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      Dangerous Seduction

      
      CAN A COMMON CAUSE LEAD TO A SHARED PASSION?

      
      Alyce Carr has no time for the stranger in her little Cornwall village of Trewyn, no matter how breathtakingly handsome he
         is. Working for the unscrupulous copper mine managers barely provides enough to fend off starvation; outsiders are suspect
         and flirts unimaginable, but Simon Sharpe is as keen as his name . . . and Alyce can’t ignore him.

      
      Nemesis, Unlimited founder Simon Addison-Shawe is well-accustomed to disguise and deceit, just not the determined defence
         Alyce mounts against the injustices inflicted on her people. With Alyce’s help he can change the town’s fate, but together
         they ignite an undeniable desire that could cost them everything . . .
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      CHAPTER 1.

      
      

         Trewyn, Cornwall

         Wheal Prosperity Copper Mine

         1886

      



      
      The granite room shook. Hissing and grinding filled the chamber. The huge machine crouching within it might crush a man into
         a paste of flesh and a powder of bone if it spun out of control.
      

      
      Three men stared across the large pump engine at Simon Addison-Shawe, their arms folded across their chests. The men’s eyes
         were hard, mouths fixed in thin, severe lines.
      

      
      These buggers probably think they look intimidating, Simon mused. He fought to keep from smiling. Years ago, echoing across dusty grassland, he’d heard the rhythmic pounding
         of Zulu warriors beating on their shields in preparation for an attack. In a dank Whitechapel alley, he’d faced down a dozen
         underworld toughs with nothing more than a rusty pipe for defense.
      

      
      Three copper-mine managers were as threatening to Simon as three old, toothless dogs.

      
      But they were dangerous men. Men who couldn’t be crossed without consequences, not just for himself, but hundreds of others. Being deferential didn’t come naturally to Simon, yet the success of his mission relied on it. He had
         a role to play. The long game, Marco called it. Almost nothing could be transformed with immediate action. It took days, weeks,
         sometimes months to get the job done—impatience or unwanted emotion could spell disaster for an operation.
      

      
      “If you want this job, Sharpe,” one of the managers said, “show us what you can do. This pump engine hasn’t been working right
         for the past two days. Fix it.”
      

      
      “Yes, sir,” Simon answered, tugging on his cap. He roughened his accent from its usual genteel tones, just as he’d donned
         the coarse but clean garments of a working man. Under the judging eyes of this tribunal, he kept his gaze directed toward
         the floor in a semblance of humility, though the wealth of Simon’s estate in Norfolk could buy and sell the entire village
         of Trewyn ten times over. The Addison-Shawes didn’t have a title, but their family name and holdings dated back to the time
         of the Restoration. From the moment of his birth, he’d been instilled with the knowledge that he was a gentleman.
      

      
      And yet to the three managers of the Wheal Prosperity copper mine, he had to pretend to be Simon Sharpe, itinerant machinist,
         who could fix a water pump but knew nothing about the etiquette of a Society ball.
      

      
      He immediately got to work repairing the pump. The bag of tools at his feet was his own, purchased from a dockyard machinist
         in London. Shiny new tools would only dispel the illusion that Simon was a laboring man. The wrench he grasped now wore a
         proud patina of use. As he adjusted valves and tightened fittings, he recalled the instruction about water pumps he’d received
         back in London prior to setting out on this mission. He’d interviewed men and read volumes of books—all to ensure that he could confidently maintain the pumps that kept the Wheal Prosperity mine from flooding. Floods were among the worst
         dangers a copper mine could face.
      

      
      Cracks webbed across the engine’s pressure gauges, and rust crusted its bolts. Most of the machinery at the mine needed replacement,
         not repair.
      

      
      He and the managers stood inside the wooden engine house near the mine’s shaft. Aside from the chugging of the other machinery,
         silence hung over the hills outside. It was working hours, which meant that most everyone was currently belowground, clawing
         copper from the earth. Through the small window in the engine house, Simon spotted outbuildings and chimneys dotting the landscape.
      

      
      The managers—Gorley, Murton, and Ware—looked on impassively as he worked. It was imperative that Simon did this job correctly.
         He didn’t need the money, but he needed this job. The workers of Wheal Prosperity had never met him, not a one would recognize
         him or know his real name, but they needed him to get the job, too.
      

      
      Several weeks earlier, a typewritten letter had found its way to the Nemesis, Unlimited, headquarters in London.

      
      

         Dear sirs,
         

         I have been informed through sundry sources that when proper justice cannot be obtained, your organization can provide it.
               Should this letter reach you, I urge you to investigate the Wheal Prosperity mine in Cornwall. Horrible abuses occur here,
               rendering the miners all but slaves. Any attempts by the miners themselves to remedy the situation have been met with the
               harshest of retribution. I, myself, am powerless, but perhaps Nemesis Unlimited can achieve success where others have failed.
               The situation here is quite desperate. I hope for all our sakes that this missive reaches you, and that you will heed this plea for help, and soon.
         

      



      
      The letter was unsigned. They weren’t uncommon, anonymous letters like this. At least three a month arrived at headquarters.
         Some were just outraged ramblings about imaginary or minor offenses. But others, like the one about the mine, demanded attention.
      

      
      Now it was Simon’s task to figure out what, exactly, these alleged abuses were, and, if they indeed existed, how he could
         stop them. Anger clouded his eyes at the thought that anyone in England, this so-called bastion of civilization and integrity,
         could exist in a state of near slavery. Yet he knew it happened every day, in nearly every city, town, and village.
      

      
      Nemesis might not be able to create perfect equality, but its operatives fought damned hard for it.

      
      As Simon worked, he said, “If I may ask, sirs, what happened to the man who had this job before?”

      
      Murton—or was it Gorley? Simon couldn’t tell these mustachioed, self-satisfied men apart—answered caustically, “Never you
         mind that, Sharpe. All that matters is that we have ourselves a vacancy. So if you want the situation, stop talking and keep
         working.”
      

      
      Simon ducked his head deferentially, but he caught the shared wary glances between the managers. Hello, boys. That’ll need some looking into. If they gave him the job.
      

      
      Half the lights inside the engine house weren’t working, so Simon labored by the illumination coming through the window and
         open door. A shadow suddenly darkened the section of the pump engine on which he worked, and he glanced up to see who stood
         in the doorway.
      

      
      The light behind the figure blocked any physical details, but the voice that came from it was assuredly female.

      
      
      “How are we to eat our bread,” the woman said, “or make our pies if we haven’t any butter? I ask you, gentlemen”—she almost
         sneered that last word—“how?”
      

      
      “What now, Miss Carr?” Gorley asked wearily.

      
      Simon straightened as the woman stormed into the engine house. As she did, he finally caught a decent glimpse of her.

      
      Strictly speaking, Miss Carr wasn’t beautiful. Her face was too angular, with a pointed chin and a thin nose. Her eyebrows
         were straight and dark. In the indistinct light of the engine house, he couldn’t determine the color of her eyes, but they
         seemed bright and full of fire, ringed with thick black lashes. A wide mouth offset the sharpness of her features. She’d pinned
         back her dark hair, but a few stray tendrils drifted across her cheeks.
      

      
      She wore the sturdy dress and thick apron of a bal-maiden—one of the women who broke up the copper ore into small pieces—an
         ensemble far from fashionable, but it revealed her to have a slim figure with a narrow waist and gently rounded bosom. There
         was little that was soft about her appearance. This young woman worked, and worked hard, to earn her living. She even carried
         a heavy bucking iron—a flat hammer used for smashing ore into a sortable and transportable size. She gripped it tightly, not
         like a tool but a weapon.
      

      
      Miss Carr’s shoulders were set straight and her chin tilted upright. Simon had learned, over the course of his thirty-five
         years, how to read people in an instant. Miss Carr was a woman to be reckoned with. She certainly had more energy and dynamism
         than any of the machines in the engine house.
      

      
      Her gaze flicked over to Simon, back to the managers, and then to him again, lingering for the barest moment. Though her expression
         barely changed, a tiny furrow appeared between her brows, as if trying to puzzle out a mystery.
      

      
      She cleared her throat.

      
      Simon had honed the ability to make himself invisible—not an easy task for a man over six feet tall and burdened with a face
         many women had called “pretty as a new-minted coin”—but sometimes it was necessary to become as inconspicuous as possible.
         Valuable information could be gathered when one appeared to vanish.
      

      
      He did so now, making himself proverbially disappear, moving around to another side of the engine.

      
      It had the desired effect. Miss Carr turned away from him to face the managers.

      
      “The butter at the company store,” she said, her voice accented with the hard rs and dropped ts of Cornwall. “It’s on the verge of going rancid.”
      

      
      “But it hasn’t yet spoiled, has it?” Ware asked, condescension seeping from his words.

      
      “In a few days, it won’t be fit to eat by man or beast,” she fired back. “It needs to be replaced. The store needs to stock
         fresh butter.”
      

      
      “And as soon as the current supply is bought up by the villagers, it will be,” Gorley answered.

      
      “By which point it will have made everyone sick.”

      
      Gorley continued pedantically, “It’s simply not economical for the company store to replace almost a hundred pounds of butter
         just on your say-so, Miss Carr.”
      

      
      “But—”

      
      Murton sighed. “This matter is closed to discussion. We have important business to deal with here, and you’re taking up our
         valuable time.” He pulled a brass-cased pocket watch from his waistcoat. “The mine closes for the night in fifteen minutes.
         Go home early.” He produced an indulgent smile.
      

      
      “We haven’t—”

      
      
      “Go on, now.” Ware made a shooing motion with his hands.

      
      Throwing them all a scowl, Miss Carr turned on her heel and stalked from the room. But not before sending Simon one last,
         speculative glance. His own curiosity stirred. He watched her as, once outside, she threw her bucking iron aside and marched
         with wide strides away from the mine.
      

      
      Silence followed her departure.

      
      “Termagant,” Gorley muttered.

      
      “Virago,” added Ware.

      
      “Pain in the arse, more like,” said Murton, and the three managers laughed.

      
      “Begging your pardons, sirs,” Simon interjected as humbly as he could manage. “She’s got some years on her, but a fair hand
         can make her run smooth.”
      

      
      “Are you talking about the pump engine or Alyce Carr?” Gorley chuckled at his own wit.

      
      “Alyce Carr, sir?”

      
      “The delightful young woman that just shrieked at us,” Ware said. “Imagine, a damned bal-maiden who thinks she can run a mine
         better than the professionals.” He shook his head, as though to dislodge the patently impossible idea.
      

      
      Gorley fixed Simon with a piercing look. “Avoid Alyce, Sharpe. She’ll only lead you into trouble.”

      
      “That’s assuming I get the job, sirs,” Simon noted.

      
      All three of the managers’ brows rose at his quick response. But Simon wouldn’t obtain the position if he pretended to be
         a dullard. Machinists needed to be clever in order to stay on top of maintaining the equipment, or if there were ever an emergency.
      

      
      Whatever the mission needed him to be, he’d play the right role. Marco, the wily, government-trained bastard, had the gift
         of complete transformation. No one could fault Simon for his own disguises. He’d convincingly acted as a stevedore, a wealthy French banker, an East End housebreaker, and half a dozen other personae.
      

      
      His grades at Harrow had been abysmal—he saw more of the nearby village and the local girls than he did the inside of a classroom.
         Yet he’d shone when acting in school theatrical productions. Nobody played a better Sir Andrew Aguecheek. Seemed that he was
         already familiar with the idea of wanting to be someone other than an Addison-Shawe. A skill that served him, and Nemesis,
         well.
      

      
      Simon turned the engine over and started it. The pump chugged to life with more strength than it had demonstrated before he’d
         worked on it. “So, am I in?”
      

      
      There was a quick, muttered consultation before the managers turned back to him. “You’re in,” Gorley said.

      
      Grinning, Simon stuck out his hand, and it was reluctantly shaken by the three men. “Thank you, sirs.”

      
      “Payment packets are handed out every Friday,” Ware said. “You’re paid in scrip, which you can spend at the company store.
         It’s got everything you’ll need.”
      

      
      Including nearly rancid butter. “I’ve got an ill father in Sheffield, and usually send him some of my wages. Can’t do that with scrip.”
      

      
      “That’s how Wheal Prosperity is run, Sharpe,” Murton answered, not an ounce of sympathy in his voice. “Either take the offer
         as it stands, or apply for work somewhere else.”
      

      
      Scratching his head beneath his cap, Simon pretended to debate the idea. If he truly needed a job that paid, he’d have told
         the managers to take the express train straight up their arses, but it was more important for him to thoroughly fathom the
         corruption at Wheal Prosperity—and how to end it.
      

      
      “Hasn’t been a lot of work available lately,” he muttered. “No one’s hiring.” He shrugged. “My sister does piecework in Buxton,
         and she sends our da money, too. Guess it’s better that I should have food in my belly than for both me and my father to have nothing.” The words tasted sour
         as he spoke them.
      

      
      “That’s the spirit, man.” Ware slapped Simon on his shoulder.

      
      He hadn’t been in the managers’ presence above half an hour, but already he fantasized about plowing his fist into each of
         their faces.
      

      
      They took a few moments to sign some paperwork, Simon careful to disguise his Harrow-trained penmanship.

      
      Once that was finished, Ware said, “Head dead east from the mine, two miles, and you’ll reach the village. Once you get there,
         someone will point you toward the single men’s housing. Here.” He fished a small brass coin from his pocket and handed it
         to Simon. “That’ll pay for your meals for the week, until the next payday.”
      

      
      Simon studied the coin. It had a triangular piece cut out from the center, and stamped on it were the words “Wheal Prosperity
         Mining Company, Five Shillings, Payable in Merchandise, Non Transferable.”
      

      
      “Thank you, sirs.” He nearly gagged on the words. These men didn’t know it, but they’d just opened their doors to the agent
         of their destruction—offering a job and roof to dynamite.
      

      
      “Work starts at seven in the morning,” Murton said. “Every minute you’re late, you’re docked, so best to be on time.”

      
      “Yes, sirs.” He grabbed his bag of tools, tipped his hat to the men one final time, and left the engine house. A satchel containing
         his few belongings waited for him outside the door, and he grabbed this, too. His father would have turned purple with mortification
         if he’d seen his son travel with anything less than three steamer trunks full of Savile Row’s finest, but Simon had grown
         well used to his father’s many shades of mortification on his behalf.
      

      
      He pushed thoughts of Horace Addison-Shawe from his mind, as he’d done so often, and concentrated on what needed to happen
         next.
      

      
      First part of the job’s taken care of. Now the real work starts.
      

      
      His years in the army and with Nemesis had shown him the value of gathering intelligence. He needed to know who had written
         that letter, for one thing. Then there was untangling the complicated web of corruption ensnaring Wheal Prosperity. And if
         there was any person who knew the lay of the land at this copper mine, that person was Alyce Carr.
      

      
      He told himself that was the only reason he hurried to catch up with her.

      
      Alyce strode back to the village on a path she knew as well as her own heartbeat. Generations of miners in their heavy boots
         had worn a track into the green hillsides. They left their legacy both beneath the earth and upon it. Just as she did. But
         her steps were fast, and she kicked up dust with each angry footfall. If all of the miners had walked with the same amount
         of fury that she felt, the path would be a trench, six feet deep.
      

      
      As she walked, the conversation—or rather, lack of conversation—with the managers dug into her mind, like shards of metal.
      

      
      It’s simply not economical for the company store to replace almost a hundred pounds of butter just on your say-so, Miss Carr.
      

      
      “Economical, my arse,” she muttered to herself. They always had some excuse, some barely thought-out rationale. Would it make
         any difference to them if she was a man instead of a woman? Would they listen to her, take her grievances more seriously?
      

      
      Doesn’t matter, does it? Since I’m the only one trying to make a change.
      

      
      “Miss Carr! Miss Carr!”

      
      Caught up as she was in her own roiling thoughts, she barely heard a man call her name, or the sound of boots hurrying to
         catch up with her.
      

      
      Only when he said her name again directly behind her did she stop walking. Had to be a surface captain, ready to chastise
         her for leaving work early—even though she had the managers’ permission. She was just about to say so, when she turned to
         face the man pursuing her.
      

      
      It was him. That stranger who’d been in the engine house.
      

      
      “Seeing as how it’s my new home,” he said, “I was hoping you could show me the way to the village.” He didn’t sound at all
         winded, even though it looked like he’d been running to catch up with her. With his thumb, he pushed back the brim of his
         cap, revealing a thatch of wheat-blond hair.
      

      
      In the engine house, she’d only had a brief glimpse of him beneath the gaslights—seeing mostly the winter blue of his eyes—but
         now that they were out in the sun, she could observe him more clearly.
      

      
      “Got the job, then?” she asked.

      
      “Good thing, too,” he answered. “I need the work and that pump engine needs a nursemaid.”

      
      He wore a laboring man’s clothes, filling them with a leanly muscular body that had seen its share of work. Growing up and
         living among men who spent hours a day tearing ore from the ground made her no stranger to the sight of a young man in prime
         condition. But something about this man—the confidence with which he carried himself, the stretch of rough wool across his broad shoulders and down his long legs—made her aware of his physicality.
      

      
      “Men aren’t nursemaids,” she pointed out.

      
      He gave an affable shrug. “A friend of mine told me that the definition of a man is that he does whatever’s necessary. And
         if that pump engine needs me to change its nappy and rock it to sleep, then I’m the man for the job.”
      

      
      She tried to concentrate on what he was saying, but her thoughts briefly scattered like startled thrushes when she got a good
         look at his face. Blessed saints, she didn’t know men could look like this. All clean lines, high cheekbones, and elegantly
         carved jawbone. His lips were thin, but the bottom lip was unexpectedly full. Someone long ago in his bloodline must have
         birthed an aristocrat’s bastard, for there was no denying the natural nobility in his features.
      

      
      It seemed a strange contrast to the clothing he wore and his accent—which she placed somewhere around Sheffield, and not the
         nice parts of that city, either.
      

      
      A face was just a face—nobody had power over how they looked. It didn’t matter how handsome this man was, he was only that:
         a man, like any other.
      

      
      She pointed to the path, worn into the ground. “If you’re looking for the village, follow this for another mile and a half.
         It’ll take you right there.”
      

      
      “Since we’re headed in the same direction,” he said with a smile, “may as well keep each other company.”

      
      For all her bold talk, she was a woman, and not entirely immune to a handsome man’s smile.

      
      Still, she said indifferently, “As you like.”

      
      Setting down one of his bags, he extended a broad hand to her. She hesitated for a moment, not really wanting to touch him,
         but he glanced down at his hand and saw that machine grease smudged a few of his fingers. With an apologetic grimace, he wiped his hand on his trousers—drawing her attention to his thigh—and then offered her his
         hand again.
      

      
      “Simon Sharpe,” he said. “Just got hired as a new machinist.”

      
      It would be downright rude not to shake his hand, so she did so. The contact of palm to palm sent a fast shiver of awareness
         through her. “Alyce Carr,” she said, trying for a level voice. “And you’d be wise to take up your bags and find work elsewhere,
         Simon.” Only the managers and bosses referred to the miners and workers by their last names.
      

      
      She let go of his hand and walked toward the village. He quickly fell in pace beside her.

      
      “Wheal Prosperity’s the only mine that’s hiring right now,” he said. “Don’t have much choice in the matter.”

      
      “There’s always emigration. Or you could try something different—like the music halls.”

      
      “I get seasick something terrible, so crossing the ocean’s out. And as for the music halls”—his low, husky laugh trailed along
         the nape of her neck—“they’d only pay me not to sing and dance.” His gaze was sharp and curious as he looked at her. “You work at Wheal Prosperity, but if it’s as you’re implying, why don’t you leave?”
      

      
      The managers rode by on their trap, trailing thick clouds of dust as they returned to the village, and paying her and Simon
         no attention. Coughing, Alyce tried to wave the dust away. Finally, it settled, the trap already a speck in the distance.
      

      
      For a moment, she debated whether or not to be honest with him. There was always the possibility that he could be yet another
         of the owners’ snoops, hunting out agitators. But she’d never made a secret of her complaints, and she hadn’t yet been fired.
      

      
      Because they know I can’t do a damned thing against them, and I’m one of their best bal-maidens. To them, I’m just a gnat. A very productive gnat.
      

      
      “Can’t,” she answered bluntly. “I assume they gave you a chit to pay for your food and lodging for the week.”

      
      “Five shillings’ worth.”

      
      She whistled. “A princely sum. And did you read the words on the bloody thing?” She recited them from memory. The words themselves
         were stamped upon her very brain. “‘Payable in Merchandise, Non Transferable.’ That’s how we’re all paid now. With that damned
         chit.”
      

      
      “And there go anyone’s hopes of saving actual money. Couldn’t even buy a train ticket to carry you to someplace new.”

      
      “Just so.”

      
      A narrow stream dotted with rocks crossed the path they walked. Every so often, some enterprising person from the village
         thought to lay a wooden plank or two across the stream to make it easier to cross, but the planks never lasted. People rather
         liked skipping across the rocks—a little reminder of childhood play.
      

      
      Simon nimbly jumped from rock to rock and landed on the other side of the stream with just a few strides. He set his bags
         down and reached out a hand for her. To help her across.
      

      
      The gentlemanly gesture flummoxed her. It was so natural for everyone who lived in the village to cross the stream that no
         one ever thought to give anyone assistance. And she still didn’t like the idea of touching him. No, that wasn’t quite true.
         She didn’t like the sensations in her body caused by touching him. This man who was an utter stranger.
      

      
      Ignoring his outstretched hand, she picked up her skirts and leaped from one rock to the next until she reached the other
         bank. There wasn’t any harm in him seeing her ankles. Her boots were nearly as stout as his. Nothing provocative about heavy, sturdy leather.
      

      
      Even so, when she dropped the hem of her skirts, something like disappointment flashed in his eyes.

      
      She continued walking, with him right beside her. “Besides, all I know is working at the mine, and everyone I’ve ever known
         is here. My father worked here, as did his father, and his father’s father. My brother, too. And all my foremothers were bal-maidens
         or took care of the babes at home. This is my life.” It surprised her, the defiance in her voice—or was it self-defense?
      

      
      No, she was proud of the work she did, and the people around her. She had no pride, however, regarding the men who ran the
         mine. Outsiders, the lot of them.
      

      
      Like this man—Simon. A complete stranger. Granted, an extraordinarily handsome stranger, but a man unknown to her. Well, she
         could learn a few things, too.
      

      
      “Where are your people?” she asked. “Parents, siblings . . . wife?”

      
      Her cheeks heated that she should ask so bold a question.

      
      He didn’t seem to take offense. “Sister’s in Buxton, and my father’s in Sheffield. No wife.”

      
      No reason at all for her to feel a twist of pleasure at that—none at all.

      
      “You could’ve stayed in Sheffield,” she noted. “Plenty of work there.”

      
      “Everyone I knew worked in the knife factories.” He shook his head. “The world’s a narrow place behind a grinding wheel. Joined
         the army for a spell—engineering corps. That’s how I learned the way of different machines.”
      

      
      “And did you?”

      
      He quirked an eyebrow. “Did I what?”

      
      
      “Make the world less narrow?” She’d only been as far as Newquay, and then for only a half-holiday. The rest of the globe seemed
         a terribly fascinating, terribly big place. How lost she’d feel, out in the middle of everything with nothing but her own
         name to anchor herself.
      

      
      “Oh, aye. India, South Africa. Fascinating places. Remind you that there’s more to life than being English.” She must have
         looked surprised by his answer, because he said, “Seems I’ve caught keen-witted Miss Carr by surprise.”
      

      
      “Most of the men I’ve spoken to who were soldiers called those places savage or heathen. Not fascinating.”

      
      He slanted her a smile. “All sorts of men in this world. Some don’t fit perfectly into the uniforms they’ve been given.”

      
      She was beginning to learn that he didn’t. Looking off to the hedgerow on her right, she saw the old elm tree, its branches
         bent from the winds that swept down into the valley. She’d seen that tree twice a day, every day, for the whole of her life.
         Yet for the first time in a goodly while, the long walk from the mine to the village held something new and surprising. That
         something was him, with an aristo’s looks, a working man’s accent, and a philosopher’s outlook. She saw now the military bearing
         in the way he carried himself, posture upright, as if he hadn’t spent decades crouched in a mine but marching boldly across
         the globe.
      

      
      “Wheal Prosperity isn’t like other mines, either,” he noted. “Most pay with actual money, not scrip. I thought that was something
         they only did in America, in their coal mines and logging camps.”
      

      
      He may as well know the history of the place if he was determined to work there. “Ownership changed about ten years ago. The
         American and Australian mines drove the price of copper down. More than half the mines in Cornwall shut down. We all believed we were goners, then thought it a blessing when a new group of adventurers offered to
         buy the mine out.” She shook her head. “None of us knew the cost. Not until it was too late.”
      

      
      Those had been terrible days. Every morning waking up with fear cold in her belly, wondering whether any of them could go
         on, or if they’d lose everything. She’d been afraid, truly afraid. Poverty had hovered like a thin-faced ghost over the village
         and the mine, as everyone had anxiously gathered on stoops and in the two taverns, waiting, waiting. Would they have a way
         to keep the rain off their heads? Would their children go to bed complaining about the emptiness in their bellies?
      

      
      Alyce had been only fourteen at the time, and her parents had still been alive. She’d heard her father and Henry talking in
         low voices by the fire.
      

      
      We’ve got a little money set by, Henry had said.
      

      
      But not enough, my lad, her father had answered. Not enough to support all four of us.
      

      
      I have to run away, Alyce had thought. One less mouth to feed. Maybe I can get work in London at a shop or in a house, and send my wages home.
      

      
      The following morning, Alyce’s mother had found the pillowcase stuffed with Alyce’s meager possessions. Instead of giving
         her a scolding, however, Alyce’s mother had enfolded her in a hug, scented of mineral ore, chimney smoke, and warm, maternal
         flesh. We stay together, her mother had said. And that had been the end of that.
      

      
      How happy they’d been when they’d learned the mine had been bought out. How the village had celebrated: everyone in the high
         street, singing, dancing. Toasting their good fortune with glasses of ale.
      

      
      Now there was rancid butter in the company store, and no one would or could do anything about it.

      
      She pushed the discouraging thoughts from her mind. She would find a way to make things right, but the how of it was something she hadn’t figured out. Yet.
      

      
      “Sure this is where you want to work?” she asked Simon again. Dusk had begun to fall in a violet haze, and the lights of the
         village could just be seen beyond the next rise.
      

      
      “Like I said, not many places hiring now, and I don’t fancy reenlisting.”

      
      Alyce only shrugged. She’d done what she could. If Simon found himself trapped here in a cycle of poverty and debt—just like
         everyone else—that was his business, not hers.
      

      
      They made the rest of the trip to the village in silence, for which she was grateful. Talking about the old days only reminded
         her of what everyone had had, and lost. Reminded her of the invisible shackles around her ankles, the same shackles binding
         every man, woman, and child in Trewyn. The few hours between shifts at the mine belonged to her, and she wouldn’t waste them
         on anger or despair.
      

      
      After crossing the last hill, they reached the village. Alyce had been born in Trewyn, and had woken up and fallen asleep
         here every day of her life. Yet, with Simon walking beside her, she tried to see it now with a stranger’s eyes.
      

      
      Houses of granite crowded the high street, with more creeping along the winding alleys leading off the main avenue. Some sported
         optimistic flower boxes, and a few doorways had cheerful vines of ivy twining around them. At either end of the high street
         stood the villages’ two pubs, quiet now since the men hadn’t yet returned from the mines, but a few old men sat outside on
         benches nursing their ales with a measured, deliberate pace.
      

      
      No shops presented cheerful, merchandise-filled windows to the street. There used to be, but they’d gone, and had been transformed into more houses. Only one place to buy anything from mutton to muslin in Trewyn.
      

      
      “You need to make any purchases,” she said, “that’s where you go.” She pointed to the company store looming at the top of
         the street.
      

      
      “It’s one of the only wooden buildings in the village,” he noted.

      
      That he should notice this detail surprised her. “Yet it holds the most gravity—even more than St. Piran’s.” She nodded toward
         their plain little church set up on the hill. A rueful smile curled her mouth. “Funny that the store stands at one of the
         highest points in the village, as if water—or money—should flow away from it, the way it might in nature.”
      

      
      “But nature’s rules don’t apply here.”

      
      “Everyone’s work and toil flows up into the store. Unnatural, that’s what it is.”
      

      
      “There’s that scientist bloke—Darwin,” he murmured. “He said that creatures adapt to their environment, no matter how unnatural
         it might be, or else they don’t survive. Seems like you’ve done the same here.”
      

      
      “We haven’t got any say in it.”

      
      He cast her a glance. “You’re ignoring your own decision to endure. But that’s just what you’ve done. You made a hard choice,
         and stuck with it.”
      

      
      She peered around the village. Trewyn wasn’t a pretty place—she’d seen illustrations and photographs of nicer villages and
         towns, laid out in neat grids, with public squares, subscription libraries, and tea shops. It was a village born from need,
         built by a people who never expected luxury or even softness from life. Not pretty, but practical.
      

      
      An unexpected throb of affection beat in her chest. My home. All she’d ever really known, and, shabby as it was, she’d defend the village until the last of her blood stained the soil.
      

      
      
      Alyce cast a quick, surreptitious glance at Simon, wondering what he saw. After all, he’d been many places, in England and
         abroad, places far grander than Trewyn.
      

      
      Yet she didn’t see disgust, or contempt, or dismay in his eyes. Instead, he seemed to be studying all that he saw, his gaze sharply perceptive, taking note of everything. As if looking for strengths and weaknesses. As though
         readying himself not for a new job in a new town, but preparing for a siege.
      

      
      Military habit, I suppose.
      

      
      Even so, it surprised her to see how he’d changed subtly. The faintest trace of danger emanated from him, like a concealed
         knife. Unseen, but that didn’t lessen its potential.
      

      
      A shiver danced up her spine.

      
      “I feel as if I should offer you some kind of welcoming gift,” she said. “A pot of flowers or loaf of bread. Knitted blanket.”

      
      The wariness in his eyes faded slightly as he smiled. “An old bachelor like me would just kill the flowers, devour the bread,
         and turn the blanket threadbare. But thanks for the sentiment.” He glanced up and down the high street, as if searching for
         something.
      

      
      “What are you looking for?” she asked.

      
      “Trying to figure out which one of these houses is yours. I expect you’ve got some kind of banner flying out front, like one
         of those old-time knights. Seems only right for the Champion of Trewyn.”
      

      
      A shocked laugh burst from her, to be painted that way. But then, it did make a kind of sense. She seemed to be the only one
         in the village who regularly complained to the managers about the conditions at the mine and at the village.
      

      
      Strange that Simon, who barely knew her, saw her as a guardian or knight. Strange, and flattering.

      
      
      “Any particular interest in knowing where I live?” She surprised herself with the sauciness of her tone.

      
      A corner of his mouth turned up. “I might be out taking a stroll and get lost. I’ll need someone to show me the way back.”

      
      She frowned a little. Was he flirting with her? “It’s impossible to get lost in Trewyn. We’ve only got one street.”
      

      
      “Maybe the place is more complicated than you know.”

      
      Before she could answer, the rumble of hundreds of men’s voices and the thud of booted feet drifted into the village. She
         and Simon had left the mine fifteen minutes ahead of quitting time, but now the rest of the workers had caught up with them.
         Women’s higher tones wove through like flutes. Some laughed, relieved after the end of the long day, but most spoke in low
         voices, too tired to do much more. Alyce could almost identify every single person, even with her eyes closed. John Gill and
         his rough chuckle. Danny Pascoe, who still talked with the piping notes of a lad despite his age. Cathy Weeks, whose voice
         was as deep as Danny’s was thin. Henry was somewhere in the crowd, as well, but somewhere toward the back, since she didn’t
         hear him yet.
      

      
      Alyce moved aside to give the returning workers room as they trudged up the high street, and Simon did the same. She greeted
         many as they passed, and took a bit of good-natured ribbing from some that she’d left work early. Dozens of curious gazes
         fixed on Simon, intrigued by the stranger. More than a few bal-maidens let their gazes linger for a bit longer. Alyce gave
         many of the curious her own silent, speaking glance, letting them know that she’d be by later to give an accounting of the
         newcomer. But as for making introductions—he’d have to do them on his own. She had enough to manage without becoming the unofficial
         welcoming committee.
      

      
      From a narrow alley, three blue-uniformed constables suddenly appeared, including barrel-chested Tippet, the head of Trewyn’s constabulary. A murmur of unease rippled through
         the crowd. Alyce sensed Simon tensing beside her. Curious. Had he been in trouble with the law before?
      

      
      Tippet and his colleagues—Oliver, heavy-jawed and small-eyed, and Freeman, nearly handsome in a unfinished kind of way—shouldered
         their way through the column of returning workers. They tugged two men from the throng, dragging them roughly to the side,
         as everyone else could only look on.
      

      
      “Here, now,” Tippet said, shaking one of the men by his collar. Alyce recognized him as Joe Hocking, and the other miner was
         George Bevan, who grimaced as Oliver clenched his shoulder. “Did you think you’d get away with it? Think the masters are stupid,
         do you?”
      

      
      “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Joe said. Though he’d been a miner all his life, the hard work and lack of enough
         food had taken its toll, prematurely aging him. His whole body was thin and shrunken. In another year or two, he wouldn’t
         be able to go down into the pit anymore.
      

      
      By contrast, Tippet was almost obscenely robust, filling out the jacket of his uniform with sturdy brawn.

      
      Tippet smirked. “Right. ’Course you don’t.” His smirk twisted into a sneer. He flung Joe against a wall, and the older man
         grunted and went ashen. Joe looked like a fragile weed, clinging to the side of the building.
      

      
      Tippet dug one end of his truncheon into the underside of Joe’s jaw, and the miner grimaced.

      
      Fury roiled up inside Alyce. Tippet never wasted an opportunity to rough up the villagers, even someone who presented no physical
         threat, like Joe.
      

      
      Men and women gathered in a semicircle, jockeying to get a view. Restless anger rumbled through the crowd, like thunder before a storm. They were closing the ten-odd feet of distance between themselves and the constables.
      

      
      “Everyone, keep back,” Oliver growled.

      
      “Not a step forward,” Freeman added. He shoved back one man who tried to edge closer.

      
      She had to take action—help Joe and keep the crowd from turning ugly. She took a step forward, ready to push the truncheon
         off Joe’s neck.
      

      
      Simon suddenly emerged from the throng. He tripped over the bags he carried, colliding with Tippet. Both men stumbled.

      
      Tippet whirled around, face twisted in anger. She felt the crowd collectively hold its breath—just like her. What would Tippet
         do?
      

      
      Then she saw the hard gleam in Simon’s eyes as he faced the constable. Tippet wasn’t the only threat, here. Simon was just
         as dangerous.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 2.

      
      Growling, Tippet shoved the end of his truncheon into Simon’s shoulder. As if defending himself, Simon quickly stepped to
         the side, one hand upraised. His other hand pushed against Tippet’s outstretched arm, right into the constable’s elbow. Tippet’s
         hand gave a small spasm, causing him to let go of the truncheon. Suddenly, the heavy cudgel was in Simon’s hand.
      

      
      “Easy now,” Simon murmured. “No harm meant, Constable. Just being clumsy.”

      
      “Who the hell are you?” Tippet demanded.

      
      “Simon Sharpe,” he answered. “New machinist.”

      
      “This doesn’t have anything to do with you, Sharpe,” Tippet snapped, though a faint tremor of uncertainty sounded beneath
         his words. “Give me back my baton and go about your own sodding business.”
      

      
      Yet Simon did neither. He turned the truncheon over and over in his hands. “I’ve held a Zulu kerrie before, but never something
         like this.” He hefted its weight, letting one end slap against his open palm. “Could cause a big man a serious injury with
         this weapon.” With a puzzled frown, he glanced at Joe and George. “They don’t look that big to me.”
      

      
      “It’s not the size of the man, but the crime he’s committed.” Tippet jutted his chin at Joe. “The company’s got fine ways of running things. Everything’s set up so they’re dealt with fairly.”
      

      
      “This one made a good arrangement with the bosses,” Freeman added. “The lode he’s working is a poor one, so he gets thirteen
         shillings out of twenty shillings’ worth of ore he digs.”
      

      
      “And that one”—Tippet jerked his head toward George—“he’s working a rich lode, so he only gets one shilling out of twenty
         shillings’ value. Keeps things honest.”
      

      
      A dark mutter moved through the crowd when Tippet said “honest.” Alyce’s own stomach clenched at the ironic use of the word.
         The constables seemed to be trying Joe and George right here in the street—justifying why they were dragging the two men off.
      

      
      “But them two tried to get the better of the masters,” the head constable continued. “Hid themselves off in some dark corner
         of the mine and did an exchange, then divided the gross profits.”
      

      
      “We didn’t!” George protested, but his voice trailed off in a hiss when Oliver gripped his shoulder harder.

      
      “Managers don’t seem to think so,” Oliver said.

      
      “It’s all trumped up,” Alyce interjected hotly.

      
      Many pairs of eyes, including Simon’s, turned to her. Voice inquisitive, he said, “You sound certain of that.”

      
      “I am.” She took another step forward. “George and Joe have been telling the managers that the lodes they’re working aren’t
         safe and should be closed down. This is the bosses’ way of shutting them up.”
      

      
      Tippet snorted. “More baseless rabble-rousing from Miss Carr. We’ve got a witness who saw everything.”

      
      “Who?” she demanded. There had been rumors for a while that some of the miners were paid eyes for the managers, but so far,
         no one had been able to figure out the spies’ identities.
      

      
      
      “That’s not our burden to prove.” Tippet glared at Simon. “Unless you want to get hauled off to the clink, too, you’ll give
         me back my baton.”
      

      
      Though his posture and affable expression didn’t change, Alyce sensed Simon coiling, readying to fight. Though he had the
         same muscular build as any other laborer, it seemed as though he could do more than brawl—he could actually fight, maybe even
         kill, if he had to.
      

      
      Then, just as subtly, the tension eased from him. He took a step back. The head constable held out his hand for the return
         of his truncheon.
      

      
      Just before Tippet’s fingers could close around the baton, the weapon dropped from Simon’s hand. It clattered onto the ground.

      
      “Clumsy, again,” Simon said with a self-deprecating chuckle.

      
      Tippet muttered and groaned slightly as he bent down to retrieve his truncheon. Once he had it back in his hand, he straightened
         and puffed out his chest. “Trewyn’s a decent place. A safe place. I make sure it stays that way. So do everyone a favor and
         learn to be less clumsy. Or I might not be so lenient next time.”
      

      
      “Yes, sir,” Simon answered, though he didn’t appear cowed in the slightest.

      
      Tippet hauled Joe up, and Oliver shoved George in front of him, with Freeman bringing up the rear. “The rest of you, head
         on back to your homes,” the head constable said, addressing the gathered crowd. “But know that the company only wants what’s
         best for everyone. When you step out of line, you make things troublesome and dangerous for everybody else.”
      

      
      Folding her arms across her chest, Alyce scowled as the three constables dragged George and Joe away. Oh, Tippet cloaked his
         actions with pretty rhetoric, pretending that he protected the miners and workers from themselves. But they were only meaningless words. All that mattered was that two innocent men who’d dared to speak out were now being
         punished.
      

      
      No one moved until the five figures disappeared around a corner. As soon as they were gone, mutters churned up from the crowd,
         and most everyone resumed their walks home. Some faces wore expressions of fear, others anger, but most looked resigned. This
         was their lot, and there wasn’t anything to do but accept it.
      

      
      Simon picked up his tool bag and satchel. His movement was swift and nimble.

      
      Realization hit her. “Nothing clumsy about you,” she said in a low voice, stepping close so no one but Simon could hear her. “You didn’t trip against Tippet and
         accidentally take his baton. It was all on purpose.”
      

      
      “Maybe I am clumsy,” he answered casually. Yet his voice was also pitched low, keeping their conversation private despite the people
         nearby. “Haven’t seen me try to dance. It’s like a second Waterloo on the dance floor.”
      

      
      “I know what I saw. I was the only one standing close enough to notice—all of that was deliberate.” When he gave no response,
         she pressed, “Why’d you do it? Defend two men you don’t know?”
      

      
      He only shrugged. “It seemed an unbalanced fight. I like balance.”

      
      She stared at him, trying to puzzle him out. “Joe and George could’ve been guilty, and you’d have stood up for them.”

      
      “Were they?”

      
      “God, no!” The idea appalled her. “The company’s using them as an example. Of what happens when you speak out.”

      
      A corner of his mouth turned up. “And yet you’re still roaming free.”

      
      Her own mouth flattened into a line. “Better watch any more instances of your clumsiness, or else you’ll make an enemy of Tippet.”
      

      
      “I’ll cry myself to sleep if that happens.”

      
      “Alyce! Alyce!”

      
      She turned at the sound of her brother’s voice. He edged his way through the crowd until he stood before her and Simon, scowling.
         Though he glanced briefly between her and Simon, the majority of his ire was for her.
      

      
      “Heard there was a dustup between the constabulary and George and Joe,” he said angrily. “Yet I’m not surprised to find you
         in the middle of it.”
      

      
      Her cheeks heated. Henry was only three years older than her, but since their parents’ death, he often treated her as if she
         were a reckless girl in danger of tumbling down the mine shaft. Being spoken to like a child in front of Simon didn’t make
         her feel very charitable toward her brother. “Tippet’s made false accusations about Joe and George divvying up their ore.”
      

      
      Henry’s expression clouded. “That’s daft.”

      
      “Exactly what I said.”

      
      “No reason, though, for you to shove yourself in the middle of someone else’s fight.”

      
      “I didn’t shove myself into the middle of anything.”
      

      
      He rolled his eyes. “‘Shove’ or ‘push’ or ‘stick your nose where it doesn’t belong.’ What ever words you use, the upshot’s
         the same.”
      

      
      “I’m telling you,” she said through gritted teeth, “I wasn’t involved.”

      
      But he wasn’t listening to her. As usual. “Haven’t I said it again and again? Don’t get mixed up with these brawls. Damn it,
         Alyce, you want me to sound like a chattering parrot?”
      

      
      “Parrots are prettier.”

      
      Henry opened his mouth as if readying to give her a blistering set-down, but Simon spoke first.

      
      
      “Begging your pardon—Mr. Carr, is it?—but it wasn’t your sister who got between the constables and the accused. It was me.”
         He set down his tool bag and offered his hand. “Simon Sharpe. Got hired today as a machinist.”
      

      
      Henry warily shook Simon’s hand, and Alyce couldn’t help but note the contrast between the two. Both Henry and Simon were
         young, strong men who worked hard for a living, but Henry stood several inches shorter than Simon—lack of height being an
         advantage when crawling around in dark tunnels all day—and had dark hair, where Simon was blond. But these were only superficial
         differences.
      

      
      “Welcome to Trewyn,” Henry said stiffly. “I’m Henry Carr. Alyce’s brother.”

      
      Wide as Henry’s shoulders were from wielding a pick six days a week, they were still bent, bowed from an invisible burden.
         He kept his chin lowered, his expression cautious.
      

      
      Simon stood fully upright, chin high, his face and posture free of timidity. “You share the same frown,” he noted, and Alyce
         had to stifle a sudden laugh.
      

      
      That frown deepened. “Married, Simon?”

      
      “Not that I know of,” he answered with a smile. “Never woke up from a binge with a ring on my finger.”

      
      Again, she found herself fighting a giggle.

      
      Henry, however, was much less amused. “Then it’s the bachelor lodgings for you. Edgar here can show you the way.” He tugged
         on the sleeve of Edgar Hayne, an unmarried man who was passing by. “Edgar, be a lad and escort Simon here to the bachelor
         housing.”
      

      
      “Sure thing, Henry,” he agreed. Turning to Simon, he said brightly, “Come along, then. Supper’s in half an hour, and they
         won’t tolerate anybody being late. Got your chit to cover it, I hope.”
      

      
      Simon patted his pocket. “I’m ready to receive the bounty of Trewyn.”

      
      
      Chuckling at that, Edgar started up the high street, but stopped when he saw that Simon wasn’t following. Instead, Simon gave
         another nod to Henry, then turned his attention to Alyce.
      

      
      “No one’s had a more interesting introduction to a place,” he said wryly. “Cheers for that.”

      
      “I’ve given you plenty of warnings,” she answered. “There’s still time.”

      
      He lifted his shoulders dismissively. “And I said it before: I don’t have any other choice. Besides,” he added, his gaze warming
         as he looked at her, “maybe I’ll find something that makes this place worthwhile.”
      

      
      For a woman who heard the rough language of men without so much as a blush, her cheeks now flamed.

      
      “Oi,” Henry said darkly.

      
      Simon ducked his head, but it was just a small gesture. “No disrespect intended. The people of Wheal Prosperity seem like
         good-hearted folk, and I’m glad of it.”
      

      
      “Lively, now,” Edgar called from up the street. “Or we go to bed hungry tonight.”

      
      Giving them each a little bow, Simon murmured, “Henry, Alyce. Sure we’ll be seeing each other soon.”

      
      “It’s a village of five hundred,” Alyce replied, “and four hundred thirty of us work at the mine. Chances are good we’ll run
         into each other.”
      

      
      “Right, then.” With a final, wry smile, Simon turned, and hastened after Edgar. He had a fluid way of moving, sleek and direct.
         Unable to look away, she watched him walk up the high street. Disappointment flickered in her chest when the two men vanished
         inside the large house reserved for bachelors.
      

      
      Henry snorted beside her.

      
      “What?” she snapped.

      
      “In the generations of Carrs that have lived in Trewyn and worked Wheal Prosperity, not a one of them drew trouble as you do.” They both walked down one of the narrow lanes, heading toward home.
      

      
      “And look where that got them.” She glanced over her shoulder, toward St. Piran’s and its churchyard full of worn stone tablets
         commemorating brief lives. The name Carr had been chipped into many of them. Every Sunday, she’d leave church, and there it
         was—the reminder of how short a time one walked this rough earth. Hardly more than the beat of a moth’s wings, and then it
         was over. “Maybe if some of them caused a little trouble, we’d all be in a different place.”
      

      
      Lights ahead signaled that they were almost home. Sarah, Henry’s wife, made sure to keep a lamp in the window so that their
         homecoming was always a warm one.
      

      
      “Think that all you like,” Henry said. “But nothing changes our path. Rattling bars only makes things noisy.” He stopped in
         front of the door to their house. Inside, they could hear Sarah bustling—as fast as a heavily pregnant woman could bustle—with
         the sounds of her getting their supper onto the table and humming to herself.
      

      
      Henry’s usually serious expression turned even more sober. “Stay away from that Simon Sharpe.”

      
      “Warning me off him?” Alyce’s eyebrows climbed. “We’re not wee children anymore, Henry. Both of us are full grown, and we
         make our own decisions.”
      

      
      “He’s already gotten mixed up in strife.”

      
      “It was an accident,” she said, though she knew it hadn’t been.

      
      “Still don’t trust him. We have plenty of explosives at the mine, Alyce. We don’t need any more.”

      
      “Good thing I know my way around a stick of dynamite.”

      
      Muttering to himself, he opened the front door and stepped inside, greeting his wife. But Alyce didn’t follow him in. Instead,
         she stood out on the stoop, breathing in the cold evening air and looking up at the emerging stars. How many different skies had Simon seen? Had he looked up at different
         constellations? Had he wished for impossible things, as she did now?
      

      
      “Alyce?” Sarah called. “Don’t let all the warm air out, darling. We’re down to our last bits of coal until the next pay packet.”

      
      Heading inside, Alyce turned her gaze from the sky and her musings from the blue-eyed stranger. But her mind was never at
         rest, and she knew he’d be in her thoughts later. A little-heard, almost girlish voice in the back of her mind murmured, It’d be nice if he thought of me, too.
      

      
      With each step away from Alyce, Simon cursed himself. He shouldn’t have done anything when the constables had dragged those
         miners from the line. Just watched, gathered information, and kept quiet. He couldn’t afford to attract attention to himself,
         not when he needed to gather intelligence.
      

      
      But his impulses had gotten the better of him. The two miners wore the gray skin and thin frames of the prematurely aged.
         Beaten down by life. Whatever the law had accused them of doing, it didn’t warrant being thrown around like sacks of meal.
         He’d had to stop it somehow. A well-timed stumble, and he’d been able to keep those men—briefly—from more abuse at the hands
         of the bully of a chief constable. Trouble was, now the law had taken notice of Simon.
      

      
      Marco always warned Simon about that—despite his time as a soldier, his gentlemanly impulses to defend the weak could get
         him into trouble when on assignment. Easy for Marco to stick to keeping a low profile. Working in intelligence for the English
         government for nearly two decades could make a man slippery as an oiled kipper. Silence and subversion came naturally to him.
      

      
      
      For now, Simon needed to keep his head down, blend in with the other workers of Wheal Prosperity, and learn what he could.

      
      It didn’t help, though, that Alyce Carr muddled his thoughts with her sharp tongue, incisive mind, and the fierce gray-green
         of her eyes. Getting distracted by a woman while on a mission was a cardinal mistake. He ought to avoid her. Except she seemed
         to be one of the best sources of information about the mine. She could be the mystery correspondent—though typewriters seemed
         outside of a bal-maiden’s financial means. And the way she spoke didn’t quite match the tone of the letter.
      

      
      At the least, facing off against the constables brought him closer to her. She’d be a powerful ally.

      
      Simon followed Edgar into the building that would serve as his temporary abode for the next few weeks. Of course, no one here
         knew that his time in Cornwall was temporary, and so he looked around the bachelors’ lodgings with the eye of a man settling
         into his new home.
      

      
      “Here ’tis,” Edgar said with a sweep of his arm. “Our very own manor house.”

      
      “Reminds me exactly of the Malwala Palace,” Simon noted.

      
      Edgar chuckled. “Aye, I’m sure it does, even if I’ve never heard of the place.”

      
      Two rows of wooden-framed cots ran the length of the long room. Coarse woolen blankets covered the horsehair mattresses. The
         beds were jostled next to one another in an attempt to cram as many men in one chamber as possible. Bare planks made up the
         floor, and dirt and smoke streaked the whitewashed walls. A battered kettle sat atop the single coal-burning stove in the
         middle of the room. Laundry draped from the exposed rafters—underwear and shirts hanging like ghosts.
      

      
      
      Fifteen years fell away. The resemblance to an army barracks was uncanny.

      
      Men sat on their cots or leaned against a few battered wooden dressers as they stretched and yawned and made the myriad sounds
         and gestures of men at the end of a long workday. Some eyed Simon with curiosity, and he caught a few whispers: “That’s the
         bloke who got Tippet riled.” “Heard he beat Tippet’s face in.” “Yeah, well I saw it happen—Tippet nearly blacked his eye.”
      

      
      Simon quelled a smile. Gossip fed small communities as much as meat or bread did.

      
      “There’s a free cot fourth on the left,” Edgar said. “You can take that one. Privies are out back, and the water pump and
         bathhouse are at the end of the lane, but most do our washing up at the change house at the mine. Can’t come tromping home
         covered in dust and dirt, even if we’re unmarried.”
      

      
      More men came ambling into the lodgings, all of them wearing the haggard pall of weariness. Impossible to say how old many
         of them were. He’d seen it in London, he’d seen it in the army: an arduous life stole away years, stripping men, women, and
         children down to the bone, down to the core of themselves, leaving nothing but exhaustion and emaciated hope.
      

      
      Murmuring greetings and exchanging nods, Simon made his way toward the empty cot. He stopped briefly now and then to introduce
         himself and tell his “history,” and was unsurprised to find that all the men he spoke with had been born in the village. A
         cloak of defeatism hung over the room. It wasn’t always like this. Even in the factories in Birmingham or the grim corners
         of White-chapel, the human spirit had a special way of enduring, grabbing at brief pleasure and moments of beauty where it
         could.
      

      
      The few hours he’d spent at Wheal Prosperity and Trewyn proved otherwise. These were beaten people, trapped by circumstances they couldn’t control.
      

      
      He felt it—that need, pushing him, forcing him to balance the scales. It always shoved at him, as if the highborn blood that
         ran through his veins would eat through him like acid if he swaddled himself in privilege and indifference.
      

      
      Simon set down his bags beside his cot. He nudged his tool bag under his bed, then began to unpack his minimal possessions
         into the dresser next to his bed. His working man’s clothes were part of an assortment of costumes, different identities his
         work for Nemesis might require. Fishmonger. Dockside laborer. Banking clerk. Rarely did he take missions outside of London.
         As he stacked his shirts, his fingers itched at the lack of a weapon. Traveling with his revolver or trusty Martini-Henry
         raised eyebrows.
      

      
      Tippet claimed to care about the welfare of the town. Bollocks to that. Maybe the chief constable told himself that lie to
         reconcile his need for bullying—but that fiction would crumble apart in a moment in order to keep the villagers and miners
         under his control.
      

      
      Did the people here ever fight back against Tippet and his bosses? What would happen if they tried? Of if Simon tried?

      
      If it ever came down to it, Simon would find a way to arm himself. Gentleman by birth he might be, but he was also resourceful.

      
      He set two photographs in his dresser, beside his clothes. One of an old man, and another of a young woman, both fair-haired
         like him, and both wearing neat but plain clothing. His “father” and “sister.” He’d purchased the photos from a secondhand-goods
         shop. In London, Harriet had even penned him a few letters, signing them, “Your sister, Nell,” and Marco had forged the postal
         marks. Those letters he set beside the photographs.
      

      
      
      No books—that was a difficult sacrifice. Hopefully, there’d be newspapers at the pub. But Simon Sharpe, former soldier turned
         machinist, wasn’t a lover of literature. Laboring men who read were often viewed with suspicion as potential agitators. Reading
         led to thinking, and thinking led to dangerous ideas about equality and fairness.
      

      
      He’d no doubt that one of the mining company’s spies would rifle through his belongings just as soon as they could.

      
      The photographs gave nothing of his real self away. He felt nothing when looking at them. Two nameless strangers standing
         in for those he cared about.
      

      
      Alyce suddenly popped into his mind. She shone in the darkness of this place. She worked just as hard as any of the men or
         women here—when they’d shaken hands, not only did he feel her calluses, but the strength in her arm and grip. Yet something
         within her continued to burn, some inner fire. Her people may have given up, but she hadn’t. Damned hard not to admire her
         fortitude. And it surprised him, but he wanted to know more about the woman beneath the brazen words and bold gazes.
      

      
      So, had she sent the letter to Nemesis? It seemed hard to think of anyone he’d met so far who would have the grit to do so.
         He’d nose around mine and village further before asking. It’d be a bloody disaster if he revealed himself as an agent of Nemesis
         too soon, and to the wrong person.
      

      
      What if she hadn’t written it, and he had to explain to her who he truly was? What Nemesis, Unlimited, was?

      
      Staring down at the picture of his “sister,” an imagined conversation with Alyce ran through his head.

      
      It’s just what the name promises, he’d say. Justice by any means.
      

      
      Justice for who? she’d demand, which made him smile to himself. Even when she was a figment of his imagination, she didn’t lose her fierceness.
      

      
      Those who can’t get it for themselves. Maybe because of their position in the social hierarchy. Maybe other circumstances. You’ve seen it yourself. It’s a sodding
            corrupt, inequitable world that sees too many people ground beneath the boot heels of the elite. So that’s what Nemesis does.
            Makes things a little more even, a bit more just. If someone can’t stand up for themselves, Nemesis does it for them.
      

      
      Would she scoff at him? Think him a fool? Or a hero?

      
      He smiled again. If anything, he was a little of both.

      
      And God knew that the people of Trewyn were in dire need.

      
      More men drifted into the lodgings. They were all ages, from men who resembled the craggy granite hills to boys who couldn’t
         yet grow a beard. Simon fingered the stubble along his cheeks. A scrubby veldt was the best he’d ever been able to coax out
         of his own facial hair. Not especially useful. Mustaches and beards served as a good disguises. But clean shaven, even he
         couldn’t deny that he resembled his gently bred ancestors.
      

      
      A clock on the wall chimed the half hour. Almost as one, the men in the room stood or straightened from where they’d been
         lounging and filed out of the chamber through a door at the far end. Simon fell into ranks with them, following as they crossed
         a narrow corridor to emerge into another long room. The ceilings were higher here, and instead of beds, rows of tables filled
         the chamber, but otherwise it looked exactly like the dormitory. A long trestle table stood at the end of the room. Tall,
         battered pots lined the trestle table, steam wafting up from their contents. Men already lined up at the table, waiting for
         their food.
      

      
      As Simon entered the room, a man with large sideburns and an apron tied around his waist held out a hand to stop him.
      

      
      “You’re the new bloke?” At Simon’s nod, he said, “I’m Kemp, the landlord.”

      
      “Then you’ll be wanting this.” Simon handed him the scrip.

      
      Kemp didn’t smile, but the frown bracketing his mouth lessened. “Queue up before it’s all gone.”

      
      Someone waved at him from the line. Edgar, with several men standing with him. “Over here.”

      
      “Oi,” a man snapped, “no cuts!”

      
      “Be kindly to the lad,” Edgar answered. “It’s his first day.”

      
      “I can stand at the back of the queue,” Simon offered, but Edgar brushed that idea aside as if it were a gnat.

      
      “We’re giving you a proper welcome, and that’s final.” Edgar stared meaningfully at the objector.

      
      “Today only,” the man grumbled.

      
      Simon slipped into line. “You’re a gentleman.”

      
      The muttered reply contradicted that statement—at least, as far as language went.

      
      Fortunately, the queue moved quickly. Simon grabbed a bowl and cutlery, then made his way down the long table. Adolescent
         girls in aprons ladled stew from giant pots, moving like automatons, their gazes far away.
      

      
      Once he’d gotten his food, Simon found Edgar and his companions already seated, and Edgar again waved him over. Simon sat
         between two of the men, who gave him polite nods and smiles.
      

      
      “Thanks. I didn’t know where I’d be welcome.”

      
      “A new face is always welcome,” Edgar said.

      
      “We’ve heard each other’s stories so much,” another man said, “I can’t remember whose memories are whose anymore.”

      
      
      “Don’t think anyone would want my memories,” Simon noted.

      
      “Can’t be any worse than the time Fred got drunk and fell into the cesspit,” Edgar said. “He stank for a fortnight.”

      
      Everyone but one man—Fred, presumably—laughed. He just poked at his food, muttering.

      
      Simon chuckled. “Haven’t fallen into a pit of shit. But I’ve seen some bloody combat, and that’s not something a bloke wants
         living in another man’s head.”
      

      
      “A soldier?” pressed one of the men. “Go on, tell us your stories. Anything’s got to be better than hearing Nathaniel talk
         about the one time he thought he ate rancid mutton but it turned out it wasn’t.”
      

      
      “It tasted strange!” Nathaniel objected. “Gave me the winds something terrible, too.”

      
      “Please spare us, Simon,” Edgar pleaded.

      
      Simon couldn’t help but laugh. So, he talked of his military service—careful to omit any details that might reveal his origins.
         Some old soldiers liked to embroider their stories, make themselves into heroes. But being in the army was like any job—a
         job where you’d be bored to death for weeks, months, and then suddenly, men you didn’t know were trying to kill you.
      

      
      He tried to downplay the action he’d seen, but the men seated around him stared, letting their mutton stew go cold and untouched.

      
      “You’ve seen ’em, then?” Edgar asked. “The savage Zulus?”

      
      “They’re no more savage than you or I,” Simon answered. “Courageous as hell. Never seen a more organized, more disciplined
         fighting force. Make no mistake, lads, their army’s as good as Britain’s.”
      

      
      He’d buried the dead soldiers the Zulu had left behind at Isandlwana. The circling vultures, the buzzing of flies over hundreds of bodies, the scavengers both human and animal picking through the field. The stink of the corpses rotting
         in the sun had clung to the inside of his nose for months.
      

      
      And he’d faced the Zulus, himself. But all he wanted was to eat his supper, flavorless and tough as it was, not blather on
         about the past.
      

      
      The men gathered around him now fell silent as they contemplated the idea that any army—especially one that wasn’t European—could
         be the equal or even better than Britain.
      

      
      “We’ve had a few lads go off and join the army or navy,” Edgar said after a long pause. “But most everyone who’s born in Trewyn
         stays in Trewyn to work the mine. We used to lose a few people every year, heading off to London or America, but”—he lowered
         his voice—“ever since they changed over to scrip instead of money, nobody can afford to leave. Got no means to pay our way
         out.”
      

      
      “Ever thought about unionizing?”

      
      The men’s eyes widened, and Nathaniel made a hissing, shushing noise. “Nobody says that word,” he muttered. “Not unless they
         want to get their face beat in.”
      

      
      “A botched effort, then,” Simon deduced.

      
      Edgar glanced around the dining hall, making certain that no one was eavesdropping, before speaking. “About a year after the
         changeover, we tried. Demanded that they go back to paying us with actual money. We even went on”—he lowered his voice to
         barely a whisper—“strike.” He shook his head. “The owners brought in thugs. Things got violent. Some good men died, more
         were hurt.”
      

      
      “They said they’d bring in scabs if we didn’t get back to work,” Nathaniel added. “And this was back when the other copper
         mines were drying up. Everyone stayed.”
      

      
      Alyce’s earlier words of caution echoed in his head. 
      
      She’d warned him to leave before he got in too deep. Maybe she’d seen it, the strike. Maybe even took part in it. Then saw
         the brutality when the strike got ugly.
      

      
      She’d have been fourteen or so, at the time. A young girl caught up in the middle of that madness. God, he hated to think
         it. Yet, if she’d seen that viciousness, it hadn’t crushed her spirit.
      

      
      The other people of Trewyn, however, bore the scars of that conflict. Even now, years later, Edgar, Nathaniel, and the other
         few men seated nearby were ashen just speaking about it, their shoulders hunched, eyes darting from side to side. Anticipating
         retribution for simply speaking about unions and strikes.
      

      
      Not all strikes turned bloody. They could be used as effective bargaining tools and the means for creating compromise, but
         clearly, the ownership of Wheal Prosperity weren’t interested in compromise. Just profit. Organizing the miners into a union
         wouldn’t solve the problems here. The threat of violence hung over the valley like a black snare, especially with the precedent
         already set. And the workers had bugger all for leverage—no strike fund to fall back on, no other work to escape to.
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