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To Angie, because I simply couldn’t do this without you 





CHAPTER ONE


“THIS PLAN IS ILL CONCEIVED.” The dark streets of London flew past the windows of the carriage, illuminated by the brief flashes of light given off by the streetlamps. I glanced at David. “And I wish you’d informed me of it at an earlier hour.”


It was difficult to stay on the shallow seat as we bumped and jolted along. I didn’t know why I had chosen to trust David. My reputation was at stake, and as we careened closer and closer to the docks, I feared my life was as well. There were too many risks.


“How else do you propose we discover the whereabouts of your grandfather?” David leaned back against the hard seat of a coach decidedly beneath his usual standard as an earl. In truth, I suspected David had bought a used cab off the street. I also questioned the sanity of his driver as the vehicle lurched over a cluster of broken stones in the worn streets.


As for his question, I had no answer, and that was the only reason he had convinced me to join him on this escapade. My grandfather had gone missing four years ago. Then my parents both died in a fire in our clock shop on Oxford Street. It was the greatest tragedy of my life. And later I learned it had been no accident.


Only then had I discovered that my entire family was part of a secret society of inventors, the Secret Order of Modern Amusementists. I had now joined their ranks as an apprentice. But being an apprentice didn’t help my situation if it couldn’t restore my grandfather to me.


I knew who was behind it all. He had nearly kidnapped me at the end of the summer but had escaped into the docks. With the help of David’s men, we had tracked the ships he had used to escape.


Tonight we hunted the man in the clockwork mask.


“Both the ships are in dock?” I asked.


“Yes, and I’ve taken measures to ensure that the crews are distracted. We can search both ships if we’re quick and careful.” David’s normally sly expression turned serious. The light from the lamp swung, making the shadows play across his face. His blue eyes seemed to catch the light and glow in the darkness.


There was an energy in him, and an excitement, and I worried he was caught in the thrill of the adventure and not nearly fearful enough of the consequences. At one time I had felt as he did, as if all of this were a daring challenge, like a game, or something from a storybook. However, I had learned that this story could cost my life, or worse, the life of someone I loved.


But David was an earl and unaccustomed to fear. His gilded life seldom handed him evidence that he was less than invincible, either in body or reputation. I, on the other hand . . .


I didn’t need to be killed to have everything I cared for stripped away from me. All it would take would be a single person witnessing me in the company of the young earl, unescorted in the middle of the night in a part of town known for its seedy taverns and worse.


I had disguised myself as well as I could in a simple black servant’s dress and wool cap with a thin petticoat that wouldn’t impede my movement and a black shawl I could use to cover my head if I had to. I would be well concealed in the shadows and hopefully unnoticeable.


We rolled to a stop.


My innards dropped to my toes as David leapt out and offered me a hand. “My lady?”


I took his hand even as I admonished him. “I’m not a lady, David.”


“Not yet,” he murmured as my boots hit the uneven cobblestones. I really wished he wouldn’t presume so much.


The coachman leapt down from his high seat, and I recognized his gangly limbs immediately.


“Michael! What are you doing here?” I rushed forward and took his hands. The ginger boy tipped his hat and smiled.


“Preserving your reputation. David didn’t trust his driver not to talk. Couldn’t have you expelled from the Academy for this—I fear my marks might suffer.” His easygoing smile flashed in the dim light. No wonder the horses hadn’t been handled properly. Michael was no coachman. He was a fellow apprentice and like a brother to me.


“You are intelligent enough without me,” I said.


“That is up for debate,” another voice called with a distinct Indian accent. I turned quickly to a trio of young men emerging from the shadows.


I recognized two more of my friends, Manoj and Noah, immediately, but the third surprised me. “Samuel?”


We hadn’t exactly been cordial. Our relationship was fraught at best. He gave me a nod and gave another to David. “I’ve come to make amends. My family has much to repay, and if I can help restore your grandfather to the Order, I will.”


Noah and Manoj looked at me as if they were uncertain whether or not they should trust him. Samuel’s father had nearly ripped the Order in two. If he wished to restore his family’s reputation, it was going to be a difficult road. But I knew what pressures he faced, and I felt for him in spite of how poorly he’d treated me. “Thank you for coming.”


“So, where do we stand according to the plan?” David asked, naturally falling into his role as a born leader.


“The ships are deserted,” Manoj informed us. “All the crews are taking advantage of the free-flowing gin across the way, thanks to the Strompton coffers.”


“Samuel and I are taking the watch,” Michael said. “If we stay on the corner here, and the one there, we can keep anyone from leaving the pubs or stealing the horses.” He pulled up his sleeves, and I gave him a sidelong glance.


“Don’t start any fights on my behalf,” I said.


He gave me a wicked grin. “Don’t worry, Meg. We’ll be gentlemen.”


“You’d better.”


“Noah, you and Manoj have The Triumphant. Meg and I will search Méduse,” David said. “We have only twenty minutes before we meet back here.”


“Do we need to steal the proof?” Manoj asked.


“No, we only need a name. Search for passenger manifests or a ship’s log. Note any passengers’ names and the dates,” David explained.


A shudder passed through me. “Remember that the man in the clockwork mask is an unrepentant murderer. Beware of anyone with a covered face. He may hide his mask in public. Take these.” I handed my friends small brass globes. I had invented them as part of an alarm system at my shop after the man in the mask had planted a bomb in my home. “Turn the top half a quarter turn, then press both halves together. It will let out a loud wail.”


“Good luck,” Michael said as we dispersed from the alley.


David pulled me along by the hand as we snuck through the shadows toward a slippery gangplank. Though the stench of the river wasn’t as fierce as it could be during the heat of summer, the sickly air hung around in the cold mist. We scuttled aboard the French trading ship like the rats scampering along the mooring lines.


“We should have told Oliver,” I whispered. Oliver was older, and a mentor to me. I felt so exposed, and almost like I was betraying his trust by pursuing the man in the clockwork mask. But I was tired of hiding and waiting to be snatched away—or worse, killed. Sometimes in the moments just before I woke, I felt as if I were locked in a steamer trunk again, trapped and helpless. I couldn’t live this way for the rest of my life. “Oliver knows what is at stake.”


David glanced furtively right and left before ducking behind a stack of crates on the cluttered deck. “Oliver is headmaster of the Academy now. He’s bound by certain constraints. It’s not worth the risk. You’re too valuable.”


I let my tongue slip out to wet my lip. I wished I could trust that David only saw me as a friend. As it stood, I wondered at his words. Yes, I was the last of the Whitlocks, and our family name was now the most powerful in the Order, but my personal value within the Order was up for debate, unless one saw me in only a single light.


I was a valuable woman to marry so long as my name remained unsullied. Any man who did marry me would increase his standing among the Amusementists by an order of magnitude.


David put his finger to his lips and pulled me to the door of the cabin. He tried the latch. It was unlocked.


With caution we stole our way inside.


I nearly choked on the odor of mildew and stale rum. The cabin was a small affair, with a thick desk and some large cabinets and crates to one side. A weak lamp burned on the desk. I peeked through a shadowy doorway and into a dark bedroom.


“Meg, look here.” David attempted to hold a ledger to the lamp. I skimmed the words running down the page. It was a shipping log.


According to the ledger, the ship was taking on cargo in New Orleans, then delivering it to Le Havre in France. After that it would make frequent stops in London, without accounts for any cargo. “This doesn’t make any sense. What would they have to trade in London, and why isn’t the inventory accounted for? They seem to be unloading all their cargo in France. Are they smuggling?”


“I’m not sure,” David admitted.


I had a clever mind for numbers, and it didn’t take me long to line up the calendar presented in the ledger with the known tragedies that had befallen me, including the day the man in the clockwork mask had escaped into the London docks. My throat felt dry. For every single date when I could confirm the presence of the man in London, this ship had been at the docks.


“This is the one.” My voice cracked as I said it. “He’s been traveling on this ship.”


“We need to find the manifest.” David and I were leafing through the papers on the desk when a loud snore broke the silence in the bedchamber behind us.


I froze. Then the slow heavy thumps of footsteps on the deck reverberated through the boards beneath my boots.


“Hide,” I whispered.


David wedged himself behind the stack of crates, while I desperately opened the cabinets. One was filled with shoddily stacked linens. I shoved them aside and pushed into the small cramped space I had created. The door wouldn’t fully shut, which terrified me. I could hear my heart pounding. It sounded as if it were echoing off the walls of the cabinet as a man in a dark coat passed in front of me.


“Clément! Wake up.” He grabbed something heavy and threw it at the wall. The crash felt like a physical blow, and my legs tightened. My toes curled with cramping fear. I knew that voice. It was the man in the clockwork mask.


Whoever had been snoring choked on his own breath, then stumbled loudly into the room. “Oh, it’s you,” the captain moaned in French. “What is it you want? Did you finally acquire your precious package?”


The man in the clockwork mask shifted into my sight, though I could see only a narrow slice of the room through the gap. His entire face had been wrapped in a black cloth, save a slit for one good eye. I knew what lurked beneath the cloth. One side of the man’s face looked like a machine embedded in his flesh. The one time I had even seen his full face, I had been terrified and shocked, both because of the mask and the fact that he looked so familiar to me.


The man in the mask squeezed his fist closed. “Unfortunately, no. My quarry continues to elude me. However, I have something I must deliver. We sail on the tide.” The man rubbed the smallest finger on his right hand. The one I had broken during the summer. I felt suddenly as if I were in the box once more, trapped.


“If you have not forgotten, I am the captain here, and my crew is enjoying the night. We can sail tomorrow.”


The man reached out and grabbed the captain by the throat, then pulled him over the desk.


“Drunk or not, we sail on the tide.” He pushed the captain as he let go.


The captain wheezed and fell back. “Yes, monsieur.”


The man in the mask swept from the room, the long tail of his coat brushing against my cabinet. The captain let out a string of vulgarity before he, too, gathered his coat and stumbled out the door.


I wanted to burst from the cabinet immediately. I couldn’t breathe within it. I had to get out, escape. It was nearly impossible to wait. All my instincts screamed that I should leap out of the cabinet, but I didn’t know if the captain would return. I didn’t feel secure until we heard him shouting for his men from the docks. I opened the cabinet and spilled out onto the floor. David pushed out from behind the crates.


“We must leave here quickly. They’ll return any moment.” I grabbed my thin skirts and ran for the deck, with David close behind me.





CHAPTER TWO


WE HURRIED OUT ONTO THE deck. David suddenly grabbed me and threw me down behind a pile of canvas. I gasped, but he put a hand over my mouth. I held deathly still as he peeked over the canvas. “Stay down,” he whispered.


I scowled. I was the one wearing a black wool cap over my dark braids. His blond hair was far more conspicuous, and my eyes worked every bit as well as his did. I didn’t wish to borrow trouble, but his insistence on watching the enemy was placing us in greater danger.


“It’s clear,” he said, and pulled me up by the hand. Then he ushered me behind him as we scrambled down the gangplank. I could see the man in the mask walking down the street to my left. Secretly I prayed a thousand prayers that he would not turn and catch sight of us.


I outpaced David and reached the alley a couple of steps before he did.


“Where have you been?” Michael asked as Noah reined in his agitated horse in the dark alley. “We’ve been waiting here too long.”


“We found him. The man in the clockwork mask is here. He’s returning to sail on the tide. We’ll meet at Pricket’s Toys.” David ushered me up into the cab and took a seat next to me.


The cab lurched, throwing us back against the seat as we hurried out of the docks and back toward the fairer side of town. “We must tell Oliver immediately,” I insisted.


“There’s no need. I’ll send my men after the ship, and we’ll have him arrested before morning. Your grandfather will be restored within the week.” The lamp swung above David’s head. He looked steadfastly forward, as if nothing could shake his certainty.


“Now is not the time for foolishness.” I adjusted the shawl against the bitter wind. Light flakes of snow began to fall, appearing as ephemeral flashes of white in our small halo of lamplight. They flitted past as we sped through the slick streets.


“There’s nothing Oliver can do for you that I cannot.” David looked at me, his eyes turning as flinty and cool as the winter sky. “I am a wealthy earl with contacts and resources you cannot imagine.”


And I was not a simpering girl who would fall at his feet for such things. “You are a boy among the peerage, and an apprentice in the Order. Oliver is a well-respected duke and the Headmaster. There are things he can do that you cannot.” The cab splashed through an icy puddle, sending the spray from the wheel flying as the horse tossed his head.


“Why must you discount me at every turn?” David asked. “All I’m trying to do is give you what you need.”


“I haven’t asked for it!” I swore David had to be the most stubborn individual I’d ever met, and I knew a fair number of Scots.


“Only because you’re befuddled by this romance you’ve invented.” Now there was no hiding the bitterness in David’s tone.


“This isn’t about Will.” The snowflakes grew thicker, catching on my cheeks and neck and stinging my skin with their sudden chill. I may have loved William MacDonald, but he was away in Scotland working at the Foundry that supplied the Amusementists with all the parts they needed to construct their amazing inventions. “Whatever I might feel for Will has nothing to do with you.”


David’s eyebrow lowered suspiciously. “Doesn’t it?”


The cab rolled to a stop, and I felt comforted by the sight of Potter’s bakery and Mrs. Wallace’s bookshop. But something wasn’t right. The lamps were blazing in my neighbors’ shops so late at night.


A weak, high-pitched whistle cut through the otherwise still air.


My alarms.


I launched myself out of the cab, leapt to the ground, and ran toward Pricket’s Toys and Amusements—my shop, my home.


“Meg, wait!” David called, but I didn’t heed him. My heart was in my throat as I reached the windows at the front of the shop.


“Meg! Thank heaven you’re alive,” Mrs. Wallace exclaimed, gripping my arms. “We heard your whistles and found the window broken.” Mrs. Wallace was a gentle and quiet woman with a thin face and blond hair tied back in a bun. She was not the first person I would have imagined to come to my defense, and yet here she was, unafraid. I glanced back at the boys. I couldn’t let her discover me with them, or I’d be ruined.


“I’m fine, Mrs. Wallace. I’ve contacted the constable. Whoever it was wanted only money.” I knew it was all a lie, but it didn’t matter. I needed to get her back inside her own shop. I took her by the shoulder and led her back toward the bookshop, waving at the Potters in their window to let them know I was unharmed. “I’ll silence the alarms, and the duke’s men are coming to set things right. I’ll be fine.”


“You are so brave, dear. Are you sure you don’t wish to stay with Kate and me? Robbing a toy shop at Christmas,” she mumbled as she reached her door. “How heartless.”


I took her hand. She was the most kindhearted person I had ever met. “There is much I still need to do tonight. I will be fine. Thank you for your generous offer.”


I had a similar conversation with the Potters before they handed me a large round loaf of bread and retreated to their shop as well.


Only then was I able to face my home and this newest violation.


The glass in the window had cracked and was splintering through the lead holding the small panes together. I could feel the bile rising in my throat, my heart pounding as soundly as the hooves of the horses as my friends cantered up the street.


The door to the shop hung limply on the hinges, swinging open. The handle had been pulled loose. I reached out to open the door the rest of the way and stepped into the darkened shop.


It was almost Christmas. I had decorated the shop with evergreen boughs and bright holly berries. My toys had filled the shelves in cheerful profusion. Now the shelves had been spilled callously upon the floor, the boughs shredded, and the needles scattered amid the fallen tin soldiers. Expensive porcelain dolls had been trampled upon. Marionettes, pulled from their strings, lay lifelessly on the floor.


I felt the stinging in my nose as my eyes welled with tears.


An arm reached across my shoulder. I instinctively turned into the embrace, surprised to find it was Michael who stood next to me. Noah came up on the other side. He too was a shopkeeper, and seemed as horrified as I felt. “Oh, Meg. I’m so sorry.”


“At least he didn’t use a bomb,” I said, and sighed. “This can still be set right, and no one was hurt.” But that was a lie. I hurt. My heart was breaking, seeing all my hard work destroyed. The man in the clockwork mask had no cause to wreck the shop, other than to make it seem like a burglary. Or maybe it had been only for spite.


I used the edge of my shawl to dry my eyes, then pulled away from the comfort of my friends to cross the gallery and inspect my parlor.


I felt as if I were back in Rathford’s house when I’d been a maid, delicately stepping around the broken shards of the vase at the bottom of the stairs. Rathford had never allowed anyone to touch the fractured pieces. Only, this time I stepped over the shattered remains of a pair of music boxes and the tangled ribbons from a puppet lying limp across the floor.


I didn’t have to bend down to see the strongbox. It lay open on its side. To add insult to injury, he had taken my money.


Manoj approached. “Where is your housekeeper?” he asked as he made his way back toward the door that separated the shop from the parlor of my living space.


I sniffed. “Thankfully, she left to be with her sister in Dover for the holiday. There was no one here tonight.”


If not for David’s scheme, I would have been asleep in my bed, alone. I would surely now be in the clutches of a monster.


“That was very fortunate,” Manoj said. “I’ll inspect upstairs. If this is the man who planted the bomb last time, we should take caution.”


David entered, but Samuel remained outside.


I reached up and twisted the top off the last alarm, which was near the door and was still valiantly attempting to whistle for help. The sound died and left the shop in utter silence.


“Is there any wood we can use to board up the windows?” Noah asked.


I nodded. “In the mews out back.” I picked up a doll. Her face was cracked, leaving a gaping hole where her eye should have been. She smiled sweetly at me as her head hung listlessly to the side. “There are tools there, a hammer, nails.” I choked on the last word and the doll slipped from my hands, the remains of her face shattering against the unforgiving floor.


“David, take her away from here,” Noah said. “Manoj and I will secure the shop.”


“Thank you. I don’t know what I would do without such friends,” I said, then turned to Michael. “I need to see the headmaster. He must know about this.”


He nodded. We exited the shop and climbed back into the cab. It was a short drive to the Chadwick home in St. James. The duke’s coachmen met us at the gate and took the horses. I kept my eyes downcast and my shawl high around my neck to hide my face. I didn’t want rumors among the servants, and most wouldn’t notice me at all dressed as a housemaid.


Staying several steps behind Michael and David, I followed the others up the stone steps. A footman quickly ushered us inside.


The interior of the luxurious townhome provided a stark contrast to my dark thoughts. The house was adorned with holiday cheer. Holly boughs trimmed with apples decorated the foyer. The scents of orange, exotic cinnamon, and cloves filled me with warmth, even though only a few candles lit the large halls at so late an hour.


“May I ask the purpose for your visit, my lord?” The footman addressed David, ignoring Michael and me completely, which was fine with me. I settled in next to Michael and attempted to remain invisible.


“I’m afraid it is an emergency. I must speak with His Grace immediately,” David said.


“Of course. He’s in the conservatory. Follow me.”


At first I wondered what Oliver was doing in the conservatory this late at night, but once we reached it, the answer was clear.


Normally the conservatory was warm and inviting, a haven for prize fruit trees and plants that bloom through the winter. The conservatory should have been both humid and warm, capturing the weak winter sun during the day and trapping it within the glass walls. I was shocked when the footman opened the door and we were greeted with a blast of frost.


The entire room was filled with mounds of white fluffy snow.


The footman bowed as we entered, then shut the door quickly behind us, most likely to protect the main house from the sudden chill. Frost had painted itself over the glass walls and ceiling in delicate swirls of branching ice. All the trees had been moved. In their stead were several tables and chairs surrounding brass caldrons for fires.


As we turned a corner, I lost myself in awe.


Before us, taking up the center of the conservatory, was a glimmering carousel. Icicles draped along the canopy, and I marveled at the mounts. Each exquisite creature had been carved from ice, then saddled with thick velvet pads in deep blue and embroidered with silver thread. The shining poles pierced through the hearts of the creatures, holding the crystalline beasts in perfect form.


I had never seen anything so beautiful in my life.


Oliver, the Duke of Chadwick, poked his head out from behind a frosted mirror panel that obscured the view of the gears and mechanical structure that made the carousel turn.


His brown hair was as haphazard as I’d ever seen it, and the gleam in his eyes as bright as ever. One eye did not open quite as wide as the other because of an injury he had sustained over the summer, but this gave him an air of curiosity and a certain roguishness.


“David?” Oliver straightened, removing thick gloves even as his heavy coat seemed to swallow him. “What on earth are you doing here? You’re not supposed to see this before tomorrow night.”


Oliver then noticed me and Michael. “Dear Lord, Meg? Why are you dressed like a housemaid?”


“There’s been another attack on Meg’s shop,” David said.


Oliver came forward quickly, swinging himself between a glistening ice dragon and a delicate unicorn.


“Are you hurt?” Oliver took my hands and looked me over. I didn’t know how to explain to him that I hadn’t even been in the shop at the time it had been attacked.


“I’m quite all right, but the shop is in shambles.” The thought made my stomach twist into dreadful knots, but I knew it could have been far worse. The first two times the man in the clockwork mask had broken into my home, he’d intended to kill. He’d started the fire that had taken my parents, and only last summer he’d tried to destroy the shop with a bomb.


Yet his intent now seemed fixed on kidnapping me. I had no doubt I was the “quarry” he had referred to on the ship. I just couldn’t figure why his intent had changed. “The man in the clockwork mask has been sailing upon a French merchant vessel named Méduse. It’s leaving for Le Havre tonight.”


Oliver’s normally bright hazel eyes narrowed. “And how do you know this?” He turned his scrutinizing gaze to David. “What have you done?”


“Well,” Michael announced, swinging his hands and clapping them together. “It has been a lovely night, and your carousel is remarkable work, Headmaster, but it is really time for me to be going.” He turned on his heel while tipping his cap, and with rushed steps walked back the way we’d come.


I reached out to stop him, but Oliver’s voice sent a chill down my spine. “Let him go. You two, follow me.”


David and I walked in step, like dutiful soldiers behind our commander. We followed Oliver up the stairs and into his large study. He took his place behind a desk that seemed fitting for a duke. However, he didn’t kick his boots up onto it the way he normally would.


We were in severe trouble.


“Out with it.” He wove his fingers together and awaited whatever explanation we were about to give.


“This was all my idea. Meg knew nothing about it before tonight, and she tried to warn me off the plan.” David’s words shocked me, and I looked at him as if he had suddenly sprouted a tail.


Oliver spared me a glance. “And yet I see she dressed appropriately for mischief.”


I took a step forward. “We went to the docks to investigate the two possible ships the man in the clockwork mask might have used to escape after he attacked last summer. We were fruitful in that we discovered the man aboard the Méduse, and we were not caught.”


David held his hand up. “I sent Samuel to fetch my men and have the fiend arrested tonight.”


“What?” Oliver and I said in unison.


Oliver pushed to his feet and then called loudly for his footman. The footman entered with his hands folded elegantly behind his back. “Fetch Hawkins. I don’t care about his state of dress. If he’s in his nightshirt, so be it.”


The footman exited with a bow.


Oliver then turned back to us. “If you were gallivanting around the docks at this late an hour without a chaperone, then what is this business about the shop?”


“While we were at the docks, the man in the clockwork mask broke into the toy shop and ransacked it to look like a burglary. He had intended to kidnap me. He said as much when we spied on him at the docks. So you see, it was very fortunate I was not there,” I explained in an attempt to defuse the situation. Still my stomach twisted a bit with nerves. What if I had been home? Even with my alarms, there would have been little to stop him from abducting me, save the pistol I kept close at hand at all times while alone in the shop.


Dear God, this night was a mess.


Suddenly the door opened and Oliver’s valet, an older gentleman with close-set eyes and bushy eyebrows, entered in his dressing gown.


I looked down at the hem of my dress out of decency.


Oliver pulled out a small bit of paper and jotted down a note. “Hawkins, have this sent by swift bird to John Frank immediately. Then please rouse Mary and have her prepare the Rose Room for a guest. When it is ready, have her escort Miss Whitlock to her room. That is all.”


The valet nodded, stepped forward and took the paper, and then bowed and left the room.


“Now, as for the two of you.” Oliver planted his hands on his desk and leaned forward. “Meg, you are to stay here. So long as the man intent upon kidnapping you is in the city, I want you under my roof. And you . . .” I’d never seen him look as serious as he did when he turned to David. “I’d like a word with you in private. Meg, would you please wait in the corridor for Mary to collect you.”


“Yes, Your Grace,” I said with a bow, knowing he hated it when I called him that. It was only a bit petulant, but he wasn’t being himself at all. On more than one occasion he had personally put me in far worse danger than David had done.


“Meg,” he said with a note of warning in his voice. He came around the desk and placed his hands on my shoulders. “Forgive me if I’m being overbearing, but I’m feeling protective lately. I know I am only a guardian in name, but I do feel responsible for your welfare, and I don’t wish to see you come to a bad end. I have too many plans for you. If you feel the need to head out on an excursion to a shady part of town, do inform me first?”


I nodded. “I’ll make an attempt.”


He turned me toward the door. “Go with Mary. Rest well. You’re safe here for the night.”


I exited the study, then shut the door. There was no one in the dark hall, so I pressed my ear up against the wood, determined to hear what was in store for David.





CHAPTER THREE


“WHAT ARE YOU TRYING TO do?” Oliver shouted. I heard him well enough through the door, though his voice was muffled. David’s answer was harder to discern, if he answered at all. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were trying to compromise her on purpose.”


I felt as if all the air had suddenly left my lungs. I had considered the dangers of having my reputation ruined, but I never would have thought that David would attempt to trap me in such a way.


Oliver said something, but I couldn’t hear him, so I dropped down and pressed my cheek to the floor to better hear through the crack beneath the door.


“I’m being practical. Everyone can see how well matched we are. There is no other who can come close to being my equal. Our marriage was arranged from the time we were infants, so why shouldn’t I pursue her? If she married another, it would be a waste of her potential.” I couldn’t see anything of the room, but David’s words had me feeling both very hot and strangely chilled at the same time.


Oliver didn’t respond at once. When he did, his voice sounded softer but held no less warning. “David, you are my brother by law, and believe it or not, I’m looking out for your best interest. You cannot trap her and expect to make her yours. If you wish to be a man, do what is right, not foolish.”


“Excuse me, miss. Did you drop something?”


I scrambled up, hitting the back of my head on the door handle. Wincing, I rubbed it as I turned to the maid. “I lost a button. It slid under the door.”


“I can fetch it for you,” she said, reaching for the handle.


My arms felt shaky as I smoothed my skirt. “No need. Mary, is it? I’m quite tired. It’s very late.” I folded my hands in front of me and hoped the girl hadn’t noticed we were wearing the exact same dress.


“Yes, miss. Follow me.” She turned on her heel and then walked down the hall. I followed because I had little choice, but if I had had my druthers, I would have continued to listen to Oliver and David at the door. If that made me a horrible person, I’d have to live with my faults.


Mary turned up the lamps in the rose bedroom. The light seemed to bleed into the dusky pink silk adorning the walls and the rosewood furniture. The scent of dried rose petals was as overpowering as the luxury, and this was one of the more humble guest rooms.


I didn’t belong here.


“Is there anything you might need, miss?” Mary asked.


“No. Thank you.”


The maid left, and I perched on the corner of the bed. The feather mattress sank beneath me, but I couldn’t let myself fall into it.


I had too much to think about.


What was I to do about David? I hated bearing the burden of having to discourage him. Unfortunately, it simply wasn’t in his nature to give up the hunt. The trouble was, I admired David. I even enjoyed his company and his wit, but in his world I became a shadow or a prop for lovely dresses, someone who happened to be capable of hosting tea.


All my property, what little I had, would transfer to him. If I were a married woman, my husband would be in control of my life, my body—everything. I would have no recourse, and if I wished to pursue any of my own interests, it would have to be on his mercy until the day he died and I became a widow, and even then it would be my sons who could control my affairs. David would not allow me to continue running my shop, that much I knew for certain. It would be beneath my station as a countess.


Whomever I married, I had to trust that he would willingly give me my freedom when I asked, because by law and custom he would not be obligated to do so. I didn’t believe I could trust David in that way. That was the problem.


I wasn’t ready to marry. Not anyone, and if I weren’t careful, that choice could be taken from me. I had to protect it.


I watched soft flakes of snow land against the cold glass of the window, where they hesitated before melting and dripping down the pane like tears. My heart was back in my lovely shop. I couldn’t get the image of it wrecked from my mind. What was worse were the moments when the images of the shattered toys mixed with the memories I still carried of burned wood and shattered glass from the fire that had taken everything from me.


I hated living in the shadow of destruction.


It was exhausting.


But not exhausting enough to allow me to sleep.


The chill in the deep winter night seeped into my bones as I sat on the bed and waited for dawn to break.


•  •  •


It was only in the light of the new morning that I settled enough to finally sleep. I ended up dozing off in a large armchair fully dressed. The maids must have been under orders not to disturb me. When I finally did wake in the late afternoon, my lavish surroundings baffled me for several moments as I struggled to remember where I was.


Then Lady Briony, David’s younger sister, burst through the door. “Meg! I heard you were here, but oh it is late, and you should be dressed. The other Amusementists are already gathering.”


I stared blankly at the young girl with slightly garish ginger hair and the unfortunate freckles that covered every inch of her face and arms even in the dead of winter. She was dressed in a pale gray ball gown with her hair curled and done up in lavender ribbons. She hadn’t been given the beauty of her sister, Lucinda, or the stature of her brother, David, but I liked her immensely. She reminded me of myself in a more innocent time.


Blinking, I rose from the chair, but I was stiff, and feared my foot had fallen asleep. “What is all this?”


“His Grace is demonstrating his latest Amusement tonight, and you’re going to miss it.” Lady Briony waved a rather intimidating platoon of maids into the room. “Lucinda sent me to make sure you were ready in time.”


Lady Briony clapped her hands, and the maids set to work. I had learned very quickly that when Lucinda wanted something done, there was no fighting it. Now that she was a duchess, it had only gotten worse.


In no time at all I stood before a mirror, cleaned and dressed in a frosty pale blue dress with a soft matching wool cloak. Lady Briony took my hand and led me out of the rose bedroom and down the halls of the Chadwick townhome.


A crowd had gathered outside the doors of the conservatory. It was there that I caught sight of my very best friend.


Her Grace, the Duchess of Chadwick, should have looked resplendent in a snow-white gown with a matching cape. Instead Lucinda seemed faintly ill. With bright red-gold hair the color of dark honey, and vivid blue-green eyes, she was a breathtaking beauty. But at the moment, she seemed as if she hadn’t slept in a month. Worry creased her brow.


As I drew closer, I noticed her eyes were rimmed with red, and she had a tight expression as if fighting to keep from becoming ill. I didn’t like it one bit. “Are you well?” I asked in hushed tones.


“Oliver told me what happened at the shop. I’m terribly upset,” she admitted. By all rights the shop was hers. She had inherited it from her first husband, Simon Pricket. I managed the shop in her stead. While Simon Pricket may not have been a duke, she had loved him deeply, and I knew she still mourned him even though she had found happiness with Oliver.


“I’m so sorry. I feel like I failed in my duty to you.” I took her hand in mine.


“I was worried for you. I am so very glad you are unharmed.” She drew me in to touch her cheek to mine the way a sister would.


“I might not be able to open the shop for Christmas,” I confessed. “Our patrons will be terribly disappointed.”


She sighed. “We will set it right once things return to the way they should be.”


“Will they ever?” I asked, feeling the weight of the question on my shoulders as I thought about the man in the clockwork mask and his intent to hunt me down until he finally claimed his prize.


Lucinda pinched her lips together, but then brightened. “Darling! You’re looking quite handsome this evening.”


“And you are lovely, as always.” I turned to see Oliver striding toward us dressed in his finest, though his hair could not be tamed. His wild brown locks defied constraint but suited the handsome young duke.


“You look quite fetching as well, Miss Whitlock.” He leaned in toward my ear. “Might I have a word with you in private?” he whispered.


“Of course.” A thread of fear wove through my heart. David had had quite a dressing down, and now it seemed it was my turn.


Oliver took Lucinda’s hand and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll only be gone a moment. As soon as Victor opens the doors, sit close to the fires.”


“Really, I’m well.” She smiled sweetly at him. “Go. You have much to discuss.”


“Follow me.” Oliver’s voice took on a stern tone as we slipped back down the hallway, unnoticed by the crowd near the doors to the conservatory.


Once again Oliver led me to his imposing study. Only, this time several papers had been scattered over his desk. On the corner of a table by the window, a small mechanical pigeon preened near a stuffed fox. The unfortunate canine wore a patch covering one eye like a pirate.


Oliver crossed his arms and leaned his hip on the desk. “You know what I’m going to say, don’t you?”


“That I should guard my reputation more closely.” I bowed my head, not in submission but because I felt the weight of my own thoughts.


“Do you wish to marry David? Is that why you were so reckless?” Oliver asked, reaching out and tipping up my chin. “I thought you wished to finish with the Academy.”


“I do!” I took a step back but looked Oliver in the eye. “I thought my reputation would be safe with my friends.”


“Your reputation is never safe with a man. Should something happen, it will always be your fault,” he warned.


“It’s not fair.” I could never really be free. No woman could ever truly be free in such a world.


“No, it is not.” Oliver placed a hand on my shoulder. “But until the world changes, it’s the lot you’ve been given. I’ll do what I can to protect you.”


I looked down at my hands, not feeling very mollified. The world couldn’t change quickly enough. “Thank you, Oliver.”


He gave my shoulder a hearty pat. “When your grandfather returns, I hope to say I did my best for you.”


Which brought us to the other pressing issue. “Did you find the man in the clockwork mask?” I asked. “Please tell me he has been captured.”


“Unfortunately, he managed to evade us once again.” Oliver’s expression turned grim. “However, I have made some inquiries around the docks. He has been making regular passages between London and the port at Le Havre, and even traveling up the river as far as Rouen. I had my men inquire in Rouen, but the French were much more tight-lipped, or less greedy for the sum I had offered to pay for information.”


I sat down in a fine velvet chair near a large globe and felt as if I were still sinking. “So he’s in France.” I wondered if my grandfather was there as well, so close.


Oliver tilted his head. “Our trail grows cold in Rouen, though it would be a fair conjecture to consider Paris, with the link to the Seine.”


I nodded. My hands trembled ever so slightly. I folded them neatly to still them. “Is there any connection to the Haddock family in Paris?”


The bomb the man had planted in the shop last summer had borne the mark of a man named Richard Haddock. There had to be a connection. While at the Academy, I had discovered what I could about Haddock. He had been given the Black Mark by the Order and had paid with his life.


Haddock had a clear reason for waging a vendetta against my family for our part in his downfall, and he was at the top of my list of suspects. There was only one problem. According to all accounts he was well and truly dead and had no heir to carry out his revenge.


Oliver twirled a small gear over the backs of his fingers. “Haddock’s only connection to France is his grave.”


It wasn’t enough. There was no certain place to begin, or a clear path to follow. “I’m afraid this isn’t very much to go on,” I muttered.


The gear paused its motion. His brow furrowed as Oliver shifted the gear back and forth with an imperceptible flex of his fingers.


“What is it?” I asked, needing to know what he was holding back.


He considered his next words carefully. “It appears our time is also running out.”


“What are you saying?” I leaned forward, away from the plush softness of the chair.


“The Méduse is due to sail back to New Orleans on the New Year,” he said. “And he knows we are watching him now.”


The New Year was only weeks away. If the Méduse sailed clear across the Atlantic, the only clue I had would grow cold. Gracious. I wanted to help my grandfather desperately, but now I found myself with little time, and even fewer resources.


Should the man in the mask slip our grasp, I’d have to wait for another attempt on my life before I could find his trail again, especially if he learned of Oliver’s bribes for information about the ship. Oliver’s attempts at espionage wouldn’t remain secret for long, knowing the loose tongues of the dockworkers.


I refused to live like a terrified rabbit in a warren, wondering if the hawk perched in the tree nearby had finally given up the hunt. This man had already killed my parents, nearly killed me, and he had callously drugged me and locked me in a trunk. He had proven he could break into my home. What if his next attack against me was the one that hit the mark?


Even with that horrifying thought, I didn’t wish to pursue a murderer, but I couldn’t leave my grandfather to the fiend’s cruel machinations either.


Oliver placed the gear down on the table. “Meg, I don’t want you chasing after a madman.”


“Then what am I supposed to do? Should I wait for the strike that finally kills me? Perhaps I should hand over my grandfather’s key next time I see him. I’ll wrap it up with a neat little bow. At least then he can spare my windows.” I let out a hard breath. “No one in the Order, aside from you, cares about the fate of my grandfather. He’s the next in line to become head of the Order, and so long as he is missing, everyone else’s prospects at advancement seem brighter.”


“That’s not true,” Oliver said, but the defensive timbre in his voice proclaimed otherwise. “There isn’t a single member of the Order who would wish harm upon Henry so that he might increase his standing.”


I lifted one eyebrow and didn’t say a word. After all, Lord Strompton had murdered several members of the Order to increase his family’s standing and had hidden his evil plot by framing another. It was a circumstance Oliver had unintentionally benefited from once he’d married Strompton’s daughter.


Oliver held up a hand. “Don’t even say it.”


Clearly he understood me quite well. “You know I would never speak of it.”


He let out a heavy breath and leaned against the desk, then folded his arms. “What do you wish to do about all this?”


“Will you help me? The man in the mask won’t suspect you to follow him to Paris.” My cards were on the table. In the last year Oliver and I had demanded much of one another. I could tell by the conflict written on his face, this request was simply too much to ask.


“I am needed here in London at the present until things are less—unsettled.” Rising up straighter, he tugged his fine waistcoat down. “I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be. This isn’t your battle.”


“Well, it’s not as if you should travel either,” Oliver said. “And I’m not saying that solely because I don’t wish for you to confront a murderer on your own. The oath will be given at the next Gathering of the Order on New Year’s Eve. It is mandatory, a worldwide call to assemble. If you are not back in time to take your vow, your place as an apprentice will be forfeit. You will never be welcome within the Order again.”


“I am aware of the situation.” I looked down at a callus on the heel of my palm. “You needn’t lecture.”


The fight drained out of him, and he ran a hand through his unruly hair as he often did when stymied. “Listen. I’ll write to my friend Gustave and send it through the Order’s urgent channels. He’s in Paris right now. Perhaps he can help discover more about this mystery.”


I needed more certain information and greater resources with which to confront this danger. As a nobleman Oliver had those resources. As a shopkeeper and an unmarried woman, I did not. But I had grown to learn that I needed to rely on myself. Oliver had done enough, and I now had more information than I’d had before. “I appreciate your offer. Thank you.”


Oliver came closer and gave me his hand. He folded my palm in his and looked into my eyes with the most earnest expression I had ever seen. “Don’t think I don’t want to see Henry return,” he said, using my grandfather’s name. “Don’t ever think that I would wish for any of your family’s misfortune. I want to see his return. It’s only that we have so little information with none of it confirmed, and the dangers are so great.”


“I understand,” I said. “Truly. I have never had cause to doubt your intentions. Thank you for all you have done for me thus far. It is more than I could do on my own.” He led us back out to the hall and toward the conservatory. I only wished there were something more that could be done.


My grandfather was the only tie to my family I had left, and I felt the thread of that tie slipping through my fingers.





CHAPTER FOUR


OLIVER TOOK MY ARM AND escorted me into the conservatory. The frigid air washed over us, even as the bright fires burned merrily in the large freestanding braziers. The crowds had gathered around them. Most members of the houses of both Chadwick and Strompton had assembled. While I was familiar with the other Amusementists and Society members, I felt distinctly out of place.


This was an event for the gentry.


Oliver left me at a table, then wandered around greeting the various people seated around the fires.


“Fancy meeting you here,” David said too close to my ear. I spun around.


His eyes met mine, and his lips tipped up to the right in his usual uneven grin. Blessed with a golden hue to his fine hair and handsome features, tonight he was the epitome of a proper noble gentleman. “You look lovely this evening. What did Oliver have to say?”


“Must every conversation we have begin this way?” I asked.


“In what way?” He smiled a too knowing smile.


“You know in what way.” He was handsome, of that there was no doubt. He was elegant, wealthy, titled, intelligent, and I felt the allure of him. But beneath it all something was missing, something solid and real, like the feel of the ground beneath my feet.


Still, I’d been born an Englishwoman, and he was an earl. I had to be gracious. Yet every time I tried to be kind to him, I felt I was giving him encouragement when I shouldn’t.


It didn’t help matters that I honestly wished I could have the same relationship with him that I had with my other good friends. I wished I could trust him in the same way I trusted Manoj, Noah, Michael, and Peter.
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