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          LONDON, WINTER 1891

        

      

    

    
      “That Mason woman needs a thorough talking to,” Aunt Letitia said in her most imperial voice. “And you, India, must be the one to do it.”

      I looked up from the deck of cards I’d been shuffling and shook my head. “I won’t interfere unless Cyclops wants me to.” I eyed him where he sprawled in an armchair by the fireplace, his long legs outstretched and a thin instruction book on the topic of policing loosely clasped in one hand. I thought him asleep until his eye cracked open.

      “Nobody can change Mrs. Mason’s opinion of me except me,” he said.

      “Maybe not even you,” Duke muttered from where he sprawled in an almost identical manner to Cyclops in the armchair positioned on the opposite side of the fireplace.

      I glared at him.

      He shrugged an apology. “I’m just saying she might be one of those people who never see reason because they’re blinded by their prejudice.”

      “Mrs. Mason isn’t like that,” I said. “She can’t be or she wouldn’t have brought up such a kind, considerate and open-minded daughter as Catherine.”

      Cyclops brightened at my response after deflating upon hearing Duke’s statement. “I reckon you’re right, India.”

      “She usually is,” Matt said from behind the newspaper he’d been reading, proving he’d been listening to our conversation despite appearances suggesting otherwise.

      The only one missing from our quiet evening was Willie, which probably explained why the evening was quiet. She’d joined Lord Farnsworth for a night of card playing at a gambling den. They might never frequent that venue again after tonight, however. Lord Farnsworth had lost a wager on Christmas Day to Willie and had to wear a dress. No doubt he’d be too embarrassed to face the other gamblers again.

      Cyclops, suppressing a yawn, set the book on the occasional table nearest his chair. “I’m going to bed.”

      “You don’t want to hear how Willie’s night with Farnsworth went?” Duke asked.

      “Not enough to stay up. I’ve had to work all day, unlike some who’ve lazed about here, drinking tea and eating cake.”

      Duke opened his mouth to protest but quickly shut it again. He couldn’t argue the point. He’d done very little today, whereas Cyclops had been performing drills as part of his police training. He was two days into the three-week course and had come home tired both nights from the drills and lectures.

      Once Cyclops departed, Aunt Letitia asked for the cards. “Matthew, Duke, we need you for a game of whist.” She indicated the spare chairs.

      Duke dutifully joined us but Matt murmured a distracted, “In a moment.”

      “What has you so engrossed over there?” I asked.

      “Electricity.” He folded the newspaper and indicated the article about the newly opened City and South London Railway, the first deep underground railway and the first to use trains powered by electricity. “One day every home in the country will be powered by electricity, not just the streetlights, some trains, and a few public spaces.”

      “But it’s so expensive.”

      “To convert the whole house, yes, and it’ll be some years before it’s affordable to everyone, but I think it’s worth investing in now. I’ll speak to my man of business tomorrow. Duke, do you want to invest in an electric lighting company?”

      Duke shook his head. “I ain’t got nothing to invest. Cyclops might. He’s better at saving than me.”

      “And he has a future wife and family to think about,” I added with a smile for Aunt Letitia.

      She, however, was staring at Matt with something akin to horror. “You are not going to install electricity in this house, Matthew.”

      “One day,” he said. “It’s inevitable.”

      “It’s much too dangerous!”

      “Actually it’s safer than gas if installed properly.”

      “If every home gets electricity we’ll be overshadowed by wires.” She dubiously eyed the ceiling rose above us. “Not to mention the illness caused by leaking electricity.”

      “There’s no proof of that, Aunt.”

      She didn’t look convinced but dealt the cards anyway and mercifully didn’t mention electricity again. Nor did Matt, wisely.

      We played for a mere half hour before Willie returned home with Lord Farnsworth in tow. The dandy was dressed in an ill-fitting gown of russet silk with brown fur sewn into a diamond pattern on the skirt and trimmed with more fur at the collar and cuff. It was the most hideous dress I’d ever seen and I burst out laughing at the sight of it.

      Lord Farnsworth sashayed into the sitting room with all the elegance of a debutante showing off the swish of her hemline. “It is rather ghastly, isn’t it?” he said as he looked down at the dress.

      “It wouldn’t be so bad on a woman,” Duke told him.

      Willie snorted. “You think all women look good.”

      “That’s because all women do. In a dress,” he added with a pointed glance at her buckskin trousers.

      Willie poked her tongue out at him and strode to the drinks trolley where she poured two glasses of brandy.

      “I think you make a very pretty woman, my lord,” Aunt Letitia said. “Doesn’t he, Willemina?”

      Willie handed one of the tumblers to Lord Farnsworth. “He would if he wore a wig and shaved. I reckon he’s been growing the fluff on his face just for tonight so no one would mistake him for a woman.”

      “It’s called a beard, Willie.” Lord Farnsworth sat in one of the armchairs by the fire and flattened a hand over the silk skirt. “And I grew it because I felt like growing it.” He rubbed a hand over the patchy red-gold hairs that couldn’t quite be called a proper beard yet. “I think it makes me look even more handsome.”

      “It certainly does,” Aunt Letitia said. “Very handsome indeed.”

      “He can’t be pretty and handsome.” Willie threw herself into the other armchair, somehow managing not to spill a drop from her glass. “Anyway, I reckon the beard was a nice touch. You should have seen everyone’s faces and heard their lewd comments.” She chuckled into her tumbler. “He even got a proposition, and I reckon it was a real one, too. The fellow was blind drunk and thought Farnsworth was the bearded lady escaped from the fair.”

      Lord Farnsworth sank into the armchair, his legs spread wide beneath the skirts. “He was just having a lark.”

      “He kept trying to look down your bodice.”

      Aunt Letitia clicked her tongue. “That’s enough of that talk, Willemina. You’re not in America anymore. We don’t talk like that here in England.”

      “Not in drawing rooms, but the English are just as vulgar as we Americans if you go to the right places. Maybe even more so.”

      “Last time I looked, this was a drawing room, so stop it. Lord Farnsworth has had a rather trying evening, thanks to you. It’s time you let him enjoy some peace and quiet.” Her tight smile softened as she turned to Lord Farnsworth. “Perhaps you’d like to change into more suitable clothing then join us for a game of whist. Duke will give up his seat, won’t you, Duke? And perhaps India can give hers up for Willemina.”

      Duke dutifully rose, but I merely eyed Aunt Letitia with a narrowed gaze. This wasn’t the first time she’d tried to keep Lord Farnsworth and Willie in close proximity to one another.

      “I ain’t playing whist,” Willie declared. “Not unless there’s money on the table.”

      “You know we don’t gamble with real money in this household,” Aunt Letitia said.

      “I’ll decline too, dear Miss Glass,” Lord Farnsworth said. “This place by the fire will do me well for a while.” To prove his point, he stretched out his legs and sighed with contentment.

      “If you want to change clothes, I can send for Bristow,” Matt told him.

      Lord Farnsworth held up a hand. “Thanks, but I didn’t bring a change and your clothing won’t fit. You’ve got an inch or two on me.”

      Willie barked a laugh only to wince when Duke smacked her shoulder to shut her up.

      Aunt Letitia looked pained at the spectacle they were making of themselves in front of a nobleman. No matter how ridiculous Lord Farnsworth acted, he was still an earl, and she’d always think him above the rest of us, including her own brother, a baron. “Duke, come back and rejoin us. Let his lordship and Willemina have some privacy.”

      It was Willie’s turn to narrow her gaze at Aunt Letitia.

      Duke sat again, seemingly unaware that Aunt Letitia was trying to get him out of the way so that Lord Farnsworth and Willie could form a deeper understanding. It was such a ridiculous notion that I almost allowed a bubble of laughter to escape. I managed to limit it to a smile, however, and only Willie noticed.

      She gave me a knowing smile in response. Curiously, she did not seem appalled or amused. Surely she wasn’t giving it serious consideration?

      I spent the next hour watching them to see if Aunt Letitia’s plan had merit and there was something more than friendship between Lord Farnsworth and Willie. I was so determined to spot even the smallest sign of flirting that I forgot to concentrate.

      “You’re a terrible whist partner, India,” Duke said as we lost another game.

      Matt gathered up the cards and glanced over his shoulder. “She’s distracted by Farnsworth in a dress.”

      Lord Farnsworth, who’d been nodding off by the fire, roused with a snuffle upon hearing his name. “I say, is that the time? I’d better head off. I need my beauty sleep if I’m to look my best for my future wife.”

      We all stared at him, even Willie. This was news to her too.

      “You’re getting married?” I asked.

      “Possibly. If I like her. I’m not one of these fellows who can wed a lady if she looks like a horse and has the character of a donkey.” He chuckled. “No matter if she’s the daughter of a duke and as rich as the queen.”

      “Is she either of those?”

      “No. Her father is a moderately wealthy viscount. The girl will be making an excellent match if she manages to catch me.” He rocked back on his heels. He was either quite pleased with himself or a little drunk.

      “What if she doesn’t like you?” Willie asked.

      “Of course she’ll like me. Everybody does. I’m quite possibly the most liked peer in all the realm. And I’m handsome, of course.”

      “What woman could resist?” Duke asked with a large dose of sarcasm in his tone.

      Lord Farnsworth pointed his finger at Duke. “Precisely.”

      Matt rolled his eyes, threw his hands in the air, and pushed up from the chair. “I’ll walk you out.”

      Lord Farnsworth gave his leave and they left together.

      “Such a shame he’s getting married,” Aunt Letitia said on a sigh.

      “Why?” Duke asked. “A gentleman with a large fortune’s got to get married and have heirs. You know it better than anyone.”

      “Yes, but I hoped he’d consider marrying a particular woman of our acquaintance. If I’d known he was so close to choosing a wife, I’d have written up a list of her good traits to present to him.” She winked at Willie who was staring at her, mouth ajar. “I’m sure we can find some if we all put our minds to it.”

      Willie set her tumbler down on the table with a thud. “All right, Letty, that’s enough. Seems like I’ve got to make it clear. I ain’t interested in Farnsworth like that, and I wouldn’t marry him even if I didn’t have a nickel to my name.”

      “Which you don’t,” Duke pointed out. “You owe me money. Anyway, she wasn’t talking about you. She was talking about Charity Glass.”

      Willie screwed up her nose. “She’d make an even worse wife than me!”

      “It’d be about even.”

      “Did you mean Charity?” Willie asked Aunt Letitia. “Or me?”

      Aunt Letitia passed the deck of cards to me and rose. “I think I’ll retire. Goodnight, all.”

      “Letty?” Willie said as Aunt Letitia left the room. Once she’d gone, Willie clicked her tongue and picked up the glass again. “I’d make him a better wife than Charity Glass, ain’t no mistaking it.”

      Duke and I shared a glance. He shrugged, and I saw his point. In the race to be the worst wife, it would be a tie between Charity and Willie.

      Lord Farnsworth and Willie got along, however, which was a necessity for a successful marriage. He also seemed patient, which was a necessity when dealing with Willie, something Duke lacked. A marriage between Willie and Lord Farnsworth wouldn’t be a complete disaster, I decided. The thought took me by surprise.

      It would make Willie the wife of an earl. She’d outrank almost everyone, including Matt and his family. I giggled at the thought of Lady Rycroft begging for an invitation to a luncheon hosted by the incomparable Lady Farnsworth.

      “What’s so amusing?” Matt asked as he strolled in.

      “Willie marrying Farnsworth.”

      He pulled a face. “I don’t know which one I should pity more in that relationship.”

      “You ain’t funny, Matt,” Willie snapped. “I reckon we’d make a good match. We’d go gambling together, and host wild parties. All of London would talk about us.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good reason to marry someone.”

      “We ain’t getting married, though. It’s just talk. Seems like he’s got a girl in mind anyway.” Was that a hint of disappointment in her voice?

      Perhaps it was just disappointment that she might lose her gambling partner. Cyclops and Duke seemed less inclined to go out with her lately. Cyclops was settling down, and Duke spent many evenings with Widow Rotherhide, whom he’d met during our investigation into the theft of a magical gold coronet.

      “What’d you want to speak to Farnsworth about in private?” Duke asked Matt.

      Matt poured himself a small glass of brandy at the drinks trolley then refilled Willie’s glass. “I asked him to introduce me to a gentleman who frequents his club. The gentleman is a good friend of the home secretary’s, and I’m hoping he can find out why Sir Charles Whittaker was knighted.”

      We had learned that Sir Charles’s knighthood was given to him in secret with no reason given. Usually such things went through a committee, but his nomination did not. Matt and I had come to the conclusion that Sir Charles could be a spy for the government, and both he and the government wanted to keep that fact a secret. Obtaining evidence to support the theory was proving difficult, however.

      “I’ll meet Farnsworth at the club tomorrow night,” Matt went on.

      Willie retired to her room, and Duke bade us goodnight a few minutes later. Matt and I snuggled on the sofa until the fire died down to glowing embers then he kissed the top of my head and unseated me from his lap.

      He rose and extended his hand to me. “We’ll find out more soon enough,” he said.

      I accepted his hand and stood. “I do hope so. I’m wildly curious about her.”

      He frowned. “Her?”

      “Lord Farnsworth’s prospective wife. Oh. You were referring to Sir Charles again, weren’t you?”

      “Just something slightly more important than the future Lady Farnsworth.”

      “Of course it is. Although it’s not necessarily more interesting.”
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        * * *

      

      The following afternoon, after returning from a walk with Aunt Letitia, I was met by a frantic visitor upon our arrival at the Park Street house. Louisa—Lady Hollingbroke—was about to step into her carriage when she spotted us approaching along the pavement.

      “India, thank goodness you’ve returned.” She gave Aunt Letitia a cursory greeting out of politeness but her entire attention focused on me. “Please, come with me. We must hurry.”

      “What is it, Louisa? What’s happened?”

      “My dear, you’ll do yourself harm with your fretting,” Aunt Letitia cut in before Louisa could respond. “Do come inside and have tea. The problem will seem less important after a soothing cup.”

      Louisa ignored her and clasped my hand. “Come, India, before Oscar does something he’ll regret.”

      “Why? What’s he about to do?”

      “Confront Sir Charles Whittaker.”

      “Oh dear,” Aunt Letitia muttered.

      I gasped. “Is this about Sir Charles setting a thug upon him in the lane on the day Lord Coyle married Hope?”

      “That, and the fact he blames Sir Charles for costing him his job at the paper,” Louisa said. “There’s no time to explain. You must come. I tried to talk him out of it, but he won’t listen to me. I do think he’ll listen to you, however. He respects your opinion.”

      I doubted I could stop Oscar if he was angry enough. The situation might require a more physical solution. “Wait here,” I ordered as I gathered my skirts. “I’ll ask Matt to accompany us, and perhaps Duke.”

      “You ought to fetch Willemina,” Aunt Letitia said from behind me. “And her gun.”

      “When did you get so bloodthirsty?”

      “You must admit it can be quite an efficient way to resolve a confrontation.”

      “We will not be shooting anyone.”

      “I think it’s a good idea,” Louisa called out from the pavement as Bristow opened the front door for me. “Oscar was rather furious, and I don’t trust either he or Sir Charles to back away without a fight.”

      Even so, I would not invite Willie or her gun along. Adding her to an already volatile situation seemed about as smart as lighting a match in a room filled with gas.
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      We did not find Oscar and Sir Charles engaged in fisticuffs when we arrived at the modest Hammersmith row house where Sir Charles rented rooms, but we could hear their shouts from the pavement. The landlady was eager to let us in when we explained we were there to resolve the conflict peacefully. The poor woman was as white as a sheet.

      Matt took the stairs three at a time, and when Louisa and I caught up to him in Sir Charles’s parlor, he’d already positioned himself between the men, arms outstretched to keep them apart. They each glared past him at the other, although only Oscar’s hands were clenched into fists.

      Sir Charles looked more relieved than angry as he smoothed a hand over hair slicked with Makassar Oil. Not that his hair had been disheveled. Sir Charles’s appearance was as sleek and sophisticated as ever. “Thank you, Glass, but there’s no need for you to be here. Barratt and I were about to have a civilized conversation.”

      “It didn’t look civilized to me.” Matt lowered his arms, keeping a wary eye on Oscar. “Barratt, can I count on you to be a gentleman and talk your differences through?”

      “A gentleman?” Oscar scoffed. He uncurled his fists and put his hands in the air, however. “Very well, I’ll lower my voice. But I’ve come here for answers, and I won’t be leaving until I get them.”

      “I already told you, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Sir Charles spoke mildly, as if he were addressing a friend with a minor complaint. “Come now, let’s be chums again, Barratt. We have similar interests, after all. It would be a shame to attend Collectors’ Club meetings and have to avoid one another.”

      “You had me dismissed from the Gazette,” Oscar snarled.

      “I’m flattered that you think I have such influence, but I do not.”

      “You set upon me in a lane,” Oscar snarled.

      “I didn’t.”

      “You shot at me outside the Gazette’s office!”

      “What?” Sir Charles blurted out. It was the first sign that his feathers were ruffled.

      “India and Glass were there. Don’t try to deny it.”

      “I certainly did not shoot at you!”

      Oscar bared his teeth and took a step closer to Sir Charles. Matt shoved him back and Oscar stood there, his chest rising and falling with ragged breaths as his gaze drilled into Sir Charles. Sir Charles glared right back, his feathers once again smooth. He was not a man who let emotions unsettle him, even when confronted by a determined member of the press.

      “You are responsible for the beating,” Matt said to Sir Charles. “We know it.”

      We didn’t, but Matt’s lie worked. Sir Charles gave a slight nod of his head.

      Again, Oscar stepped toward him; again, Matt had to hold him back.

      “That fellow went too far,” Sir Charles admitted. “I never intended for you to get injured. All I wanted to do was frighten you into giving up on that damned book.”

      Oscar gave a thin smile. “Congratulations. Your plan succeeded.”

      I tried to gauge if he was sincere or not, but it was impossible to tell. Louisa’s face gave nothing away either. She moved up alongside Oscar and clung to his arm. It was a show of solidarity for a couple I was never quite sure were solid enough to make a good marriage. As a lady, she was marrying far beneath her station, but that didn’t mean it was a love match. She wanted Oscar for his magical bloodline. He agreed to marry her because her money could fund the publication of his book. Now that he’d decided not to write it, he no longer needed to marry her.

      Considering they were standing side by side, it suggested he wasn’t giving up on the book at all and was lying to us. I wasn’t surprised.

      “Why don’t you want the book written?” Louisa asked Sir Charles.

      “The book’s publication could see magic brought into the open. I stand with Coyle and don’t wish my collection to be devalued if magicians infuse their magic into everything, which is precisely what will happen if the general public learn of its benefits.”

      I kept my gaze directed forward, despite wanting to look around for the objects Sir Charles claimed were magical. I’d touched them in the past and felt no magical warmth in them. If he did own any magical objects, he kept them hidden. Or he had none and lied about it.

      “Selfish, greedy little man,” Louisa spat. “You choose money over allowing magicians to live a free life.”

      Sir Charles bristled. To my surprise, so did Matt. It was he who spoke while Sir Charles searched for a response.

      “They won’t be free. Not if the book is published. Magicians will be reviled and feared by their artless competitors and that will lead to their persecution. History shows us what the majority do to the minorities they fear.”

      “Magic is common knowledge now, Mr. Glass,” Louisa said. “It’s too late to suppress that knowledge now.”

      “It’s not too late. Thanks to your fiancé’s articles, some suspect, that’s true, but not all. If the book is published…” His gaze shifted to Oscar. “If the world knew about magicians, I’m afraid they’d suffer persecution.”

      Sir Charles cleared his throat. “Agreed. Now, if you don’t mind, I have to return to work. I’m late enough as it is.”

      “Not yet,” Matt said. “Were you being honest when you claimed you didn’t shoot at Barratt?”

      “Of course. I did not shoot at him, nor did I get him dismissed from the paper.” He turned to Oscar. “You have my word as a gentleman.”

      Oscar’s lip lifted in a sneer.

      Louisa tugged her fiancé toward the door, and I followed them.

      “Am I still invited to your meeting tonight?” Sir Charles asked.

      Louisa glanced back at him over her shoulder. “Of course. You are a club member.”

      Outside on the pavement, Oscar extricated himself from Louisa, who’d continued to cling to his arm. “I don’t think he should be invited,” he said. “Can’t you ban him?”

      “That’s not how it works, Oscar. He’s a member. It’s not up to me.”

      “You can ban him from your house.”

      She gave him an arched look.

      “I’m sure either he or Coyle had me dismissed from the paper. My editor is a good fellow. He likes me. He wouldn’t get rid of me unless someone forced his hand.”

      Matt opened the door of our waiting carriage and extended his hand to assist me inside. “Coyle is the most likely suspect. He has the greater influence.”

      “I’ll confront him tonight,” Oscar growled.

      “You’ll do no such thing,” his fiancée shot back. “Besides, you don’t need to work. I can support us both.”

      “When are you getting married?” I asked as I smoothed the blanket over my lap.

      “Soon,” Louisa said from the pavement.

      Oscar looked away.

      Matt offered to drive them home but both declined. He gave our coachman, Woodall, instructions before climbing in and sitting beside me.

      “India, will you come to the meeting tonight?” Louisa asked before Matt closed the door. “You too, Mr. Glass, of course.”

      “Thank you for including me, but I have a prior engagement tonight.” Matt’s wry tone wasn’t lost on me, but Louisa didn’t flinch.

      “Do come, India. You’ll be most welcome, as always. The members of the club adore you, and there’ll be a special guest tonight too.”

      “I’ll come,” I said.

      “Wonderful. We begin at eight.”

      Louisa and Oscar stepped back and our coach rolled off. I took Matt’s hand. “Before you comment, you should know that I only agreed to attend so that I can spy on Sir Charles. I might learn something about him by observing him more closely.”

      “I wasn’t going to comment.” He leaned back to look at me better. “Did you think I’d forbid you?”

      “You wouldn’t dare. But I thought you might question my judgement.”

      “Never. Your judgement is perfectly sound.”

      I tilted my head to the side. “But…?”

      “But I think you should take Duke or Cyclops with you, just in case.”

      “Not Willie?”

      “I want you protected, not thrust into the path of scandal or danger.”
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      Willie would not be left out, however. Since Duke and Cyclops were both coming with me, she was determined to accompany us.

      “You ain’t going to miss out on anything,” Duke told her. “It’ll just be the usual toffs boasting about the usual magical things they’ve bought.”

      Willie accepted her Stetson from Bristow. “I ain’t got nothing better to do, seeing as Farnsworth’s with Matt at his club. Besides, Louisa always has nice food.”

      “She has a French chef,” I told her.

      Bristow gasped.

      We all stared at him. “Is something the matter?” I asked.

      He checked over his shoulder then leaned closer. “Don’t let Mrs. Potter hear you mention French chefs. She doesn’t like them.”

      “All of them?”

      “One in particular, a Monsieur Claud, a chef-for-hire who caters for parties at the finest houses. Apparently she disparaged his pastry and he heard about it, and now they’re having an ongoing war.”

      “A war over pastry. How extraordinary.”

      “Ain’t no contest,” Cyclops said. “Mrs. Potter makes the best pastry.”

      “You haven’t tried the French chef’s yet,” Duke said.

      “I don’t need to.”

      I patted Cyclops’s arm. “Mrs. Potter will be pleased to hear you say that.”

      He sighed. “I’m going to miss her cooking when Catherine and I set up our own house.”

      It was the first time I’d heard him admit that he and Catherine would have a life together soon. I was shocked into speechlessness but immensely pleased. They both deserved happiness.

      I spent the journey to Louisa’s townhouse with a smile on my face. I was even looking forward to the evening, particularly once Willie told me that Lord Farnsworth had informed her that the guest of honor tonight was a toymaker magician. Most magicians performed magic on a natural element, such as metal, wood, cotton, silk, or even the human body. My magic worked with crafted objects—watches and clocks—that could contain more than one element. I infused my magic into the watch, not its metal components. A toymaker magician would work the same way.

      It was an important difference between the magics, and one that had me curious about the nature of magic. While all magicians were craftsmen—even Gabe Seaford, the doctor magician—our magic didn’t manifest in the same manner.

      Before he left the house, Matt had asked me not to tell the toymaker magician my name. After Amelia Moreton, the fireworks magician, tried to force me to infuse my extension spell with her friend’s magic, Matt worried that other magicians would try to do the same. Despite keeping Amelia’s threats out of the newspapers, word would have got out among certain magicians that I could extend the length of other magicians’ magic. The Pandora’s box had been opened and we could not close it again, but I liked to think common sense would prevail and no one else would go to the extremes Amelia had.

      Matt wasn’t quite as trusting.

      Louisa didn’t bat an eyelid at my inviting extra guests to her soiree, but others narrowed their gaze at first and widened them again upon seeing Willie. With her thumbs hooked into her belt loops, the men’s clothing and disheveled hair, she was quite the curiosity among the elegant ladies in their evening gowns. Those who’d met her before gave forced smiles as she passed, while others changed direction to avoid crossing her path altogether. Only Mrs. Delancey surged towards her like a steam engine encased in purple silk with velvet trim.

      Willie didn’t see her coming until it was too late. She groaned when Mrs. Delancey reached us, not even trying to cover it up. “I ain’t signing no temperance agreement,” Willie told her. “You can shove it—”

      “Willie!” I drew in a breath and hoped to draw in some patience along with it. “What she’s trying to say is, she prefers to have a drink now and again rather than completely abstain,” I told Mrs. Delancey.

      Willie peered past Mrs. Delancey. “Speaking of which, have refreshments been served yet?”

      Mrs. Delancey moved to block Willie’s view of the adjoining refreshment room. Willie stepped the other way and Mrs. Delancey responded. It looked like an odd dance performed between unwilling partners.

      “You can’t supervise me all night,” Willie said.

      Mrs. Delancey patted her arm. “I know, dear. That’s why I’ve convinced Louisa to serve alcoholic beverages to the men only. The women will have tea.”

      Willie stamped her hands on her hips. “That ain’t fair.”

      Duke chuckled. “It’s her house; she can do what she wants.”

      “How did you convince her?” I asked Mrs. Delancey.

      “By telling her the story of Miss Johnson’s visit to my home just before Christmas and how she threw up in my magical vase after drinking too much the night before.” Mrs. Delancey gave Willie a smug look. “She suspected you might bring Miss Johnson tonight and agreed it was best to keep the brandy away from her so it doesn’t happen again.”

      “I ate a bad oyster that time,” Willie muttered. “I can hold my liquor.” She marched off toward a group of men that included Oscar. Perhaps she hoped to blend in with them and be offered a glass of brandy by an unobservant footman.

      Mrs. Delancey looped her arm through mine as if we were intimate friends. “What a delight to see you here, India. Have you met Mr. Trentham yet?”

      I followed her gaze to where Fabian Charbonneau was chatting to a portly middle-aged man with a bushy moustache and a thick crop of curly gray hair. He gazed up at the French iron magician with what could only be described as adoring eyes. “Is he the toymaker magician?”

      “He is indeed. I’m looking forward to hearing him speak. He brought a large trunk with him that I suspect is filled with all sorts of magical wonders. I do hope he’s prepared to sell some things. Mr. Delancey has given me free reign to purchase any item I wish, no matter the cost. He couldn’t come tonight, alas, but it appears all the usual members are here, except Lord Farnsworth.”

      “Mr. Trentham and Fabian seem deep in conversation.”

      “They’ve been inseparable ever since Louisa introduced them. Would you like to meet him?”

      “Perhaps later.” I searched the room for Sir Charles and spotted him talking to Lord Coyle. They stood to one side of the room by a large potted fern.

      “Speaking of Mr. Charbonneau,” Mrs. Delancey said. “Do tell me you’ve reconsidered and will resume creating new spells with him. You two can achieve so much together.”

      “Dear me, it seems Willie has managed to get a drink already.”

      I took the opportunity that Mrs. Delancey’s distraction provided and slipped away. I unfolded my fan and placed it in front of my face. With a shake of my head at Cyclops and Duke, I distanced myself from my conspicuous companions and hid behind the potted fern.

      Lord Coyle’s tone was cross, but I couldn’t make out his words. From my position, I couldn’t see either of their faces. It was possible Lord Coyle wasn’t cross with Sir Charles at all, but simply irritable thanks to his new wife banning him from smoking cigars.

      As if my thoughts summoned her, Hope appeared by my side. She was dressed in a dark green gown with black lace ruffles down the skirt and at the elbows. The low neckline showed off her décolletage and the emerald and jet necklace nestled there. “India, what are you doing hiding back here? Why, it’s almost as if you’re trying to eavesdrop on my husband and Sir Charles.”

      Lord Coyle and Sir Charles broke off their conversation. Sir Charles bowed to me as I emerged from my hiding place, but Coyle merely grunted.

      “Glass not here?” Lord Coyle asked as he peered around the room.

      “He had another engagement,” I said.

      “I see you have your other bulldogs with you instead.”

      “I know you’re not familiar with the concept, my lord, but they’re my friends. I wanted them to come.”

      His eyes narrowed so much they almost disappeared beneath the folds of his protuberant eyelids. “You’re bold tonight, India.”

      The corners of Hope’s mouth turned down. “Indeed. You become more and more American every day.”

      I laughed. “That isn’t the disparagement you think it is.”

      Hope’s gaze turned hard and became even harder when her husband laughed too. “I like this boldness in you, India,” he said. “You should leave your husband home more often.”

      “Perhaps we all should.” Hope marched off and was soon swallowed up by the gathering.

      Sir Charles cleared his throat and he too made his excuses, although more politely. I was left alone with Lord Coyle, but instead of feeling trapped, I did feel emboldened. It was most likely because, for the first time since meeting him, I had the upper hand. He owed me a favor. Matt had sold him the magic flying carpet we’d used to fly to Brighton to capture Amelia Moreton. The cost of the sale had been Lord Coyle’s information. We were yet to collect our debt.

      But it was a debt we shouldn’t even be owed. Matt hadn’t sold him the actual flying carpet, but a fake one that held no magic. Being artless, Lord Coyle couldn’t tell the difference.

      “Your wife despises you already?” I asked cheerfully. “That was fast. It took me more than two weeks to decide I didn’t like you.”

      “She is simply upset that I haven’t given her free access to my fortune.”

      “Isn’t that a new necklace she’s wearing?”

      “It’s a family heirloom. She wants more.”

      “In my experience, she always does.” I went to walk off.

      “I have some news for you,” he called after me.

      “I don’t want to hear it.” Even so, I hesitated.

      He leaned on his walking stick. “This is free and won’t be covered by my debt for the rug.” His jowls trembled with his smile. “Do you remember Hendry?”

      “The paper magician who murdered a man and tried to kill me?”

      “The very same. He’s getting married.”

      I blinked slowly. Mr. Hendry preferred men to women. For him to marry, he must have good reason, and I suspected that reason was because he owed his freedom to Lord Coyle, who’d saved him from being hanged for murder. It seemed Lord Coyle had collected that debt by forcing him to wed.

      It also seemed his lordship was going to great lengths to ensure the continuation of the paper magic line; a lineage that would end with Mr. Hendry if he didn’t have children.

      “Is his new wife a magician?” I asked.

      “You’re an intelligent woman, India. What do you think?”

      “I think she is.”

      He simply smiled, or attempted to. Lord Coyle’s smiles tended to look more like grimaces. “Let’s hope the happy couple enjoy a long and fruitful life together.”

      “In peace, without the interference of others.” I strode off and joined Cyclops who stood alone, trying to look inconspicuous near another potted palm on the opposite side of the room. “You look bored.”

      “These ain’t my people, India.”

      “They’re not mine, either.” I sighed. “I’m sorry I dragged you here. We’ll leave as soon as the lecture is over.”

      “Is that the toymaker magician?” he asked, nodding at Mr. Trentham.

      It was the man behind Mr. Trentham who caught my attention. Oscar stood alone, his icy glare directed at Louisa and Fabian, speaking quietly to one another. She looked relieved at something Fabian said and shifted closer to him. She fingered his lapel before lightly pressing her hand to it.

      Oscar stiffened and marched off. He did not head towards them but corralled Lord Coyle by the door. I could no longer see Oscar’s face, but from the way Lord Coyle’s nostrils flared, I suspected he was confronting his lordship over his involvement in Oscar’s dismissal from the newspaper.

      It was the very thing Louisa asked Oscar not to do tonight.

      Lord Coyle folded both hands over the head of his walking stick and shook his head. He said something to Oscar then went to move off.

      Oscar grabbed his arm. Coyle glared down at it, but Oscar did not let go. By now, several guests had stopped their conversations and watched.

      “It wasn’t me!” Lord Coyle bellowed.

      “Wasn’t it?” Oscar asked, voice also raised. “It seems like the sort of thing you’d do to force me to give up the book.”

      “You have given it up, so you tell everyone. Or is that not the case?”

      All conversations stopped and an eerie hush blanketed the room. Louisa had gone very still. She appeared frozen to the spot, but I suspected I was the only one who noticed. Everyone else’s attention was on her fiancé and Lord Coyle.

      “You’re a fool if you think it was me, Barratt.” Coyle had lowered his voice but it was still audible in the quiet room. “Why would I want you dismissed from the paper when that would give you more time to work on the book?” Lord Coyle smacked the end of his walking stick into Oscar’s shin. “Out of my way.”

      Oscar’s chest heaved with his unsteady breaths. For one heart-stopping moment I thought he’d assault Lord Coyle. I’d never considered Oscar to be a violent man, but being dismissed from the Gazette had clearly rattled him. When added to his troubles with Louisa, it might cause him to be frustrated enough to lash out.

      Louisa clapped her hands to get our attention. “Time for the lecture, everyone! Mr. Trentham, would you like to make your way to the front.”

      Footmen positioned chairs into rows as Louisa directed Mr. Trentham where to stand.

      I sat near the back and Fabian occupied the chair beside me. “That was a curious show between Barratt and Coyle,” he said. “Did Coyle lie about having Barratt dismissed, do you think?”

      “It’s difficult to say.” I tried not to look at either Oscar or Lord Coyle and directed my gaze ahead. “He is a good liar.”

      “And capable of costing a man his work.” Fabian clicked his tongue. “I despise him. He cares for no one but himself. But Barratt should not have confronted him here. Not in front of everyone.”

      “Louisa asked Oscar not to.”

      Fabian frowned. “Then why did he?”

      “Why indeed?” The only explanation I could come up with was frustration and perhaps jealousy. When Oscar had seen Louisa touching Fabian’s lapel in an intimate gesture, he’d done the very thing he knew would get her attention.

      If he was jealous then that meant he loved her. Perhaps he wasn’t marrying her simply for her money, after all. It explained why he continued with the engagement when he’d abandoned the book and no longer needed her money.

      Poor Oscar. Louisa only had eyes for Fabian.

      Fabian leaned closer to me. “There is a madness in the air tonight. Do you feel it, India?”

      “A little. Why did you come? I thought you were trying to avoid Louisa.”

      His dark eyes sparkled. “She sent me a message this afternoon to say you would be here. Of course I want to come to see my friend. I miss you.”

      I chuckled. “You mean you miss making spells with me.”

      He pressed a hand to his heart and fought against a smile. “You wound me, India. I miss my friend.”

      “You can call on me whenever you like. Just because we’re no longer creating spells together doesn’t mean we can’t see one another.”

      “I do not wish to make Glass jealous of me.”

      I laughed. “You’re so French, Fabian. I assure you, Matt won’t get jealous.”

      “Then I promise to call on you.” He turned to face the front where the toymaker was inspecting the contents of the trunk while the rest of the audience took their seats. “His magic is curious but not strong. He wants to meet you, very much.”

      “I’ll talk to him later, but I won’t create a spell with him.”

      “I was not asking you to. You must come to me if you change your mind. I will not trouble you.” He sounded genuinely disappointed in me for thinking he would.

      “Sorry, Fabian.” An uncomfortable silence filled the space between us which Fabian thankfully broke after a moment.

      “I can bring you the carpet, if you like. I retrieved it from the field near Brighton. It was dirty but my servants cleaned it.”

      “It’s your rug, Fabian. You keep it.”

      “But your magic made it fly.”

      “Yours too. I couldn’t have managed it without your iron magic in the supports. Besides, I have nowhere to put it.” I glanced at Lord Coyle, seated two rows in front. “Whatever you do, don’t let his lordship know he didn’t buy it.”

      He smiled slyly. “I would never. Tricking him makes me happy.”

      I smiled too. “It does give one a sense of satisfaction. Speaking of that spell, I’ve been meaning to ask you for it.”

      “You wish to keep it?”

      “If you don’t mind.”

      “Will you destroy it?”

      I hesitated before saying, “I don’t know.”

      There was nothing to stop Fabian making a copy before he gave it to me, so it didn’t matter if I destroyed it. I couldn’t imagine Fabian bringing himself to release the one and only written copy of our flying carpet spell, no matter how many times he said it was mine to do with as I wished. I suspected he would keep it simply for the sakes of future studies into magic. He couldn’t use it himself; his magic couldn’t make the rug fly, only the iron supports beneath it. Iron and wool magic needed to be used in conjunction with our new spell to make the whole structure fly.

      “I will bring it to you tomorrow,” he said.

      Louisa called for quiet then introduced Mr. Trentham.

      During the applause, Fabian bent his head to mine and whispered, “Perhaps you will use the spell to create another in secret.”

      I stared at his refined profile as he watched Mr. Trentham. This was one of those times when it was impossible to know if Fabian was teasing me. While he’d been upset when I first told him I no longer wanted to create new spells with him, I thought he’d come to accept it. But his response seemed to say that he held out hope I would change my mind. Fortunately he did not pressure me to change it. I liked Fabian and I didn’t want to argue with him or have to stop seeing him altogether.

      Mr. Trentham was an engaging speaker with interesting tales to tell about his toys and the people who came into his shop. Unfortunately his magic was somewhat less engaging. The only spell he knew made his toys move a little longer than without it. They still had to be manipulated by human hands, however.

      The spinning top spun for five minutes before it lost momentum and toppled over. The wooden train traveled further than expected after he pushed it. A doll repeated the words “My name is Polly” three times with the spell and two times without it, but only after Mr. Trentham pulled on the string at her back. I was hoping it would work without the need for anyone to pull it at all.

      “You could make it walk,” Fabian whispered in my ear.

      I nudged him with my elbow, but the twinkle in his eyes remained.

      Polite applause followed the conclusion of Mr. Trentham’s lecture and Louisa announced that refreshments would be served. As we filed into the adjoining room, the footmen removed the chairs and returned the sofa and other furniture to the drawing room while it was empty.

      I accepted a cup of tea from a footman but did not want anything to eat. Cyclops and Duke made a beeline for the table along with Fabian and most of the other guests. Willie beat them all.

      “Mrs. Glass?” came a soft voice from behind me.

      I turned to see Mr. Trentham smiling tentatively. I put out my hand. “I’m pleased to meet you. Thank you for your lecture. It was enlightening.”

      His cheeks flushed and he shook his head. “I’m afraid it’s the best I can do. My magic is rather weak, so I tried to make it more interesting by telling a few stories. I’ve never done this sort of thing before. I’m afraid I’m not a lecturer.”

      “You’re a natural, and your magic is intriguing. I’m sure the children get great enjoyment from your toys.”

      “You’re too kind. My magic is nothing compared to yours.” He cleared his throat. “I heard about your extension spell, Mrs. Glass.”

      I sighed into my teacup.

      Mr. Trentham heard it and put his hands up in surrender. “Please, do not think I’m trying to ingratiate myself to you. I have no intention of asking you to extend my magic.”

      “I’m relieved to hear it.”

      “Mr. Charbonneau warned me not to.”

      I bit the inside of my lip to stop my smile.

      Fabian joined us, a questioning look on his face, but I didn’t get a chance to thank him for warning Mr. Trentham as others approached. They asked Mr. Trentham about his magic and toys.

      “Can you detect magic in other objects?” asked a woman.

      He nodded. “All magicians can feel magical warmth.”

      “Are you the only toy magician in London?” Sir Charles asked.

      “No.”

      A bespectacled fellow I’d seen at other club meetings handed Mr. Trentham a glass filled with amber liquid. “Have you ever tried frightening someone by making the doll move with a spell? You know, without touching it and while you’re standing on the other side of the room.”

      “That would be a lark,” his female companion said, laughing.

      “I can’t do that,” Mr. Trentham said, apologetically.

      The man’s face fell. “Pity.”

      Mrs. Delancey muscled her way between two other members. One of them had to lean back to avoid being poked in the eye by the feather in her headdress. “Are any of your pieces for sale?” she asked.

      Mr. Trentham nodded. “Would you like to inspect them?”

      “Yes, please.”

      They led the way to Mr. Trentham’s toy chest with a trail of onlookers in tow. He could make quite a tidy sum tonight if he played his cards right.

      I found myself standing very near Hope as she watched the procession return to the drawing room. “You’re not purchasing anything?” I asked her. “A gift for your husband, perhaps?”

      “He adds to his collection as he sees fit.” She somehow managed to seem as though she were looking down her nose at me despite being shorter. “Nor would he advise undertaking transactions at a gathering such as this. A private negotiation is more his style.”

      “I suppose he can use whatever tactics he likes in private without receiving the censure of the crowd.”

      She stiffened. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means precisely what you think it means. Your husband is ruthless. He does and says whatever is necessary to get what he wants without concern for those he walks over.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      I stepped toward her, stopping very close, and did not bend to her level. She had to crane her neck to meet my gaze. “I know your husband’s tactics rather well, as it happens. I’d have a care if I were you, Hope, or he might walk over you too.”

      The gleam in her eyes turned hard. “Or he might teach me how to get what I want.”
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        * * *

      

      We didn’t stay much longer and arrived home before Matt returned from Lord Farnsworth’s club. Duke and Cyclops went to bed at midnight, but Willie and I waited up. By one-thirty, I was beginning to think Matt had found it necessary to join Farnsworth and the home secretary’s friend in some nocturnal adventure or other. I only hoped it didn’t involve too much imbibing, given Matt’s prior battles with drink.

      I was considering retiring when I heard the front door open. I’d sent Bristow to bed some time ago, so Matt let himself in.

      “Thought I saw the light on in here,” he said, entering. He still wore his hat and coat as he tugged on his gloves to remove them. He leaned down to kiss me. “Good evening, Wife. Did you have a good night or did someone do or say something to ruin it?”

      “Was that directed at me?” Willie asked, sounding curious rather than defensive.

      “Not in particular, but it could be. Why? What did you do?”

      “Nothing! And that’s the God’s honest truth.”

      Matt seemed to be having trouble getting the glove off his right hand so I helped him. “Have you been drinking?”

      He pulled his hand out of the glove then scrubbed it over his face. “Yes.”

      “Don’t lecture him, India,” Willie scolded. “He did what he had to do, ain’t that right, Matt?”

      “I was hardly scolding him,” I said, standing.

      Matt turned to Willie. “She wasn’t scolding me.”

      I helped him out of his coat then directed him to sit on the sofa. He slumped into it, gathering me around my waist as he did so, and drew me onto his lap. He gave me a devilish smile as his heated gaze dipped to my mouth.

      Willie made a sound of disgust in the back of her throat. “You used to be able to hold your liquor better.”

      Matt settled me beside him. “I’m out of practice, but I’m not completely inebriated, either. You’re correct in saying that I drank more than I usually would. Farnsworth’s liver must be made of iron.”

      “What did you learn?” I asked.

      “That he drinks a lot.”

      I smiled. “I meant about Sir Charles and his knighthood.”

      “Nothing, yet. I merely laid down the groundwork with the home secretary’s friend. He promised to introduce me when the home secretary returns to the city.”

      “When will that be?”

      Matt shrugged.

      I sighed and took his hand. “Are you coming to bed or staying up awhile?”

      “To bed, definitely.” He rose and bade Willie goodnight.

      She shot to her feet. “That’s it? That’s all you learned?”

      Matt shrugged again. “Tonight was about getting the home secretary’s friend to trust me. I couldn’t come right out and ask how someone could receive a knighthood without being nominated through the usual channels. It would be too suspicious. Besides, he wouldn’t know, unless the home secretary confides in him.”

      “But what about Farnsworth’s day? Didn’t you ask him how it went?”

      “How what went?”

      “With the girl he was meeting. His future wife.”

      Matt gave his cousin a lopsided grin. “Jealous?”

      “No!” Willie crossed her arms over her chest. “Just curious.”

      Matt picked up his hat and pointed it at her. “If you are interested, you should make your feelings known to him. He might consider you a serious prospect.”

      “I ain’t jealous. I just don’t want to lose another friend to marriage. First you, next it’ll be Cyclops, then Farnsworth. At least I still got Duke, but he’s getting dull, too.”

      “Marriage is not a disease,” I said.

      “It’s worse. At least you can recover from a disease.” She stormed out of the sitting room.

      Matt chuckled as he dropped the hat on the sofa and circled his arms around my waist. He nuzzled my throat beneath my ear. “She is jealous,” he purred.

      I pulled away. “You shouldn’t encourage her to tell Farnsworth how she feels. He might not conform to some society norms, but he’s still an earl. He won’t wed someone like Willie.”

      He tightened his hold on my waist, drawing me against his body. “I don’t expect them to marry, but she might form a relationship with him. Now kiss me.”

      I put a finger to his lips before he planted them on my mouth. “And what about Detective Inspector Brockwell?”

      He sighed. “He knows he can’t monopolize her. Can we stop talking about Willie and her overly complicated romantic liaisons and start talking about what I’d like to do to you when I get you into the bedroom?”

      I gave him a sly smile. “Don’t talk, just show me.”

      His lips brushed mine in a tender kiss that promised much more. “As you command, Mrs. Glass.”
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        * * *

      

      The following morning was another gloomy day. A letter came for Aunt Letitia from her sister-in-law, Lady Rycroft, saying she and Charity were returning to London. They found the country too provincial and lacking in sophisticated society. Most of their friends wouldn’t have returned to the city yet, but a few were trickling back now that Christmas festivities were behind us.

      “What about my uncle?” Matt asked.

      “He’s not coming,” Aunt Letitia said, scanning the letter again. “Beatrice says she cannot wait to see Hope. She has some suggestions for guests she ought to invite to a dinner party.”

      “Coyle will enjoy that,” Matt muttered.

      “What about Patience?” I asked. “Any word about her and Byron?”

      “She doesn’t mention them.”

      It was as if Patience no longer existed. Ever since her husband had his title stripped away and given to his older half-brother, Lady Rycroft barely acknowledged her eldest daughter’s existence. She might as well be dead. Lady Rycroft probably preferred she had died to the scandal that ensued.

      Matt, standing behind me, gently squeezed my shoulder. “Don’t worry about them. They have one another, and I suspect Patience likes being out of her mother’s sphere anyway.”

      Bristow entered the drawing room and announced the arrival of Fabian. He’d barely finished speaking when Fabian pushed past him. He breathed heavily, as if he’d been running, and his face was flushed.

      “Bristow, fetch Mr. Charbonneau a glass of water,” I said.

      “Have you been exerting yourself?” Aunt Letitia asked with a slight wrinkle of her nose.

      Fabian offered a shallow bow. “My apologies for my state, Miss Glass. I am in disarray.” He smoothed down his hair and fidgeted with his tie. “I could not wait for the carriage to be prepared so walked here, very quickly.”

      “Fabian, what is the matter?” I asked.

      He turned to Matt. “Glass, I have a job for you. An investigation.”

      “Into what?” Matt asked.

      “A theft.” Fabian swallowed and settled his anxious gaze on me. “Your spell has been stolen, India.”
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