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To my husband, Troy, for all the times we’ve been apart and I’ve only loved you more




CHAPTER ONE


“HOP, DAMMIT,” I MUTTERED AS I pushed back from the table and rubbed my burning eyes. The lantern flickered, nearly out of oil, and my entire body ached from hunching over the absurd little contraption before me.


It was hardly elegant. Or even whimsical.


The oddly shaped mechanical frog stared up at me with enormous eyes that I had fashioned from inky black marbles. It trembled, as if terrified of what I might do should it fail to obey. Eventually the cog in its back wound down without the frog budging so much as an inch.


Sighing, I blinked back my exhaustion, then glanced at the notes from one of a dozen books lying open on the table. Finally I made one last attempt to adjust the spring in the left leg.


It was hopeless. I couldn’t do this.


When I had become the shopkeeper for Pricket’s Toys and Amusements, I’d known it was a very special place. While it may have seemed outwardly like a normal, if somewhat curious, shop in the heart of Mayfair, I knew it held a secret.


The former owner had been part of a reclusive society, the Secret Order of Modern Amusementists. The Order boasted a membership that included some of the finest minds in all of Europe, perhaps even the world. They would gather and challenge one another to great feats of invention, purely for whimsy—and also to line their pockets with a wager or two on the outcome.


I had seen some of the wonders the Order had created. They were haunting, often terrifying, but always beautiful. My own family had been part of the Order for generations. Both of my grandfathers had been high-ranking members. My father as well. But they had kept it all from me.


I supposed I couldn’t blame them, considering that their involvement with the Order had led to their ruin.


If my adventures in the spring had taught me anything, it was that genius often comes hand in hand with madness, and some secrets could kill.


There had been a string of murders within the Order about five years earlier. During that time, my grandfather had disappeared. His carriage had been found in the river, and by all accounts he was presumed dead. But that had hardly been the last tragedy to befall my family. A year ago I lost my parents as well, which forced me into destitution.


I had known nothing of my family’s secrets when Lord Rathford took me into his household as a maid, claiming to be a benefactor. It turned out he’d only wished to use the master key my grandfather had left me, to unlock a horrible invention that had had the potential to destroy the entire world as we knew it.


It was fear of that invention that had driven Rathford’s nemesis, Strompton, to murder. He would have stopped at nothing to keep the terrible invention from ever seeing the light of day.


The entire ordeal had been both terrifying and illuminating.


Now, even knowing the worst of the Order, I couldn’t help myself. I wanted so badly to be a part of it. I took the frog in my hands and stroked my finger over the cool metal plate that formed the top of his head.


Perhaps that is why I’d taken over management of Pricket’s Toys and Amusements.


Simon Pricket had been a gifted young Amusementist and a protégé of my father’s. Tragically, he had also been a victim of the murderer. Before Simon’s death, he had accumulated an entire library of prolific notes from his time as an apprentice, and then as historian and inventor for the Order. Reading them had been a revelation. Unfortunately, the elaborate texts only encouraged me to fancy myself an Amusementist.


It was an admirable, if futile, pursuit. After all, I had seen firsthand the wondrous machines my own family had built. During my adventures I had discovered a dome of stars hidden deep in the earth beneath an iron replica of Stonehenge, a labyrinth complete with a mechanical Minotaur, a set of gilded wings, and a clockwork ship set to do battle with a monstrous leviathan. Within the Order anything was possible, even tearing apart the fabric of time.


All this potential hung like tantalizing fruit before me, just out of my reach. Honestly, I didn’t see the good of being born into a secret society of inventors if I couldn’t make a measly toy frog hop.


I placed the frog back on the desk and rubbed the soreness from my neck. It wasn’t as if dreaming about becoming an Amusementist would accomplish anything. I’d been born a girl, so I could never be part of the Order.


I could rail against the unfairness of it all, but it would be little use. I couldn’t change what was. But no one and nothing could stop me from reading and tinkering in my own shop—except, it seemed, my own inability to create an insipid frog. I slammed my hand down on the desk, and the blasted frog bounced up into the air.


Wonderful.


A substantial lust for invention couldn’t imbue me with comprehension of the finer points of compressing springs.


I slumped face-first onto one of Simon’s journals, the mathematical scribblings turning into blurry patches of gray just beyond my nose. Simon had written that through mathematics, all the secrets of God’s creation could be unraveled. If only those secrets could seep into my skull as I rested. I wanted to invent a machine that could accomplish that.


My eyes burned and I couldn’t keep them open any longer, but of course I couldn’t sleep. I could fall over from exhaustion, but I couldn’t sleep. I hadn’t been able to sleep for a week. Every time I let go and began to drift off, I saw the flames, heard the ticking clocks and shattering crystal.


I jolted upright out of habit.


The knot in my shoulder grew worse, and I tried to soothe the ache there. My body was wound tighter than the troublesome spring. I didn’t feel I could eat, because, in spite of my appetite, everything I attempted turned sour and made me feel ill.


This was no sort of life for a sixteen-year-old girl. All the other girls my age fretted about dresses, and gossip, who invited whom to tea, and the latest society ball. Instead I spent every waking moment thinking about death—my own and the deaths of the ones I had loved.


My eyes pained me the worst of all. If I cried, perhaps they would burn less, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.


One year ago exactly I had fallen asleep in my father’s clock shop on a night as unassuming as the one currently surrounding me. I tried, but I couldn’t remember the book I’d been reading that night. I did recall that it had been the farthest thing possible from advanced mathematics but nearly as boring. It had been a frothy story, and I remember feeling the girl at the heart of it had been a mindless ninny. I don’t know why I’d stayed up to read, other than the fact that, no matter how terrible a story is, I always must know how it will end. So much ended that night.


I couldn’t recall falling asleep, but I did remember distinctly the moment I had woken.


It had been a crash that had startled me. I’d opened my eyes, then fallen out of my chair. Smoke like a heavy fog pushed down. I couldn’t see the ceiling as I pressed my face to the Turkish rug and coughed until I feared blood would pour from my lungs. My eyes burned, tearing so badly, I could hardly see. The heat seared my skin like the fires of hell itself. I saw the flames flickering in the gallery and licking up the walls, turning the drapes to ash as they burned.


Like a horse, panicked and seeking safety in a burning stable, I crawled toward the stairs. Smoke poured up them and away from me, like a murky river flowing topsy-turvy along the ceiling, spilling up into our home above the shop.


I screamed for my parents. There was no answer.


The crystals of the clocks in the gallery shattered one by one with loud pops that sounded like gunfire.


I had to get out.


I dragged myself along the floor until I managed to escape out into the small courtyard in the back of the house. The windows from the upper floors burst from the heat, raining glass down on me as the flames roared out of them. I heard the clanging bell of the fire wagon as I searched the courtyard for my parents, then fervently prayed they had escaped out the front.


They had not.


The disaster left me alone and destitute in Lord Rathford’s house of madness.


It wasn’t until I uncovered Lord Rathford’s dangerous plot to alter the fabric of time that I discovered the true culprit behind the fire.


Rathford’s time machine allowed me a glimpse into the past, and in it I witnessed a man with a clockwork mask that covered half his face. He was in the gallery of my father’s shop at the moment it burst into flames.


I stopped Lord Rathford and his terrible machine and also exposed Lord Strompton as the real murderer of Simon Pricket and several other Amusementists. But it was all for naught, because the man who had killed my parents was still at large. He had hunted me across the English countryside trying to capture my grandfather’s master key.


He was still hunting me.


I didn’t think I would ever sleep again.


Something rattled in the front of Pricket’s shop, a distant tapping, like a wooden bead dropped onto the floor. It brought my thoughts back to the present moment.


I twisted in my chair, immediately alert. Holding deathly still, I listened for any sound at all besides the frantic thumping of my heart. I slid my hand beneath the table and withdrew my pistol from the compartment hidden there.


It felt heavy in my hand as I stood from the table and stepped toward the secret door that led from my workshop to the toy shop out front. The sound could have been nothing, only a rat most likely. I heard something thump.


That was no rat.


With my heart in my throat, I readied the pistol, feeling the strain in my pinched shoulder and praying I didn’t have to use the weapon. My insides twisted into knots as I stepped into the toy shop.


The door to the workshop closed behind me with a soft snick and appeared once more as a high shelf of picture books and tins of toy soldiers to the left of the counting desk.


“I’m armed, and I will fire,” I warned the silent shop. Dawn was beginning to break, the first dim light casting the room in eerie shadows. My hand shook, but my resolve did not.


The marionettes hung from the ceiling, their faces staring down on me like macabre grimaces of contorted men at the gallows.


I drew my gaze away from them as I searched for a single thing out of place.


The bell hanging from the front door swung like the slow pendulum of a clock. I even thought I heard a soft ticking.


“Miss Margaret!”


I wheeled toward the door to the living quarters behind the toy shop, my heart leaping into my throat. I brandished my pistol at the tiny old woman before me.


Mrs. Brindle, the housekeeper, screamed and dropped a tray laden with a pair of teacups and a plate of cheese. It crashed to the floor.


I immediately laid the pistol on a shelf and rushed to her side. She had her hand clutched to her chest.


“Mrs. Brindle, oh my goodness. I’m so sorry.” I propped her up. Her wrinkled face had gone ashen. Dear Lord, I hoped I hadn’t just sent the eighty-year-old woman into an apoplectic fit. She was the favorite nursemaid of Simon Pricket’s widow. I had met Lucinda Pricket while on the trail of the murderer, and she had become my best friend. Mrs. Brindle’s death would probably not be received well.


“For love and mercy, child,” Mrs. Brindle scolded. Her arthritic hands shook as she carefully righted her nightcap. “What are you doing with that horrible thing?”


“I thought I heard a burglar,” I said, though that seemed to pale in comparison to the truth of the matter. I feared murder. My own murder.


I helped poor Mrs. Brindle up, her thin white hair standing out at odds from beneath her cap. For as much as we both pretended she was there to look out for me, I knew the opposite to be true. After losing her usefulness as a nursemaid, she had been destitute. She needed both a home and a salary in her dotage, so Lucinda had hired her on as the housekeeper and an informal chaperone for me. I didn’t mind in the least, and was simply glad for her company.


“Well, dear, if it was a burglar, best let him have what he’s after. A fine young girl such as you should never take on something so base as a pistol.” Showing the resiliency that had served her well through eight decades of life, she began cleaning up the fallen tray as if nothing had happened.


I couldn’t quite grasp her logic. I was to become a victim of burglary, or worse, so as not to debase myself by holding the weapon? My recent brushes with death had changed my outlook on many things, especially propriety. I had discovered a newfound sense of practicality when it came to saving my life.


Thankfully, Will understood. In fact, he’d been the one who’d taught me to use the pistol. He didn’t like leaving me alone with only Mrs. Brindle, and occasionally her son Bob, for protection. My hands shook as I helped Mrs. Brindle with the tray.


Will had been the groom for Lord Rathford while I had been a maid serving in his house. I had conscripted poor Will as an often unwilling partner in my quest to discover the truth of what had happened to my family. During that time he had proven himself a brave, devoted, and clever companion. I touched my lips. Not to mention an amorous one.


It didn’t hurt that he was handsome as the Devil, with dark hair, and eyes as still and fathomless as a moonless night.


Will had accompanied me to my parents’ graves the first Sunday of every month since our return to London. Though my fear at the thought of an intruder in the toy shop still stuck in my throat, anticipating Will’s arms around me filled me with warmth. When he held me, the world felt right and no danger could touch me.


Once again I thought I heard the soft tick, tick, tick of a clock.


It must have been a trick of my mind, the old memory of the clocks amid the flames. I was slowly losing my sanity.


Mrs. Brindle touched my arm, pulling my attention back to the task at hand. “Have you slept at all?” she asked, her faded eyes too perceptive.


“Of course,” I lied.


Mrs. Brindle shook her head slowly. “Don’t fuss with this mess. I’ll set it right. Kate will be in later to help straighten things upstairs. Go wash your face and share a cup of tea with me.”


“Thank you.” In spite of her words I found myself bending to gather the ruined tea. Mrs. Brindle was lively for her remarkable age, but I always felt inclined to care for her, much like a dutiful granddaughter would. I had few memories of my own grandmothers, and in my own simple way it made me feel as if I had a family again.


As I lifted the tray to the counting desk in the corner, I glanced at the small picture frame I kept next to the ledger. Frozen in time, my grandfather laughed as he demonstrated a floating top to a young boy and girl. He looked so alive. I felt as if I could touch his image and set it in motion, bringing him back. He was the only true family I had left.


I had seen proof that he’d faked his death to escape being murdered. He was out there somewhere. For the past several weeks I’d been waiting for word from him. I had thought that once I’d unraveled the conspiracy to kill anyone who’d aided in the construction of Rathford’s time machine, he would return. Yet the days continued to pass, and there was no sign of him.


I closed my eyes and prayed that no misfortune had befallen my dear Papa, and yet I knew. The man with the clockwork mask had had something to do with his disappearance. I had to find my grandfather. Wherever he was, I had to somehow reach him and bring him home.


Mrs. Brindle took the frame from my hand. She touched the curls of the little girl in the picture, as if she remembered brushing them the morning the picture had been taken. “Lady Lucinda was a lovely child.”


“And Oliver’s hair still doesn’t sit right,” I added.


Mrs. Brindle’s eyes sparkled. “He was a scamp then, and he’s a scamp now, but that doesn’t mean a mere shopkeeper like you has a right to call a duke by his given name.”


I grinned. It was an Amusementist tradition to call all members of the Order by their Christian names. I had grown so used to calling the Duke of Chadwick “Oliver” that I’d forgotten the company I kept. “I beg your pardon. That should be His Grace, the Duke of Scamps.” I placed the picture back on its perch. “The wedding will be breathtaking. I can hardly wait.”


“If you manage to stay awake during the ceremony.” Mrs. Brindle took the tray. “Go clean up. I’ll have the tea waiting when you return.”


I readied myself for the day, trying to shake off my exhaustion as I donned my full mourning dress for the last time. My year in mourning was over, but the sadness remained. I intended to go to the cemetery to tend my parents’ graves. Every time I did, my guilt overwhelmed me. I felt responsible for their loss, and I felt it deeply. I’d had a chance to use Rathford’s time machine to return to the night of the fire. I could have warned them to escape. I’d had the choice to save them, but I couldn’t do it and risk the consequences of playing God. Instead I’d shattered the heart of the machine that could have brought them back to life.


I knew it was no use wallowing in my guilt, but I couldn’t help it. To let go of the guilt, I’d have to forgive myself.


Throughout the morning, memories of my parents plagued me. I thought about how if my father were alive, he’d tease me for putting too much sugar in my tea, and I wondered what my mother would have worn to church. It would have all been so normal, a quiet life, without frogs or fear.


But it wasn’t the life I was meant to have. For better or worse I chose to live in a world where I knew the truth, even if knowing that truth meant knowing the danger I faced. In spite of my parents’ efforts to keep me away from the Order, living in this world was better than living blindly.


Bob, one of Mrs. Brindle’s middle sons, which put him at a burly and youthful sixty, poked his bald head into the parlor through the door that led in from the kitchen.


“Beg your pardon, Miss Whitlock, Mother,” he said, his kindly face wrinkling around his deep-set eyes. Lucinda had hired him to care for the mews out back and act as a driver for Mrs. Brindle and me. But I knew about the pistol Bob kept in his pocket. He was here for protection, and I was glad for it, but he tended to stay to the back of the house, leaving the front vulnerable.


“Bob, did you hear anything strange during the night?” I asked.


“No, miss. Not a thing. A caller has arrived for you.” He tipped his hat, then left the way he’d come.


A caller?


Will.


I smoothed the knot of braids at the back of my neck even as a deep twisting sensation pulled at my middle.


My composure completely abandoned me as soon as he entered the parlor.


“Will,” I breathed.


He stood in the doorway with the light from the kitchen touching the dark waves of his hair. His skin had been kissed with gold from the country sun, and the low sweep of his lashes gave his shadowed eyes a sinful depth. He held a fistful of wildflowers he must have picked on his way to London from Chadwick Hall. He held them out to me as the corner of his lips turned up in a smile.


He looked stunning, like a changeling prince stolen away from this world to be raised in a realm of mystery and illusion.


I threw myself into his arms, and he held me, dropping the flowers to the floor. I smiled as I gained my senses and tried to put at least a modicum of respectable distance between us.


Mrs. Brindle cleared her throat.


I ducked my head as she skewered me with a single look. Will walked straight to her and flashed a charming smile, then kissed her hand. “Mrs. Brindle, you are looking as lovely as ever.”


“And you are a scalawag. Best mind yourself, boy. In my day, less than that earned you a trip to the altar.” For all her apparent disapproval, she gathered the tea tray with a wry smile.


“I should be so lucky,” he said, the hunger in his gaze heating my cheeks.


Even Mrs. Brindle blushed. “I know what you’re about, young man. Just remember I’ve got my eye on you.” And abandoning her chaperone duties altogether, she turned for the stairs.


I giggled. “I think she wishes to see me compromised.”


“It’s so good to see you,” Will said, stooping to gather the flowers by the door. “I brought these for your parents.”


I sighed and helped him gather them. “Thank you. How long are you in London?” Every moment he had been away had felt like a lifetime to me. Will held my heart, but he was working for Oliver, and the duke kept him busy. Will acted as a personal messenger for the Chadwick affairs in London while Oliver settled his estate in the country and planned his wedding. It meant Will was often traveling for days on end between London and Birmingham.


“I’m only in town for the week. Oliver and Lucinda send their regards,” Will said. “I was also told to inform you there will be a Gathering.”


I looked toward him in shock. “A full Gathering of the Order?” If word reached my grandfather, he would have to return for that. A Gathering meant that as many Amusementists as could muster were to meet in London at the appointed time to discuss Order business and plan the next Amusement.


Will placed the flowers on the table. “Oliver has asked for your attendance. He figures you should address the assembly about your grandfather. One of them must know something.”


“I do hope so,” I murmured.


Will took my hand. “Oliver has asked for me to be there as well.”


I felt my heart skip as I met his eyes. “He’s going to nominate you for an apprenticeship,” I said. Excitement poured through me. “Oh, Will. How wonderful.”


He glanced back at the door and then down. “Aye. It would be a start.”


My heart felt hopeful, and I found myself alight with giddy energy. I knew Will was concerned about making a name for himself. He had started life as a poor tinker in Scotland, then worked most of his life as a stable boy. This was his chance at a real opportunity. I knew he wasn’t satisfied with his current position. He felt it was charity on the part of Oliver to employ him.


Now he had his chance. He could be an Amusementist.


Will was driven beyond the aspirations of most men to make a way for himself. He needed desperately to belong to something. Once he felt secure in his fortunes, we could be married and manage the toy shop together. We could finally begin our life.


He shifted.


Unease set upon me once again. “Will? What’s troubling you?”


He shook his head. “It’s nothing.” His eyes narrowed as he studied my face. He lifted a hand to my cheek and let his thumb slide near the corner of my eye. “You seem tired.”


“I’m fine.” I turned my face toward his hand as he gently brushed his fingers over the hair by my ear. “I’ve been working too hard.”


It was the truth. The shop had suffered from more than four years of terrible neglect. It was once again a shining gem in the bustling storefronts of Mayfair. I had worked myself to the bone to restore the shop to its former glory.


Will led us into the front of the shop. “This looks wonderful.” With the morning sun shining through the sparkling glass windows, light danced over the bright colors of the shop. The dolls, games, toys, and puzzles seemed pleasant and cheery in the new light.


Then I heard it again.


Tick, tick, tick.


I shook my head.


“What is it?” Will asked, turning to me. “The shop is beautiful. Simon Pricket would be proud.”


Tick, tick, tick.


“It’s nothing,” I said, taking a step to retreat back toward the parlor. “I can’t stop thinking about my parents today. I fear it is making me a little mad.”


He took my hand. I turned and stared at my palm folded in his. “You, mad? Never.”


I smiled before I could help myself. “Honestly, mad. I keep hearing the ticking clocks. But that’s impossible. There are no clocks here in the shop.”


The teasing light in Will’s eyes hardened as his smile faded to a grim line.


“Will?” His sudden change of expression sent a pang of fear through me.


“Shhh.” He put his finger to his lip.


I waited.


A heartbeat.


Two.


Tick, tick, tick.


Will’s gaze locked with mine. He heard it too.


Will set on the piles of toys, knocking things to the side as he overturned half the shop.


I helped him, throwing myself into the muddle. It would take forever to set it all right, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t losing my sanity. Whatever was making the sound was real.


Suddenly Will stilled. The skin over the back of my neck tightened and tingled. I stepped through the scattered toys to stare down at an odd contraption. It was a metal cube, not much larger than a hatbox, with windows cut out on every side. At the center was a heavy-looking orb that reminded me of a cannonball.


Gears twitched on the framework surrounding the orb as a long screw twisted within a metal filigree tube that connected the ball to the solid top of the box. With each ominous tick a ghastly little device that reminded me of a spider on a twisting strand of web moved closer to the ball. With each notch downward a spider leg struck a bit of flint on the spider’s back, setting off a spark.


I leaned closer and detected a terrifying chemical scent.


Dear Lord, it was a bomb.




CHAPTER TWO


“TAKE MRS. BRINDLE AND GET OUT of here, now!” Will commanded, pulling the bomb in front of the shop windows, bathing it in light.


In my mind I could see the explosion. I knew what his burned body would look like, the blackened flesh, his face torn away from the bone. I had seen it before. I could not lose someone I loved like that again. “I’m not leaving you.”


He turned to me. “Now, Meg!”


I stumbled backward, then rushed through the door into the parlor. Mrs. Brindle came in from the kitchen just as Bob returned from the mews.


“Bob,” I shouted. “Get your mother away from the shop. Take her as far as you can down the street.”


“What is it?” he asked even as he put a protective arm around his mother.


“Just go. Alert the neighbors to a fire, then head toward the firehouse. If you hear an explosion, bring the brigade.” I shifted on my heel, ready to return to Will. I didn’t care what he said. I wasn’t leaving him to face a bomb alone.


“Meg?” Mrs. Brindle looked fragile in her son’s arms, and scared as she reached for me.


“Hurry!” I cried, backing away from them as Bob pulled Mrs. Brindle out the back door. I took a hasty breath and quickly darted into the shop and through the door to Simon’s workshop. I collected a box of his tools, then returned to Will’s side.


“Damn it, Meg,” Will growled. He hadn’t said that to me in a very long time. I supposed it had been at least a couple of months since I’d last willfully put my life in danger.


“Let me guess. My life isn’t worth it?” I handed him the tools. “I won’t leave you. Now let’s stop this thing.”


I grasped the heavy pendant hanging on a chain around my neck. It was the most precious thing I owned. Though it looked like a silver pocket watch, it was a key, my grandfather’s master key, and it could unlock any invention the Amusementists had created. On the bomb I looked for a three-petal flower embossed on a circular medallion. It was the symbol of the Amusementists, and it often covered an invention’s locking mechanism. “Where is the lock?”


Will gingerly tipped the contraption to the side, but the sparking wick continued down its path. “It’s here.”


I stared at the gear wheel on the bottom of the cube. Feeling dread in the pit of my stomach, I opened the cover of my key and watched as a structure that looked like a mechanical flower emerged from the center of the casing. I tried to fit it into the gear wheel, but it wouldn’t set right. I pressed the button on the back of the key that should have turned the gear wheel and played a song I could use to unlock the machine. Instead a single note clanged out, accompanied by a sharp snap. I pulled the key back, afraid it would break. “It’s not working.”


Will’s eyes darted over every part of the machine. I studied it as well, but the gears were protected behind riveted casings. There was no way to crack the machine open and reach the trigger. “Will, we should leave it.”


He shook his head. “We still have time.”


With every notch that the spider-like creature descended, time was running out. When we first found the bomb, the spider had had about two inches to go before it would touch the orb. We’d lost a quarter of an inch already. The shop wasn’t worth our lives, but if the explosion started a fire, others would be at risk. If the bomb was big enough, half of Mayfair could burn.


Time seemed to slow, each ominous tick drawing out and lingering in the air. Without the key I didn’t know what to do. We had to stop the spider’s descent. I threw open the toolbox and rifled through the tools. Something had to be able to cut through the filigree casing around the trigger. It would be difficult. The openings in the sides of the cube didn’t leave much room for a person’s hands, even ones so small as mine.


Will continued to study the bomb, his brow knit in deep concentration. I didn’t have time for him to uncover the inner workings of the ghastly thing. I just needed to stop that spider, and if I had to pry the damn thing open with my bare hands to do it, I would.


I reached for a hammer.


“Don’t,” Will said, as if he could read my mind. “There’s a glass pane at the top of the screw. If it cracks, the spider drops. We can’t damage it.”


My heart faltered. Will may not have had much schooling, but he had a remarkable talent for understanding how things fit together. I believed him. “Then how do we stop it?”


“Give me a moment.” He turned it again.


“We don’t have a moment!” I watched as the spider clicked closer to the central ball. It only had about an inch to go.


Closer.


“Will?” I grasped his sleeve.


Closer.


I pulled him as hard as I could toward the door.


“Meg, here. We have to stop this wheel.” He pointed to one of the cogs on the outer casing.


I fumbled with my hair, finally jabbing my finger on a pin. I ripped it from my scalp. Will took the long, hooked metal and drove it through a thin crack in the casing, catching the spoke of a gear just beneath.


The spider twitched but could not flick the flint on its back.


“Get a spool of wire,” Will ordered, holding the pin in place.


I rushed into Simon’s workshop. Panicked, I swept all my work off the table, and the papers flew like dried leaves.


There! The spool of sturdy wire I had used to coil springs for my frog. I grabbed it, and half-stumbled back out of the workshop.


“It’s here.” I thrust the wire into his hands, then dug through the tools looking for shears. Will carefully threaded the wire through the filigree tube. I helped him cut six lengths, and we created a wire net just below the spider, tied securely to the casing. The hairpin snapped, but the spider remained trapped, unable to descend past the wires woven just below him. The tick became louder, angry.


“Now what do we do?” I asked.


Will pushed back from the thing and scrambled to his feet. “Pray.”


“What?” We had to get out of there. A high-pitched whine emanated from the casing. Dear God, the thing was going to explode.


I grabbed Will and clung to his sleeve, because suddenly I felt as if my legs couldn’t move. I couldn’t run. No matter how I tried to push my body, I felt as if I were slipping through mud.


Suddenly I felt Will’s strong arms circle my back and sweep beneath my knees. He swooped me up, cradling me against his chest as I buried my face against his neck and clung to him. He threw himself forward, carrying both of us toward the back of the shop.


I could hear his heartbeat.


Thump.


The screech from the bomb grew louder.


Thump.


It turned to a fevered whistle.


Thump.


We crashed down together behind the counting desk. Will sheltered me with his body, holding me so tightly, I couldn’t breathe. His knuckles blanched as he gripped my arm.


“I love you,” he whispered as the whistle turned to a frantic scream and the bomb casing clattered against the floor. “By God, Meg, I’ll love you always.”


No. I refused to say such a goodbye. I loved him with my whole heart in so many ways I could never tell him. We didn’t have the time.


I tucked my head deeper into the shelter of his body. I didn’t want to die. Not yet. It wasn’t fair. There were so many things I still wanted to do. So many things I still needed to do. I bunched the fabric of Will’s coat tighter in my fist, as if holding on to it could somehow hold him to me even if we were thrown into the hereafter.


A loud snap echoed through the shop.


I let out a yelp as Will flinched.


We waited, clinging to one another, breathing hard. I could feel the pulse of his neck against my brow. Our hearts pounded as one.


Nothing.


Tipping my chin up, I looked Will in the eyes, daring to hope we had really averted disaster. I gave him a hesitant smile as a rush of relief, joy, and exhilaration overcame me.


He took my face in his hands and kissed me, a burning, hungry, wicked kiss. It was a kiss that could possibly land me in the fires of hell for my sinful thoughts alone, but at the moment I didn’t care. I wanted to burn this way. I let myself be swept away by it. As his lips slid over mine and our breath mingled, I knew we were truly alive.


The heady rush ebbed, and I regained my senses. We were tangled together, legs, arms, my thick petticoats spilling over both of us like a cascading brook. Will glanced at my exposed calf and the buttons along the seam of my boot. I pulled back, trembling, trying to right my skirt. “We should see if it’s safe,” I said.


Will let out a shaking breath and took another quick one, as if his mind had forgotten the process of breathing and he had to concentrate on so instinctive a task. He closed his eyes and nodded, his skin flushed.


He looked overcome, and it nearly undid me. The intimacy of it frightened me, though I didn’t know why it should. I extracted myself from him due to an unfamiliar sense of self-preservation and inched toward the vile thing sitting at the front of my beautiful shop.


The spider had snapped nearly in half in its effort to push through the wires. A coiled spring hung from its cracked back like tiny mechanical innards spilling from a squished bug. Good riddance. “It seems properly broken.” I breathed a sigh of relief.


Will nodded, but his jaw had tightened, and the black look of vengeance had seeped into his eyes.


“Will?” I could see the pressure building in him. I held a hand out to him. “Will, everything is fine. No one was harmed.”


“Someone is trying to bloody kill you!” he shouted. I took a step back. In the time I had known him, he’d been like a rock in a stormy tide. Nothing moved him, not when he’d faced a man brandishing a pistol, and not even when he’d faced a giant mechanical sea monster.


I touched him on the arm. It shook beneath my fingertips. “We know someone is trying to kill me. Someone has been trying to kill me for a year now. Nothing has changed.” I had meant my words to reassure him, but my own casual acceptance of my impending doom disturbed me. “Except now we have proof.”


Will glared at the bomb and crossed his arms. “That is hardly a comfort.”


“We’ll bring it with us when the Amusementists gather. They cannot deny that it came from one of them. The unlocking mechanism is on the bottom of the beastly thing. Finally we’ll get to the heart of this.”


His gaze dropped to the floor as he covered my hand with his. “I thought it was over,” he whispered. “I thought we would finally be free of all this.”


I nodded, but something about his words troubled me. I didn’t want to feel hunted at every turn, but I wondered what he meant by “free.” Did he mean free to wed? I had to admit a large part of me desperately wanted to be Will’s wife, but there was another part of me. It was like a secret hunger I couldn’t seem to fill. I didn’t wish to be free of the Amusementists.


Not yet.


I had too much I needed to know. I longed to find my grandfather. I wanted to know more about the legacy of my family and the things they had helped create. I wanted to be swept away by the wonder and amazement of visions come to life through the skill and craftsmanship of Europe’s most brilliant minds. I felt stuck in a strange dream, one that tended to become a nightmare, but I didn’t want to wake.




CHAPTER THREE


AND SO, ONLY TWO DAYS later, I found myself on the single most unnerving carriage ride of my life. Which was saying quite a lot, considering some of my past experiences in a coach.


When Will told me that Oliver had invited me to attend the Gathering of the Order, I had assumed that the duke would accompany me. Instead he had sent around his coach with a note saying that he and Will had special business to attend to prior to the meeting, and that I should meet them there.


There were only three problems with this arrangement. The first was that I had absolutely no inkling where I was going. As the neat and affluent streets of Mayfair gave way to the crowded lanes of the heart of London, my apprehension grew. Wide lanes turned into narrow twisting streets as the buildings somehow crowded even closer, their shadowed windows like leering eyes. With the heavy smoke of coal fires, and the stench of human filth, this was not the London I knew. It was another world entirely.


The second problem had everything to do with the lessons taught me by my Swiss mother. Punctuality was paramount, as she liked to say. An overturned cabbage cart had caught Oliver’s driver in a crush of traffic, which meant I was late. It was not the first impression that I had wished to present to the Order. I needed the Amusementists to listen to me, not discount me as an irresponsible young girl.


The third reason for my discomfiture was obvious. The bomb was on the seat directly across from me.


I crossed my ankles beneath the crisp, dark blue fabric of my new dress. Wishing to look mature and respectable in front of the Order, I had tightly braided my hair and knotted it at my nape. My head ached from my severe hairstyle, and the fabric of my dress swallowed my arms. The lace around the collar itched where it touched my skin, and I tried not to wriggle as I stared at the ominous cube on the bench opposite.


The triggering mechanism still hung limply from the net of wire Will and I had used to trap it, but the incendiary orb remained intact. I had no idea how stable or—more important—unstable the powder was, nor what sort of impact could potentially set it off.


The carriage wheel bumped, nearly throwing me from my seat. I gasped as I caught the bomb and held it steady on the plush bench. The cold frame cut into my shaking palms.


I pushed the bomb against the padded back of the seat, then quickly returned to my position, stiffly holding my hands in my lap to keep from gripping my skirts and putting creases in them. Only then did I dare to breathe.


With each passing moment my nerves grew worse. The carriage ride was either lasting half my life or taking half my life as my fear slowly killed me. Finally the wheels slowed and the footman opened the door. I lifted the bomb, struggling to find a way to hold the thing that would prevent me from dropping it and still give me a hand to hold my skirts so I didn’t trip and throw myself and the blasted thing out onto the street. A fine mess that would make. Tucking the bomb under my arm like a simple parcel, I allowed the footman to help me down.


I found myself on the worn stone steps of an old monastery. It rose up in the dark before me, its heavy stone walls towering into the sky. Torches burned along the walls, leaving trails of black soot over the weathered stone.


The foul smell of the Thames mingled with the scent of torches and old stone. We had to be close to the docks, perhaps in the vicinity of the Tower. For a moment I wondered how long the monastery had stood, through fire, through war, as the city of London had grown up around it. Now it only had its formidable walls to keep out a world that, thankfully, seemed content to ignore it completely.


I ascended the steps, feeling as if I were entering the Tower itself. The heavy wooden doors were closed. I wondered if I was even in the right place. The driver could have been mistaken.


I struggled to lift the heavy iron knocker with my free hand. It was easily the size of my head and was set in a fearsome lion’s jaws.


Shifting the bomb, I waited. I had spent hours thinking on what I should say once I was here. My thoughts had turned in my head, as intricate and guarded as the gears in the casing of the bomb. Now that I was here, my thoughts jammed, leaving my mind a blank canvas for the insidious whispers of my own doubt. That’s when I noticed a small spiraling motif etched into the casing of the bomb near the corner. It looked a bit like a ram’s horn, or perhaps a snail’s shell.


The door to the monastery opened only a crack. “What is your business here?”


I had been so engrossed in the etching that I startled, then stumbled over my words. “I’m Margaret Anne Whitlock,” I managed to say, though I must have sounded as if I’d had half a bottle of sherry.


The crack widened, but only enough to allow me to see the appraising look of a man with an impressively cut mustache that swept down along the sides of his heavy mouth and met with his sideburns. He peered at me through a monocle. “It has been a lovely summer in the garden,” he said. I would have dismissed his words as nonsense, but Oliver had already given me the password.


“Only when the sun shines behind the iris,” I replied.


He seemed uncertain, as if he were considering turning me away, even though I knew I had uttered the right phrase. I had no recourse should he choose to refuse me entrance. Finally he announced, “Come in, Miss Whitlock.” The door opened and I stepped inside.


With my eyes downcast, partially due to the embarrassment of arriving late and partially to watch my step on the old stone, the first thing I noticed was light. Hundreds of patches of colored light swirled on the polished marble floor. They moved as if they were in a kaleidoscope, constantly changing patterns and shapes.


I took a hesitant step forward into the colors, as though they were a pool of water and I didn’t dare disturb the surface. A glint of bright light drew my attention upward.


I nearly dropped the bomb in my awe.


Towering before me was a golden figure, as brilliant and terrible as an angel of heaven. Seamless joints formed the feminine body in golden armor. She held a shining silver sword aloft. Black glass eyes watched me from her serene face, and I knew without a doubt those eyes could see me.


On her forearm perched an owl. It turned its head to stare at me with a second set of enormous black eyes. Gears shone through its feathers, glittering as it clacked its brass beak.


Two towering panels of stained glass on either side of the statue seemed to break apart as the glass twisted and moved along a web of brass tracks, only to re-form into a new image. Lanterns shone behind the glass, bathing the floor and walls in ever-shifting light.


Above the head of the figure, the Amusementist seal glittered. The symbol was now so familiar to me, sometimes I could see it even as I closed my eyes. A strange flower with three teardrop petals nestled in a perfect circle, with three sharp spires radiating out from the junctures. In the center a tiny gear marked the heart of the flower. Beneath scrolled three words: Ex scientia pulchritudo.


If only I had paid more attention to my Latin.


The man who had let me in stepped past me and addressed the owl. “Miss Whitlock has arrived. She had the password.”


“Very well.” I nearly jumped out of my skin when a voice came from the beak of the bird. “The Gathering is in progress. Escort her to the main hall.”


“This way,” the man said, and I fell into step behind him. I couldn’t seem to tear my gaze from the statue or the stained glass. The owl twisted his head to watch me, and blinked. I quickly snapped my attention to the man I was supposed to follow, as we passed through a narrow corridor.


We climbed a set of stairs, and out of a narrow window I caught a glimpse of a wide courtyard surrounded by a high wall. For a moment I wondered how large and complex the monastery was, or what might be hidden within it.


The man with the monocle opened a door, and we entered at the back corner of a large assembly chamber. In front of us was a straight walkway that ended with a door on the far side. To the left the room dropped down at least twenty feet. Staircases divided tiers of seats down to the floor of the hall.


On the opposite side of the large chamber, an identical rise of seats led up to a second walkway along the far wall. It created a dramatic gallery, where everyone’s focus seemed to be riveted to the floor below.


The benches were filled with men in black coats with dark red waistcoats. They murmured among themselves as my escort motioned for me to take an empty seat high in the back corner. He continued down the steps and sat by the rail partitioning the gallery of seats from the floor of the hall.


I scanned the unfamiliar faces of the men. There were easily more than one hundred, some with dark skin and foreign features. There were even two or three who wore headdresses.


It was as if the entire world had gathered here, and yet my grandfather was nowhere to be found. I did glimpse Oliver sitting in the second row of seats on the other side of the chamber. He spoke to Will, who was sitting next to him.


Relieved to spy some familiar faces, I focused on them as a hunched man with thin silver hair and a gaunt face stretched by age stepped up behind a large podium on the floor of the hall. His bushy eyebrows twitched as he clanged a metal baton against an oddly shaped bell.


The room quieted.


When he spoke, his voice was thin and reedy. I had to strain to hear him, until he moved closer to the contraption on the podium. Suddenly his voice filled the chamber, coming from all corners, much louder than a single man could speak.


“It is settled, then. We shall no longer condone collaborative experimentation without approval of the council. Furthermore, rogue invention of any device that has purpose or function beyond what has been previously approved by the council shall be forbidden,” he announced.


A thin man stood. He had a sharp-looking beard and dark blond hair slicked back. It gave him an air of slight superiority that matched the aloof expression on his face. “I must protest once again. Such an action taken out of fear will greatly diminish the potential for innovation from our Order.”


“If an idea has worth, then such worth will be determined by the council,” the man at the podium said. “The matter has been voted upon and is settled. Now, if we are agreed that the next sanctioned Amusement shall be an automaton ball, we may open the floor. All in favor of an automaton ball to celebrate the rebirth of our Order?”


The room erupted in “Aye.”


“All opposed.”


There was no response. The leader clanged the bell again. “So be it. Anton and Vladimir will arrange the teams. The floor is now open for new business.”


At that point I tried not to fidget in my seat. I watched Will, who looked as stoic as ever, but I could tell he was nervous too. He was gripping the arms of his chair and didn’t look up as five different men stood to nominate their sons for apprenticeships. Immediately, as if it were an expected formality, another would second the nomination and the man would be seated.


Finally Oliver stood. My pride in Will mingled with anticipation as Oliver announced in a clear voice, “I wish to nominate my man, Guild member William MacDonald, for an apprenticeship. He already proved his loyalty and worth during the ordeal this spring and would honor the Order. Will anyone second him?”


Low murmurs rumbled through the room. I held my breath, squeezing my hands tighter on the cold metal frame in my lap. I suddenly remembered that the cube in my lap was a bomb, and flinched. I patted it as if it were a dog, and realized I had lost all sense completely.


Someone had to second Will. It would ruin everything if they didn’t.


The voices gave way to an uncomfortable silence.


Finally another man stood, a big, burly man with an unshaven face and shaggy black hair that seemed to have grown from lack of grooming instead of intent. He wore a red-and-blue kilt, and a black tam with a white rosette slanted over his thick hair. “MacDonald, eh?”


Will looked up at him. They seemed to appraise one another.


“He seems a stout young lad. I’d like to offer him a position at the Foundry.” The Scot continued to stand. Several of the old men nodded as if that were the sensible thing to do. It wasn’t sensible at all. Will hadn’t been to Scotland since he was six! He didn’t belong there.


My heart thundered to life as I felt burning heat rush into my face. The Foundry was the ironworks and smithy for the entire Order. Every part, every gear the Amusementists needed for their inventions came from the Foundry. It was filled with a horde of half-wild ex-Jacobite descendants who needed employment instead of persecution after the defeat at Culloden. In exchange for secrecy the Amusementists had given the Scots freedom to keep their clans and wear their plaid, and a strange but effective partnership had been born.


In any other regard I found the idea of the Foundry fascinating, but it was located in the Highlands. If no one else spoke to second the apprenticeship to the Order, Will would leave London. What would that do to us? He couldn’t possibly leave. Not now. We were so close to having a future together.
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