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      This book began as a story in an anthology, The Shadow Conspiracy, produced by the amazing people of the Book View Café.

      www.bookviewcafe.com.

      What began as an internet conversation among female fantasy and science fiction writers on the topic of “How can I increase my web presence?” evolved into a cooperative publishing venture that has survived far beyond most small presses.

      Many thanks to all of the members of the Café for the inspiration for Madame Magdala.

      You can find more adventures with Madame Magdala and her pirate queen sister Trude, in Steampunk Voyages by Irene Radford, a collection of Steampunk short fiction available in e-book from Book View Café and in print from Amazon.

      https://bookviewcafe.com/book/steampunk-voyages/

      Sheila Gilbert of DAW Books first purchased The Transference Engine by Julia Verne St. John when it was beyond the ability of fledgling BVC to publish it. Now I can finally bring this story home, where it belongs.

      I now reissue this re-edited book as Lord Byron’s Curse by Irene Radford.

    

  


  
    
      I dedicate this book to ElizaBeth (Lace) Gilligan, may her memory be for a blessing. She introduced me to the beauty of the Rom culture, spent many hours on the telephone brainstorming, and critiquing the book via email.

      I miss you terribly Lace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          BURGAGE MANOR, SOUTHWELL, NOTTINGHAMSHIRE, AUTUMN 1824

        

      

    

    
      In 1802 Lord George Gordon Byron came to live in his nearly forgotten manor with his mother, but he disliked the provincial village intensely, describing it as the resort of “old Parsons and old Maids.”

      It looked damp, dark, and dismal the day I first viewed it. If ever a place was haunted, it was this moldering country house. Maybe that was why Byron disliked the place so intensely, the ghosts of his experiments with Necromancy followed him around even as a child.

      Of all the properties associated with Byron, this is where his widow chose to live. Because he hated it.

      Did she believe he would avoid haunting her here? Or did she hope he would?

      I had to find out before I revealed how much I truly knew about the poet king and his… obsessions.

      “Miss Elise Vollans.” Lady Anna Isabella Byron read aloud the last item on my letter of reference.

      She held a title of her own as Baroness Wentworth, and need not rely on her notorious husband for her honors and income.

      Yet she clung to his name and title.

      “Governess and nursemaid for three children in the household of Baroness Von Gutenberg…”

      She didn’t need to know that I had left the Von Gutenberg household after three weeks when I’d learned what I needed to from her husband’s aetheric powered Leyden jar experiments. Lord Byron’s soul—if he ever had one—wasn’t trapped in one of them.

      “Your credentials are interesting, Miss Elise.” Lady Byron looked down her long nose and formed her mouth into a prim moue.

      Those references should be interesting, if not impressive. I’d created them specifically to… intrigue her. If not the whole truth, they did brush facts occasionally.

      I stood before her, tall and straight, blonde hair braided and twisted into a stylish chignon, my dress and jacket suitably modest, and as severe a cut as I could manage, though I hated the tiny pin tucks down the blouse because they looked so prim and proper and never lay flat even after heavy ironing. They were considered right and proper for a woman of my station, or the station I aspired to. I preferred silk for my blouse instead of the new cotton from Egypt, made cheap by the advances in steam power for the separating gin. No governess applying for a new position would wear my preferred white Chantilly lace and vivid red silk roses.

      (Don’t rail at me. Of course, Chantilly is supposed to be black silk, but some aristocratic bride in Paris had requested white lace from the makers in Chantille and now it was all the rage. No black to be had, anywhere, except Spain.)

      The poet’s widow had to look up, way up to engage my gaze, from her perch on the edge of the threadbare satin sofa in her second-best parlor.

      Today I needed her aware of just how formidable my raw-boned Teutonic frame could be. I stood half a head taller than many men and could lift my own weight when I had to.

      “I have never met this woman who pens this letter, Mary Godwin Dessins,” she said, not at all intimidated. She’d survived Byron, why should I intimidate her?

      She snapped the paper of my carefully constructed resume with disdain. She didn’t need to know of my talent at imitating another’s voice, walk, and laugh, as well as their penmanship.

      “You have heard of Mme. Dessins though.” I kept my gaze firmly planted on hers. Neither of us flinched. This could be an… interesting relationship, if word of her charitable good works was true.

      She nodded briskly, once. “I know her father preached free love...” Lady Byron swallowed deeply as if acid had attacked her mouth. “And my deceased husband and his comrades followed his... philosophy.”

      “You also know that my previous mistress repented her affaire de coeur with Percy Shelley, one of those comrades, and escaped him. I helped her and her infant son flee the Villa Diodati. We spent ten years together before I put her on a ship headed west from Liverpool.”

      Again, she nodded and drew her knitted lace shawl tighter around her shoulders. Good black wool, as light as a cobweb and expensive ten years ago, but scant protection from the autumnal chill creeping through the ancient walls of Burgage Manor.

      She had not indulged in steam heat or gaslights in this shabby and isolated home. She must know the dangers as well as the benefits of the new sciences. Or she couldn’t afford them. Rumor had it she was still paying off her husband’s debts with her own money, some months after his supposed death.

      At least with a body buried at the entailed estate of Southwell Abby and the title passed to a distant cousin, George Gordon, Lord Byron, could never lay claim to any of his, or his wife’s, income. Nor could he publish under his real name and reputation without revealing his sacrilegious secrets of rising from the dead. He’d have to earn a living by his wits. Unless he stole cunning along with his new body, which I knew him perfectly capable of.

      I also knew he still collected followers through his secret books on the topic of Necromancy. Newly penned works, as well as older ones, were still available if you knew which booksellers to approach.

      His followers tended to be fanatical about their lord and master. Willing to die for him. Literally.

      My mistress, Mary Godwin and I had escaped them a time or two. We both knew too much.

      “Lady Byron, you will have heard that Mistress Dessins and I spent the last eight years escaping from both Mr. Shelley and Lord Byron.” I didn’t mention the disgraced Dr. John Polidari. His name was even less respectable than the poets’. Shelley and Byron at least could claim artistic sensibility for their perfidy. Polidari could claim only negligence and unbridled curiosity that had cost at least two patients their lives.

      I suspected he’d murdered them in his own quest for immortality through necromantic experiments. He was Byron’s personal physician and constant shadow.

      Lady Byron opened her heavily lidded eyes and stared into mine, challenging me with her silence.

      “I protected Miss Mary, her children, and her new husband more than once. I know what to look for in a man to know if he is an agent of your husband.”

      “My husband died. He is no longer a threat to me or my daughter.”

      This time, I held her gaze, forcing her to think about the unspoken truth. She didn’t back down, but she did speak. “My daughter, Augusta Ada, is in need of tutors in mathematics and the sciences. Firm men who will drive any shadow of artistic nonsense from her. They will make sure that she never succumbs to her father’s poetic spells or evildoing.”

      I continued my silence. I knew this. I also knew that before his “death” Lord Byron had sought out some of those same mathematicians and scientists to help him rebuild his transference engine. They could still work for him and corrupt his daughter—or trick her into redesigning the engine. I wished, not for the first time, I’d done a more thorough job of smashing the original into oblivion back in that fateful and desolate summer of ’16 at the Villa Diodati.

      “What do you know?” Lady Byron blurted out, almost angrily. But I knew her anger was not directed at me.

      “I know how to keep secrets.” Secrets of how Lord Byron was obsessed with immortality. He and the incompetent Dr. Polidari had tried more than once to transfer his soul into a different body, more perfect than his own malformed one. He preferred drowning victims—less damage to the external features. Percy Shelley reportedly drowned two years ago in a boating accident in Italy. He was a very handsome man with an exquisite body. He was also reputed to having been seen in Greece a month later. His beauty I knew from firsthand experience. He practiced Godwin’s free love philosophy with less… discrimination than Lord Byron. Shelley merely liked his paramours young—his first wife and Mary Godwin had both been fifteen when he seduced them. I was sixteen. Byron insisted they be petite and dark-haired as well as young. I didn’t qualify as female in his opinion.

      “Secrets? You will have no secrets from me. If I employ you.”

      I arched my left eyebrow in reply.

      “I have no doubt that you can protect my daughter, physically. In that we are in agreement. But what can you teach her? She has had the finest tutors.”

      “I speak and read four languages fluently.” What child of Switzerland didn’t? Five languages if you counted Romany. I needed to know more about Lady Byron to admit I was friends with a tribe of “gypsies.”

      “I have read history extensively,” I continued. “I have observed politics across Europe. I know the social graces acceptable in Geneva, Paris, Rome, and Copenhagen. They differ, if only slightly. Knowing that difference when dealing with international personalities in London will be an asset to you and your daughter.” I had more arguments in my favor. Lady Byron dismissed them with a tired wave of her hand.

      My stomach bounced and wriggled uncomfortably. My vision narrowed. I needed... The blackness crowding into my peripheral vision sparkled brightly around a twirling figure that might be a young girl. Or me. Though I’d never had a vision for myself. Then something dimmed the scintillating lights.

      I dove for the floor beside the door, dragging the lady with me.

      Anything Lady Byron might have said was lost in a shattering of glass. Sharp shards sprayed across us. I tasted blood before I felt the burn of a slice across my cheek.

      A rock bounced from the couch where she’d been sitting, to the floor and rolled across the worn carpet. Such a waste of good Turkish weaving.

      I did not pay a ruffian to throw that rock. Honestly, I did not. Though my younger sister Trude, budding pirate that she was, would have gladly done it, if I offered her the last gold crown in my reticule.

      “Did... did you know of this?” Lady Byron turned a glacial gaze upon me as I heaved myself to my feet and straightened my skirt. I retrieved from my sleeve a gray handkerchief that matched my gown in color and serviceability and pressed it hard against my now burning cheek. I surveyed the side yard from safety behind the heavy draperies rather than glance her way.

      I saw no movement or strange shadow that might betray whoever threw the rock. He was probably long gone, having run while we sought shelter.

      My belly churned and my vision closed down to a narrow tunnel. If I had a cup of tea, or even a glass of water, I might see something in the whirlpool as I stirred.

      Was that a misshapen lump huddled next to the beech tree?

      Only then did the lady notice the crimson stain on my face. “The glass cut you,” she said flatly.

      “Yes, m’lady,” I replied just as flatly. Emotion was wasted on such as she. She wouldn’t allow hysterics in herself let alone her daughter or a staff member. Oh, well, I could save a bout of tears and shakes for another, more receptive audience.

      “The rock could have hit me if you had not acted so quickly,” Lady Byron said with the slightest edge of panic in her voice.

      I shrugged. The obvious needed no answer.

      “I owe you thanks.” She didn’t actually offer them. I could teach her some manners.

      I nodded graciously, keeping a keen eye on the grounds visible from the long window in the small room.

      The lump at the beech tree had shifted to the opposite side and seemed larger.

      A new thought wiggled from the mid-region to my brain. If the target had not actually been Lady Bryon, then the missile was merely a ruse to distract from the true purpose.

      “Where is your daughter, m’Lady?”

      “At her studies.” She rose anxiously and hastened for the bell. Carrick, the reedy butler of indeterminate years answered too promptly, obviously expecting the summons to escort me out rather than the anxious query of his mistress. “Send Miss Augusta to me immediately,” she demanded, hands reaching out like claws to clutch at his lapels. She restrained her gesture at the last second, not quite touching him.

      I surmised they had been together a long time. Just how much familiarity had developed between them?

      Wouldn’t be the first time a lady had sought comfort with a trusted servant when she had not seen an estranged and disreputable husband in nigh on ten years.

      I wondered if Carrick’s eye strayed beyond his mistress while I assessed his long and lean form. We stood nearly eye to eye, he topping me by at least half an inch.

      I smiled.

      Before the expression had a chance to reach my eyes, a child’s scream sent my heart pumping and my mind whirling. Without a thought, I hiked my utilitarian gray serge skirt almost to my knees and quite indelicately dashed up the stairs, shouldering aside both lady and butler.

      Damn this corset. I’d laced tightly this morning to make the ensemble fit properly, not anticipating having to run up stairs and breathe at the same time.

      Thank whatever gods might be, Lady Byron kept her child close to her in the family living quarters on the first floor above stairs rather than a drafty attic two more stories up. A second scream directed me to the left, last door on the left, facing the front drive.

      I kicked open the door not caring about splintering the lock. A dark coated figure with a woolen scarf wrapped around neck and lower face held a knife tightly across the throat of a little girl. A long, blue-black, vorpal blade glinted damascene patterns in the lamp light. I noted the girl’s dark hair and olive toned skin—not quite as sun burned and swarthy as her father’s—with huge frightened eyes.

      I didn’t waste time assessing the danger. I’d done this before.

      Three strides in, a kick to the knee, a fist to the side of the head.

      A squelched squeal and a grunt. I closed my free hand around a slender wrist and twisted.

      Snap. A bone broke. Clatter. The knife fell to the floor. I pushed the girl back toward her mother.

      The black garbed creature scuttled out the open window faster than I could follow. It scampered from ridgeline to chimney pot, then using only the left hand and feet, it swung down a twist of ivy like a monkey from Gibraltar.

      I ran back down the stairs. The grounds were empty as far as I could see. Miss Augusta Ada Byron was safe for now. I decided the name was too big and pretentious for such a fragile child. Ada she would be to me. And to the world, though I didn’t know that yet.

      “Lady Byron, we need to talk,” I said. “There are things, unpleasant things, you need to know about Lord Byron.

      “I know… too much already.”

      “You need to know more if we are to protect your daughter.”
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      Above London, early June 1838

      

      The gas flames hissed like a malevolent adder as Jimmy Porto, the hot air balloon’s pilot, pushed more gas into the envelope above us. I looked up and up to the interior of the dull gray silk. Cool dawn air caressed my cheeks. I marveled that no wind blew my blonde braids where they dangled down my back. But then, we moved at the same speed as the gentle wind, rather than standing still on the ground, defying it.

      “Thank you again, Jimmy, for bringing me up today,” I said.

      “No problem, Miz Elise.” He tugged the brim of his cap once. “We owe you.”

      Yes, indeed the Romany had owed me. I thought they’d repaid me a hundred times over. But the Rom… carried this debt through several lifetimes. One lifetime for each of the lives I had saved back in southern France in 1817.

      He met my gaze in gratitude, something Romany men did not do with a Gorgí female, or even one of their own females unless she was a wife, daughter, or a sister.

      “I know what it is to have angry, violently angry men on my trail. I could do nothing less.”

      I’d also seen more than enough needless death. The potential demise of an entire clan had fueled a drunken Vicomte’s lust for unnatural power. “I had to warn you. Not one of you would be left alive if I didn’t.”

      “That’s a risk you didn’t have to take.”

      Yes, I did. For reasons I’d not tell him. “Still I thank you for letting me observe from your balloon this morning.”

      Up here, one thousand feet above civilization, the air was fresh and crisp; the golden light of early morning clear and sharp. None of the smells of too many people crowded into too small a space penetrated my sensitized nose. The smoke of tens of thousands of coal fires lay like a pall over the rooftops with only an occasional church spire rising toward heaven, giving a hopeful pathway for all the prayers of people trapped below.

      Steam-powered engines lightened the burdens of life, giving us many advances in transportation, communication, and household appliances. But the burning coal needed to convert ordinary water into steam left behind a filthy residue.

      Below us, the city sprawled in unruly lines and clumps, blurred by smoke. The dome of St. Paul’s stood out from the jumble of London, one of a few distinctive landmarks. But once I’d anchored my sense of direction in the eternal symbol of solidity, permanence, and hope, my eyes pushed aside the pall and found other familiar places. Tower Bridge, Westminster, Piccadilly Circus. The winds pushed us west and north, following the Thames, the heart vein of transportation and commerce of southern England.

      “There be Windsor, Miz Elise,” Jimmy pointed upriver. Further than I wanted to go.

      I winced at his use of my original name. Jimmy had known me too long. But he was useful as a pilot when I needed one, as a friend and go-between with his family of Romany spread across the entire island and half the continent.

      Since Miss Ada Byron had married Sir William Lovelace, I’d transformed myself into a new personality (not with Lord Byron’s dreaded transference engine, merely a new name, a new attitude, and a new wardrobe). No more the drab respectful governess. By day, I was Madame Magdala, the owner of a respectable coffee shop and news shop. Evenings often found me hostessing a controversial salon. I invited artists, poets, opera singers, politicians, and dilettantes.

      Jimmy’s people had helped me protect Miss Ada many times over the last decade—more of the Rom’s perceived debt to me, which they had extended to my pupil. They also kept me apprised of necromancers taking up residence in ruined castles, and scientists moving their experiments away from the ethical and moral strictures of Oxford and Cambridge.

      “Deploy the aerolons, Jimmy. I need to circle the city,” I said.

      “Be prettier out here,” he replied, not moving his hand to the brass lever near the ring joining the firebox to the envelope. He drew in a long breath of clear country air smelling of freshly tilled fields, trees leafing out, and meadow flowers. I mimicked his inhalation and appreciated why he wanted to linger, drifting aimlessly with the breeze.

      “This is important, Jimmy. I love the green land as much as you do. I love the freedom of the roving life that you have transferred to roaming the skies.” But I needed to see the patterns of movement throughout the city. I had heard rumors, possibly of violence at the queen’s coronation. My visions confirmed them. I needed to know which malevolent force drove those rumors. Or if my visions failed me.

      We spoke in Romany. Most of Jimmy’s country accent disappeared in his native language. He even spoke correctly… mostly.

      “Aye, Miss Elise. I feels it too. Something wicked stirs the air and the people. I’ll get you as low as I dare.” He flashed me a cheeky grin as he engaged the lever that sent semi-rigid folds of silk outward and tacked back to the city, much as a sailboat would move against the wind. “Used fog gray for the envelope just so we’d stay invisible a bit longer.” A true Romany at heart, flamboyant and audacious when needed, equally quiet and hidden when skirting the law and distrustful Gorgí.

      He really was attractive in his slender, olive skinned, and dark-eyed way. Alas he was much too young for me and though his tribe respected me for my visions, and thanked me for my help, I was Gorgí, an outsider, forbidden to touch.

      “Romany know how to hide.” I returned his grin, grateful for the lessons they’d taught me.

      We drifted back over the city, taking in more of the dark, poverty-stricken jungle of Southwark, south of the river. Evil could hide in the open streets and opulent houses on the north side just as easily as the tenements. Armed military men were reluctant to enter Southwark. Criminals lived openly there, protected by neighbors who closed in on themselves like any impoverished ghetto. Military might was put to better use protecting our new queen, young and beautiful Victoria. I had my own ways of making sure her upcoming coronation occurred on time and without the blemish of an assassination attempt.

      It would be an attempt only. My enemies would use it as a diversion for other nefarious activities.

      “There, Jimmy!” I pointed to a dark object hovering in the lee of St. Paul’s.

      Another balloon. Black envelope, black basket, seemingly empty.

      “Hovers, it does,” Jimmy said quietly on a long exhale. “Balloons need to move, flow with the air which is never still.”

      I dropped a single magnifier over my flying goggles. The black basket jumped into sharper detail. Not a lot of room between the rim and the firebox.

      Then a long telescope snaked out over the edge and pointed down. Whoever was in there looked at individuals, not large patterns.

      “Pointing that thing toward Trafalgar Square, they be,” Jimmy muttered.

      His young eyes were better than mine. I hated admitting that I needed spectacles.

      “What is there? Besides a monument to a beloved but fallen admiral and his mighty victory over the French.”

      A memorial to the dead. Necromancers needed death to fuel their magic.

      And then the light patterns shifted and I spotted the glint of sunlight on a brass circular opening in the bottom corner of the basket. A musket barrel? Or a small cannon? Aimed directly at Westminster Abbey where the coronation would take place in a matter of three weeks.

      We descended rapidly, away from that black monster.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I got to the Abbey and the Parliament buildings, all was normal and the black balloon had disappeared. I could neither see, nor smell anything out of the ordinary. If Jimmy hadn’t corroborated my view of the situation, I might think I’d dreamed it.

      So, I returned to my home amid the morning bustle along Charing Cross Road.

      “That’s Madame Magdala,” a stout woman dressed in black from bonnet to boots to lace parasol whispered. A widow of minor means, I guessed from the classic cut of her gown that would take time to go out of style. She jabbed her younger companion in the ribs with that wicked parasol.

      I wondered if she could extend the tip into a knife. I knew I wasn’t the only woman in London who’d purchased such an instrument from Georges’ Emporium of Fine Imported Lace.

      “She may be a widow and allowed some leeway in propriety, but she takes it too far.” The woman in black sniffed in disdain.

      “The natural daughter of the Gypsy King?” asked the slight woman in awe. She wore a traveling gown in dark green, a fashion at least two years out of date. Must be the daughter, goddaughter, or niece of the widow, down from the country for the coronation—and the opportunity to meet an eligible man.

      The girl continued in a whisper, “I heard that she’d only been married a few weeks when her husband was killed at Warterloo. She never remarried. How romantic.” The girl sighed and held her hand to her heart.

      At least the myth I’d created to give me license to run my own business and control my own affairs held true.

      “I don’t know any way to birth a child but the natural way,” I muttered. If they wanted to parrot my new name and way of life they should use the appropriate term. Bastard. But then, I was sure they considered themselves too proper, upright, and faithful daughters of the Church of England, to use such language.

      Hastily I shoved my goggles atop my leather flying helmet, and peered at the crowds of people on the walkways and spilling over into the carriage-jammed road. A number of genteel couples adjusted their path around me. My leather jacket atop jodhpurs and high boots couldn’t disguise my feminine figure, even if I did stand taller than most of the men. Many of them let their gaze linger while their female companions sneered and turned their heads away.

      “Too damn many people in London these days,” I said. The crowd gave me more room to move out of their way as I found the key to my café and reading room in a convenient pocket. The dustmen were late, and the back door was more than a bit noisome in the June heat, otherwise I’d have used it and avoided the contemptuous crowd.

      I sniffed and peered to see if any of the passersby bore the taint of magic manipulation. Nothing. Whoever spied upon the crowds today had not used magic. One more piece of a giant puzzle of odd bits of information I stored for Ada Byron King, Countess Lovelace. Yes, the dark-haired and frightened little girl I had nurtured through adolescence and taught to appreciate the joys of life as much as the beauty and magic of numbers had grown up and married a wealthy man who adored her. She had helped me purchase the café and left her name off the deed so that our inquiries could not be traced back to her ever-so-proper husband and his new titles: the gift of Queen Victoria.

      I’d heard rumors that Victoria would return a semblance of propriety to English society after the… delicious… scandals of her royal uncles. At least her mother hoped so.

      I hoped not. Life would be ever so dull without new scandals every other day.

      A “lady” jabbed my knees with her parasol as she passed. “Thank you for reminding me that if I linger gawking I’ll be late to my own salon,” I whispered just loud enough to make sure she heard me.

      The bells inside my door tinkled invitingly as I strode inside with long, mannish strides. I know I should affect a more feminine walk. But why waste the freedom of trousers and boots?

      That freedom was short-lived. I needed to bake sweet and savory delicacies for my guests and Violet, my assistant, would not return from her free morning with her mother until after noon. Then I would repair to my quarters upstairs to prepare myself so that I could greet my guests properly corseted, beribboned, and draped in swaths of fine silk. I wondered if anyone new would grace us with scintillating conversation or controversial issues to debate. Hmm… I needed to collect the latest newspapers from Hong Kong, New Delhi, Beijing, and Tokyo, delivered weekly by dirigible express, so we’d have new information to dissect. Amazing what insights and patterns of unrest, or transfer of raw goods to indicate a petty tyrant was building an army of automata, I could uncover when I listened while others read aloud interesting tidbits from afar.

      Those automata might also serve the purpose of housing the soul of a necromancer after the body had succumbed to death, either a natural demise or hastened by magic, or murder. I didn’t know how or why, but Lord Byron’s quest for the perfect body might involve an artificial one. The metal men were still crude devices. Scientists worked hard at making them more human looking. Success had been limited so far. Still….

      I kept a neat kitchen, but no semblance of order survives the first onslaught of sifted flour and sugar. Butter and cream, cheeses and herbs, fruits and glazes, all my ingredients came readily to hand. I fell into a soothing rhythm combining them in proper ratios, losing myself in recipes based upon my mother’s confections that I’d perfected for British tastes. Modern scientists extolled the virtues of coal-fired steam ovens that added moisture and an even baking temperature. While I embraced much of the new technology, properly banked coals from a wood fire still suited my baking best.

      When I looked up from removing a fifth batch from the oven, the clock chimed six.

      “Six?” I asked aloud, somewhat alarmed.

      “Violet?” I called. My assistant should have returned five hours ago. I would have noticed her return no matter how deeply immersed I was in the rituals of baking. Between batches I had set the wine to breathing and arranged a nice store of hard liquor safely locked into its cupboard in my parlor.

      “Violet?”

      Silence inside, subdued traffic noise outside.
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      “Violet!” I let anger mask the growing fear in my belly as I ran through the entire building. I started with my assistant’s room and the extra cubicles in the attic, then down to my private suite. No sounds, no out of place shadows, nothing. The more public parlor and reading room on the first floor above stairs was equally empty, as was the café, which occupied the entire ground floor, and the kitchen one level lower. That left the hot, moist cellar with the café boiler and the brick walls between the cellar moisture and part of the bookshelves. Violet hated the cellars and refused to enter even with the drayman from the dairy master, whom she fancied, as escort and a brightly lit oil lamp. I didn’t find her there either.

      So, I drew a deep breath for courage and entered the stationers next door through the back courtyard and down to their cellar—I owned it but leased the upper part of the building. The cellar here was filled with boilers, the ones that powered the clockwork book catalogue and search engine. The amount of steam they put forth would have ruined my books and periodicals. I had trouble enough keeping the smaller boiler beneath the café from making the entire building too damp for book storage.

      No sign of Violet or the coal drayman here either. I made a note to order more coal, having peeked into the bin and found it half-empty. By the time I could get another delivery it would be down to less than a quarter.

      The only other building on my property was the pump shed that doubled as ice house, packed tightly with eggs, milk, and cheese. I’d caught the girl there a time or two with the drayman of her choice. But she wasn’t there, nor did it look like she had been.

      As I ran down the formal staircase from parlor to café for the third time, a rapid tap on the back door brought me to an abrupt halt beside the circular desk that guarded the steam and clockwork-powered library catalogue and the empty coffee bar. I did serve tea but most of my customers preferred to savor the stimulating dark brew recently made popular in Paris by new explorations in Africa. Tea was for ladies and boringly respectable men. My customers sought something bolder, and I embodied that boldness.

      A repeat of the knock broke the paralysis from my knees. I hastened down to the kitchen where I cranked open the three locks, and dislodged two chains, hoping desperately that Violet had forgotten her key. A modicum of common sense stilled my hand. Cautiously, I peered through the spy hole beside the door, before opening it. A small ragged silhouette cowered against the building, warily searching the alleyway. Two taller, decidedly feminine figures stood before the peephole.

      “Who?” I whispered through the tiny hole covered with a magnifying glass lens before I opened the latch.

      The shape against the wall jumped and pressed itself closer to the door. “Charlotte and Addie. We’ve brought Mickey,” came the quiet reply.

      I twisted the latch and yanked open the door. My fingers curled around the boy’s collar and pulled him inward even as I scanned the alley for any sign that Violet lingered there, perhaps frightened she might lose her job for returning late. Finding no sign of the girl I needed, I made way for the two young women I’d rescued from a life of prostitution at the ages of eleven and twelve and found them places with the milliner down the lane. Then I slammed the door closed again and reengaged the locks. “Mickey, what are you doing out so late of a Monday afternoon? And why couldn’t you find your way back here alone?”

      Mickey looked scared. Therefore, I needed to be as well.

      “We found him huddled in our alley behind the dustbin, crying like the world was ending,” Charlotte said. “We brought him to you and now we have to go home before our mistress discovers we aren’t crimping blue ribbons and twisting red ones into roses.” She and Addie looked to each other as if some silent communication passed between them, then left quickly and quietly together. Arm in arm—more than just friendship between those two but I’d never say that out loud.

      “You be closed ’a Monday. Cain’t come sooner or you’d no be here,” Mickey wailed with a trembling lip and a nose just snotty enough to tell me the eight-year-old orphan who knew the back streets and alleyways of London better than I did had cried for a good long time and he hadn’t cried away all his tears.

      “What has happened to upset you so?” I pumped water onto a dishtowel and handed it to him so he could clean his face and hands. Then I used another dry cloth to protect my hands while I drew forth the baking from the oven. Mentally I counted the numbers and hoped this would suffice for my guests.

      Mickey rubbed at his embedded grime diligently. He knew the rules of working for me, even if he’d only been tamed a few weeks before. Many of my boys, orphaned guttersnipes one and all, were like feral cats who had to be tempted back to civilization with tidbits of nourishing food, a discarded blanket, and an occasional foray into the warmth. I pushed them toward a full bath by insisting on clean hands and faces indoors—even if the occasional dishtowel had to be discarded, too grimy to ever come clean. Trust came hard between us, so I let them stay a bit wild. They kept their familiarity with the streets better that way. If they ever showed signs of wanting to stay inside, they lost their usefulness to me. That’s when I found them apprenticeships and permanent shelter. No sense littering my nice clean café with muddy boot prints and ragged clothing. Boys were messy and rebellious. Too much trouble past the age of twelve.

      Except for…

      “Cain’t find Toby,” Mickey said around a sniffle.

      I gestured toward the damp and now very hopelessly grimy towel.

      “Toby is a big boy.” The biggest of my boys, pushing sixteen and all arms and legs and feet. The slight uptilt of his eyes and round face made him an endearing cherub long past needing his first shave. Keeping him in shoes was getting to be a problem, though his cast offs did help the littler ones.

      “Toby can find his way home when he wants.” I sniffed this time. Lately Toby had shown a streak of dependence and a need to sleep by the fire that indicated I’d have to find him new employment before long. Who else would take on his slow mind? His extreme loyalty to me would be hard to transfer.

      “But that’s just it, Missus. He gets lost. Cain’t read the road markers like I kin. Toby don’t know up from down without me tellin’ ’im,” Mickey protested.

      There was that problem. A boy with a body too big for his mind.

      “He allus stays real close to me. Holdin’ me coat tails. Today he just disappeared, cain’t find him in any of our usual places.”

      “Where did you lose him?” I demanded, seriously worried now.

      “By the Circus.”

      Not far from Trafalgar Square where the black balloon hovered.

      “Piccadilly,” I sighed. For some reason the circular road around a looming statue that connected Regent’s Street with Shaftsbury always fascinated Mickey but frightened Toby. He saw the winged bronze statue on its tower pedestal with a nocked arrow—often called The Angel of Christian Charity, but was intended to be Anteros, god of requited love—as some kind of vengeful monster about to break free of its bronze casing and devour him.

      “What were you doing there, Mickey?” I tapped my toe impatiently, hoping he’d enlighten me to something unusual that the black balloon might spy upon. Maybe Toby was at nearby Trafalgar Square, lost in the open spaces, using the statue of a warrior to protect him from the vengeful angel at Piccadilly.

      Inside the darkened café the bronze clock bonged the three-quarter hour. Time slipped away and I needed to prepare for tonight’s gathering.

      Where was Violet?

      “We was watchin’ t’ nobs, like you tell us to.” Mickey sounded defensive, building a bit of courage, I hoped. Courage to go back out into the twilight and search for his lost charge and maybe Violet as well.

      “Did you see anything interesting? Or useful?”

      “Aye, Missus. Aye, that I did. Heard things too, I did. Seen the beggar with the withered right hand, and heard him say somethin’ odd too.” Now his eyes became cunning. I’d have to pay for whatever information littered his brain in scattered fragments. Organization was not Mickey’s best talent yet. He showed signs of needing greater order, like touching his fingers as he recounted things, building lists in his mind, but so far hadn’t mastered it.

      “There’s bread in the pantry, butter and cheese in the still room.”

      “Cream?” His eyes brightened in anticipation.

      Did I say he was like a feral cat?
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        * * *

      

      “Tighter, Mickey,” I ordered as the little boy tugged feebly on my laces. I could manage my corsets most of the time. Tonight I needed to go tighter, almost to not breathing, in order to fit into my gown. Made two years ago, before I began to fill out.

      Where the hell was Violet? She’d lose her job the moment she poked her nose in my door. I had to trade Mickey’s report on the odd comment about the black balloon by a beggar with a withered hand for assistance in dressing. By the time we finished Mickey would have forgotten what he heard.

      “If’n I pull any tighter you won’t be able to breathe,” Mickey protested. Puzzlement colored his voice rather than embarrassment. He was only eight and I showed little more skin in my nether garments than I did fully clothed in eveningwear.

      “That is rather the point, keeping women from breathing deep enough to speak their minds, or get up and leave fast enough to avoid being restrained by a man.”

      He gave another weak tug, and I resigned myself to looking a little stout, with less of a distracting shelf shoved above my corset to hold male eyes this evening. Maybe if I only ate two sugar buns with breakfast instead of four….

      “You are fed. You are warm. You are clean, and I’ve given you three ha’ pennies. Tell me about the black monster in the sky above Trafalgar Square and what the beggar said about it.”

      “Making me your lady’s maid’s going to cost you extra, Missus.” He looked sullen and embarrassed after all.

      “You may have two each of the savory pastries.” I’d saved out some of the broken ones just in case.

      His smile brightened a bit. “An’ you won’t go a-telln’ me mates about this? Cain’t have ’em thinking I’ve gone all fancy boy on ’em.”

      “I won’t tell a soul.” I had more of a reputation to lose than he. One thing to be bold and flamboyant, quite another to be so penurious I couldn’t afford a proper maid who showed up on time. If only Violet had given me some warning that she was about to elope! Or worse. Gossip from the gutter spread faster to the fine houses and salons than butter on hot toast. Rumor would have me the corrupter of young boys. Now if they were older boys….

      “Talk, Mickey.” I scooped a frothy red gown over my head so I only heard a few muffled words.

      “Dragon it were. All black with one horrible orange eye. An’ it spit flame too.”

      I didn’t correct his redundant language. “A black dragon you say. Flying over the Square.” The black balloon could be described as such by the unlearned. The one orange eye: the glow from the firebox. Spitting flame could describe the pushing of hot air into the envelope.

      But how did it hover? And what was it looking for?

      “Not just the Square. All over t’west end,” Mickey insisted. “The beggar said ’e’d seen it spitting flames, green flames, right at Parliament. Toby might ’a run from’t.” The boy sidled toward the door of my private rooms aiming for the backstairs. Like any feral cat, the time had come for him to escape comfort for freedom. I’d left the cream out for him along with the pastries.

      He fled before I could ask him to fasten the back of my gown. “Keep an eye out for Violet! Check with the drayman at the dairy. And tell him I need an extra gallon of milk,” I called after him as soon as my head was free of layers and layers of frothy red silk. Cursed fashions. I said a harsher word actually, but I don’t usually curse, let alone in public. Unless I really, really need to.

      Twisting and turning I managed the top two hooks at my nape and the bottom three up to my waist. After that the strictures of the corset kept me from stretching further. I almost wished for my boring gray serge costume that fastened in front—or the bulletproof corset that laced up the front. But that one was too heavy and added bulk to my figure rather than compressing it.

      Nothing for it but to hope someone “friendly” was the first to arrive. Perhaps Sir Andrew Fitzandrew?

      Heavy treads on the outside stairs set my heart pounding. I took up a regal posture along my lounge, disguising the awkwardness of my gown from casual view.

      Fortunately, Sir Drew used his own key and entered. As he took off his tall beaver hat he scanned the room with restless eyes until they lighted on me. He smiled beguilingly. Taller than me by a full two inches, trim waist, broad shoulders and long, long legs, he and I had been friends for years. Three long strides brought him to my side. He rescued my hand from the lounge cushions and he tugged me upright for a kiss. His wandering hands found the gap in the back of my gown.

      “Do we have time?” he whispered. His sweet breath smelled of mint and not a trace of whiskey or tobacco.

      “Later, my dear.” I caressed his freshly shaven cheek.

      Five minutes later I was properly laced and fastened into my ensemble for the evening.

      “You know I’d rather be taking this gown off of you than fastening it before your audience arrives,” Sir Drew chuckled as his knuckles ran the length of my spine. A frisson of delight followed his touch, even though I knew he merely checked that all the fastenings were in place. “Shall I set my groom to minding your side door and private stair?” he asked, arching one auburn eyebrow. Then he kissed my cheek and lingered long enough I wanted more.

      “The assistance of your groom at the door would be most helpful. I have no idea why Violet has not returned.”

      “Or if she will?” he replied more seriously.

      “What do you know?” I whirled to face him, needing to read his eyes and posture not just his voice. The clock bonged a full-throated half hour. I’d run out of time.

      “Rumors only. Young women and street boys disappearing in batches of three or four. My sources are not as reliable as yours.”

      I studied him for a long moment. He hid nothing from me. At least on this subject.

      “Are you certain your necromancer friends aren’t behind this?” I teased, running a delicate fingernail along his cheek with affection. A second son of a wealthy baron, Drew had too much money with little to occupy his mind or his energy. So, he sought thrills, skirting the edges of the law with obsessions, like magic, the occult, and now Necromancy.

      He grew rigid and cold, face going blank, hiding all emotion. “I have no friends who are necromancers.”

      “Colleagues? Mentors? Teachers?” I offered, on guard as well. If I didn’t need to understand every nuance of his posture I’d turn away and fuss with my accessories. I still needed to affix a gaudy arrangement of red and black feathers bound to a ruby and jet brooch—a gift from Sir Drew—into my hair and the matching necklace around my throat.

      Then he shook himself and a veil of strong control lifted from his face. “Doubtful. I am but a married dilettante whose wife affects invalidism, so I distract myself with arcane puzzles—and you. Heaven help me if Victoria gives me a baronetcy and I actually have the responsibility of a title beyond the knighthood Father bought for me from King William upon his coronation. Besides, none of my colleagues, mentors, or teachers would know what to do with a kidnapped street urchin, other than throw them into a bathtub with a bar of soap and orders to scrub.” He laughed. It sounded hollow.

      Before I could ask him to fasten the necklace, he trooped off down the stairs to set his groom in place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      London’s “nobs” are a cautious bunch. They constantly watch the others of their class, making certain that their prestige (within specific parameters of wealth and lineage) is never lessened by the rise of another and that their manners can never, ever be called into question. What they do behind closed doors is another matter.
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