. 

Adele inclined her head and offered a hesitant smile. “I admit to being self-conscious. What if he should recognize me?”

Her friend returned the smile. “Never you mind the master. He is often preoccupied in his study for days on end.”

“Does he not venture from the house at all?” Adele asked, curious as to her employer’s habits. 

“Miss...excuse me, Anne,” Elizabeth stumbled over the words. “This may be more difficult than I had anticipated.”

Adele agreed. Her attempt to become someone else proved to be a challenge. Six months lying abed recovering from the injuries she sustained in the fire left her much time to become accustomed to her new identity. 

“Margaret and Jameson are in the kitchen. Andrew is in the stables. You are to fill the position of the housemaid.” Elizabeth rested her hand on the door handle and gave Adele a reassuring smile. “The master believes you are Andrew’s sister. I shall teach you all I know. Do not concern yourself. We shall be well cared for here.”

With a nod, Adele followed her friend into the kitchen. Margaret stood busy over the stove preparing what looked to be the master’s evening meal. Jameson arranged a tray with the necessities of a dinner for one. They both looked up when Adele and Elizabeth entered the room. 

“Saints above, dearie, you look quite fine this day. Seems as though those salves I insisted upon helped with the scarring.” Margaret wiped her hands on her apron and approached Adele. With a gentle touch, she turned her face and inspected the right side, brushing her fingertips along the puckered flesh tracing her jaw. 

Her eyes squeezed shut at the touch. She had yet to see her reflection in a mirror since the fire. The small lodging where they nursed her back to health held none of the conveniences she had been accustomed to growing up. Her mind still reeled from the tedious and painful recovery process. Her scarred face and hands reminded her daily of her family’s fate and her current situation. 

Margaret tipped Adele’s chin up, and she opened her eyes. “Best put on a smile, love. Hard work will chase those horrid memories away. If you need anything, you let me know, or ask Jameson or Elizabeth. We will set you right in no time.”

Her matronly smile soothed a bit of the ache stinging Adele’s empty heart. She glanced at Jameson who stood watching the entire exchange alongside Elizabeth. They both shared warm expressions in an effort to instill a bit of courage in her soul. No one would expect to see her on the street dressed in a maid’s uniform, nor would they expect her to be serving in the house of the man who had brought her family to ruin.

Distrust churned in the pit of her stomach. Oh, the servants believed him to be a fine man. But since he had taken them all on as his personal staff after the horrible incident, it redeemed his character. Adele could not be as forgiving, or as trusting.

She wanted to believe them. However, after dwelling on nothing except his involvement with her father and their scientific partnership, she could only assume he had something to do with her family’s deaths.

Adele brushed her hands over her apron. “Shall I begin then?”

Margaret beamed as she resumed her post and ladled soup into the waiting serving dish on the tray held by Jameson.

“Follow me, Anne,” Elizabeth said with a small chuckle. Adele followed her up the staircase. “The main floor holds the dining room and the parlor. The second floor is the drawing room and the master’s study. While the third floor has two bedrooms, and the attic is where Jameson’s room and our bedroom are located.”

“We shall be sharing a room then?” Adele asked.

“Of course. It will be like we are sisters.” Elizabeth tried to put a positive light on the situation. Bless her for that.

After spending so much time living with Margaret in the small flat, Adele hoped to get to spend some time in a room of her own. Deep inside she chastised herself for being so selfish. She should be glad just to be alive with a roof over her head and not wandering the streets, or heaven forbid, the slums. Adele whispered a prayer of thanks. 

They ventured into the study where a tall mechanical cylinder stood in the corner. The gears and mechanisms on it whirred and spun, making a soft hissing noise as it rotated.

Adele stared at it, fascinated by the intricate copper and silver gears as they moved. A chain dangled from the side. When she reached for it, Elizabeth stopped her with a gentle hand. 

“It would be wise not to touch this one.” Elizabeth eyed the contraption with a wary glance. “Cheeky blighter has bitten me one too many times.”

“It bites?” Adele snatched her hand away. Her eyes fixed on the machine, widening as they roamed over the casing. “What does it do?”

“I have not the faintest idea. But every time I dust it, there is an odd sensation that courses through me and burns my fingertips.” She backed away from it. “It bites.”

Curiosity nipped at her mind. She wanted to know more about this machine, but before she could ask, Adele found herself being drawn toward the exit by Elizabeth’s insistent hand. 

She noted the picture framed box set into the wall outlining the entrance to the dumbwaiter. It rose through the wall between the dining room and the parlor boasting a door to either side. A small panel of buttons twinkled with lights beside the encasement. 

“What an odd little contraption.” Adele approached the dumbwaiter. 

It beeped at her.

Adele stopped, staring at the panel of lights. 

“Oh, never mind Otis.” Elizabeth pressed one of the buttons and the door slid open. The box seemed a reasonable size, perhaps three feet wide, two feet deep and two feet high. Enough to accommodate a large serving tray. 

“The dumbwaiter has a name?” Adele asked. While her home possessed its share of modern conveniences, none of them enchanted her as much as these. 

Elizabeth gave a small nod. “Yes, he is programmed to deliver the master’s tea twice a day, but the bloody machine always seems to arrive at the oddest moments, even when he has not been summoned.”

Adele could not stop the smile from springing to her lips. The dread she felt upon arriving at this house melted into a nagging awareness in the back of her mind. 

“Mind your fingers, though, Otis has caught mine near half a dozen times. Poor Jameson has quite a story to tell on that account as well.” She straightened her cap. “Shall we set to work then? The master’s bedchamber should be prepared.”

Following Elizabeth, Adele noted the distinct absence of any personal touches to the rooms in the house. While the adornments were quite masculine and beautiful, they lacked any warmth and personality of the man who lived in the house, save the mechanical wonders she had already seen. 

“Where is Lord Dorrington this evening?” Adele asked once they reached the landing outside of his bedchamber.

“He should be returning any moment. Most evenings, he takes his dinner in the study.” Elizabeth opened the door and busied herself with the fire. “Always prepare a fire for the master every evening. Once in a while he will venture out with Mr. Prescott, but we do try to have the room ready for him before ten every evening.”

Mr. Prescott? Owen? Adele’s mind raced as she helped Elizabeth. My cousin. She had forgotten the two had a friendship that went back to childhood. A sudden wave of fear gave her pause. What if he recognizes me? She remembered her cousin being charming and attentive. He seemed to always be aware of his surroundings, but never quite to the point where he would acknowledge a servant other than to summon another dram of whisky. 

“Does Mr. Prescott often call upon Lord Dorrington?” Adele feigned an air of idle curiosity.

“Aye, he does, although I have rarely set eyes on him in the six months I have worked in this house.” Elizabeth turned down the blankets on the bed, gesturing for Adele to help her. “Jameson always escorts him to the study and to the door. He only ever calls in the evenings when he wishes for company to the club.”

Adele nodded, her fingers smoothing over the rich fabrics lining his bed. It had been too long since she felt such fine linens, let alone slept on them. All the things she had taken for granted became a vague memory, a longing for her innocent childhood. 

At nineteen, Adele knew only of life in her father’s home. She would have come out in spring had the tragedy not befallen her family. She wiped a tear from her eye and focused on the tasks set before her. Elizabeth proved a patient teacher, even with Adele’s inability to focus. 

“Anne.” Elizabeth’s voice shook her from the chaotic thoughts swirling in her mind. “Would you please draw the curtains closed?”

Adele did as her friend requested and continued to follow instructions, forcing herself to live in the moment, not in the past. She pressed her hand on her heart where the pendant her father had given her rested against her skin, warm and comforting. She took a deep breath. 

“For you, Papa.” Adele sighed. “I vow he will answer for what happened to you.”

***
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Christopher lounged in the wingback chair positioned by the fireplace. He rotated the glass in his hand, allowing the amber liquid to swirl beneath his touch. The fire reflected in the whisky, echoing the darker bent of his thoughts. How he wished the fire would consume him as well. 

He shifted the glass to his lips and allowed the liquor to burn a path to his gut. It numbed him, but he needed something stronger and more potent to steal away the guilt and the haunting memories. Perhaps a trip to the Floating Den would give him the reprieve he so desired. Since Owen introduced him to the sweet bliss of opium, he found he craved it more with every passing day. Or rather, he craved the oblivion it created in his mind. A mind that no longer contained his own thoughts and desires alone.

With a tip of the glass, he emptied the contents, letting it settle heavy in the pit of his stomach. He regarded the large gaudy grandfather clock in the corner of his study. Seven o’clock. 

The soft knock ceased to surprise him. 

“You may enter, Jameson,” he called out, rising from his chair. 

He moved across the room toward the desk where Jameson placed the tray with his supper. The savory aroma of roasted beef and gravy mingled with the delicate notes of yeast and sugar from the warm, fresh bread. His stomach growled at the sight of the meal. 

“You could have Otis deliver this and saved yourself the trip.” Christopher turned his attention to the butler. 

Jameson’s lips thinned when he glanced at the dumbwaiter. “I would rather ensure your meal be delivered on time,” he said and then continued, “and without mishap, my lord.” He offered a small bow. 

As if on cue, Otis’ door slid open with a loud ding followed by a series of chirps. 

Jameson cradled his hand, Christopher noted. Those two formed quite a distaste for each other over the past few months. Since Otis’ mistake nearly cost him several fingers, Jameson avoided the dumbwaiter if at all possible.

Christopher gestured to Otis with his gloved hand. “I shall see if I cannot adjust his timing gears.”

Jameson said nothing, but his eyes shifted away from the wall housing Otis. “As you wish, my lord.” He hesitated for a moment. “The new maid has arrived, my lord. She will begin her duties in the morning.”

“Ah, yes. What is her name again, Jameson?” Christopher inquired.

“Anne, my lord. She is Andrew, the stable boy’s, sister.” 

“Very well. Please ensure she is apprised of her duties in full measure. I shall not take pity on her if she cannot perform to my standard.” Deep inside, Christopher knew he would. How else could he account for this attack of conscience and the sudden acquisition of a full house of servants without references? He shook the nagging voice from the back of his mind.

“Will there be anything else this evening, my lord?” Jameson stood at attention waiting to be dismissed.

Christopher sat at his desk and removed his gloves. “That will be all.”

With a brusque bow, the butler left him to his supper. 

He gingerly picked up the fork with his left hand. The metal of his prosthetic hand grated against the silver. He sighed. Perhaps he should eat with the gloves on. He disliked wearing them all day, but it seemed to be the only way to avoid any contact, however accidental. The consequences of such an encounter would be most unpleasant. 

The roast melted on his tongue. He savored the flavors and ignored the inconvenience caused by his infirmity. Blasted war. He regretted many things, including joining the military. Charging off and embroiling himself in a foreign conflict had cost him his left hand. Thankfully, he knew a coppersmith who helped him design a suitable and stylish replacement appendage. Although, after the incident in his laboratory, he found the gloves protected both his deficiencies from the public eye. 

After a few more bites, the flavor of the meat and gravy turned to dust on his tongue. His hunger sated, he pushed the plate away. The memories stole his appetite once again. Nothing stole his passion for living so much as the constant reminders of the past. No matter how much he attempted to atone for his sins. There would never be atonement. 

He pushed the tray away and leaned back in his chair. Christopher tugged the gloves on and steepled his fingertips in thought. The flicker of the flames caught his attention once more. If only he could find a way to regain control of his life, of his mind, then he could learn to live again. But he would never be able to forgive himself. 

Another knock disturbed his solitude.

Jameson entered the room. “Mr. Prescott to see you, my lord.” He stepped to the side.

“Dorrington, old chap, why in the devil are you shut up in the house?” Wearing a lopsided grin, Owen sauntered into the room. Everything from his side-swept blond hair to his tailored suit presented Owen in the most flattering light. He stepped up to the decanter and poured himself a dram of whisky. When he turned toward Christopher, his blue eyes glimmered in the dim room. He sipped the drink and leaned against the table. 

“Well, then, shall we venture to the club?” Owen watched him with measured curiosity. “Or perhaps off to the Floating Den to chase the dragon? What mischief shall we conjure up this evening?”

“Since when are you not mischievous?” Christopher asked. “You seem to forget how long we have known each other.”

“Ah, that may be true, but you cannot know all my faults, can you?” Owen downed the whisky. “Come then, let us go paint the town.”

Christopher sank into the chair beside the fire once more, his gaze lost in the flames. “I fear I am not one for entertainment this evening.”

Owen sat in the chair opposite him. “It has been six months. Surely you cannot still be blaming yourself for what happened.” He offered a sincere but sad smile. “Fires are always a hazard. They happen every day. No one is to blame. You must not torture yourself with all this guilt.”

“Had I not brought that damned metal back from Khartoum...” He allowed his voice to drift off, alluding to the consequences of his actions.

“You think your experiments caused the fire?” Owen asked.

“I know nothing for certain.” Christopher clenched his hand into a fist. Except that I shall never be the same man I once was thanks to that blasted shard of metal. He spoke the words to himself, afraid of speaking them aloud. No one knew the truth of that failed experiment, except his partner, who died in that fire along with his family.

“I see the new servants have worked out well for you.” Owen redirected the conversation to a less painful topic and stood to pour himself another glass. “You took on all of my uncle’s displaced servants then?”

“Not all of them. But I did help them all find suitable positions after the fire.” He tried at least. Some of them disappeared, lost to the fire, he gathered. 

“Damned decent of you. And taking up residence in town instead of hiding away in the country will do you good.”

Christopher wanted to shrug, but he refused to react. Truth be told, he hated town. He hated having to be part of society. But since he inherited his brother’s title, he was required to make an effort. A second son no longer, but an heir. The word curdled on his tongue every time it came to mind. 

“Perhaps if you returned to your scientific pursuits, you could put an end to all these feelings of guilt. Find your spark again.” Owen tipped another drink back after a hearty salute. “Tinkering in the laboratory always seemed to bring your spirits ‘round.”

“There is nothing for me there.” Melancholy settled around his heart.

Owen sighed in defeat. “At least come with me to the club this evening for an hour or so.” Concern etched his normally charmed features. “A night out will serve you well.”

Christopher could no longer deny his friend’s persuasive request. “Only for an hour.”

As he readied to leave, Christopher pondered his friend’s words. It was true. Fires happened every day. Could he truly blame himself for an accident? 

While the fire might not have been of his doing, he contributed to the events leading up to that fateful night. There were still too many unanswered questions. Someone wanted the metal fragment he had been studying. They wanted it bad enough they were willing to sack the laboratory and destroy months of research in the process. 

Hiding that damned piece of metal had been the wisest course of action short of destroying it. He wished his partner told him where in the devil he hid it before he died.
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Chapter Two
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The first evening spent as a servant presented complicated emotions. Adele adored Elizabeth and found she had no qualms in sharing a room with her. The manual labor kept her mind as well as her hands occupied. Lying awake in the dark hours of the morning, the loneliness of reality sank deep into her soul. She missed her family and her friends. No one in the world, except for the servants who saved her, knew who she truly was.

When dawn broke and Elizabeth roused her, the thankful reprieve of work rescued her from her isolated, morose thoughts. Adele learned her place and the tasks required of her. Elizabeth and Margaret instructed her in every duty to ensure she became a reliable and believable maid. Even with all her instruction, she could not shed her upbringing as a lady. It followed her like a shadow tainting every action she took, every word she spoke. 

Adele dusted the shelves in the study, gently removing the ornaments and books, cleaning each one, and replacing them. Elizabeth swept the ashes from the fireplace and set to cleaning the grate. She hummed as she worked, and Adele found herself drawn into the infectious melody. 

Having dusted the entire room, Adele approached the copper cylinder in the corner. Hesitation and curiosity mingled in her actions as she approached the contraption. A gentle hum reached her ears. 

“What did you say the purpose of this...machine is?” Adele asked.

“Lord Dorrington says it produces energy current. Whatever that may be.” She wrinkled her nose in a distasteful manner. “All I know is it bloody hurts when you touch it.”

“So, shall I attempt not to touch it then?” Adele circled the edge of it. Part of her wanted to feel the bite, as Elizabeth put it. 

The gears and mechanisms whirred inside the wall and popped with a ding as Otis’ door slid open. 

Adele gasped at the sudden intrusion. “Otis,” she murmured under her breath as she approached the dumbwaiter. When she glanced inside, the box stood empty. 

“Again, Otis. Really, this nonsense must stop.” Elizabeth came alongside Adele and shook her head. “The master should fix your timer.”

“He does this often?” Adele pressed her hand to the panel of buttons. Otis beeped and his door slid closed again. 

“Nearly every day.” Elizabeth wiped her hands on her apron. “It irritates Jameson something foul.” 

“Doesn’t everything irritate Jameson?” Adele said with a chuckle. 

“Excellent point,” her friend said with a smile.

“Being on this side of things certainly gives me a proper respect for the work you all do every day.” Adele spoke in a quiet voice.

“Just keep up with us, or you will be out on your backside.” 

The sound of the door opening interrupted their solitary moment. A wave of fear forced Adele to spin around, turning her back to the door. She would not want to be caught idle while she was supposed to be working. 

“My lord,” Elizabeth said behind her. “Pardon us.” 

“Ah, yes, I forgot you would be here at this hour.” His voice tugged at her memories. While familiar, it echoed strange in her mind, as though distant, foreboding, and strangely alluring.

Adele turned, keeping her head down. She bobbed a small curtsy and avoided meeting his gaze. 

“Is this the new maid?” he asked. 

“Aye, my lord, this is Anne.” Elizabeth stepped to the side as he approached them. 

He paused before Adele. She studied his pressed trousers and the tips of his polished shoes. 

“If you will beg my pardon, my lord, I shall fetch some coal for the fire.” Elizabeth’s voice echoed from the doorway. 

“Very well,” he said in dismissal.

Adele stood as still as her trembling body would allow. Her heart pounded. There would be no way to hide herself from him now. Most masters were satisfied when the work was completed and their servants remained silent. Adele closed her eyes and took a deep breath. What if he recognizes me?

“Anne.” Her alias on his lips sounded almost like a challenge.

“Yes, my lord,” she replied, her voice steady, unlike the emotions boiling beneath her calm exterior. 

“Will you not meet my eyes?” he asked. When she hesitated, he tipped her chin up with his gloved fingertip. 

With a deep breath, Adele met his gaze. She faltered for half a second, not because of his familiar face, but because of the shock of his deep, soulful hazel eyes. Never in her father’s long acquaintance with him, had she taken the opportunity to converse with him, let alone share a lingering look.

Lord Dorrington was even more handsome than she remembered. His dark hair lay in waves, longer than fashionable, but neatly kept. The strong lines of his jaw were shadowed by a days’ worth of stubble. It lent him a roguish air. Her breath caught. From his dark, penetrating gaze to the soft smile haunting his lips, Adele found herself mystified by the man before her. 

He only ever visited her father to work in the laboratory. Everyone knew him to be a reserved sort, especially after he returned from the war and inherited his brother’s estate. Adele wanted to despise him for the path he led her father down. But seeing him, eye to eye, she saw the despair behind the gentleman’s façade. 

His fingertips brushed along her scar. “An injury from the fire, I presume?” 

“Yes, my lord.” Adele suppressed the sudden desire to run as he inspected her face. 

“You were fortunate to escape with your life, my dear.” He nodded before dropping his hand. “How do you find your new post?”

“Very well, I thank you, my lord.” Adele tried to keep her answers direct and simple. 

He tilted his head and regarded her with a keen eye. “Have we met before? Upon my visits to your former employer’s estate perhaps?”

“It is possible, my lord. However, I do not recall.” She bowed her head, unable to bear the constant scrutiny. Surely, he remembered her. 

“I shall leave you to your duties then, Anne.” He turned to leave before pausing in the doorway and gesturing to the cylinder in the corner of the room. “Oh, and careful as you dust the inverter. It is liable to produce an electric shock that may be uncomfortable.” 

With those cryptic words, Lord Dorrington left her.

Adele collapsed in a chair and pressed her hands to her cheeks. Relief flooded her as she realized he did not recognize her. The dye in her hair and the scarring from the fire must have altered her enough to allay any suspicions he might have. She allowed a smile to cross her lips. Her ruse would work. He could not hide the truth from her. She would have the truth of what Lord Dorrington had convinced her father to study that cost them all so much suffering.

***
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After dinner, Christopher sat in his study leafing through a stack of notes he made during his experiments with the mysterious metal. The fate of that damned fragment haunted him, just like his encounter with the new maid that afternoon. He picked up the glass of whisky and sipped as he scanned the narrow handwriting. He pushed the notes aside and closed the folio, hiding them from view. 

“Damn and blast,” he muttered as he drained the rest of the liquor. Christopher rubbed the bridge of his nose and the crease between his eyes. The aching in his head and the intemperate nagging of his guilty conscience made him long for something stronger. He glanced at the clock. Half past nine. He could visit the Floating Den and return before the effects pulled him under. 

He admitted a mild curiosity when it came to the new housemaid. However, meeting her proved far more unnerving than he anticipated. Was it not for her dark hair, her haunted eyes, and the scarring on her delicate pale jaw inching like tendrils onto her face, he would have thought Alastair Prescott’s daughter returned from beyond the grave to haunt him. 

In all the years he worked alongside Alastair, he never took the opportunity to socialize with his family. Although he saw his partners’ daughter, Adele, in passing a few times, there had never been occasion to speak to her. She always seemed ethereal, like a specter floating in the distance. 

What could he say to a girl of seventeen whom he had no inclination toward? Never mind Christopher always seemed awkward when it came to society functions and social etiquette. Being thrust into a position of status and responsibility crushed his dreams of studying science and tinkering in his laboratory. After the fire, he walked away from his passion knowing that the only thing it led to would be more death and destruction. He was not willing to hazard the future consequences of his experiments after what happened.

He shoved the chair back and stood, heading straight for the decanter sitting on a table by the window. After pouring a healthy dram, he jammed the stopper back in. The decanter wobbled with the force and he steadied it with one hand, cradling the glass in the other. Perhaps he would call Jameson to fetch his coat and hat. The spring rain continued outside if the streaks on the windowpane were any indication. The Floating Den always docked at Westminster Pier at ten, then Hyde Park at eleven. That would give him all the time he needed. 

He drained the glass and pushed it aside, his determination set. Upon crossing the room, he unhinged a cap on the copper pipe next to the door and pressed the number one on the keypad next to the opening. A few seconds later, a voice echoed through the tube.

“You rang, my lord?” Jameson asked.

“Yes, Jameson, would you please fetch my coat and hat and meet me by the front door? I am going out.” 

“As you wish, my lord.” The pipe fell silent.

Christopher flipped the top down and exited the room. Bell pulls seemed so old fashioned. He rather preferred his little contraption that allowed him to converse with his servants wherever they may be in the house. He had them installed when he purchased the house, and they proved useful both for himself and his staff. 

He descended the stairs and nodded to Jameson who stood waiting by the front door holding his long coat and hat. 

“That will be all, Jameson. Good evening.” He donned the outer garments.

“Good evening, my lord,” Jameson replied with a small bow.

As Christopher stepped from the house, he stopped short and the door clicked shut behind him. Owen Prescott stood on the steps before him. 

“I wanted to see if you wanted to pop over to the club for a round of cards.” Owen’s friendly smile and easy demeanor often made him feel like a dour old man. 

“I was just about to head in the direction of the pier, if you would care to join me.” Christopher nodded in the direction of the Thames. 

“Sounds like a quality idea.” Owen tipped his hat into place and retreated off the steps as Christopher descended.

The two men fell into step beside one another and continued down Hamilton to Piccadilly. 

Owen glanced at his pocket watch. “We should hail a hansom if we want to make the ten o’clock stop at the pier.” 

Once they reached Piccadilly, they hailed a cab and climbed in. A calm silence descended upon them. 

“Something ailing you? You look a bit somber.” His friend pulled a cigar from his pocket and lit it. 

Christopher exhaled. He had been lost in thought all day and even more so since his little conversation with Anne. He wished he could get inside her mind. Christopher shook his head—no, he did not want that. But everything from her bearing to the way she looked at him with fear and confusion lurking in her blue eyes made him uneasy. And damned if he knew why. 

“Your entire family is fair haired, are they not?” he asked. 

“My father and I are both blond. Even my uncle and both his children were golden haired. Mother always said it came from our German great-grandfather.” Owen looked at him. “Why do you ask?”

Christopher shook his head. “I was trying to remember what your cousin, Miss Prescott, looked like.”

“Adele?” He cocked his head in amusement. “Why in the devil are you thinking about Adele? May she rest in peace.”

“A random memory came to me today when I was pondering my time at the laboratory,” Christopher lied.

“Is that so?” Owen leaned forward in interest. “Are you considering taking up your experiments again?” He nudged Christopher with his elbow. “It would do you a world of good, you know.”

“I have not decided anything,” He replied with an exasperated look. “But there are details, answers I must have if I am to put my soul to rest.”

“Six months have passed, my friend,” Owen said. “You must move on with your life. Take up another hobby. Attend some events. Rejoin society and find a suitable wife, for heaven’s sake. Like me.”

Christopher’s gaze snapped to his friend. “Like you? What foolishness are you on about?”

The carriage rattled around them drowning out their conversation to anyone but them. “There is the loveliest flower, the daughter of the Duke of Coventry, a rare blossom indeed, which I intend to pick for my very own.” He winked.

“The daughter of the Duke of Coventry?” He stared at his friend. “And is she aware of your intentions?”

“Not all of my intentions,” Owen said with an impish smile. “Would you have me play my hand so soon?”

“Never.” He turned his attention back to the road and thought for a long moment. “Do you believe your charm to be powerful enough to sway His Grace enough to grant you his daughter’s hand in marriage?”

“While my charm is quite potent, I would never presume to rely solely on it to obtain a fair jewel such as my lovely Viola.” Owen took a long drag from his cigar before exhaling the smoke in a mystical plume. “My father’s newly acquired rank in society has garnered him quite a bit of attention among the peerage. He has hosted a few events that attracted several of the His Grace’s closest friends. While I mourn for my uncle, aunt, and dear cousins, their untimely deaths have paved the way for my father to assert his influence.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

!@&STEN S:






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





