
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      Selwyn Place

      A short steampunk adventure

    

    
      
        Shelley Adina

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Moonshell Books, Inc.]
        

      

    

  

  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Shelley Adina Bates

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher at www.moonshellbooks.com.

      Publisher’s Note: This is a work of science fiction and fantasy. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

      Cover art by Seedlings Online.

      Selwyn Place / Shelley Adina -- 1st ed.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  

  
    Contents


    
      
        
          In This Series

        

        
          Introduction

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

      

      
        
          Also by Shelley Adina

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            In This Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Magnificent Devices series

        Lady of Devices

        Her Own Devices

        Magnificent Devices

        Brilliant Devices

        Magnificent Devices: Books 1–4 Quartet

        A Lady of Resources

        A Lady of Spirit

        Magnificent Devices: Books 5–6 Twin Set

        A Lady of Integrity

        A Gentleman of Means

        Magnificent Devices: Books 7–8

        Devices Brightly Shining (Christmas novella)

        Fields of Air

        Fields of Iron

        Fields of Gold

      

        

      
        Carrick House (novella)

        Selwyn Place (novella)

        Holly Cottage (novella)

        Gwynn Place (novella)

      

        

      
        The Mysterious Devices series

        The Bride Wore Constant White

        The Dancer Wore Opera Rose

        The Matchmaker Wore Mars Yellow

        The Engineer Wore Venetian Red

        The Judge Wore Lamp Black

        The Professor Wore Prussian Blue

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear reader,

      I hope you enjoy reading the adventures of Lady Claire and the gang in the Magnificent Devices world as much as I enjoy writing them. It is your support and enthusiasm that is like the steam in an airship’s boiler, keeping the entire enterprise afloat and ready for the next adventure.

      You might leave a review on your favorite retailer’s site to tell others about the books. And you can find print, digital, and audiobook editions of the series online. I hope to see you over at my website, www.shelleyadina.com, where you can sign up for my newsletter and be the first to know of new releases and special promotions. You’ll also receive a free short story set in the Magnificent Devices world just for subscribing!
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      A country house party. A broken friendship. A debt that must be paid in blood.

      

      When Lady Emilie Selwyn invites Andrew and Lady Claire Malvern to her very first country house party, Claire is delighted to offer her help—until she discovers that Peony Churchill is also on the guest list. But in supporting one friendship, perhaps she can repair another, and the rift between herself and Peony might be mended.

      But when Andrew and Claire arrive at the manor, an unexpected guest is among their number. A guest with violent connections to an old crime in Claire’s past. Revenge might be a dish best served cold, but Claire will not allow anything to chill dear Emilie’s first foray into society. Even if it means that the Lady of Devices must come out of retirement once again ....

      If you like old-fashioned adventure, brave women, clever children, and strong-willed chickens, you’ll love this short story set in the Magnificent Devices world. Fangs for the Fantasy says Claire is “a wonderful main character (one of my favourites in the genre)” and the series has “a great sense of Victorian style and language that’s both fun and beautiful to read.”
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        “It’s another excellent chapter in this ongoing epic adventure of this series. I love this world and the story of these excellent women and the saga will never end. No. It will not.”

        Fangs for the Fantasy, on Fields of Iron

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “I love how we can have several capable, intelligent, skilled women who are happy to work together without competing, without hating each other, without unnecessary dislike or conflict, without jealousy, without rivalry but with genuine friendship and respect. … All of this comes with some excellent writing.”

        Fangs for the Fantasy, on Fields of Air

      

        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          September 1895

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London

      

      

      Goodness, the house seems empty with both the girls gone.” Lady Claire Malvern looked up from the drawings on her desk to address her husband, who appeared to be napping on the sofa under the newly revised map of the airship flight routes to the Americas. “Andrew, are you awake?”

      “Hmm?” He brushed the map aside and the coated canvas rolled itself up with a snap. “I certainly am. I was thinking.”

      “Under a map?” Her eyebrows rose in mock severity. “Do you find that the distance calculations transfer themselves to your brain by osmosis?”

      He rolled off the sofa and pulled her up from her chair. “I find that some distances are intolerable, no matter how small or great.” He kissed her soundly, and it was some time before either of them remembered where they were and that one of their wards might at any moment walk into the office they shared.

      With the Mopsies away in Munich at university, the likelihood was decreased, but not by very much. In the midafternoons, the children—eight-year-old Lucy, both Alfreds, Sophy, and her brother Chad—were supposed to be in the kitchen. Granny Protheroe was instructing them in the arts of managing a home, which included cooking, ordering, and shopping for food. Under the guise of making tasty tarts and sandwiches for tea, or pie, or a fine roast and Yorkshire pudding, they also learned fractions, mathematics, and the most useful properties of physics.

      But that did not mean that someone wouldn’t pop in to ask a question, or bring them a cup of tea, or make up a fictitious errand to escape Granny’s supervision for a few minutes.

      Sophy and Lucy had earned Granny’s grudging approval. Between them, they managed to approach the high standard established by the often lamented Charlie, who was now sailing the skies as chief cook aboard Alice and Ian Hollys’s ship, Swan. Sophy, despite having grown up on the streets and alleys of Belgravia and Chelsea, was an excellent pupil and had a real future ahead of her, whether she chose to be a cook and kitchen manager, or set her sights on more scientific pursuits.

      With a pneumatic hiss and a thunk, a brass tube landed behind the door of the aperture set into the wall.

      Andrew disentangled himself from her skirts and Claire patted her chignon into place as he opened the tube, pulled out the sheet of paper it contained, and scanned it. His eyebrows rose in slow surprise.

      Oh, dear. “Please do not say that Mama and Sir Richard are favoring us with their company so soon,” Claire begged. “They only just left two weeks ago.”

      “It is not from your mother.” Andrew handed over the sheet, still curled into a cylinder. “It is from your friend Lady Selwyn.”

      “Emilie? Goodness, I wondered when she was going to reply to my letter. Housekeeping must be very consuming indeed.”

      
        
        Dearest Claire,

        I hope you and Andrew are well, and Maggie and Lizzie, too. I cannot seem to get to town no matter how I contrive it, so I am writing to beg you to come to me instead.

        Peter and I have at last completed the renovations to the old pile—I mean, to his dear lordship’s country seat, otherwise known as Selwyn Place. (Does one refer to it as one’s country seat when one does not have a city seat?) But instead of collapsing in relief like sensible people, we have decided to throw a house party to celebrate the fact that the roof no longer leaks and one can no longer hear owls in the attic. This is definitely cause for celebration, do you not agree?

        I so hope you will be able to join us and one or two other people for a bit of mediocre fishing, good shooting, and excellent walking on Thursday, the fifth of September to Tuesday the tenth. We have the best cook in the county, or so I am told, and innumerable bedrooms, which I promise will not contain owls unless you want them to.

        

      

      “Andrew, a house party! Imagine Emilie and Peter as our hosts. We haven’t seen them since our wedding. What fun!”

      “Isn’t this the house that you were to be mistress of had not a certain train explosion occurred in the Wild West?”

      “You know perfectly well it is.” Claire gazed at him over the edge of the letter. “And please do not remind me of the folly of my youth. God rest his soul.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      
        
        Do let me know soonest. It would be delightful if one or two of your wards were to come with you. My oldest sister and her children are with us at present, so they will have playmates. You remember Adele, don’t you? She is rather like a child herself, despite ten years of marriage. You would never know that I was the youngest girl of the family. Her husband is in Africa with Sir Cecil Rhodes—poor man. Their awful pile in the fens is bad enough when he is home. Alone, Adele finds it intolerable. Thus she and the children are here.

        

      

      “I do not think I have ever met Adele. She was married and out of the house on Cadogan Square when Emilie and I were at school.”

      “It is very kind of Emilie to think of the children. I wonder if she knows what she is in for.”

      Another glance over the edge of the letter. “Whichever of our wards chooses to come with us, they will be perfect models of behavior.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      
        
        Who else? Peony Churchill is coming—such fun! I remember the awe in which we held her at St. Cecilia’s because of her famously political mother. I was so pleased to see her again at your wedding. We shall be quite the merry quartet, for Lord and Lady Birtwhistle—she was Abigail Cox, who sat behind us in Chemistry of the Home, do you remember?—are invited, too.

        

      

      “Gracious me.”

      “Have you reached the bit about Peony?” Andrew asked. “Will grace be sufficient for us?”

      
        
        Do say that you and dear Dr. Malvern will come! For my first attempt at hostessing, I must practice upon my friends, who love me and will forgive cold soup in September, complete lack of valets, and other such faux pas. Then I will have the nerve to invite Mama and Papa and my other two sisters and their families for Christmas.

        Ever yours,

        Emilie Livingstone

        

      

      “Andrew—”

      “Of course we will go.”

      “But—”

      Andrew leaned back on the sofa cushions, and the leather creaked. “Yes, Peony Churchill lost her head over a man. Yes, she stole your airship and attempted a journey to Egypt to rescue him from some imagined terror. Yes, we held her at gunpoint. These things happened, and we cannot undo them.”

      “I have no quarrel with the truth, as well you know. And I know perfectly well you had no intention of firing the lightning rifle. But Andrew, she cannot see that I have as much to forgive as she does. She has broken off our friendship. Letters, calls, inquiries—all have gone unanswered.” Claire put Emilie’s letter on the desk, wondering for one wild moment if it ought to go unanswered, too. Or at least be ever so regretfully declined. “Frankly, I am astonished that she is washing up on Emilie’s doorstep. I did not think they were such friends as that, back at St. Cecilia’s.”

      “That is a mystery. But it is not one to be solved by you or I. The point is, you have an unexpected chance to speak with Peony face to face. If after nearly a week together, you cannot mend the rift, then so be it. But I think you ought to try.”

      Claire thought of the times she and Peony had shared, and the qualities she loved in her. That independent spirit. Her openheartedness. Her generosity. Though they did not see each other often, their friendship had been no less real or valued for all that. Recovering it was worth one last attempt, cost what it would.

      She crossed the carpet and sank into Andrew’s lap. His arms enfolded her as she laid her head on his shoulder.

      “Yes, dear,” she said.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          September 1895

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Derbyshire

      

      

      Claire!” Emilie Livingstone, Lady Selwyn, flew down the stone steps of the shabby Georgian house and seized Claire in a hug that spun them both around, laughing and breathless. “I am so very glad to see you!”

      “And I you, dearest.” Claire held her hat steady with one hand as she kissed her friend soundly upon the cheek. “I do hope it is all right that we have moored in your fallow field. There were no mooring masts, but several convenient trees.”

      “Oh my, yes. You could moor on the roof if you wanted to, now that I am reasonably certain it won’t fall in.”

      Laughing, Claire hugged her again. “The field will suit us very well.”

      Andrew shook hands with Peter, Lord Selwyn, a shy, slender young man who had never expected to marry, never mind inherit a barony, but who seemed to be coping with the trials and joys of both, if his smile was any indication.

      “You are most welcome to our home,” Peter said. “Emilie tells me we can count upon you for moral support, quick thinking in a crisis, and a reliable means of escape should it become necessary. All three, it seems to me, are excellent qualities in friends invited to a house party.”

      “We shall endeavor to provide the first in spades, the second if necessary, and reserve the third for the unexpected arrival of assassins or in-laws,” Andrew assured him.

      “Heavens!” Emilie said. “At least we can be assured that there will be none of the former. I cannot answer for the latter.”

      Claire remembered all too well the Venetian assassin who had terrorized Hollys Park the previous year, putting those she loved most in mortal danger. Perhaps it was a good thing that Emilie thought Andrew was merely using a figure of speech.

      “Whom do you have with you?” Emilie asked, her eyes alight with interest. “I have always found it remarkable the way you travel about with a brood that is not even yours, Claire.”

      “Oh, they are very much ours,” Andrew corrected her with a smile. “And they will be the first to tell you so.”

      “Lady Selwyn, may I introduce our wards Chad Morton and his sister Sophy,” Claire said. Sophy dropped into as pretty a curtsey as she had ever seen, thanks to Maggie’s training.

      Chad bowed from the waist, then grinned at his hostess as though he had found a kindred spirit. When Snouts nudged him, he remembered what he was supposed to say. “Thank you very much for inviting us, milady.”

      “I am delighted you were able to come.” She shook hands with Snouts. “Mr. McTavish, how do you do? You are very welcome at Selwyn Place.”

      “Thank you ... Lady Selwyn.” Claire heard the hesitation where milady might have gone before Snouts corrected himself. “I am glad to see you looking so well.”

      “My husband tells me that wrestling velvet drapes and running up and down flights of stairs has rendered me positively svelte, but I think he is blinded by love.” Emilie sparkled at Peter in a way that made Claire smile.

      Married life clearly suited her as well as it suited Claire. Knowing that one’s future was bound together with that of a good man was certainly cause for joy.

      “Come along, all of you.” Emilie waved a hand to indicate the columns and the front door at the top of the steps. “We will get you settled and then you can join the others in the drawing room.”

      “The others?” Andrew said as they trooped up the steps after her, valises in hand. “And here I thought we would be unfashionably early.”

      “My sister and her children are here, as I believe I said in my letter.” Emilie led them up a modest but beautifully carved staircase to the second floor. “And Peony has been here nearly a week. Such good company she is! I dragooned her into helping me pull the family dinner set out of its crates so that we could use it. The previous mistress of the house had it packed away so deep in the second pantry you’d think she didn’t want it discovered in this century.”

      “Is it dreadful?” Claire asked.

      The previous mistress. That would have been James Selwyn’s mother—the woman who might have been Claire’s mother-in-law, had fate not stepped in. She had died several years before and had never known that her son had turned out to be a thief and a kidnapper. Claire supposed it was just as well. The old lady would never have forgiven her for being the only survivor of the train wreck that had taken her son’s life.

      “That is the surprising part,” Emilie said over her shoulder. “It’s lovely. Royal Morvoren in blue and rose, with gold trim. Frankly, I think she didn’t want it used in case it was damaged. But china is meant to be used and enjoyed, isn’t it? Here you are, Claire. You and Dr. Malvern have the room overlooking the rose garden. With this warm summer, we even had a few roses make an appearance just for you.”

      “Thank you, dearest. And the children?”

      “I have Sophy in with Adele’s twins, who are of an age, upstairs, and Chad and Mr. McTavish are sharing the Huntsman’s Room down at the end, there, on the right.”

      “I say!” Chad exclaimed. “That sounds splendid. Are there boars’ heads and suchlike?”

      “Sadly, no,” Emilie said. “You’ll find one of those in the hunting lodge, out in the park. But there is a sixteenth-century Flemish tapestry of the hunt, and several sets of antlers on which you may hang your clothes should Mr. McTavish take up all the room in the closet.”

      Since Snouts was very fond of fine dressing, Claire thought this was rather more likely than not.

      Emilie took the children up to the nursery, where they might find their tea, and Claire and Andrew changed out of their flying clothes and into something more suitable for the drawing room. They met Snouts on the stairs, resplendent in an embroidered waistcoat featuring small suns and moons.

      “All right, Lady?” he asked with a note of uncharacteristic concern. “Will this do? I thought the monkeys or the peacocks might be overdoing it for afternoon.”

      “You are quite right,” Claire said with solemnity. “Do not be anxious, Snouts. Emilie is the next best thing to family, and from all accounts, so is Mrs. Adele Fenwick. Lady Birtwhistle was a kind, ordinary sort of girl when we were at school—not even remotely like Lady Julia Mount-Batting or Mrs. David Haliburton. And you know Peony, of course.” Under his wordless gaze, she straightened her shoulders. “I am not anxious about seeing her again. Certainly not.”

      “You know I have your back,” he murmured as they made their way down the stairs. “As does Mr. Andrew.”

      “And I yours,” she murmured in return. “Though perhaps I ought not to have left the lightning rifle on Athena.”

      To her relief, he laughed and relaxed.

      Emilie seemed to be a natural hostess, despite her misgivings. Or perhaps it was just that she was surrounded by friends of her own choosing, and it seemed easy for her to guide Claire and Andrew from cluster to cluster of people in the drawing room, introducing those who did not know one another, and re-establishing the ties of those who did.

      Claire hadn’t seen Abigail Cox in six years at least, and probably would not have recognized her on the street. But she seemed honestly glad to meet again. Though several years older than his wife, Lord Birtwhistle was the kind of earnest country squire who made even Snouts feel right at home.

      Their companion, a man of compact stature and sculpted features, seemed to crackle with energy. Claire felt as though he might burst into motion or a shower of sparks at any second. Upon introduction as Mr. David Morton-Whidbey, he bowed to Claire and shook Andrew’s hand with a rapid up-and-down that was over in a second.

      Someone else had shaken hands like that. Someone she had only met once. Claire shook her head at herself. It could have been at one of the Dunsmuir balls, where goodness knows she could only remember one in ten of the people she met.

      As they moved away toward the cart where Peter was pouring sherry, it seemed Andrew had the same impression. “Have we met that man before?”

      Did he mean at a ball, or farther back, when the Lady of Devices had ruled the South Bank with her wits and her lightning rifle? In either case, she could not remember. “If we have, I cannot recall the circumstances.”

      “I wonder what his business is with Lord Birtwhistle?”

      “A mutual venture, perhaps?” For from their behavior—civil, but not familiar—it seemed unlikely that he would be on terms of friendship with Abigail and her husband.

      “Perhaps it will be concluded swiftly,” Andrew said. “He does seem very energetic, the sort of man likely to get things done in a hurry.”

      Mrs. Adele Fenwick had Emilie’s eyes and smile, and a perpetual air of wonder and curiosity about the world around her. Claire rather thought that, had she not chosen a more traditional role, she might have made a good scientist.

      And there, standing next to the window gazing out at the roses, was Peony Churchill.

      “Peony, look who has arrived,” Emilie said gaily. “Now our number is complete.”

      Peony was dressed in her unique style, combining the dramatic with the elegant. Her afternoon dress was a deep shade of burgundy that would have brought out the roses in her cheeks, had she not been so pale. Cutouts of chocolate velvet clawed at the ruched bodice, and were mirrored on her skirts in a wide velvet border that reached nearly to her knees. The neckline was a velvet band, with an inset of netting that rather daringly hinted at the collarbones beneath.

      Not for the first time, Claire wished she could wear such a thing with such style. But she, whose usual uniform was a white waist and a navy skirt, would only succeed in looking overdressed and uncomfortable.

      Claire held out her hand first. “Peony. I am very glad to see you again.”

      “Are you?”

      They might still have been in the navigation gondola of Athena, facing one another down in a cloud of pride and anxiety and flouted will. “Yes, dear. I truly am. I hope we will have an opportunity to talk over the next few days.”

      Instead of replying, Peony turned in Andrew’s direction, so subtly that Claire almost missed the cut direct. “Dr. Malvern. How nice to see you again.”

      “And you,” he said pleasantly. “My wife was just telling me of her correspondence with you. How fortunate that Lady Selwyn has invited us all at the same time.”

      “Isn’t it,” Peony said, her lips stiff. “Excuse me. I must speak further with Abigail. It has been an age since I saw her last.”

      And she glided away as smoothly as a cat slides between the legs of a human from whom it does not wish a caress.

      “That went well,” Claire remarked after a moment. “Though I cannot say I know where I stand. Her person and her movements contradict her civility.”

      “It is a beginning,” Andrew pointed out. “And no vases were thrown.”

      Claire almost wished Peony would throw a vase, for then the distance that grew between them the rest of the afternoon and into dinner would be broken in some fashion. But Peony did not allow her an opportunity to close the distance. When Claire approached, she found someone else to speak to in her charming, attentive way. When they would have met on the stairs on the way up to dress for dinner, Peony exclaimed as though she had forgotten something, and vanished into another room until Claire and Andrew had gone into theirs. And at the long dinner table, which Emily had arranged so that the four former schoolmates could sit close enough to one another to converse, Peony directed the conversation so cleverly that Claire never got the chance to speak up. Other than interrupting and making everyone else uncomfortable, she had no choice but to give in gracefully.

      For now.

      After dinner, they found the carpet in the drawing room rolled up, leaving the newly polished floor exposed for dancing. Mrs. Fenwick seated herself gracefully at the piano, and several couples took the floor.

      Andrew bowed to Claire. “Will you, dear?”

      She smiled as she took his hand. “I intend to emulate our gracious Queen and dance well into my eighties. I give you fair warning.”

      “Duly noted. If this is the price I must pay to grow old with you, then it is a small one indeed.”

      Snouts, fearless man that he was, led Peony on to the floor. From the corner of her eye, Claire saw Mr. Morton-Whidbey, now considerably mellowed by the wine at dinner, offer his hand to Lady Birtwhistle.

      “Ought I to have asked someone else’s wife to dance?” Andrew murmured to Claire as they curtseyed and bowed during the first chords of the  country dance.

      “Only if you wished to sleep on the sofa tonight,” she replied pleasantly. “At least for the first set, I will be sure of you.”

      “So unfashionable, being in love with one’s wife,” he grumbled as he met her in the center.

      “We do not move in the Prince of Wales’s circles, where being in love with someone else’s wife—or pretending to it—is all the rage.” She crossed dos-à-dos. “I do not understand the Prince. Imagine having a happy model of marital fidelity in front of you all your life and choosing to live as though love were a game—or a commodity.”

      When she thought of how close she had come to losing Andrew forever through her own foolishness and stubborn pride, Claire felt a chill, as though she had walked too close to the edge of a cliff and nearly fallen.

      “Are you cold, dear?” Andrew asked.

      “No,” she said. “Only thankful to be here, at this moment, with you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      And where do you fall in the hierarchy at Carrick House?” Peony asked Snouts as they linked hands and performed the galop down the center of the set. “That clever Claire, surrounding herself with secretaries who are all handsome young men.”

      Since Snouts had never been called handsome in his life, due to the protuberance of his proboscis, this came as a bit of a shock. But then he remembered what Lewis Protheroe had told him of Peony’s treatment of him. “She’s a winsome young lady, is Miss Churchill. Handsome as they come,” he had said with a shake of his head. “The moment she discovered that I knew how to handle money, she practically pressed her card on me and asked me to call. Luckily I’ve seen birds of that stripe before. Ent none of ’em have a feather to fly with.”

      The fact that Lewis did have enough feathers to line a pretty nest with and then some was a secret he kept close, known only to the Lady’s most intimate circle.

      “I am indeed one of Lady Claire’s secretaries,” Snouts said now, concealing the fact that he was also the managing director of the Carrick Glass Works, with shares in the Carrick Airfield, the Zeppelin Airship Works, and most recently the Meriwether-Astor Manufacturing Works across the Atlantic in the Fifteen Colonies. “Mr. Protheroe and I share the administration of her affairs—charities, the education of her wards, and a portion of her correspondence concerning patents, licenses, and the like.”

      “How very thrilling,” Peony said in the tone reserved for grandmothers discussing the latest patterns in antimacassars and doilies.

      “I find it rewarding,” he said modestly, casting off and meeting her again above the next couple, where they joined hands for the turn.

      “And how is Mr. Protheroe?” she asked, just missing looking like a blushing girl.

      “Much the same,” Snouts told her. “Very much occupied at present with correspondence from the Royal Society of Engineers, at which Lady Claire and Dr. Malvern presented a paper not long ago.”

      “Received well, was it?” She passed behind him dos-à-dos and took his hands again.

      “Yes, very well. Did she not tell you of it?”

      A tiny pleat appeared between Peony’s brows. “She knows that kind of thing does not interest me. I am much more concerned with the ability of an invention to serve me. The mechanics of its acceptance into the world are not my concern.”

      “So most people would say,” he agreed, pausing at the top of the set near the piano, since their numbers were odd and they could not put hands in for the circle. “But I thought that, as one of her oldest friends, you would be pleased for her success.”

      “Oh, was that the end result?” She gazed down the set, though she did not seem to see the Lady and Mr. Andrew. “Of course I am pleased. That is not to say that I do not find your remarks exceedingly forward, Mr. McTavish.”

      “Forward, Miss Churchill?”

      “You cannot presume to know my thoughts at all.”

      A touchy one, this. In Snouts’s experience, touchiness was brought on by one of two things—guilt being the first and shame being the second.

      “I would not dream of any such presumption,” he said mildly. “I suppose I simply assumed that any friend of hers would be as pleased as I by each fresh achievement.”

      “Intelligent people do not make assumptions,” she snapped.

      “Scientists frequently make them, and then work to prove or disprove them.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Do you nettle and contradict all your partners in this manner?”

      “I never intend to,” he said honestly. “Sometimes it just happens.”

      “Then let us discuss the number of couples, then, since we have eight more bars of music.”

      He allowed her the momentary respite. “Are you acquainted with all the guests, Miss Churchill?”

      “With Mrs. Fenwick, yes, since we have been in each other’s company for a week. With Lady Birtwhistle, but not her husband. And with Mr. Morton-Whidbey, not at all. What an odd man he is.”

      “In what way? I hope he was not rude to you?”

      The music took them back into the balance at the top of the set.

      “No, of course not. I simply cannot see any reason for Abigail and her husband to have him tagging along. Abigail says he and his lordship are engaged in a business matter, but they do not behave as partners.”

      “What sort of business matter?”

      Peony tossed her head. “Heavens, I don’t know. What a lot of questions you ask. Can you not flirt with a girl just a little, for form’s sake?”

      Snouts flushed, for flirtation was as far from his character as the flight of a hawk from the earth. Give him a good scrap any day—or at the very least, a contest of brains on the shop floor. The kind that had brought him success at the Morton Glass Works as was ... now known as the Carrick Glass Works.

      To his relief, the country dance ended. To his dismay, Mrs. Fenwick struck up a waltz.

      He held out an arm to his partner, intending to see her off the floor, but Peony did not take it. “Come, Mr. McTavish. Surely you see that we are the only unmarried people here, with the possible exception of Mr. Morton-Whidbey. If you do not wish to leave me to him, you have no choice but to ask me for the next.”

      “More than two dances, and there will be talk, I hear.” But despite that, he knew when he was beaten. He bowed.

      When she moved into his arms, she was smiling at his attempt at a joke. “And whom do you hear that nonsense from? Claire? Does she really have such old-fashioned ideas?”

      Snouts was never able to bear a word against the Lady. “She is the least old-fashioned woman I know.” Then he lost his head. “And if you had an ounce of sense, Miss Churchill, you would make up your quarrel with her. You are one of the two reasons she is here.”

      His partner stiffened, and for a few moments, dancing with her became rather like moving a broom about the floor.

      “And what is the other reason?” she asked, all animation fled, leaving her face as set as a prettily painted piece of china.

      “Why, to see Lady Selwyn, of course. They have been good friends for many years.”

      Her gaze found his, which wasn’t difficult, since she was tall. The top of her curled hair was at his eye level. Snouts held his tongue, hoping that she might let slip the reason she had held the Lady off despite every overture.

      “How dare you insert yourself into my business?” Peony finally said, her tone pleasant but her eyes stormy. “You have an inflated view of your own importance.”

      Ah, a scrap. And in the middle of a waltz, no less. This was more like it. “Not at all,” he said, relaxing for the first time. “You are quite right. You are none of my business. But Lady Claire’s associations and concerns are very much so.”

      “Mr. McTavish, sadly, I do not find that as admirable as you do.”

      “What would you know about being admirable, Miss Churchill?”

      Peony gasped, and half pulled away so that while his hand remained on her waist, hers released his shoulder. “How dare you!”

      “Planning to run?” he inquired with interest.

      “I do not run,” she snapped. She laid her hand upon his shoulder with such firmness it was almost a blow.

      “I beg your pardon,” he said. “You fooled me, then, for I could swear you have been running from a conversation with Lady Claire for some weeks now.”

      She breathed out audibly through her nose, as though she had almost spoken and then decided against it. “You are a boor.”

      “Says the coward.”

      “You know nothing about it!”

      Snouts was positively enjoying himself now. “I know that you stole Athena intending to take her to Egypt. I know Lady Claire and Dr. Malvern caught you. And when they wouldn’t give you your way because her little brother was aboard without his mama’s knowledge, you walked off in a temper and haven’t spoken since.”

      “That is not how it was!”

      “Oh? Then how was it?”

      But the music ended with a flourish, and instead of wheedling him into a third dance, Peony spun away. She stepped swiftly around Lord Birtwhistle, who was clearly coming to request the next, and vanished through the drawing room doorway.

      “Is the young lady ill?” his lordship asked. “Has someone upset her?”

      “I do not believe so,” Snouts said. “Perhaps she merely went to the ladies’ retiring room.”

      A moment later, Dr. Malvern delivered the Lady to him as Mrs. Fenwick struck up a polka.

      “Do tell, Snouts,” she said as they stepped out together.

      He did, in as much detail as he could remember.

      It seemed as though a cloud passed over the Lady’s grey eyes. “She is determined to end our friendship, it seems. Even when she is confronted with the truth in blunt language, she runs from it.”

      “She seems to see a different truth,” he pointed out.

      “Yes, I know. True love, he might be in danger, I must fly to his side, et cetera. Piffle. She chose poorly and cannot admit it, and that’s that.”

      “Must she admit it?” He changed to the galop along with the rest of the company, which made conversation a little more difficult.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Pardon my saying so, Lady, but it’s no skin off your nose if she doesn’t. If you are friendly but require nothing more of her, isn’t that sufficient?”

      She was silent for the space of two measures. “And allow our former closeness to lapse into distant cordiality, with as little substance as that which I am sure she shares with Lady Birtwhistle?”

      “There are worse things that could happen.”

      The Lady was an inch or two shorter than Miss Churchill, so she had to tilt up her chin to look him in the eye. “That is not very satisfying, Snouts.”

      “Not when you want her to admit she was wrong.”

      “Stealing a ship is very wrong.”

      He could tell the moment she realized she had stepped in it. But he couldn’t resist pointing it out anyway. “And who was the previous owner of Athena?”

      “Point taken, you rascal.”

      “Being in love, though, isn’t so wrong.”

      “Do you think that is the trouble? Does she think I want her to admit she was a fool?”

      “Not in so many words, maybe. But it wouldn’t surprise me if that’s the bone stuck in her throat. So to speak. I have no recent experience along those lines, so I cannot say for certain.”

      The Lady looked up at him in admiration. “Have I told you lately how much I appreciate your friendship, Stephen? How very glad I am that you stole my landau in Whitechapel that day?”

      “And got a face full of gaseous capsaicin for my pains?” His smile was half a grimace of remembrance. “No, Lady, not so lately.”

      “Then consider it said.”

      There wasn’t much that could get under Snouts’s tough skin and make his throat close up as though he were about to blubber all over the ballroom. But at that moment, he came awfully close.
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      Claire accepted the hand of Abigail’s husband as Andrew commandeered Abigail for the second waltz. “Lord Birtwhistle, how well you dance,” she said with a smile.

      “Why, thank you, Lady Claire. You’ve had no shortage of partners, I see. My wife has told me all about you.”

      “My goodness. We shall have to make some new memories this week to replace the old, dusty ones.”

      He chuckled in the depths of his moustache and beard. “Ah, but then we would not hear about the time you caused an explosion in the Chemistry of the Home laboratory. I’m not quite ready to put that one in a trunk just yet.”

      “Luckily for Dr. Malvern, while I have not done what I was told on plenty of occasions, at least I have not repeated that particular error.”

      The ends of his moustaches quirked outward with the breadth of his smile.

      Claire decided that now was a good moment to satisfy her curiosity, since one was obliged to talk while dancing anyway. “Tell me, sir, a little of Mr. Morton-Whidbey. Have you been acquainted with him as long as I have been with Abigail?”

      “Goodness me, no. I met him last year, when I was in London for a lecture by Dr. André St. Elix, the architectural engineer.”

      “Not the one on hardening agents for glass?”

      He looked astonished. “Why, yes. Are you familiar with his work?”

      “In a very tangential way. My secretary, Mr. McTavish, is quite interested. He regaled us with the latest theories by the fire afterward.”

      “Did he? Then we three gentlemen will have something in common to talk about for the next several days. Perhaps he has an interest in birds. My wife and I are making a count of all the species we identify in a single year. I am told the fishing is quite good here, too, so I hope the weather holds long enough for me to get outdoors with my rods and tackle.”

      “Dr. Malvern would be delighted to accompany you. He is a keen angler when he gets the opportunity. Sadly, living in London, those are all too few.”

      “You and he must come to Moorcote, then. A river passes right through the estate and empties into Morecambe Bay, which is in itself a place of many beauties.”

      “How very kind of you,” Claire said. “I shall look forward to it. Does Mr. Morton-Whidbey come to Moorcote often?”

      “I would not say that our relationship is of the kind that lends itself to long visits,” he said, turning her a moment too late for her skirts to avoid brushing a large standing vase. It rocked a little and then settled onto its base once more. “I do beg your pardon. I am nine months of the year in the country, and forget that there are such things as Oriental vases in the world.”

      “I was raised in the country myself. I do agree that there are many more objects in our way in the city. But you were saying?”

      “About what?” He looked a little lost.

      “About Mr. Morton-Whidbey and the lecture on glass.”

      “Ah, yes. His wife’s family used to be in that line of trade, if I have my facts in order. Somewhere in London. Lost the lot, but I know none of the circumstances. At any rate, Daniel still takes an interest in the newest developments.”

      “One must keep one’s mind engaged, even if others think the subject no longer applies.”

      “What interests you, if I may ask?”

      “Oh, many things. Dr. Malvern and I are currently engaged in the development of an invention that we believe will power an airship’s engine using the energy from the sun rather than from steam.”

      He nearly lost his grip upon her waist. “I say, really?”

      “Indeed. Our first attempt was called the Helios Membrane, but we have been working nearly a year on this more complex project, the Apollo Veil.”

      “By we you mean that you have assisted your husband in filing paperwork and such? I have heard of Dr. Malvern, of course, but I have not seen a lady’s name on any of his papers.”

      Claire could not detect derision or condescension in his face. “You may have missed one or two,” she said pleasantly. “In any case, you will see our names together on the monograph coming shortly from the Royal Society of Engineers. We presented there not long ago, to much acclaim.”

      “Well. Upon my word. What other talents are you hiding behind those pretty eyes, Lady Claire?”

      She could smile and say something about her wards. Or she could change the subject to fishing. But Claire had worked too hard and been through too much to shortchange her own accomplishments.

      She waggled the smallest finger of her right hand, which lay in his. The iron ring winked in the light of the chandelier. “I am a member of the Society, sir. Perhaps you are not aware that I am the co-inventor of the automaton intelligence system currently installed in most of the Zeppelin airships?”

      Now he not only missed the step, he stopped dancing altogether and steered her over to the window. “Co-inventor? With your husband?”

      “No indeed. With Lady Alice Hollys. Her husband is cousin to—”

      “To Earl Dunsmuir, yes, I know. There is hardly a gentleman in England who does not know. Well, bless me. I had no idea Abigail could claim such friends.”

      “We women, you know, possess great depths and are capable of many accomplishments indeed.”

      “I should say so.” He seemed to be agreeing with her whilst thinking something completely different. “This might well change the tenor of the conversation on the riverbank.”

      “Will it?”

      But he merely bowed. “Excuse me, Lady Claire. It was a pleasure speaking with you.”

      And he left her standing there, partnerless and thoughtful, until Peter Livingstone came over to bring her a glass of punch, and recalled her to herself.
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      A gentle mist was rising from the surface of the river as Andrew, Snouts, Lord Selwyn, Lord Birtwhistle, and Mr. Morton-Whidbey emerged from the trees. The first rays of the sun peeped through the branches, and Andrew pulled in a deep breath of fresh air scented with the mud of the banks, cut hay from a nearby field, and that unmistakeable tang of dying leaves that meant autumn was nearly upon them.

      It was chilly, to be sure, and he was glad he had packed the heavier of his tweed jackets for this house party. The men arranged their tackle, tied on their flies, and waded in. The river was perhaps three feet at its deepest, chuckling along at a hurly-burly rate. The bottom was gravel, thankfully, with outcrops of granite, making walking while casting less troublesome than it would have been had there been round, slippery river stones to negotiate.

      Andrew had invited Snouts along the night before, when Peter had suggested the excursion. “I dunno, Mr. Andrew. Landing and killing a slithery fish before breakfast, in company with a pair of lordships, is not my idea of amusement.”

      “The slithery fish will be your breakfast, Snouts, and theirs, too. Come, do. I’ll show you what you need to know. It’s all in the wrist.”

      So while the others moved off down the bourne, Snouts stayed safely on the bank and attempted to master the whip and flick of the rod. “Not so hard, Snouts. You are tempting the fish with the fly, not beating him with it.”

      Twenty minutes of effort later, Snouts was sweating and his reddish hair was standing on end from the rake of a despairing hand. But at least the fly now behaved in a somewhat believable manner, and was ready for its baptism.

      “You’ll stay within calling distance?” he asked anxiously. “The water ent so deep, but with stepping and casting and trying to keep from hooking myself, I might wind up in the drink despite my best efforts.”

      Andrew promised he would be far enough away so as not to cause undue embarrassment from too much observation, while close enough to come to his aid should he run into difficulty.

      Walking to a likely spot downstream, Andrew waded in and soon relaxed into a pastime he enjoyed but did not get to indulge in very often. In fact, save for the hour he had stolen with old Mr. Polgarth on their last flight down to Gwynn Place, he had not been angling in several years. Not since his father had passed away, shot in the line of duty.

      He had been a policeman, and a good one, too. Fishing had been one thing they had loved to share together. “If I catch anything, it will be for you, Dad,” he remarked to the treetops with a smile. The light passing through the branches seemed to wink in answer, and his smile broadened at his own fancy.

      With a glance upstream, he saw that Snouts was holding his own on a gravel bar, though his posture was not as relaxed as it could have been. The fly jerked and bobbed like a bumblebee and did not reach the riffle it was clear he was aiming for. But fine skills took time, and his basic form was good. His casts would develop as he became more comfortable with his equipment.

      Andrew focused on a deep hole near the bank farther down, where trout would likely be waiting in the shadows, and made his way toward it.

      Half an hour must have passed—a contented half hour where Andrew felt his worries about an engineering problem with the Apollo Veil fade away and his mind empty of all but the gleaming arc of the line and the race of his heart as a trout took the fly. He had three nice fat ones in his creel when a shout echoed down the stream and startled him into stumbling over a granite ledge concealed underwater.

      “Sn—er, Mr. McTavish?” he called, in case any of the other men were within earshot. “Lord Selwyn?” Peter had been closest in the other direction.

      A strangled sort of noise was his only reply, and that after several seconds of silence. But it had come from upstream, so it had to be Snouts, in some kind of tangle. Perhaps he had hooked himself. It wasn’t a pleasant experience, but at least it was easily mended.

      Andrew waded ashore and set off up the path along the bank. In a moment a splashing sound guided him to his quarry.

      “Great Caesar’s ghost!” He dropped his rod and creel in the grass and waded out to where the water was being whipped to a foam as Snouts tried to gain his footing. “Easy, man, easy,” he urged. “Take my hand. Your boots are full of water. That’s it. Up you come, now.”

      Soaked to the skin and shuddering with cold and shock, Snouts slogged to the bank as though his boots had iron soles and the bed of the river had been magnetized. He sat in the grass, shaking so hard that in the end Andrew pulled off the boots, releasing a cascade of water.

      “Come, get your wet jacket off. What happened to you? Did you turn your foot on a stone?”

      “L-l-light—”

      “Yes, it will be much easier to walk when your boots are lighter. Here, slip them on again. We must go back to the house and get something hot into you.”

      “L-lightning r-r-rifle.”

      Perhaps poor Snouts was in shock. He was making no sense. The young man’s face was white, his hair streaming with water, and his hands were cold as the trout in Andrew’s creel.

      But when Andrew got him to his feet, instead of allowing him to help him back to the house, Snouts took off along the bank at a clumsy canter as though searching for something.

      “Snouts, for heaven’s sake. It doesn’t matter about your rod. We’ll come back for it once we have you warm and dry.”

      “No!”

      Andrew resigned himself to a chase until the tree roots or the sedge stopped the unnecessary search.

      Snouts pulled up where a stand of birches leaned into their reflections on the water. He looked in all directions, panting like a steam train at a siding. “Lost him.”

      “What are you talking about?” Andrew jogged up. “I told you, we can look for your tackle when—”

      “No,” he panted. “Someone shot at me. With a lightning rifle. Standing here, in this copse.”

      He pointed down, among the tree roots, but the ground was stony, and bore no footprints or a single shred of evidence that what he’d said was true.

      “Look.” Snouts took the dripping tweed jacket still clutched in Andrew’s hand and held it up.

      A burn mark blackened the top of the shoulder, like a grisly epaulet.

      “Startled me. I jerked away. Lost my footing and went in.” His teeth began to chatter once more.

      Andrew felt the chill of his own horror as he put an arm around his companion and guided him through the trees to the path across the fields to the house. The very skin on his back crawled with the expectation of a second bolt as they crossed the open expanse. If Snouts had not lost his footing and fallen in, his jacket would have gone up in flames. It did not take a direct hit from a lightning rifle for the bolt to be fatal.

      The question was, who on earth would be so careless? And if it had been deliberate, who among them owned a lightning rifle?

      Andrew only knew of one.

      And it belonged to his wife.

      

      The fallow field in which Athena was moored was situated to the west of the manor house, while the river lay to the south. As though their minds had reached the same conclusion, without a word Snouts and Andrew left the path and struck off through the fields on a diagonal.

      “It’s ridiculous,” Andrew said.

      “But we must check.”

      “You are dripping wet.”

      “I’m warm enough now, out in the sun. The walk’s got my blood moving.”

      “You don’t think the children—?”

      Snouts shook his head, and a drop of water struck Andrew’s cheek. “They’d never dare. No one touches the Lady’s lightning rifle save me or yourself, sir. Tigg or Lewis, perhaps, if they’ve been designated her second. But no one else. They’d have me to deal with and all the children know it.”

      They boarded Athena at a fast walk, crossing the salon and marching down the corridor to the captain’s quarters. As the door closed behind them, Andrew found himself letting out a long breath.

      The lightning rifle rested in its brass rack on the wall.

      He crossed the carpet and laid a hand on its flared barrel. With a curse, he jerked it away. “It’s still hot.”

      Snouts touched it, too, with much more caution. His wet finger made a tiny hiss on the metal. “Someone’s definitely used it. Could have been the Lady.”

      “She has not been at the river—and if she was, she is not in the habit of shooting members of the flock. She is touring the gardens with Lady Selwyn.”

      “She could have done a Billy Bolt.”

      “She could have. I shall ask her. Immediately. Because if not she, then who?”

      It was not as though anyone ever locked an airship. First of all, if one wished to keep it out of harm’s way, one simply lengthened the mooring ropes, making it difficult to board. Second of all, the automaton intelligence system could be adjusted so that it only responded to the sound of its captain’s voice. If one overrode that, as Peony had found out not so long ago, it became necessary to navigate manually, and for that one needed a knowledgeable crew. The average sneak thief would likely come up short in that department.

      Besides, they were guests of a baron. Who would take the risk of robbing one of his guests, and winding up in front of a magistrate, to be sentenced at his lordship’s pleasure?

      “Come, Snouts. There is nothing more to discover here. I will find Claire, while you change into dry clothes. There will be time enough after that to decide our course of action.”

      With a nod, Snouts went into the cabin he and Lewis typically shared, which was outfitted with several spare changes of clothes. As were all the cabins. Andrew crossed the field in search of his wife, and found her just going in with Emilie.

      She took him in at a glance. A tiny pleat formed between her brows at the sight of his splashed corduroys, his hatless state—his battered fedora was probably in Kent by now—and his distinct lack of anything resembling a string of trout.

      She turned to Emilie. “I will see you at breakfast, dearest. I am obliged to hear a fish story, I can tell by looking at him.”

      Emilie laughed and went inside, and the smile faded from Claire’s face. “What has happened?”

      Andrew folded her hand over his arm and strolled back the way he had come, in the direction of Athena. “Have you had occasion to take the lightning rifle out this morning?”

      Her hand fell from his arm as she gazed at him in astonishment. “To do what? Shoot the heads off the roses? Of course not. What is going on?”

      Swiftly—for Claire was not a woman to be fobbed off by pretty prevarications—Andrew gave her every detail as he knew it. When he ended with touching the rifle’s bell and showed her his reddened palm, she took it in both of hers.

      “Oh, my dear. I am so glad that neither you nor Snouts was hurt.”

      “It came very close. He will have an excellent excuse to visit his tailor for a new tweed jacket.”

      “There is a silver lining if ever I heard one. Andrew, my very being revolts against the thought of a miscreant invading our home—” For so they thought of Athena. “—stealing something that has meant so much to us, and using it with malicious intent against one of our own!”

      “I feel the same. Surely it must be a prank. A stupid, thoughtless one. For what enemies does Snouts have these days?”

      “There are still a great number of people on the south bank who would not hesitate to shoot either him or me.” She turned to gaze out the viewing port, as though she could see their faces from here.

      “But they are not on Lord Selwyn’s estate at present. At least, I do not think so. I am reasonably certain no one with ill intent stowed away when we left the airfield.”

      She glanced at him as if to be certain he was not joking. Which he wasn’t. “It would be much easier to do the lot of us in while in flight, that is true.”

      “Which is why I can only conclude it was local boys, coming in where they shouldn’t and taking a gun that wasn’t theirs. It probably frightened them into the next county when they found out how close they came to killing a harmless fisherman.”

      But Claire shook her head. “Frightened boys would have dropped it on the bank and run for their lives. They would not have taken the time or trouble to put the rifle back neatly where they found it.”

      He had to admit she was probably right. In which case, two questions remained.

      Who had taken the rifle?

      And had he or she really intended to murder Snouts McTavish?
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      At breakfast, Claire found it exceedingly difficult to smile and compliment the fishermen on their provision of the main dish when she wanted to collar each person in the room and demand that they account for their whereabouts since sunrise.

      Instead of disgracing herself, then, and embarrassing Emilie, she must pour another cup of tea and think.

      The first person on the list must be Peony. She was the only one knew from personal experience that the lightning rifle was aboard Athena. She might not have known where, but a few moments’ logical thought would have produced a few prospects, all of which were easy to check. She had the opportunity while the other ladies were abed, the men were out, and Claire and her hostess were occupied in the garden. The only thing Peony did not have, to Claire’s knowledge, was a reason to fire at Snouts. She had only met him at Claire’s wedding, and he had done nothing worthy of being shot at during their dances together, as far as she was aware.

      Slapped, perhaps. But not shot.

      What of the others? Andrew had said that Peter had been within sight nearly the whole time. But Peter Livingstone was not the murderous sort. He was gentle, and kind to every creature. According to Emilie, he had taken great pains to chivvy the owls out of the attics without hurting a single one.

      Lord Birtwhistle? It was difficult to imagine him shooting a young man he had only met the night before. But had he been within sight of Peter?

      And what of Mr. Morton-Whidbey?

      When the children came down with Adele Fenwick after breakfast, Claire was no closer to an answer than she had been on Athena.

      “You’ve been fishing, sir?” young Chad said to Andrew. “Oh, how I wish I could go.”

      “If you like, we can go tomorrow morning,” Andrew told him. “I am sure that fresh trout will be as welcome on the table then as they were just now.”

      “We only had porridge and eggs in the nursery,” Chad said in tones of deep betrayal.

      “With molasses and raisins,” Sophy reminded him. “My favorite.”

      “I’d rather have trout.”

      “Then you shall catch your own breakfast and perhaps Mrs. Silver will let you fry it in the kitchen,” Claire suggested. “A man should always know how to provide for himself, do you not agree?”

      Chad nodded with enthusiasm as Lord Birtwhistle laughed.

      “See, my dear? Lady Claire quite agrees with us. When we take a walking tour or I am with a hunting party, we cook for ourselves over the fire.”

      “Were you fishing close together this morning?” Claire enquired. “Or is that rather like a line of beaters, chasing all the quarry downstream?”

      Lord Birtwhistle looked amused, his eyes twinkling. “During a run, popular spots are rather like that. But this morning, we were nicely spaced, weren’t we, Selwyn?”

      “Indeed. And as the man farthest downstream, Mr. Morton-Whidbey’s catch exceeded that of us all. Perhaps we did act as beaters after all.”

      That gentleman managed to look both pleased and modest. “As Dr. Malvern says, it’s all in the wrist. But six trout in an hour is capital, even for me.”

      One fish every ten minutes. Ten minutes was not enough to reach Athena, even at a dead run. But if he had caught all six in the first ten minutes, there would have been ample time to reach the ship, come back and fire, replace the rifle, and return in time to pack up his gear as though he had just left the river.

      But again, what reason would a man they had just met have to shoot poor Snouts? Claire frowned into her teacup.

      “Do you not like the tea, Claire?” She looked up to see Emilie gazing at her anxiously from her place at the end of the table. “You’ve been so quiet since we came in.”

      Claire gave her a reassuring smile. “I am simply wondering why on earth a woman would hide away such pretty china.”

      Emilie relaxed. “It is a mystery. I asked Peter about it, but he did not know. The late Lord Selwyn was his father’s cousin, and he never actually met Lady Selwyn.”

      “Not a close family, then.”

      “It does not seem so.” Emilie rose as the staff came in to clear. “Perhaps we might take a walk out to your airship, Claire, after I have approved the menus for today? I have never seen it, you know.”

      “I should be delighted to play hostess to you in my turn.”

      As Emilie hurried away, Claire caught Chad in the hall as the chattering group of children were heading outside into the sunshine. “Chad, a moment?”

      On the steps outside the door, he looked up. “Yes, Lady?”

      “I am in need of information, and you and Sophy are just the ones to find it for me.” Quickly, she told him what had happened at the river.

      Chad’s face reddened with outrage. “Our Snouts, Lady? We’ll do whatever we can to bring such a miscreant to light, we will.”

      Chad and Sophy had not been members of her household for more than a couple of weeks, but already their loyalty had been cemented by kindness, good food, and hope that their futures might be different if they stayed.

      “The two of you must keep your eyes and ears open. If anyone so much as mentions the name of Steven McTavish, I want to know about it.”

      “Who, Lady?”

      “Snouts, dear.”

      He looked a little surprised at the thought of Snouts possessing a proper name. “Right, then, Lady. We’ll be on the lookout.”

      “Thank you, Chad. Now off you go. And you’ll keep the little ones out of the river, won’t you?”

      He stopped dead at the bottom of the steps. “How did you know we were—”

      She grinned. “It’s what I would do if I wanted to go fishing in the morning. I’d find all the best spots beforehand.”

      He ran to catch up with the others, and Claire wandered among the shrubbery until Emilie found her. Arm in arm, they strolled across the field toward Athena, bareheaded, the morning sun warm on their shoulders.

      “Has something come between you and Peony, dearest?” Emilie asked. When Claire was silent, she went on, “I would not poke my nose in where it is not wanted, but she seems different since you arrived. And with the two of you being such world travelers, I would have thought you would have much to talk about. More than birds or reminiscences of St. Cecilia’s, at any rate, which are all Abigail and I seem to manage.”

      “It is only the second day, Emilie. We will be our old selves before you know it, chattering away noon and night.”

      “Are you sure?” Claire had never been able to hide anything from Emilie, who observed people closely and seemed to understand even the unsaid.

      Claire gave a sigh. “We have had a falling-out. Over a man. He was a scoundrel and I told her so. Not only that, I prevented her making a scandal of herself over him, and she cannot forgive me his loss.” There, that was as close to the truth as she would come without bringing stolen airships into it.

      “Good heavens,” Emilie said, clearly having not expected such a confession quite so soon. “Peony could have anyone in London. If she cared for this man enough to risk her reputation, she must have cared a great deal indeed.”

      “I am sure she did. But he had already ruined one woman, and I could not bear for her to be the second. The first lady was carrying his child.”

      Emilie gasped. “Does she know?”

      “Yes. I told her.”

      “And you have proof?”

      “A letter from Lady Dunsmuir relating the facts.”

      Emilie nodded. “If one can finance an expedition to the Galapagos or establish a fleet of seagoing vessels on the promise of one letter from her, then I must say that is proof enough.”

      Emilie said no more on the subject as Claire showed her around Athena. She admired the carpets and furniture, the size of the viewing ports, the snug cabins with their comfortable sleeping cupboards. In the captain’s quarters, her eyebrows rose again at the sight of the lightning rifle in its rack.

      “Heavens, Claire. What is that?”

      “It is a project that Andrew and I have been tinkering with off and on for several years. It is meant to be a rifle that shoots bolts of electricks.”

      Emilie giggled. “I’m sure that would be useful for, oh, I don’t know, killing slugs in the garden. Electricks might have been the grand new thing in our grandmothers’ day, but they are old and tired now. And they will be rendered obsolete if Mr. Tesla has his way. Peter says the great man spoke to Parliament in support of a bill to make it legal for anyone to harvest lightning during storms, now that his tower in Islington has shown it can be done.”

      “If anyone can make that possible, he can.” For Mr. Tesla was a man and a world-renowned scientist, and people asked “How high?” when he said, “Jump.” Claire patted her rifle and led Emilie from the cabin. “As you see, Athena is our home from home. We can be comfortable in her anywhere in the world.”

      “She is certainly deceiving. From the outside, one would never expect all this. She is a bit like you in that respect.”

      Claire laughed. “Am I as shabby as all that?”

      “No, but with friends such as yours, one would expect you to be dressed in satin and dripping with diamonds.”

      “Then neither my husband nor my friends would recognize me—and I would rather have their regard than all the fine clothes and jewels in the world.”

      “As would I,” Emilie said with emphasis.

      They proceeded down the gangway and wended their way back to the manor house, two women completely happy in their circumstances.

      Well, except for a potential murderer somewhere on the premises. But Claire would not breathe a word of that to her hostess. Not unless it became absolutely necessary. She was not about to allow any danger to Snouts, but neither would she allow Emilie to feel that her very first house party had been ruined; instead, she would find the guilty party and put a stop to this at once.

      And now another question had occurred to her. For if one must make an attempt on a man’s life, would it not be much more efficient simply to have used an ordinary pistol that could be concealed upon one’s person? Then there would be no haring about across the fields. Could the culprit have intended to implicate Claire and Andrew in some way if he had succeeded? And since he had not, had he covered up his tracks and vanished to wait for the next opportunity?

      Which could be as soon as tomorrow morning, if Snouts were foolhardy enough to go fishing again.

      Claire found Andrew taking a constitutional along the drive in such a way that he had had a good view of her and Emilie, the fields, and Athena. A peacock strolling regally along the verge kept him company. Emilie kissed her and whispered, “I will leave you with your good man. After lunch we plan a walking excursion to the top of the tor, where the views are wonderful. A picnic tea will be waiting for us courtesy of the senior footman and his skills with a touring balloon. I have also invited some of the young people of the neighborhood.”

      “What a delight. We will join you with pleasure.”

      “Do not feed that peacock,” Emilie warned in parting. “I know you, Claire. He is spoiled already, and his peahen too.”

      As Emilie made her way to the house, Claire took Andrew’s arm. “Are you and the peacock keeping an eye on me?”

      “I cannot speak for him, but I am taking no chances,” he said soberly. “A person who would invade our home would have no scruples about accosting defenseless women.”

      “I am far from defenseless.” She tilted her chignon toward him, to remind him of the needle-sharp hair picks wound therein. “But your concern should not be for me, it should be for Snouts.”

      “He is not far away. Apparently along with the peacock, the poultry has got out, and he is helping the poultryman round them up.”

      Of course Claire could not resist the opportunity to see Emilie’s hens. She and Andrew used the expertise they had gained with Rosie the chicken and Holly and Ivy and many other birds to assist the two men in chivvying the hens away from the delights of the huge kitchen garden and back to their own side of the ivy-covered wall.

      “Your ladyship is right handy with birds, if you don’t mind my saying so,” the poultryman said when he’d closed the gate behind the escapees’ fluffy posteriors. “And the gentlemen, too.”

      “We have hens at home,” Claire said, and offered him her hand. “I am Claire Malvern. This is my husband, Dr. Malvern, and my secretary, Mr. McTavish.”

      “Pleasure to meet ye.” His grip was firm. “Ronald Silver, at your service.”

      “Have you worked at the estate a long time, Mr. Silver?” Andrew asked.

      “Oh, aye. Since the old lord hired me on in fifty-five. My wife is the cook here.”

      “She is a woman of talent,” Snouts said reverently. “So you were well acquainted with Lord James, then—he who died a few years ago?”

      “Aye, I was.” The old man’s face clouded. “Such a shame, to meet one’s Maker in foreign parts. But he were destined for disaster, that one. Never cared about the place, and only let slide what had gone awry before. The new Lord Selwyn and her young ladyship, now, they’ve been water and coal to us staff and tenants here.”

      By which Claire gathered that he approved the heir and his wife.

      “How do you think the hens got out, Mr. Silver?” Claire asked. “The walls around their enclosure seem very strong. Do they fly to the top of the wall, like the peacocks?”

      “No indeed, your ladyship. Some rascal came running through here before the sun were fairly up and left both gates open. He’s just lucky the hens weren’t awake and hankering for a walk in the woods.”

      “Left the gates open?” The tone of Andrew’s voice suggested that such a crime ought to be reported to the magistrate.

      “Aye. It’s a short cut out to the fields, but that’s no excuse not to go round. What is Mrs. Silver to serve our young lord for his breakfast if the hens get into the woods and go down to the river? We’d never find ’em before the foxes did.”

      Claire and Andrew looked at one another, then at Snouts.

      “It shaves a bit off the walk, then, does it, to go through the garden and poultry yard?” Snouts asked casually.

      “Oh, aye. A good quarter of an hour. I’ll be keeping an eye on my gates henceforth, and that you can tie to.”

      “Did you see who it was?” Claire asked. “I can imagine how I would feel in your place. We keep the back gate locked for that very reason.” There were not many four-legged foxes in Belgravia, but there were plenty of the two-legged kind who occasionally found their way up from the river stairs.

      “Nay, but it were a youngish gentleman. I caught a glimpse of his back. Probably has servants to close his doors for him, the bounder.”

      “We will leave you to your duties, then, Mr. Silver,” Andrew said. “I am glad we could help with the hens.”

      “I am, too,” the old man said. “I’m not so nimble as I once was.”

      “Nicely done, Snouts,” Andrew said in a low tone as they strolled out of the kitchen garden and around to the wing where the guest rooms were. “Your offer of aid has netted us a clue. A youngish gentleman.”

      “It doesn’t follow that the person careless with the gates was the one who shot at me,” Snouts objected. “It could have been anyone.”

      “But someone in a hurry to get from the river past the house to the closest fallow field? That narrows the pool of possibilities.”

      Claire crossed Abigail, Adele, and Peony off her mental list. Emilie had never appeared on it at all. “I would not consider Lord Birtwhistle,” she said. “He is not a youngish gentleman, walking tours notwithstanding. I can’t imagine him running all that distance.”

      “And it wouldn’t be a neighbor or someone visiting in the neighborhood, because why would they shoot at me?” Snouts said.

      “Nor would Lord Selwyn would do any such thing,” Andrew said. “Besides, he was within my sight nearly the entire time.”

      “Which leaves Mr. Morton-Whidbey,” Claire said. “But while he may have had the opportunity and is certainly fit and energetic enough to make the run, he has no reason at all to wish you harm, Snouts.”

      After a moment, Andrew said, “We can do no more now than behave as though we suspect nothing. Perhaps this individual will show his hand.” He did not look happy with this course of action, but Claire did not see what else they could do.

      “We must be very alert,” she said at last. “I have the children keeping their ears open, so that may reveal something. In the meantime, Snouts, I want you to accompany us on the walking excursion to the tor this afternoon. There is safety in numbers. And a picnic tea, too, I understand.”

      “A picnic tea?” Snouts looked as though he would sooner face down an armed man.
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      Claire dressed in a practical walking costume whose tweed jacket allowed one to swing the arms, and whose skirts could be pulled up by means of interior tapes should it become necessary. Sturdy boots, a broad-brimmed hat, and the tiny lightning pistol she had constructed earlier in the year completed the ensemble.

      “What a dangerously fetching picture you make.” Andrew stole a kiss under cover of the hat as the party straggled along a path through the forest, following Lord and Lady Selwyn.

      Behind them, Sophy and Chad giggled. “Lady, he kissed you!”

      “Where anybody can see!”

      “I am shocked to my toes,” Claire said, taking Andrew’s hand and smiling up at him. And Andrew couldn’t help but fall a little more in love with her in that dappled, sunny moment.

      Sophy skipped forward and took her other hand. “It’s a funny thing, innit?”

      “Being kissed by Mr. Andrew? Not at all.”

      Sophy blushed. “No, Lady. I mean that man.” She indicated Mr. Morton-Whidbey, who had by now overtaken his hosts and was leading the pack by ten yards at least, striding along with his head up as though scenting the wind. “He has the same name as us.”

      “Morton is not so unusual a name, Sophy. Many people can lay claim to it. But it is up to you to bring honor to yours.”

      “I know, Lady. Maggie has told us so.”

      It seemed Maggie’s word was law to the girl. Not for the first time, Andrew wished that Maggie and Lizzie had not chosen to go to university on the continent. The household just did not seem the same without their irrepressible presence.

      “It is a bit odd,” Snouts said from behind the children. “I wonder if he has any connection to the old Morton Glass Works?”

      “The chances of that are low, don’t you think?” Andrew said. “Isn’t he from the Midlands somewhere?”

      “As low as the odds of he and the children and a glass works where I got my start all being represented in one walking party.”

      Put like that, it did seem like a preponderance of similarities. Andrew did not believe in coincidence. The world was too cleverly made to dismiss connections and patterns and the interlocking gears of acquaintance so simply. And yet, what were they to make of it?

      “Lord Birtwhistle said he met Mr. Morton-Whidbey at a lecture on hardening agents for glass,” Claire said, a tiny wrinkle of speculation forming between her brows. “In London. Last year.”

      “Glass, Lady?” Snouts said in exactly the same thoughtful tone. “Perhaps our chances aren’t as low as we thought.”

      Chances notwithstanding, what was the significance of these interlocking facts? There was nothing more maddening than an incomplete pattern. If it were not such a beautiful day and the walk so refreshing, Andrew might feel downright cross with such a puzzle.

      Behind Snouts, Lord and Lady Birtwhistle were identifying plants and birds, which drew the attention of Chad, who was interested in botany. He politely asked permission to join them. Delighted to have a young mind upon which to impress facts, Latin names, and identifying characteristics of leaf and feather, the couple no doubt found the excursion more rewarding than ever.

      The trees thinned, and the party soon found themselves walking up a grassy slope punctuated by rocks and pines. A well-traveled trail confirmed that this was a pursuit others enjoyed, and when some thirty minutes later they reached the top, Andrew and Claire stopped to take in the view.

      “How wonderful,” Claire breathed. They could see for perhaps two miles in all directions. The breeze blew their clothes flat against their legs, carrying the sound of rooks croaking.

      “There is the house,” Emilie said, pointing it out to Sophy. “Can you see Mr. Silver working in the garden?”

      Sophy giggled. “No, milady. Your spectacles must give you very good eyesight.”

      “No indeed. I am teasing you. I happen to know that he works there every afternoon. Look, Chad, there is a hawk balancing in the updraft and looking for his tea.”

      Lord Birtwhistle whipped out his pocket-sized Field Guide to English Birds and showed Chad how to identify it using the watercolor pictures, even if he could not yet read the closely printed text very well.

      Andrew saw the moment when the boy realized one could communicate through drawings as well as the words he had been poring over in his speller and reading primer. That art could be used to educate and communicate as well as for enjoyment. The boy seized the birding guide, found the hawk, and then paged through it to look at the other pictures.

      “I think I have made a convert,” Lord Birtwhistle said to Andrew with some satisfaction. “He identified that hawk in less than a minute.”

      “Natural science definitely seems to be calling him,” Andrew said diplomatically. “I appreciate your taking an interest in the boy. He was a street sparrow, you know, before he came to us.”

      “Do you know anything of his family?”

      “Nothing at all. They do not remember their parents. He and Sophy tell us they ran away from the workhouse possessing no more than the clothes on their backs and their names.”

      “At least they have a name. Many don’t.”

      “So we have two Morton connections among us,” Andrew said casually. “I understand you met Mr. Morton-Whidbey at a lecture on hardening agents for glass?”

      “Yes. His wife is the Morton. The double surname comes because there was no son to inherit, so the daughter married a man willing to take the name. I believe I mentioned to Lady Claire that the family had connections to a glass manufactory. Lost the lot, apparently.”

      Andrew pressed further. “In London?”

      “No idea.” Something with wings flashed past, and with a hasty, “Excuse me, Dr. Malvern,” Lord Birtwhistle was off in pursuit.

      The footman piloting the touring balloon had clearly not been willing to hazard the winds at the top of the tor. The walking party found it moored in a meadow on the leeward side, and tea laid out. The meadow was bounded by a series of granite outcroppings, and beyond that was a drop of some hundred feet to a grassy field below. Deer grazed there, seemingly undisturbed by the sight of the cheerfully striped touring balloon bobbing high above them.

      Mrs. Silver had done herself proud, if the beatific expressions on the children’s faces were any indication. With everyone seated upon blankets spread on the ground, everything could be eaten out of hand—from cut vegetables and meat pasties to glossy fruit tarts and petits fours. To drink there were bottles of fizzy water for the children, and tea (thanks to a clever copper boiler upon a stand) and wine for the adults. Even Snouts was resigned to the picnic by the quantity of food, and as Andrew reflected, the flavors were enhanced by their surroundings and the exercise.

      When the children had finished, they began a game of tag in the meadow. “Stay away from the rocks, won’t you?” Adele called anxiously to her brood. “There is a terrible drop below.”

      Which of course made Chad and the eldest boy run over to see. To Andrew’s relief, Mr. Morton-Whidbey was nearest and encouraged them away from the precipice to rejoin the game without wounding their young pride or sense of adventure. Andrew relaxed a little and turned to Peter Livingstone, who was stretched out on the blanket next to him, resting on his elbows.

      “I think I can say I am pretty nearly completely happy,” his lordship said to Andrew. “I never dreamed I would be master of such a place. It is a huge responsibility—but one I have come to love.”

      “It seems you are equal to the responsibility,” Andrew said. “Your staff hold you in high regard, if Mr. Silver is an accurate representation.”

      “If it were not for the Silvers and the other tenants, Emilie and I would still be bivouacked in the drawing room while the rest of it fell down around our ears,” Peter said frankly. “The tenants were in such straits that any improvements were instantly agreed to. It has taken me a good five years just to get the land drained properly and the crops going. Once that was in place and my creditors believed they might actually get a payment, I could turn my attention to the tenants’ homes and barns. Upon my marriage to Emilie, the necessity for a roof and plumbing for the house was urgent. I could not have my darling girl catching colds and fevers simply from sitting in her room.”

      “You have worked miracles, then,” Andrew said. “The rooms are snug and comfortable, with a kind of worn elegance.”

      “We have not updated the furniture and pictures yet.”

      “I meant it as a compliment. In our household, worn simply means well loved.”

      Peony had joined in the children’s games now, playing the maypole to the twins’ dancing in circles around her, while Mr. Morton-Whidbey had Chad by one hand and foot, swinging him in a swooping circle like the hawk they had seen. Andrew had to smile. “There is a man who needs a home and a family.”

      “Oh, he has one,” Peter said.

      “He does?” His attentions to Peony had been respectful, but marked all the same.

      “I was talking to him this morning, after breakfast. He is married to a lady whose family now makes isinglass ports for steam landaus. He intends to make his fortune in that business and then buy back the original family concern.”

      Andrew took a chance. “The glass works?”

      “Oh, you knew?”

      “I know nothing but what Lord Birtwhistle shared with me. Which is no more than that fact.”

      “Yes, his great-grandfather established a glass works in London, apparently. Somewhere on the south bank.”

      “Not the Morton Glass Works? Near Vauxhall Gardens?”

      Peter nodded. “The very one. It was quite close to your airfield, I think, though I have never been there. I am only guessing. In any case, it became quite the success for its time.”

      “Until ...?”

      Peter shrugged. “Poor management. Greed. The usual failings that overtake the newly rich. God grant that never happens to me—though I can hardly be called rich.”

      “It is unlikely you would succumb to such failings,” Andrew assured him.

      Peter smiled modestly at the compliment. “Apparently there was some enterprising rascal among the workers who made it his business to know the business better than any of the family. It was a coup d’état, to hear Morton-Whidbey tell it. The family hasn’t got over the sting yet of being ousted from their own manufactory by a nobody.”

      “Ousted, you say?” This was no fairy tale. This was a story Andrew knew as well as his own. He forced himself not to glance at Snouts, who had left the picnic and was strolling across the meadow, his hands tucked into the pockets of his coat as he enjoyed the sun.

      “Yes. Hoodwinked out of the entire company, which is now in the hands of this unnamed rascal. I don’t think Morton-Whidbey even knows who it was.” He glanced in that gentleman’s direction. “I was quite surprised to be regaled with the tale. It’s not the sort of thing one wishes publicly known, is it?”

      “Perhaps he is looking for an investment to help regain his lost patrimony.”

      “If he is, he’ll not find it here.” Peter gazed down into the valley beyond their sunny little meadow. “I have my own patrimony to tend with no help from anyone but Emilie and my tenants.”

      “That is the safest way, I think,” Andrew said. “Then you are beholden to no one, and your mistakes are borne only by you.”

      “I agree with you. Though I have to confess, in the first years, cowering under a bit of oilcloth instead of a bedspread to stay dry while I slept, I would have given anything for a rich relative to leave me some investments in the Zeppelin Airship Works or a diamond mine in the Canadas.”

      Andrew laughed, and at a signal from Emilie, they packed up the blankets and baskets, and returned them to the balloon. In the chaos of collecting children and the straying members of the party who had walked back to the top of the tor, and chivying them down the path, it was a good half hour before he turned to apprise Snouts of what he had learned.

      But Snouts was not among their number.

      “Claire, did Sn—er, Mr. McTavish go back to the house early?”

      “No indeed.” She counted heads along the path. “What on earth? He would not have left the group without telling us.”

      Chad tugged on her hand. “He might have fallen asleep in a sunny nook, Lady. I’ll go back and find him.”

      And he dashed off up the slope before either Andrew or Claire could say a word.

      “Emilie,” Claire called, “we have lost one of our household. We’ll just have a look for him and be along in time to dress for dinner.”

      “Would you like our help?” Peter said, making his way back along the path. “It’s no trouble.”

      “Goodness, no,” Claire assured him. “He’s probably taking a nap in the grass after that delicious tea and didn’t hear us leave.”

      They were nearly to the top again when they met Chad running down the grassy slope. “Did you find him?” Andrew asked the boy as he drew up, panting.

      “No,” he gasped, leaning his hands upon his knees. “He ent there. The whole tor is empty but for the ravens croaking in the rocks.” He looked up, his face flushed. “I’m afraid, Lady. There was a raven in a left-handed tree. It’s a bad boding, that is. It means they’re croaking for the dead.”
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      Rubbish, Claire told herself. Ravens croaked to communicate with one another, not to prophesy. On the other hand, who could blame them for croaking about the happy prospect of food lying insensible at the bottom of a cliff?

      “Has something happened?” Puffing from exertion and the strictures of her corset, Peony Churchill joined them on the breezy hillside. “Why did you turn back?”

      For a moment, Claire was too surprised to speak. What are you doing here? seemed rude when her erstwhile friend had been eating lunch not two yards away from her just an hour ago. Eating, and not speaking other than the requisite pass the salt, please, or a little more tea, if you would?

      “We did not see Mr. McTavish leave,” Andrew said into the pause. “He is not with the main party, so we came back to look for him.”

      “Has he fallen asleep?”

      “We are about to determine that,” Claire said briskly. “Let us divide into four parties and each take a different direction.”

      “But Lady, I already looked,” Chad objected.

      “I know, and I am grateful,” Claire told him, smoothing the tight curls of his black hair from his face. “But this is a large hilltop and you are one person. With four, we will be able to be more thorough. Run and tell the footman not to lift—his assistance may be needed. Mr. McTavish may have sprained an ankle and be unable to move.”

      Chad triangulated the position of the sun and took off toward the touring balloon, still in the process of being loaded. For him, that direction had the happy benefit of being away from the ravens. Peony chose the west, where the tree line began. Andrew hiked eastward, up to the summit, and Claire took the south, toward the rocks and the sheer drop beyond them.

      She checked behind and beside each outcrop, but nothing moved save irritated ravens. “I am sorry to disturb you, sirs,” she told them, “but like you, I do not care to leave behind one of my flock.”

      There was a particularly vocal quartet near the edge of the precipice, their beaks long and wicked, their eyes fixed upon her as though they were loudly considering her suitability for dinner. But that was nonsense. Ravens preferred the dead for their sustenance, didn’t they?

      She edged toward them. They croaked at her, and the wind made a sighing sound like a cry among the rocks.

      “Claire, wait.”

      She turned in surprise at Peony’s voice.

      “There is nothing visible in the woods. I checked twice. Please tell me you are not going any closer to that drop.”

      “I must be thorough. He might have had an accident or fallen. Have you any experience in convincing ravens to perch elsewhere?”

      “None, I am afraid. But I am willing to gain some.  If you plan to look over the edge, you must take my hand. I will grip one of these rocks and be an anchor for you.”

      For a moment—a single second—Claire had a vision of leaning out into the void to peer over and feeling Peony let go.

      But the moment slouched past as though it were ashamed of itself. Despite everything that had come between them, she could not believe that Peony would do such a thing. Their current state of estrangement notwithstanding, it was simply not in her character.

      “All right. Thank you. I cannot help but feel the birds are trying to tell us something.”

      “Other than that they want their tea?”

      There was no answer to this flippancy, for it was likely quite true. The only time their chickens set up a similar fuss was when something that did not belong made its unwelcome way into the garden.

      There was no sign of anyone among the rocks, and as Peony marched toward the quartet of noisy birds, they lifted reluctantly and flapped to another perch several yards away. “Right, then. I will hold this knobby bit of granite while you look over. Mind your feet. It could be crumbly.”

      Claire steeled herself and took Peony’s hand.

      She was being foolish. Ten to one Snouts was already back at the house, having forgotten some important bit of correspondence, or changing into yet another spectacular waistcoat. For if he had not—if something had happened to the man who had stood bravely at her right hand for years—

      She gulped and forced down the cold chill in the pit of her stomach.

      She leaned out, her hand tight in Peony’s.

      The sound came again, but it was not the wind. A sapling grew out of the cliff face at an odd angle that spoke of its determination to reach the sun. And clinging to it, one knee hooked over its spindly trunk and only his trousers and one boot visible, was Snouts McTavish.

      “Snouts!” she shrieked, and the tree bobbed in an alarming manner. “Are you hurt?”

      “No,” came the hoarse reply, sounding quite like one of the ravens. “But I can’t move. This tree will come loose.”

      “Hang on, my dear. I will be back with help in a moment.”

      “I ent got much choice, Lady.”

      Peony pulled her back. “We must get some rope.”

      Claire was already running. “Rope ... and the touring balloon.”

      Their shrieks soon brought Andrew, Chad, and the footman at a dead run. She explained the situation in a few terse sentences. “The cliff is undercut. We cannot get a rope to him, and it is too risky to pull him up anyway. We must take the balloon down, and toss him the rope from the basket.”

      The footman flexed his hands. “Right away, milady.”

      Andrew practically tossed Chad into the basket, and Claire followed through the gate. Peony took a step away. “It will be too heavy if I come. I’ll go tell the others what has happened. And we ought to summon a doctor, just to be sure.”

      “Good thinking, Peony.”

      She snatched up her skirts and ran in the direction of the path. Claire turned to Andrew, who was already knotting one of the mooring ropes into a loop. “Oh, Andrew, if—” Her throat closed. They must not fail. Snouts had never failed her, not once. She must stop this ridiculous trembling in hands and knees, swallow the urge to weep, and not fail him.

      Andrew read her face in one sharp glance. “Do not think it, my dear. Come, Ulysses. Up ship!”

      The footman’s name was Ulysses? Goodness. But there was no denying he was a fine pilot. Thank heaven for that. The balloon lifted while he managed both the little boiler’s pressure and the directional vanes with the competence of someone who ought to be seeking a career with the Royal Aeronautic Corps instead of serving tea to people on windy mountaintops.

      The basket drew level with the little tree and its unhappy occupant, and Claire’s blood turned to ice. It was worse than she thought, for she could see from here that the tree’s roots would not hold much longer.

      “Snouts!” Andrew called, swinging the rope. “Slip the loop over your shoulders and under your arms. We will pull you off. Here it comes!”

      The rope snaked across ten feet of empty space and Snouts’s flailing hand missed it. It settled over the boot that was hooked over the tree trunk. But with one hand gripping the trunk, he had to bend nearly double to reach the rope around his foot. Straining, he stretched, his fingers three inches from the rope—two—

      And the extra movement caused the tree to further lose its fragile grip upon the soil of the cliff face. Its leaves snapped and waggled wildly.

      “Stephen!” Claire screamed as the tree pulled out of the cliff altogether and her dear friend’s body plummeted after it.

      The rope snapped taut around his ankle.

      His tweed coat slipped off his torso as though it had been greased, and floated like an ungraceful species of bird to land somewhere in the meadow. Claire flung herself against the side of the basket, straining to see him.

      Poor Snouts hung upside down by one foot, his belly exposed because his shirt and vest had both pulled out of his trousers. Both arms flailed as he tried to get a grip on something—anything—

      “We must pull him up, quickly, with smooth, even strokes,” Andrew commanded. “The loop must on no account be jerked off his boot. Chad, help me.”

      The boy leapt to assist, and in a few tense moments, Snouts’s boot appeared in the gate opening, then his trouser leg. Claire hauled him in by his laces—then captured the other leg and pulled on it, too. Andrew grasped the front of his trousers and heaved him into the basket while Chad fastened the gate behind him in case they were caught in a wind shear and Snouts tumbled out again.

      Claire wrapped her arms around him, rope and all, and held his shuddering form while the wind whisked their tears from their eyes and the ravens croaked their disapproval of the balloon floating away in the direction of Selwyn Place.
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      The doctor pronounced Snouts unharmed save for several scrapes and contusions on hands and legs, and bruises on his back, for all of which Mr. Silver sent up a healing salve he had compounded from herbs in the garden.

      “No activity for the rest of the day,” the doctor said sternly. “You have sustained a severe shock—indeed, a life-threatening one—and you must have time to recover. I recommend a light meal this evening, and a tot of brandy before bed.”

      No activity? “But my coat,” Snouts protested. “I paid a good sum for it. It will be ruined if it stays out in the woods all night.”

      The doctor was having none of it. “A coat is not as important as your health,” he said, the lamplight glinting off his bald head and backlighting the tufts of hair in his ears. “Do you want to succumb to an infection if these cuts are exposed to the air again?”

      Meekly, Snouts shook his head, though any numpty could tell that the salve would take care of exposure to air. His glance met that of Chad, who slid soundlessly from the room. He was a good lad. Though the sun was setting, the distance to the base of the tor was only a mile or so. He could make it to the meadow and back with the herringbone tweed coat before the dew fell.

      While Lord Selwyn saw the doctor out, the Lady stopped Lady Selwyn’s anxious fluttering by promising she would be downstairs in time for dinner. “I must just be sure he will not disobey the doctor’s orders, dearest.”

      The door closed gently, and she returned to her chair next to Mr. Andrew.

      “Now,” she said, leaning toward the invalid and keeping her voice low, “tell me what really happened. For I do not for a moment believe that story about a rock turning under your boot.”

      Snouts had been called many things in his day, but clumsy was not one of them. “I was pushed,” he said succinctly. “I didn’t see the blighter, but I feel the blow from his hands even yet.”

      “Your bruises were caused by his hands?” Mr. Andrew’s face darkened in a way that told Snouts the slow burn of his temper had just been ignited. “That is two attempts on your life in a single day. Are you sure you saw nothing?”

      “Believe me, I spent an hour clinging to that tree thinking of nothing else. It was that or imagining the plunge to earth.”

      “Snouts.” The Lady choked and turned her face away.

      He clasped her slender hand in his knobby paw. “I’m sorry, Lady. But it’s the truth. The only thing I saw was an arm in a dark coat. Out of the corner of my eye, like, as I went over.”

      “Practically every man on the excursion wore a dark coat,” Mr. Andrew said. “Except Chad, who wore none, and Lord Birtwhistle, who wore an appalling yellow-and-black plaid.”

      Snouts’s face crumpled in disgust at such poor sartorial taste. Then something else flashed in his mind’s eye. “And a ring. It caught the sun. Gold, I think.”

      “Right hand or left?”

      Snouts relived that awful moment. “Must have been left. Then I went over and saw nothing more but that blessed tree rushing at me. It’s a miracle I got my leg over it.”

      “A wedding ring?” the Lady persisted.

      “Or a signet ring.” Mr. Andrew seemed to be counting the married men of their party in his head. “That may help. Most men do not wear a wedding ring. The engineer’s ring is worn on the right hand. But a man may wear a signet ring on the left. We must look closely as people are cutting their meat at dinner.”

      “And if Emilie’s male guests are all wearing rings on their left hands?” the Lady asked. “It is not likely we will get an immediate confession simply by asking.”

      “Let us ascertain our pool of suspects first,” Andrew said, “before we go about collaring peers of the realm and demanding satisfaction.” He rose, and when the Lady did not rise with him, hesitated. “Are you coming, Claire?”

      She smiled up at him, and Snouts could see the lingering traces of fear in her face. Fear for him. She had not let go his hand, either. “I’ll be along in a moment. I want a word with Stephen first.”

      When she did not use his moniker, but instead his given name, Snouts knew that whatever she had to say was even more serious than their conversation had been until now.

      Mr. Andrew nodded and closed the door behind him as he left.

      The Lady’s grey gaze found his. “I want the truth. You are all right?”

      “Yes, Lady. Frightened half to death—but I been halfway to death before and come back. That night we repossessed your landau from Lightning Luke, for one.” The night she’d come into possession of Luke’s lightning rifle. The night she’d really become the Lady of Devices and he’d thrown in his lot with her for good and all.

      And never regretted it, not once.

      “Stephen, Mr. Andrew had some information from Lord Selwyn that seems to strike a little too close to home.” Rapidly, she put him in the picture about Mr. Morton-Whidbey and his family’s habit of losing manufactories to certain persons smarter than they were. “Think before you speak, and tell me this. Have you ever seen Mr. Morton-Whidbey before? At the glass works, or in the street outside it? In a board meeting? On a tour given to investors or the family?”

      He shook his head on the pillow. “When I was introduced yesterday, Lady, it was to a total stranger. I ent never seen him before.”

      “Neither Mr. Andrew nor I believe in coincidence, and I know you do not, either. Mr. Morton-Whidbey, if it is indeed he who is behind these events, must know perfectly well who you are.”

      “But how, if we’ve never met?”

      “You were introduced using your proper name, Snouts. I have no doubt he has heard it, and in most uncomplimentary terms. I just wish I could remember ...” She caught herself. “From what Lord Selwyn told us, if his desire is to recover his family legacy, it gives him a motive for these attempts.”

      Snouts let out a long breath. “So he’s trying to put out my lights, is he? But getting rid of me ent going to get him his manufactory back. Our board of directors will take it over. He must know that.”

      The board comprised himself, the Lady, Mr. Andrew, the attorney Mr. Arundel, and Lewis, who was the sharpest tack in the barrel of all of Snouts’s considerable acquaintance.

      “Perhaps he has not done his homework. Or perhaps he has a plan in mind to take over the Managing Director’s position. A direct buyout would be logical, though I have seen no evidence of wealth about the gentleman.”

      “Murdering cove, you mean.”

      “We will not use such terms until we know for certain. We will be all eyes and ears at dinner, my dear,” she said. “And in the meantime, I do not want you to be alone for a moment. If Chad is not with you, then you must have this for company.”

      She released his hand, withdrew her tiny lightning pistol from the pocket of her skirt, and laid it in his palm. His hand closed reflexively around the smooth carved grip.

      “This won’t kill a man, Lady. Not unless he’s close to.”

      “He was close to this afternoon, and it would have been sufficient had you been able to see him approaching. Even a bolt fired from a distance will render the limbs unreliable, enabling you to take further action.”

      “But if I have this, then you will be unprotected.” His gaze met hers again, and her own filled with tears at his very real concern.

      “I am not under siege. And I have Mr. Andrew.”

      Who was a dab hand in a scrap, as Snouts well knew. “All right, Lady.” He tucked the pistol under the blankets. “I’ll look forward to the results of your scouting at dinner.”

      “Of all times for the Mopsies to be in Bavaria ...” she sighed, but she was smiling as she kissed his forehead and slipped out the door.

      Only once it was firmly closed behind her did Snouts let go of his formidable self-control. It was some time before he could clear his vision of tears and calm his shaking hands long enough to check the working parts on the pistol. Then he tucked it back into its hiding place, his thumb on the activation lever.
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      Peony met Claire and Andrew at the head of the stairs as the gong rang for dinner. She had chosen her emerald silk trimmed in black velvet—Mama had once told her that jewel tones suited her complexion best, and whatever her failings as a mother, when it came to fashion, Isabel Churchill’s eye could not be faulted.

      “You look lovely, Claire.” Peony knew her estranged friend was not given to showiness, instead favoring the elegant but understated. This evening her dinner dress was a silvery blue silk with midnight blue trim around hem and sleeves. The ruching down the bodice and the square-cut neckline were very flattering, and she wore elbow-length blue gloves.

      “Thank you. That green is wonderful on you.”

      “How is Mr. McTavish?”

      “He is recovering. The doctor has been to see him. Thank you for sending for him, and for bringing up Mr. Silver’s salve.”

      “I am glad I could do something more than hold your hand.” She smiled at the reminder of what had happened on the cliff, so that Claire would understand she did not mean it maliciously.

      Her days of malice, of mistrust, of the poor choices that sprang from a desperate desire to be acknowledged and even loved were, Peony hoped, behind her. For Claire had held a mirror up to her two weeks ago, and Peony had not much liked the view. It had forced her to a most unwelcome honesty about herself, and she was determined that it would lead to change.

      Though months sometimes went by between visits together, there had been a kind of sustenance in knowing that she could count on Claire’s friendship. Since she had behaved so foolishly over Sydney Meriwether-Astor—oh yes, very foolishly, and she was probably not finished with foolishness—she had felt the void where their friendship had once been most acutely. Isabel Churchill’s resources were both wide and deep, and despite being in Africa getting in the way of certain diamond hunters, she had lost no time in bringing to Peony’s attention the whereabouts of the two young ladies from Bath who could tell her firsthand about that poor dead girl who had been carrying Sydney’s child.

      She did not yet know whether she would act on that information.

      It had been difficult to admit that when Claire had had the decency to tell her the truth about Sydney, she had pushed it away in blindness and anger. Pushed Claire away. Her behavior had been unforgiveable, and she was ready to grovel, if she had to, to regain the ground she had lost.

      She hoped it would not come to groveling. For now, Peony could only hope that her poor efforts at assistance in this puzzling affair of Mr. McTavish’s accident would go some way toward mending the breach.

      “I hope Mr. McTavish will take greater care when walking in this country,” she said. “I know you would be most distressed to lose his help in your affairs, even if he is only laid up.”

      Claire gazed at her for a moment. Glanced at Andrew. Then leaned in to whisper, “It was not an accident. He was pushed.”

      Thanks to her unusual upbringing, Peony had enough familiarity with plots and machinations of all kinds that she did not gasp and flutter as Emilie, bless her gentle heart, might have done. She merely drew in a long breath of realization. “And the shot at the river?”

      “Deliberate.”

      “Do you know who?”

      “No. We suspect, but we do not know.”

      “How can I help?” She had no difficulty looking Claire in the eye. “I want to. I also want to apologize most sincerely for the things I said on Athena. I can do nothing but hope that you will forgive me.”

      For one long moment, Peony thought that Claire might not accept her apology—that Peony had kept her waiting for it too long. But then she smiled. “I forgave you before we disembarked, Peony. Today, on the cliff, when I trusted you with my life—that was just a demonstration of it.”

      Something warm and joyous broke inside Peony’s chest, and she could breathe deeply again for the first time in what seemed like months. She could no more help the enormous smile that spread over her face than she could the embrace into which she pulled her friend.

      “I will never be such a fool again,” she said into Claire’s shoulder. “If I am, hold me at gunpoint and tell me not to be such a ninny.”

      Claire laughed and squeezed her. Peony had the courage to look Dr. Malvern in the face, and was rewarded with the twinkle in his hazel eyes. “I am glad you have made up,” he said. “I did not know how I was going to manage for four more days.”

      “I did not know either,” Peony confessed. “It is a terrible kind of torture, you see, to know one is wrong. And that one must find the strength somehow to make it right.”

      “Please forgive me if I made that difficult,” Claire said. “I did not mean to. But even Emilie felt our missing camaraderie.”

      “Poor Abigail bore the brunt of my company,” Peony said with a moue of dismay. “And his lordship and Mr. Morton-Whidbey dodge into empty rooms when they see me coming, I am sure of it.”

      “Well, now you may reassure them with a restoration of good spirits,” Dr. Malvern told her. “Come. In Mr. McTavish’s absence, may I escort both of you in to dinner?”

      Relations with her friend thus restored, Peony felt as though she might dance in to dinner. A decision on what she would do with her mother’s information could wait. Perhaps forever.

      This evening Emilie had dispensed with the formalities of precedence, following their picnic where people had been sitting on the ground with blissful disregard as to who should be on right and left. Peony’s place card was between that of the vicar and Mr. Morton-Whidbey.

      The vicar spent the soup course talking about birds with Abigail—may his reward in heaven be great—leaving Peony to entertain the companion on her left.

      Entertain—or interrogate.

      “Did you enjoy our picnic today?” she asked, tucking into the fish course.

      “I did, very much. In fact, the exercise was so beneficial that I took a turn about the estate as far as the forest path before dinner.”

      “You strike me as a man who enjoys vigorous exercise,” she said. “Are you accustomed to it at home?”

      “I live in Manchester, where the only exercise one gets is on cobbled streets and factory floors.” He picked several bones out of his fish. “One has to travel some distance to be free and breathe clean air.”

      “Do you own a factory, sir?”

      He shot a glance at her from under lowering brows. “Certainly not. But I may again. Are you acquainted with Dr. and Mrs. Malvern, Miss Churchill?”

      Something in his tone told her to maintain the fictional distance between herself and Claire so evident thus far in their visit. “I was at school with Mrs. Malvern, but we do not really have dealings now. I was quite surprised, in fact, that Lady Selwyn had invited her, for I did not know they were still in touch.”

      Which was an utter lie, but it was not likely Mr. Morton-Whidbey would know anyone who had been to Claire’s wedding, which they had celebrated joyously together.

      “A shame,” he said now. “For if you were on good terms with them, I might ask you to caution Mrs. Malvern against some of her acquaintance.”

      “Really?” Peony helped herself to more parsnip soufflé. “What has she got into now? She was always getting into scrapes in school. Had hardly any friends—and I do not see that changing any time soon.”

      Inwardly, she begged Claire’s forgiveness for this gossip. But she felt in her bones that she was on the edge of a confidence. She must play her cards thoughtfully.

      “What do you know of this secretary of hers?”

      Aha, she was being pumped for information every bit as much as she was pumping him. Peony set herself to a familiar task with relish, thankful that Claire and Andrew were four places away, deep in conversation with one of the neighboring landowners, and would not hear.

      “Mr. McTavish? Very little,” she said in a tone that would invite confidences. “I know he is of no family. Little more than a workman on the street. His appearance does not exactly inspire trust, does it?” She smiled down at her plate, as if amused at the thought of Mr. McTavish’s nose.

      “I have heard some terrible things of him,” her companion said in a low tone. “Mrs. Malvern ought to be put on her guard.”

      “Perhaps I might drop a word in Lady Selwyn’s ear, then. We are somewhat closer, and may share confidences.” Peony looked properly apprehensive. “Is he ... dangerous?”

      “He is too clever for his own good. A regular Machiavelli. I tell you, Miss Churchill, if you knew half the things I do—”

      “For Lady Selwyn’s sake, if nothing else, you must elaborate,” Peony said in a whisper. “He is in her house, sir.”

      “That is true.” This stressing of the obvious seemed to help him make up his mind. “This is in confidence, mind. For Lady Selwyn’s ears only. I hope she dismisses him from her home, but that, of course, is up to her.”

      “Of course.” The fish was cleared away and the roast came in. Down at the other end of the table, Claire and Andrew laughed at something the neighbor had said, and Peony found herself wishing to know what it was.

      “You are quite right that this McTavish—if that is his real name—is little better than a Whitechapel confidence man,” Mr. Morton-Whidbey said. “My wife’s family once owned the Morton Glass Works in Vauxhall Gardens. They managed it well, even made efforts to expand, and she was brought up to every luxury her parents could provide.”

      “A fortunate woman indeed.”

      “You quite remind me of her—tastefully dressed, with educated conversation. McTavish was hired as a sweeper on the factory floor, but within five years, through a combination of graft, betrayal, and outright theft, he had worked his way up to floor manager, then quality assurance manager, then vice president and finally, managing director.”

      “Good heavens,” Peony said in unfeigned surprise. “I thought he was Mrs. Malvern’s secretary.”

      “I will keep to myself my own thoughts about that. I’ll only say that her celebrated husband must be either blind or very much away from home.”

      Peony bit her lip so that she would not betray herself with a giggle at such ridiculous aspersions cast on the characters of Claire, Andrew, and Mr. McTavish himself. But really, she’d had no idea that the latter was the managing director of a glass manufactory. He was a dark horse, to be sure!

      He took in her flushed face. “Ah, I have gone too far, saying such things to a lady of delicate sensibilities.”

      “I must confess I am distressed and shocked, Mr. Morton-Whidbey. And there he sat among us this very afternoon, eating cakes as though he deserved to be there! I am certainly glad he did not come down to dinner.”

      “He does not deserve his good fortune at all. That manufactory rightfully belongs to my wife, and I will tell you now, I will do anything in my power to see it restored to her.”

      “How noble you are, like a knight with his lady’s favor on his lance! The manufactory is a going concern, then?”

      “Indeed it is. I have heard reports that its worth now may exceed a hundred thousand pounds.”

      Peony nearly dropped her knife. “My word. But how did it come to pass from your wife’s family’s hands?”

      Now a flush crept into his cheek. “The latter generation is gently bred, and not used to dirtying their hands in trade, though they have come down in the world of late. Not like Susan’s great-grandfather, whom they nicknamed the Nubian. By all accounts he was quite the scrapper, building that works practically with his bare hands. Even her father was no stranger to forceful action, attempting to evict a cottage full of street sparrows on the neighboring property, who drew the criminal element too close. But Susan and her siblings did not see their danger until it was too late. Upon her father’s death, this man McTavish concealed the company’s true value, and made the family an offer. They took it, and once the ink was fairly dry on the deed, he began to improve it. No doubt with stolen money, for no one magically produces that much cash in an instant, nor turns a failing concern into a showpiece overnight.”

      Peony had no idea about Andrew and Claire’s finances, but she did know that Claire had bought back Carrick House out of the proceeds of her investments—no doubt on the advice of the lovely Mr. Lewis, her other secretary. If financial advice flowed as freely in that house as tea and fruitcake, it was no wonder Mr. McTavish had seen a good opportunity and taken it.

      “But Mr. Morton-Whidbey,” she whispered, “of course you must act on your wife’s behalf. Mrs. Morton-Whidbey is a lucky woman indeed, to have such a champion.”

      He visibly straightened, and from the tilt of his chin, she knew she had judged him correctly.

      “McTavish deserves to be hanged for his crimes,” he said in a voice close to a whisper. “But that is not in our power. What we can do is make certain that he is not in a position to carry out a similar plan against the Malverns. I have no doubt that is his eventual goal.”

      “Good heavens!” she whispered back. “How may I assist?”

      He gazed at her, as if assessing her sincerity.

      “Friendship alone dictates that I must do something,” she said, a metaphorical finger on the tipping point. “Imagine the gratitude of Lord and Lady Selwyn, who have proven themselves wise stewards of land and property already.”

      Her eyes held his, and in that moment, he fell.

      “I will ask your assistance, then,” he said at last. “You are uniquely suited to what I have been considering over the last several days. But we must have absolute secrecy. No word of this must pass your lips.”

      Peony nodded solemnly. “I am as silent as the grave.”
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      The gentlemen were to go pheasant shooting the next afternoon, and meet the ladies for tea at the hunting lodge at four o’clock. “It’s a little dilapidated,” Emilie confessed as Claire and Andrew mounted the stairs that evening, “but if we sit in the courtyard, at least the roof will not fall on us.”

      After Peony had spent dinner in conversation with Mr. Morton-Whidbey, and then part of the evening playing backgammon with him, it was no surprise to Claire when a soft knock came at her bedroom door well after the household had gone to bed. Peony slipped inside without a sound.

      “I may deserve a medal after this,” she whispered as Claire found her an upholstered stool and she and Andrew seated themselves on the chest at the foot of the four-poster.

      “Was it terrible?” Claire whispered back. “He looked as though he would begin spearing people with the cutlery.”

      “Terrible enough.” As she gave them the details of her conversation at dinner, Claire marveled at how different the situation looked from his side.

      As opposed to the reality of it from her side.

      “Why, how dare he!” she said when Peony came to the part about the street sparrows. “That wretch of a father-in-law of his set fire to my home and burned it to the ground, hoping to make us go away? I knew it! We have never been able to prove it. I was certain they wanted the land under Toll Cottage to expand the glass works.”

      Andrew put an arm about her waist. “But it was rather a Pyrrhic victory, was it not?”

      “I should say so. One or two of his own workers’ hovels caught sparks from the fire. He was lucky no one was killed.” She took a breath, striving for calm. “At least the glass- and boilermen have decent housing now. Mr. McTavish is a fair and considerate employer. I do not imagine too many would wish a return to the Morton family’s management.”

      “I imagine not,” Peony said. “Let us turn to immediate events. He has charged me with making sure Mr. McTavish joins the shooting party tomorrow, without fail.”

      “He intends to miss a pheasant and strike Snouts?” Andrew exclaimed.

      “Shh!” Claire whispered. “We must keep our voices down.”

      “He is not sleeping in this wing, dear,” Andrew pointed out.

      “I know, but I do not want even Chad to hear of it, and he and Snouts are not far away.”

      “You call him Snouts?” Peony asked with some amusement. “Dear me, the poor man.”

      “He wears the moniker proudly,” Andrew said. “Street sparrows nickname each other. It is a mark of acceptance.”

      Peony’s eyebrows rose. “I bow to your greater knowledge, though I refuse to use such a name in connection with him. Now, in answer to your question, no, Morton-Whidbey has no intention of doing anything so obvious as shooting another member of the party. He is more subtle. I am afraid that I am to act as bait in this regard.”

      Claire reached out and touched her shoulder. “Oh, Peony, I cannot—”

      Peony patted her hand. “Do not fear. My task is simply to separate him from the group as we walk to the hunting lodge.”

      “The two previous events did happen when Snouts was a little distance from everyone else,” Andrew said. “He is determined to make the third time the charm?”

      “He is. And he is considerate enough to give me time to slip away before he makes certain he can circle around and be seen with Lord Birtwhistle.”

      “How very kind,” Claire said wryly. “But meanwhile ...?”

      “Meanwhile, Mr. McTavish will be lying dead under a bush until someone notices he is missing, at which point it will be assumed that he was somehow hit accidentally during the shooting, and a slow bleeding wound was his undoing.”

      “Which ... he did not notice at the time, or request help for when he did?” Claire’s face betrayed her opinion of this plan.

      “Details.” Peony waved this logic away. “I am sure the gentleman is fabricating his story as we speak.”

      Andrew shook his head. “Such a cold-hearted individual. Peony, I fear for your safety in his company.”

      “I have not wronged him,” she assured him, though Claire did not think this would stop a man so determined on murder. “I am his accomplice, so am in his good graces. He believes you and I to be estranged, but he will still graciously accept your gratitude once the danger from this viper in the bosom of your household has been eradicated. At which point he will make the Board an offer for the company, or at least propose himself as the late managing director’s replacement.”

      “Dear me.” Claire hardly knew what to say in the face of such twisted thinking. Illogic was difficult for her to manage at the best of times. This was by far the most extraordinarily illogical self-interest she had ever come across. “All our thanks go to you, dearest. Please tell me you will be careful.”

      “I will,” Peony assured them. “It is quite like traveling with Mama. One never knows what one will become involved in, though of course her actions are always for the greater good.”

      Of course they were. “But that does not lessen the danger to you.” She leaned on Andrew’s shoulder. “What I would not give for Lizzie’s repenthium corset, or even a couple of photographic plates.”

      “I do not know the significance of that wish,” Peony said with a laugh, “and something tells me I do not want to know. But if it is my physical safety that concerns you, you needn’t worry. Mama made certain that our corsets were made with certain useful amendments to their steel boning. I do not wear mine to a ball of an evening—unless it takes place at an embassy—but I did bring it with me. I shall be perfectly safe even if I were to accidentally step into the line of fire.”

      Andrew’s brows had been steadily climbing at this frank discussion of ladies’ support garments in mixed company. “I say, perhaps I should look into getting one for Claire.”

      Claire batted him on the knee. “You will do no such thing. We do not move in those circles anymore.”

      “So you say.” His humor seemed to fade, to be replaced by apprehension the way twilight replaces day. “But trouble seems to find us anyway.”
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      Snouts had never really understood the gentleman’s way of shooting. To his mind, if a man were hungry and he had a rifle to hand, taking a dove or a wild turkey to keep body and soul together was the sensible thing to do. A steady hand and a good eye could keep a man’s family fed. But this assembling of the male servants and groundskeepers in a line, and herding the poor pheasants within range of rifles comfortably propped upon stands? There was no skill to this. One simply fired and fired as the birds were flushed up, until one hit a poor creature by sheer luck.

      Snouts did not want to confess to the Lady that he had killed a bird on purpose in such a cowardly way. He made sure his shots went wide, and took pleasure in seeing the frantic pheasants beating their way to freedom unscathed. It did, however, give him an excellent opportunity to watch Mr. Morton-Whidbey at the next stand, and form an estimation of his skills.

      The longer he watched from the corner of his eye, the more convinced he was that Chad was a better shot than this man. That young individual was acting as assistant to the loader Snouts shared with Morton-Whidbey. Snouts hoped the boy would be given a chance to try his hand at shooting. All the children at Carrick House could handle a lightning pistol, but there was a great deal of difference between that and a shotgun for game. In any case, the boy chattered away to Morton-Whidbey as though they were the best of friends, though with a little reluctance and a growing frown on the latter’s side.

      Snouts’s whole body had been on alert since they’d set out. Though he was in no danger in the company of the lordships and Mr. Andrew, that did not stop his blood from speeding through his veins, nor his senses from responding to every move the man made, even if it were simply to reach for his flask of Scots whiskey.

      At last the reports from the guns faded and the party packed up for the afternoon. Chad, carefully holding three or four guns in both arms, trotted up next to Snouts. Morton-Whidbey strolled away with Lord Selwyn, complimenting him on the shooting, while the beaters and retrievers collected the birds for Sunday’s dinner.

      “I been fishing,” Chad announced to Snouts as they waded through the bracken. “And I netted a few bits of information.”

      “I’m listening,” Snouts said.

      “The Lady told us to keep our ears open, so what do you make of this? Morton-Whidbey’s wife was born with the same name as us, only without the Whidbey.”

      “Yes,” Snouts allowed. “We knew that. But so were hundreds of other people.”

      “But how many Mortons look like me and Sophy?” Chad shifted the guns to one arm and rubbed his own head. “Hair like this. Eyes like ours. Brown, innit. And swarthy skin that tans even darker.”

      “The same could be said of our Tigg. What of it?”

      “Turns out Mrs. Morton-Whidbey does, too.”

      Snouts failed to see where this was going. “And?”

      “He asked me did I know who my family was. I said no, ’course.”

      “And that was the end of it?”

      “Not ezackly. See, Mrs. Morton-Whidbey had a brother. A ne’er-do-well, to hear this gentleman tell it, fond of gambling and dancing in society ballrooms. Died in an opium den in London.”

      “Ah,” Snouts said. “And there was no one to inherit the glass works, then, so the missus had to marry and convince her bridegroom to take the family name. Which has what to do with anything?”

      “Oh, nothing,” Chad said. “’Cept he left a coupla nippers who looked like ’im. When the family took his dead body off home to bury ’im, nobody knew about the kids.”

      Snouts was beginning to understand.

      “Seems the lady what was takin’ care of ’em found ’em inconvenient when plying her trade, so she left ’em at the workhouse. Imagine bein’ that cold.”

      “Chad—”

      The boy was putting up a good front, Snouts saw now, but there was a stormy set to his mouth. “Stone cold. And them just babies, with no knowledge of who they was. Sad story, innit?”

      “Sad indeed,” Snouts agreed. “Interesting that there was some investigation done, though, and that these details were given out so freely. Does this history lesson have anything to do with anyone we know?”

      Chad shrugged. “No way to tell. But that ent all.”

      “Go on.”

      “Mr. Morton-Whidbey says I’m to stick with you this afternoon. In case you come over feverish on account of your brush wiv death yesterday.”

      “Does he, now? That’s considerate of him. Do you plan to obey him?”

      “I ent under no obligation to obey anyone what pushes any of our flock over cliffs.” Now the smooth young brow was knotted. “Or to believe a word such a cove says.”

      “Good thinking,” Snouts told him. “I’d have a word wi’ Billy Bolt, if I were you, and Sophy too. Hole up on Athena.” The ship had one or two very good hiding places, and was well provisioned.

      For it had not escaped him that while Chad might not believe a word of this tale of a brother-in-law and an opium den, Morton-Whidbey believed it. Enough to make sure that whatever fate he had planned for Snouts, Chad was to have a share in it, too? Tie up the loose ends, as it were?

      For if the opium-eater was indeed the father of the children, then that made Chad and Sophy Morton the rightful heirs to the glass works, not Mrs. Morton-Whidbey.

      The fact that the works had passed out of the family’s hands and into those of Stephen McTavish, esquire, did not seem to hold any water with the lady’s doting husband. He had a job to do for his wife, and do it he would, without regard to persons or law.

      What a coil. How in heaven’s name had he got into this at a country house party? Snouts shook his head, and laid a comforting hand on Chad’s shoulder as they passed under the trees to join Mr. Andrew and Lord Selwyn.

      And how had it come to pass that his life and Chad’s now lay not only in the capable hands of the Lady and Mr. Andrew, but also, according to them, in those of Miss Peony Churchill?

      For here she was, coming through the clearing in which the dilapidated hunting lodge sat, a plate of little cakes in her delicate gloved hands and a smile upon her face as though she had been waiting all afternoon just to see him.
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      Walk with me, Mr. McTavish,” Peony said gaily. “After you and young Chad have eaten all my offerings, you will need the exercise.”

      “I would never refuse a lady,” Snouts said, “especially one so pretty.”

      “Don’t overdo it,” Peony whispered out of the side of her mouth. “They’ll think you’ve never flirted in your life.”

      In actual fact, he hadn’t. The months of unrequited calf’s eyes he’d made at Rosie the barmaid years ago—for whom he had named the chicken he had caught and whom the Lady had adopted—had not given him any chance to flirt. And once in the Lady’s gang, staying alive had taken precedence over any such thing for a good long time. Now that he was a man of affairs and well enough set that he might look about him for companionship, his natural reticence and caution still held him back. Young ladies visited occasionally at Carrick House—friends of Lizzie and Maggie—but neither he nor Lewis had had the courage or desire to make overtures to any of them. For what young woman of good family and prospects would accept more than a “good morning” from men who had once been street sparrows?

      So as Peony took his arm in her chummy way, he relieved her of the now empty china plate. “Chad, you’ll want to give those guns to one of the loaders,” he said. “Then go and find your tea.”

      “Yes, sir,” Chad said, as meekly as any lamb, and scampered off. Snouts hoped that he would run to the house as fast as he could, find his sister, and vanish into the piping aboard Athena until either he or the Lady arrived to tell them it was safe to come out. Chad was a capable lad, but Snouts doubted that even his experience on the streets would save him in a confrontation with a man with as many grievances as Morton-Whidbey seemed to have.

      “Has Claire told you all?” Peony said in a low tone, clinging in a most un-Peony-like way to his arm.

      “Yes, and I’ve learned a bit more from Chad.”

      “Chad?” This appeared to be the last thing she expected him to say. Then, a little more loudly, she said, “Lady Selwyn says there is the most lovely view of a forest pond just down this path, Mr. McTavish. I wonder if you would take me to see it? She says it is not to be missed, and I very much fear I will if I am to leave on Sunday after church.”

      “You’re leaving?” His surprise was sincere. “I thought you were staying with the rest of the party until Tuesday.”

      “Even I know when I have overstayed my welcome. I have been here more than a week already, and it seems that between my former schoolmates and I the bonds of friendship have loosened. But my goodness, Mr. McTavish, it sounds as though you might be the only one who is concerned.” She actually batted her pretty eyes at him. “What is a girl to make of that?”

      With a credible and quite unrehearsed mumble of confusion, he blushed. They passed out of hearing of the rest of the party, turning off the main path on a narrower track that led downward over the shoulder of a hill.

      Snouts felt a little foolish carrying a white flowered plate, but he couldn’t very well drop it in the bracken. And Chad had had enough to carry with the guns, so he couldn’t have palmed it off to him. He tucked it under his arm and hoped its return would please Mrs. Silver.

      Once they were well and truly concealed in the woods, Peony released his arm. “I do apologize for my forward behavior, Mr. McTavish. But needs must, as they say, and I have a part to play if I am to keep Mr. Morton-Whidbey’s confidence.”

      The sun slanted down through the branches, turning the beech leaves gold like a prophecy of autumn. They’d be falling soon enough. It was cooler here than on the more exposed slopes where the shooting had been. Just chilly enough to let you know that the season had turned.

      “No need for apology, Miss Churchill.”

      “Oh, do call me Peony. If I am to draw you to your death, let us at least be on familiar terms.”

      “In that case, please call me Stephen.”

      She smiled back at him over her shoulder, as she led the way along the path. “Stephen. I like that much better than Snouts.”

      The Lady must have told her. “I answer to both. Lady Claire only calls me Stephen when she is worried or the situation is serious.”

      “Both are true at the moment, so that fits. Stephen, are you sure we are doing the right thing?”

      “We are laying a trap for a man who has already tried to kill me twice,” Snouts pointed out. “Fighting back is certainly the right thing.”

      “Do you mean to kill him?”

      Snouts hadn’t actually given that much thought. “I’d prefer not to, in front of you. I’d rather deliver him to the magistrate. But I will if he forces my hand.”

      “Are you armed?”

      “It’s best if I don’t say. That way you won’t be tempted to watch where my hands are and tip him off.”

      “I would never—” She cut herself off. “You are quite right. I probably would. Oh, do give me that plate. While you are a gentleman to carry the burden, you need your hands free and I do not.”

      She had a point. He handed the silly thing over and said. “It sounds like you might have been in a tight spot or two yourself.”

      “I have indeed. Ask Dr. Malvern about the day he held me at gunpoint.”

      “On Athena the other week?”

      Now it was her turn to flush. “Are there no secrets in your household?”

      “Not many. I daresay Lady Claire still keeps one or two, but mostly we believe that secrets harm more than help. She does not believe in protecting children from the truth.”

      “How refreshing that must be,” she said, almost to herself. Then she pointed. “There is the pond.” Her voice carried down the gentle slope into the little dell. “I do hope I won’t fall in.”

      “If you do, I’ll come to your rescue.” The words felt rehearsed and silly, but nothing else came to mind. He swept the dell with an alert gaze, but saw nothing. The trees were spaced closely together—close enough to give a marksman cover.

      Would he simply shoot and be done with it? Or would he realize that the risk of hitting Miss Churchill was too great? Would the fact that he had a female accomplice make him want to give an oration in front of her first? To justify himself before he pulled the trigger?

      Snouts supposed he would find out soon enough.

      With Peony on his arm, he acted the solicitous gentleman, until the swish of a foot in last year’s beech mast brought his head up.

      Morton-Whidbey leaned against a slender tree trunk, a shotgun draped over his arm. “Well met, Miss Churchill.”

      She released Snouts’s arm in surprise. “Why, Mr. Morton-Whidbey. Did Lady Selwyn tell you about the pool, too?”

      “She did indeed. I am only fortunate that Lord and Lady Birtwhistle did not hear her, or we would be treated to a monograph on pollywogs or some similar subject.”

      Peony laughed, a light society laugh most unlike her. Snouts had a feeling that saying unkind things about kind people behind their backs was not in her character, either.

      “Perhaps you’d like to go back, now, Miss Churchill.” He pushed off the tree and made his sure-footed way down the slope toward them. He certainly didn’t move as though he’d only known cobblestones and carriages. He moved like a countryman.

      Or a street sparrow.

      “Go back?” Peony said rather blankly. “But we have only just arrived, and have not fully appreciated the beauties of—”

      “It’s time to go back now,” he said in a voice that brooked no interference. “Mr. McTavish and I have a matter of business to discuss.”

      “In the forest?” she said.

      “Some things are best said in private.”

      “I should think there would be studies and libraries for that.”

      “Miss Churchill.” He had not taken his gaze off Snouts as they faced each other across the small pond. “I will not ask you again.”

      “Well!” Peony drew herself up. “There are certainly more polite ways of dismissing a lady. I thought you were a gentleman.”

      “I am. If I were not, I should not care if you saw me give this man a thrashing. Now go, please, before you are missed.”

      With a glance of appeal at Snouts—I haven’t a choice, have I?—she picked up her skirts in one hand. The other still held the china plate. She climbed the slope and in a moment had disappeared along the path.

      Snouts did not know whether to feel bereft that his only ally was gone, or relieved that she was out of danger. He slid his hand into his trouser pocket, affecting a casual stance while his fingers curled around the butt of the lightning pistol.

      “Ah-ah,” Morton-Whidbey said as though he were a child about to touch a hot stove. “Whatever you have in that pocket, remove it slowly and toss it in the pond.”

      “It’s just a snuffbox.” Snouts said the first thing that came into his head.

      “Which I have never seen you use. Out with it. Slowly.”

      He had two choices. Thumb on the lever and shoot him through the fabric of his trousers, or do as he said and hope someone would come to his rescue in time.

      Before he could make up his mind, Morton-Whidbey flipped the shotgun into both hands and unloaded one barrel into the ground at Snouts’s feet.

      Birds flew up out of the branches in fright.

      Snouts cried out as both shins took some of the shot, and blood welled through the wool of his trousers. Without another word, he stiffened his knees so that he would not crumple, and tossed the lightning pistol into the pond.

      “Consider that a taste of things to come,” Morton-Whidbey said. “But first, I want to have a word.”

      “I’m listening,” Snouts said through his teeth.

      “Do you know who I am?”

      “You’re the husband of a woman whose family owned the Carrick Glass Works.”

      “Morton Glass Works, if you don’t mind. And you’re the ruthless criminal who stole it from her.”

      “I worked my way up through the ranks. There was no stealing, sir.”

      “What do you call the false valuation and subsequent sale if not thievery?”

      “I call it an honest appraisal of a run-down operation that was being soaked for every copper the family could get out of it. With no investment in it, it was on the verge of failure.”

      “It was not your business.”

      “It is now.”

      Oh, dear. That was the wrong thing to say. “I’m afraid I must disagree.” The shotgun rose level with Snouts’s chest.

      “What do you hope to gain, sir?” Snouts said. Would somebody please come? Lady, surely you’re not drinking tea without a thought of what is passing here? “Even if you shoot me and get away with it, you can’t hope to regain ownership of the company. Its board of directors will have a thing or two to say about it.”

      “I have enough confidence in my investors that I can buy it back. Boards of directors mean nothing. All they care about is whether or not the dividends are paid every quarter.”

      “You’ll find this board is not of that persuasion.”

      “I’ll take the risk.”

      Snouts took another tack that might throw him off balance. “And what of young Chad? Will you do away with him, too?”

      “There’s no proof he is my brother-in-law’s child. But he certainly has ideas above his station. I must think about it what to do with him. In any event, I know where to find him.”

      Bringing danger and insanity to Wilton Crescent, and all the people he loved. Snouts would not stand for it.

      Though at this moment, standing at all was increasingly difficult. He needed medical attention, and quickly.

      “Not as strong as everyone thinks you are, are you?” The barrel of the gun came up again. “Overconfident. It was all too easy to get you in my sights.”

      He, overconfident? “I tell you, killing me is pointless. Can we not talk this over? Perhaps some concession might be made.”

      “I don’t make concessions to criminals.”

      And then three things happened at once.

      Morton-Whidbey took aim, his eyes meeting those of Snouts down the barrel of the shotgun.

      A white object flashed past his left shoulder, and shattered against the tree trunk beside him.

      The sound of the shot echoed through the forest, and for the second time, every bird in the dell flew up out of the trees, screeching in terror.
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      Good heavens. There’s a second shot. What is going on?” Peter Livingstone stood, abandoning his tea and peering through the surrounding forest. “Are the groundskeepers rounding up the last of the birds, or do we have poachers?”

      But Claire, who had risen in alarm at the first shot, was already half-walking, half-running at the sound of the second.

      “I’m afraid our young ward might have got into some mischief with the guns he was carrying.” Andrew threw this lame excuse to their hosts over his shoulder as he followed her down the path. As soon as they were out of sight, Claire picked up her skirts in both hands and launched into a flat-out run.

      They swerved off on the trail Peony and Snouts had taken, and in less than a minute crested the lip of the dell.

      The sight that met their eyes brought Claire to a skidding halt. Andrew grabbed her around the waist to stop his own headlong flight, which took both of them over the lip and down the slope, where they promptly lost their footing and wound up in a heap of limbs and wet leaves at the bottom.

      “Snouts!” Claire managed, pulling herself to her feet and assisting Andrew to his. “What happened?”

      On one side of the dell, Peony stood frozen, as white as the pieces of shattered porcelain that littered the ground. Mr. Morton-Whidbey’s body lay motionless, one hand in the water of the pond, still gripping a partly submerged shotgun.

      On the side of the pond nearest them, Snouts seemed to have folded up involuntarily. But he was sitting upright. Alive.

      And on the slope opposite Peony, Chad was also sitting on the ground, a shotgun across his legs, weeping as though his heart would break.

      “Snouts, are you all right?” Claire pulled herself together.

      “Aye, Lady.” He tried to get up. “I must see to Chad.”

      “I shall see to him.” Then she saw the blood. “You are not all right—you’re injured!”

      Andrew knelt beside him to investigate the torn and bloody trousers.

      “I will mend. But Chad—he shot him—Lady—he’s going to need more than bandages.”

      Claire picked up her skirts once more and dashed up the slope, her feet slipping in last year’s leaves. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Peony come to life and go to Snouts’s assistance. Claire dropped to her knees beside the weeping boy and gently set the shotgun to one side.

      “Come, darling,” she said softly. “It is all over now.”

      He might be ten years old and a veteran of the London streets, but he turned and buried his face in her shoulder as though he were a tiny child. “I only meant it as a warning shot!” he wailed, and burst into a fresh paroxysm of sobs as she held him close. “He—he was going to shoot our Snouts—but the gun—it ent like the lightning pistols—and I tried to warn ’im not to—and—and—is he dead?”

      “Oh, sweetheart,” she whispered. “I am afraid so.” She fished her handkerchief out of her sleeve and held it while he blew his nose. Then she mopped his face. “But how very brave of you, to come to the aid of a friend. To put yourself in mortal danger.”

      “I didn’t mean to kilt him, Lady!”

      “I know, darling. It was a terrible accident.”

      “The magistrate is going to see I hang.” And he began to cry once more.

      “He will not, Chad. Mr. Morton-Whidbey confessed to Miss Churchill, you see. He tried twice to kill Snouts. Accident or not, you prevented his succeeding on the third try.”

      He snuffled. “You ent goin’ to turn me over to the constable?”

      Her heart broke that this would even enter his mind. “No indeed. We are a flock,” she said past the lump in her throat. “Besides, the magistrate in these parts is Lord Selwyn. He knows you are not a murderer, and Miss Churchill will testify to it if they call an inquest.”

      His streaming gaze found Peony, who was helping Andrew get Snouts to his feet. “You promise?”

      “I promise.” She paused. “What are all those bits of white by the pond?”

      “That were Miss Churchill. She flung that cake plate at him from one side, and I fired from the other. Between the two of us, he didn’t get a chance to shoot Snouts.”

      “What admirable teamwork.” She rose, and pulled him to his feet. And when Peter appeared at the top of the slope a moment later and took in the scene in slack-jawed astonishment, she did not let go of the boy’s hand.
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      “Are you sure you will not stay just a few more days?” Emilie stood with Claire at the base of Athena’s gangway. They had already overstayed the period given in the invitation, because of the inquest. “My poor house will be quite bereft with all its guests gone.”

      “We would, but I feel we must get both Chad and Mr. McTavish home, where we can nurse them properly.” Claire hugged her in apology. “Nothing else would tear me away, dearest.”

      “At least the inquest is over.” Emilie shuddered. “Poor Peter. Yesterday’s was his first. I am glad he did not have to condemn anybody, particularly that poor child. Death by misadventure is still no way to break a man in to such a responsibility, though.”

      “Do you expect Mrs. Morton-Whidbey soon?”

      “Yes, by tonight, according to the tube she sent. Poor lady.” Emilie’s eyes held apprehension for a moment, then cleared. “At least some good has come out of all this.”

      “Oh?”

      Emilie’s gaze met Claire’s, her fine eyes magnified behind her spectacles. “After an accidental death and a fall over a cliff, having my family here at Christmas does not seem like such a dreadful prospect after all.”

      She should not laugh. She really shouldn’t. Claire managed to stifle a giggle in Emilie’s shoulder as she hugged her again.

      Then she turned to Abigail, Lady Birtwhistle, with a straight face. “Good-bye, Abigail. I am so happy we were able to become better acquainted.”

      “As am I.” Her clasp of the hand was brief but sincere. “Lord B has quite taken to your young ward. He even gave him his Field Guide to English Birds. Master and Miss Morton would be very welcome for a visit to Moorcote, you know, and Adele agrees with me that they will get on with our children capitally.”

      “I should think there would be enough birds and flora at Moorcote to satisfy even his inquiring young mind. Thank you, Abigail. I will send you a tube, if he and Sophy are agreeable.”

      And then it was time to board. Peony helped Snouts up the gangway, much to his evident disgust. But even though the doctor had picked the shot out of his shins, he was still in great pain. Claire hoped Mr. Silver’s salve would prevent infection. The sooner they lifted, the better.

      She counted heads to make sure they were departing with everyone with whom they had arrived. Then she entered the navigation gondola and took the helm while Andrew  told Nine to set the vanes full vertical.

      “Up ship!” she called.

      Peter and Lord Birtwhistle cast off ropes, and Athena fell up into the sky. The deck pressed against the soles of Claire’s boots as they cleared the trees, and she felt again that lightening of the heart at slipping the bonds of earth, with those she loved safe around her.

      “Andrew, will you take the helm? I must just be sure that Chad and Snouts are settled comfortably.”

      “Of course, dear.” She kissed him as she passed.

      She found Snouts and Chad ensconced in the saloon on a sofa, a quilt over them both. Peony and Sophy were setting out tea on a low table.

      “I’m not an invalid,” Snouts said crossly. “I do not need to be served. Miss Churchill, I can’t allow this.”

      “You do and you will, Stephen McTavish, and I’ll hear no more about it.”

      Sophy giggled at someone telling the Lady’s first lieutenant what to do—and someone not of their household to boot. She snuggled into the corner of the sofa with her brother to share the tea cakes that she and Mrs. Silver had made that very morning.

      Claire knelt next to them. “How are you faring, Chad?”

      “Better than Snouts, I think. I ent been shot.” But a shadow still lay in his eyes—a shadow that might well stay with him all his life. Claire carried one or two of that kind herself. “But Lady—” He stopped.

      “Yes, dear?”

      “What about Mrs. Morton-Whidbey? She’s coming tomorrow, ent she?”

      “Would you rather we moored again, and waited for her?” Claire asked gently. “Would the two of you like to meet her, in case she really is your aunt?”

      “I don’t,” Sophy said around a mouthful of tea cake.

      The boy’s brow knotted with the effort to say clearly what he felt. “I don’t, either, ezackly. Besides the fact that I kilt ’er ’usband, do I want to be related to a lady who would marry a man who hated so much?”

      “I think it was the opposite,” Peony said softly, coming to tuck a cushion behind Chad’s back. “I think he loved too much. So much that it blinded him to right and wrong.”

      Her gaze met Claire’s for a moment, before she poured a cup of tea for Snouts. “Milk or lemon?”

      He made a disgusted sound that did not bother her in the least, and grudgingly allowed that he preferred milk. “Here’s another bit of coal for your boiler,” he said to Chad. “If that lady really is your aunt, and that gentleman her brother was your dad, then you and Sophy are the proper heirs to the glass works.”

      Chad snorted and Sophy elbowed him with a giggle. Clearly the thought of being heir to anything was too funny for words. When they realized that Snouts’s grave gaze had not left their faces, they sobered.

      Claire waited in silence, for this was Snouts’s business to manage.

      “I don’t want to take you away from the position Lewis has given you at the Gaius Club, Chad, but when you and Sophy finish your studies, beginning at the glass works is a sensible step. No reason you couldn’t take it over some years hence, once you know the ropes.”

      “Not cook?” Sophy said in alarm. “But I like cooking.”

      “You can cook if you like,” Claire said gently. “One must always eat, and provide for one’s friends. But a woman may have a career in the outside world if she chooses.”

      “Like you, Lady?”

      “Just like me,” Claire said firmly. “I completed my studies, then took a position, just as Snouts has suggested you might do.”

      “I want to be like the Lady,” Sophy confided to her brother.

      “All right,” the boy said after a moment. He held out a hand and Snouts shook it gravely.

      “Welcome aboard,” the latter said, then glanced at Claire. She smiled back. For whether the children had a right to the property or not, the agreement had a certain symmetry to it that pleased her. And partnerships among the flock as each member grew up could only be a good thing.

      Peony found Claire some time later in the navigation gondola as she and Andrew watched the countryside furl away below them.

      “Thank you for giving me a lift back to London,” she said, standing beside Claire at the viewing port. “It was very kind of you.”

      “Snouts takes your nursing with much better grace than he would take ours,” Claire said. “If he can be said to be gracious about being nursed at all. I think you are the first woman to whom he has been close enough to jest with, never mind to be seen in shirt sleeves, wrapped in a quilt.”

      “I am happy to be of service.” Peony smiled at the view—a real smile, of genuine amusement.

      “Where will you go next, Peony?” Andrew asked. “You are most welcome to stop with us for as long as you like. There might even be a bedroom free this time. We have no company at the moment.”

      “That we know of,” Claire put in. “I forgot to check the communications cage for a pigeon when we boarded.”

      “I think...” Peony’s gaze still lay on the horizon. “I think ... I shall go to the Wild West.”

      Claire blinked. “I beg your pardon? Don’t you mean West London?”

      When she shook her head, Andrew said, “The Wild West? Why ever on earth?”

      She took a deep breath. “There is that girl. The one who would have had Sydney’s child had she not met an untimely end.” Claire’s doubt must have shown itself on her face, for Peony turned to regard the view again, and bumped her with her shoulder. “Do not fear. My heart is my own once more, and I believe I am in no danger from that quarter. But I would like to hear what these girls Lady Dunsmuir mentioned have to say. The Lindens. I would like to know the circumstances.”

      “You might write,” Andrew, ever practical, pointed out.

      “But such a subject, fraught with such emotion on all sides, is best spoken of in person. Then, perhaps I will be able to close that door in my heart once and for all. Besides...” She hesitated, then plunged on. “I am tired of fluttering about, visiting friends. I wish to be useful—or at least, to have a purpose. So for now, this will be my purpose. And perhaps something grander may come up. One never knows, does one?”

      That was certainly true. One never did.

      “You will let us know how we can help, won’t you, dearest?” Claire said. “No one knows better than we that it is a very long way to go to have our questions answered.”

      “You have helped immensely already.” Peony passed an arm about her waist and squeezed her. “Your friendship is like a tonic. It makes me feel brave. And hopeful.”

      Perhaps that was the best way to begin an adventure, Claire thought, giving her a squeeze in return.

      With friendship.

      And courage.

      And hope.

      She looped both arms about Andrew’s waist. His arm came about her shoulders in a gesture as natural as breathing. And on the curve of the distant horizon, the very top of Mr. Tesla’s energy tower came into view—the first landmark telling her that they were nearly home.
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      Thank you so much for reading Selwyn Place. I hope you enjoyed it, and would love it if you would leave a review.

      Along with Peony Churchill, you might begin a new adventure with Daisy and Frederica Linden, the young ladies from Bath, in the Mysterious Devices series. It is also set in the Magnificent Devices world.

      
        	The Bride Wore Constant White (Mysterious Devices book one)

        	Magnificent Devices: Books 1–4 Quartet

      

      Turn the page for an excerpt. Fair winds!

      Shelley
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        Bath, England

      

      

      It is a truth universally acknowledged that a young woman of average looks, some talent, and no fortune must be in want of a husband, the latter to be foisted upon her at the earliest opportunity lest she become an embarrassment to her family. This had been depressingly borne in upon Miss Margrethe Amelia Linden, known to her family and her limited number of intimate friends as Daisy, well before the occasion of her twenty-first birthday.

      “Certainly you cannot go to a ball, escorted or not,” said her Aunt Jane. “You are not out of mourning for your dear mother. It would not be suitable. I am surprised that you have even brought it up, Daisy.”

      Daisy took a breath in order to defend herself, but her aunt forestalled her with a raised salad fork.

      “No, I will invite a very few to lunch—including one or two suitable young men. Now that you have come into my sister’s little bit of money, you will be slightly more attractive to a discerning person than, perhaps, you might have been before. Mr. Fetherstonehaugh, now. He still cherishes hopes of you, despite your appalling treatment of him. I insist on your considering him seriously. His father owns a manufactory of steambuses in Yorkshire, and he is the only boy in a family of five.”

      “I do not wish to be attractive to any of the gentlemen of our acquaintance, Aunt.” Particularly not to him. “They lack gumption. To say nothing of chins.”

      This had earned her an expression meant to be crushing, but which only succeeded in making Aunt Jane look as though her lunch had not agreed with her.

      “Your uncle and I wish to see you safely settled, dear,” she said with admirable restraint.

      Aunt Jane prided herself on her restraint under provocation. She had become rather more proud of it in the nearly two years since her sister had brought her two daughters to live under her roof, and then passed on to her heavenly reward herself. When one’s sister’s husband was known to have gone missing in foreign parts, one was also subject to impertinent remarks. Therefore, her restraint had reached heroic proportions.

      “When you have been married fifty years, like our beloved Queen, you will know that a chin or lack thereof is hardly a consideration in a good husband—while a successful manufactory certainly is.”

      Daisy was not sure if Aunt Jane had meant to insult the prince, who from all accounts was still quite an attractive man. It was true that she could no more imagine Her Majesty without her beloved Albert than the sun without a moon. They had a scandalous number of children—nine!—and still the newspapers had reported that they had danced until dawn at Lord and Lady Dunsmuir’s ball in London earlier in the week. Her Majesty was said to be prodigiously fond of dancing—between that and childbirth, she must be quite the athlete.

      Daisy had never danced until dawn in her life, and doing so seemed as unlikely as having children.

      Especially now.

      For as of ten days ago, she was no longer a genteel spinster of Margaret’s Buildings, Bath, but a woman of twenty-one years and independent means, having procured not only a letter of credit from her bank, but a ticket from Bath to London, and subsequently, passage aboard the packet to Paris, where she had boarded the transatlantic airship Persephone bound for New York.

      “My goodness, you’re so brave,” breathed Emma Makepeace, her breakfast companion in the grand airship’s dining saloon this morning, the third of their crossing. She had been listening with rapt attention, her spoonful of coddled egg halting in its fatal journey.  “But at what point did you realize you were not alone?”

      Daisy glanced at her younger sister, Frederica, who wisely did not lift her own attention from her plate, but continued to shovel in poached eggs, potatoes, and sliced ham glazed in orange sauce as though this were her last meal.

      “As we were sailing over the Channel. At that point, my sister deemed it safe to reveal herself, since there would be no danger of my sending her back to our aunt and uncle.” She gave a sigh. “We are committed to this adventure together, I am afraid.”

      “I certainly am,” Freddie ventured. “I used all my savings for the tickets, including what I could beg from Maggie Polgarth.”

      “Who is that?” Miss Makepeace asked, resuming her own breakfast with a delicate appetite. “One of your school friends?”

      Freddie nodded. “Maggie and her cousin Elizabeth Seacombe are the wards of Lady Claire Malvern, of Carrick House in Belgravia.”

      “Oh, I have met Lady Claire. Isn’t she lovely? What an unexpected pleasure it is to meet people acquainted with her.”

      While Daisy recovered from her own surprise at a reliable third party knowing people she had half believed to be imaginary, Freddie went on.

      “With Lady Claire’s encouragement, both Maggie and Lizzie own shares in the railroads and the Zeppelin Airship Works, though they are only eighteen—my own age. But that is beside the point.” Another glance at Daisy, who had been caught by the deep golden color of the marmalade in her spoon.

      If she were to paint a still life at this very moment, she would use lemon yellow, with a bit of burnt umber, and some scarlet lake—just a little—for the bits of orange peel embedded deep within.

      “The point?” Miss Makepeace inquired, and Daisy came back to herself under their joint regard. It was up to her to redirect the course of the conversation.

      “The point is that, having had some number of astonishing adventures—I have my doubts about the veracity of some of them—Miss Polgarth was all too forthcoming in her encouragement of my sister’s desertion of her responsibilities to school and family.”

      “You deserted yours, too,” Freddie pointed out. “Poor Mr. Fetherstonehaugh. He is not likely to recover his heart very soon.”

      “Oh dear.” Miss Makepeace was one of those fortunate individuals who would never have to settle for the chinless and suitable of this world. For she was a young woman of considerable looks and some means, despite the absence of anyone resembling a chaperone or a lady’s maid. Perhaps that individual kept herself to her cabin. Her clothes were not showy, but so beautiful they made Daisy ache inside—the pleats perfection, the colors becoming, the lace handmade. Clearly her time in Paris before boarding Persephone had been well spent in purchasing these delights.

      Miss Makepeace had been blessed with hair the shade of melted caramel and what people called an “English skin.” Daisy, being as English as anyone, had one too by default, but hers didn’t have the perfect shades of a rose petal. Nor did her own blue eyes possess that deep tint verging on violet. At least Daisy’s hair could be depended on—reddish-brown in some lights and with enough wave in it to make it easy to put up—unlike poor Freddie, who had inherited Mama’s lawless dark curls. No one would be clamoring at the door to paint Daisy, but Miss Makepeace—oh, she was a horse of a different color.

      She absolutely must persuade her to sit for a portrait in watercolors.

      But talk of poor Mr. Fetherstonehaugh had brought the ghost of a smile to their companion’s face, so Daisy thought it prudent not to abandon the subject of gentlemen just yet, despite its uncomfortable nature. They had been in the air for three days, and after the second day, had found one another convivial enough company that they had begun looking for each other at meals, and spending the afternoons together embroidering or (in Daisy’s case) sketching. The lavish interiors of Persephone fairly begged to be painted in her travel journal. In all that time Daisy had not seen Miss Makepeace smile. Not a real one. But now, one had nearly trembled into life, and she would use Mr. Fetherstonehaugh ruthlessly if it meant coaxing it into full bloom.

      “Have you ever been to Bath, Miss Makepeace?” she asked, spreading marmalade on the toast.

      “Only once, when I was a girl,” she said. “Papa’s business keeps him in London and New York nearly exclusively, and after Mama passed away, I did not have a companion with whom to go to such places. I remember it being very beautiful,” she said wistfully. “And at the bottom of the Royal Crescent is a gravel walk. I wondered if it could be the very one where Captain Wentworth and Anne Elliot walked after all was made plain between them.”

      Frederica, being of a literal turn of mind, blinked at her. “They were not real, Miss Makepeace.”

      The English skin colored a little. “I know. But it was a pretty fancy, for the time it took me to walk down the hill to the gate.”

      “Poor Mr. Fetherstonehaugh,” Daisy said on a sigh. “He attempted to quote Jane Austen to me while we were dancing in the parlor of one of my aunt’s acquaintance three weeks ago.”

      “That sounds most promising in a man,” Miss Makepeace said.

      “But it was the first sentences of Pride and Prejudice, Miss Makepeace.” She leaned in. “And they were said in reference to himself.”

      To her delight, the smile she had been angling for blossomed into life. “Dear me. Miss Austen would be appalled.”

      “My sentiments exactly. And when he turned up on my aunt’s doorstep the next morning proposing himself as the companion of my future life, I took my example from Elizabeth Bennet on the occasion of her first proposal. I fear the allusion was lost on him, however.” She frowned. “He called me a heartless flirt.”

      Miss Makepeace covered her mouth with her napkin and Daisy could swear it was to muffle a giggle. “You are no such thing,” she said when she could speak again. “I should say it was a near escape.”

      “Our aunt would not agree,” Freddie put in. “She and my uncle have very strong feelings about indigent relations and their burden upon the pocketbook.”

      “Granted, it is not their fault their pocketbook is slender,” Daisy conceded. “But that is no reason to push us on every gentleman who stops to smell the roses nodding over the wall.”

      “How do you come to be aboard Persephone?” Freddie asked their companion shyly.

      She was not yet out, so had not had many opportunities to go about in company. Add to this a nearly paralyzing shyness—for reasons both sisters kept secret, and despite the misleading behavior of her hair—and it still astonished Daisy that she had had the gumption to follow her all the way to London with nothing but her second-best hat and a valise containing three changes of clothes, her diary, and a canvas driving coat against bad weather.

      Now it was Miss Makepeace who leaned in, the lace covering her fine bosom barely missing the marmalade on her own toast. “Can you keep a secret?”

      “Oh, yes,” Freddie said eagerly.

      Which was quite true. Among other things, she had concealed from everyone—except perhaps that deplorable Maggie Polgarth—her plans to run away and accompany Daisy on her mission.

      “I am what is known as a mail-order bride.” Miss Makepeace sat back to enjoy the effect of this confidence on her companions.

      “A what?” Freddie said after a moment, when no clarification seemed to be forthcoming.

      “There is no such thing,” Daisy said a little flatly. Well, it was better than sitting and gaping like a flounder.

      “There I must contradict you.” Miss Makepeace aligned her knife and fork in the middle of her plate, and the waiter, seeing this signal, whisked it away. “In the guise of a literary club, I have been meeting these last six months in London with a group of young ladies determined to make their own fortunes. An agency assisted us in finding the best matches of ability and temperament in places as far-flung as the Canadas and the Louisiana Territory.”

      “There are agencies for this sort of thing?” Daisy managed under the shock of this fresh information. It was lucky that Aunt Jane was as ignorant of these facts as Daisy herself had been until this moment, or heaven knew where Daisy might have been shipped off to by now.

      And what was a young woman like Miss Makepeace, with every blessing of breeding and beauty, doing applying as a mail-order bride? It defied understanding.

      Miss Makepeace nodded. “I have been writing to Mr. Bjorn Hansen, of Georgetown, for some months, and am convinced that he will make me a good husband.” She touched the exceedingly modest diamond upon the fourth finger of her left hand. “He sent this in his last letter, and I sent my acceptance by return airship.”

      “My goodness,” Freddie breathed. “I have never met a mail-order bride. I thought they only existed in the flickers—you know, like Posted to Paradise.” She and Daisy had stood in the queue outside the nickelodeon on Milsom Street for half an hour to see that one, much to their aunt’s disgust. But it had been so romantic!

      “We are quite real, I assure you.” Two dimples dented Miss Makepeace’s cheeks. “My suit and veil are in my trunk. I will meet Mr. Hansen in person for the first time when I alight in Georgetown, and we will be married two days later in the First Presbyterian Church on Taos Street. It is all arranged.”

      “Where is Georgetown, exactly?” Daisy asked.

      Not that it mattered—she and Frederica were bound for Santa Fe, on a quest that could not be postponed. Their father, Dr. Rudolph Linden, had been missing for nearly two years. Influenza had taken their mother last winter—hastened, Daisy was certain, by the anxiety and depression she had suffered after his mysterious disappearance. Now that she had reached her majority, Daisy was determined to take up the search where her mother had left off. And this time, if love and determination meant anything, she and Freddie would find him.

      “It is in the northern reaches of the Texican Territories, in the mountains,” Miss Makepeace explained in answer to her question. “From Denver, it is merely an hour west by train. It is said to be one of the loveliest towns in the territory—and certainly one of the richest. Silver, you know. It is surrounded by mines on every side, and has a bustling economy, I am told.”

      A young man who had been passing on the way to his table now hesitated next to theirs. “I do beg your pardon. Forgive me for intruding, but are you speaking of Georgetown?”

      If Aunt Jane had been sitting opposite, Daisy had no doubt there would have been either the cut direct—or an invitation to breakfast if she thought the young man might be good husband material. But they were en route for a continent where one might stop and strike up a conversation without having to be formally introduced by a mutual acquaintance—or to give one’s family antecedents back four generations.

      “We are, sir. Do you know it?”

      His square, honest face broke into a smile, and Daisy noted with interest the quality of the velvet lapels on his coat, and the fashionable leaf-brown color of his trousers—not the dull brown of earth, but the warmer tones of the forest in autumn.

      “I am bound there as well. Please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Hugh Meriwether-Astor, originally from Philadelphia. I have recently bought a share in the Pelican mine.”

      “And are you going out to inspect your investment, or have you been there before?” Miss Makepeace asked.

      “This is my first visit. I’m afraid I have an ulterior motive—that of escaping the bad temper of my older brother, who is not quite so conservative in his business dealings. I should like to get my hands dirty, and do a little excavating myself if I can, before I go back to law school. And you?”

      As the eldest, and practically a married woman, Miss Makepeace made the introductions. Daisy noted that she did not vouchsafe any personal details of their voyage, she supposed because she had no personal observations of her future home to offer him. They parted with promises of seeing one another at the card tables after dinner, and the young man continued to his table by the viewing port.

      “What a nice person,” Frederica ventured. “He does not seem much older than you, Daisy, and yet he owns part of a mine. His family must be rather well off.”

      “If my facts are in order, he is closely connected to the Meriwether-Astor Manufacturing Works in Philadelphia,” Miss Makepeace said in a low tone. Heaven forbid the young man should know they were discussing him. “Surely even in Bath you will have read in the papers about his cousin, Gloria Meriwether-Astor, who owns the company.”

      “It’s a difficult name to miss,” Daisy said. “Wasn’t she the one who singlehandedly stopped a war in the Wild West and returned home in triumph with none other than a railroad baron’s long-lost heir for a husband?”

      Honestly, while it might have been quite true, it did sound like one of the sensational plots beloved of the flickers.

      “I am sure it wasn’t singlehandedly,” Miss Makepeace said. “But I will say that the union of two such industrial fortunes made headlines in the Fifteen Colonies, and London and Zurich as well. It was all any of my father’s cronies talked of at dinner for weeks.”

      “My friend Maggie knows her,” Freddie said most unexpectedly. “Gloria, I mean. Mrs. Stanford Fremont.”

      “Nonsense,” Daisy said. Honestly, she was becoming very tired of these references. “Another of that girl’s absurd fabrications.”

      “It isn’t!” Freddie drew back, affronted, and refused to speak for the rest of their meal.

      There were some misfortunes for which one could only be thankful.
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