
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
WILD & STEAMY

 


by

 


MELJEAN BROOK

JILL MYLES

CAROLYN CRANE

 


Copyright 2011 Meljean Brook, Jill Myles, and Carolyn
Crane

Smashwords Edition







 


WILD & STEAMY

Copyright 2011 by MELJEAN BROOK, JILL MYLES, and
CAROLYN CRANE

“The Blushing Bounder” Copyright 2011 by Meljean
Brook

“Vixen” Copyright 2011 by Jill Myles

“Kitten-Tiger & the Monk” Copyright 2011 by
Carolyn Crane

Title font “Northwoods High” by Allen Chiu at
dafont.com. Used with permission.

 


This book is a work of fiction. The names,
characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s
imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be
construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead,
actual events, locales or organizations is entirely
coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may
be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any manner whatsoever
without written permission from the author except in the case of
brief quotation embodied in critical articles and reviews.

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com
and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work
of this author.

 








WILD & STEAMY

 


THE BLUSHING
BOUNDER

by Meljean Brook

 


VIXEN

by Jill Myles

 


KITTEN-TIGER &
THE MONK

by Carolyn Crane

 








THE BLUSHING BOUNDER

 A TALE OF THE
IRON SEAS

 


Meljean Brook

 



 


1

The needles in Miss Lockstitch’s left hand
could have sprung from Temperance’s fevered nightmares. Not
even her hand, but an embroidering
machine shaped like a hand, the steel contraption
hadn’t disturbed Temperance at first glance. It had seemed more of
a curiosity, and she’d been so desperate for conversation that when
Miss Lockstitch had appeared at the door of their small flat,
Temperance had actually thanked her horrid husband
for arranging a companion to begin sitting with her every day.

She ought to have known. From the moment
Edward Newberry had forced a kiss upon her, Temperance’s life—what
little remained of it—had been one dreadful episode after another:
deceived by Newberry’s seemingly honorable character, shunned by
her family and employer, forced to marry the man who’d instigated
her fall, moved across an ocean from Manhattan City to filthy
London, and denied the gentle care of a sanatorium, where she might
have spent her final years in privacy and comfort.

And now she had become the
horrid one, staring rudely at another’s affliction. Sitting in the
chair opposite Temperance’s sofa, Miss Lockstitch had laid her palm
over a blue cloth stretched across a round wooden frame, and
positioned the frame over her thigh. Temperance simply couldn’t
look away from the score of needles rhythmically jabbing through
the back of the woman’s steel hand, the twitching fingers that
seemed to control the needles’ speed and the pattern of the colored
threads. At Miss Lockstitch’s knee, a muffled clicking and slight
up-and-down of her toes told Temperance
that another apparatus had been grafted onto the
woman’s leg—which now explained the pretty bow that had been tied
over the knee of her trousers. Beneath the fall of cloth she
embroidered, Miss Lockstitch must have quietly exposed the machine
in her leg that was working in tandem with her hand. As she worked,
Miss Lockstitch spoke of her upcoming marriage to Constable Thomas,
as if it were perfectly normal to carry on a conversation with her
contraptions half-exposed.

Perhaps it was. Perhaps, in London, it was.
Temperance hadn’t yet met a person who hadn’t had a tool attached
to their body in some fashion, or a prosthetic limb to replace it.
Miss Lockstitch lived in a boarding house full of other
seamstresses, all members of the lockstitch guild—and, Temperance
assumed, all fitted with similar contraptions.

“Mrs. Newberry?”

Her gaze darted up, met Miss Lockstitch’s
enquiring look. Beneath her curling blond fringe, the young woman’s
brow had furrowed with concern. Heat climbed into Temperance’s
face. Though the seamstress had turned her focus away from her
cloth, the clicking of the machine hadn’t ceased; she didn’t know
how long Miss Lockstitch had been watching her, waiting for a
response.

Temperance scrambled for an excuse. In the
first hour of her visit, Miss Lockstitch’s replies had been marked
by shyness and uncertainty. She’d slowly become more comfortable,
speaking more quickly, asking more questions. No matter
Temperance’s feelings about the terrible machine, she couldn’t bear
the thought that her rudeness would make the young woman feel
unwelcome.

And she was young—only
eighteen, by Temperance’s estimate. Perhaps that age could serve as
the excuse she needed.

“Forgive me, Miss Lockstitch. I found myself
wondering…I had heard that the Horde waited until the children
raised in crèches were almost fully grown before altering them for
labor. Yet you must have been only nine or ten years of age when
the revolution drove the Horde from England. Did I
misunderstand?”

“Not at all.” Miss Lockstitch glanced at her
hand, and in her faint smile there seemed a combination of pride
and loss. “I had a blacksmith create it for me two years past.”

She’d deliberately let
someone remove her hand and attach that contraption to her body?
Temperance struggled to contain her horror. “Why?”

“How was I to compete and to find employment
if I did not?” A frown creased the young woman’s brow, as if she
were uncertain how Temperance could have missed an obvious point.
“I was apprenticed to the guild shortly after the revolution, but
who would hire me when my stitches were so much slower? When they
were sometimes uneven? I would hardly be useful in any of the
shops, and a burden upon my guild house.”

The need to be useful, the fear of becoming a
burden. Temperance understood both very well. “I see,” she
said.

“I understand why this surprises you, but it
was a necessary step, and all to my benefit. My machine is more
advanced than the Horde embroidering devices are—and my fingers
function as all fingers do, so the apparatus is still useful when
I’m not working. There are many older ladies who only have the use
of one hand.” Miss Lockstitch’s eyes narrowed, evincing a
shrewdness that Temperance hadn’t seen within her before. “Without
this, I could never have advanced within the guild. I could have
been named seamstress, but my voice would never carry as much
weight, and my purse would always be light.”

She spoke so blatantly of money? Such
vulgarity. But perhaps this was the way of London, too—and hadn’t
Temperance once done the same, confiding in Edward Newberry about
her expectation of a small inheritance? Was not her openness the
cause of his deception and her current situation? She could not
condemn this woman for vulgarity without also condemning herself,
and Temperance refused to take the blame for Edward Newberry’s
actions.

Still, it was uncomfortable to hear such
plain speaking.

With her face coloring again, Temperance
nodded and shifted her legs on the sofa, rearranging the thin
cotton blanket over them, hoping the activity would also serve as a
break in the conversation. She no longer wanted to pursue this
topic.

The clicking paused. “Are you in need of
assistance?”

“No.” Temperance smiled and leaned back
against her pillows again. “I was only adjusting my blanket.”

Miss Lockstitch hesitated. Her teeth pressed
against her bottom lip before she admitted, “I ought to have told
your husband when he asked me to sit with you, but I am not…I am
not entirely familiar with illness. If ever you need something,
please ask it of me. I might not know to do it, otherwise.”

And here was the simplest way to be rid of
her, Temperance realized. She only had to say that the woman would
be of little help when her consumption worsened again, and Newberry
would have to find someone else. Perhaps someone without an
unpleasant contraption fixed to her hand and leg.

But Miss Lockstitch herself wasn’t
unpleasant, and Temperance’s horrid husband would probably find
someone awful to visit with her, simply as punishment.

“There’s not much to be done now, anyway,”
Temperance said. “If the coughing begins to take me again, there
are compresses and poultices that can ease the strain. But we will
speak of these at a later date.”

Miss Lockstitch’s smile was soft and
grateful. “Is it very difficult, this illness?”



Difficult? It
was killing her. She could not cross a room
without feeling winded, without her heart fluttering like a weak
bird— she could not, though her sisters had once
nicknamed her Temperance the Tireless. Her hands, once so steady
and strong, could not hold a sketching pencil for more than ten
minutes without shaking. Her fingers had thinned to twigs, and she
could not bear to look in the mirror, to see the hollows in her
cheeks, her sunken eyes, her pale skin. At night, she awoke
shivering in her own sweat, out of dreams where she watched herself
slowly waste away to nothing.

But she only smiled faintly—did she appear
ghastly yet when she smiled?—and said, “It is tiring,
sometimes.”

Relief softened the other woman’s features.
“I am glad to see that it is nothing like bug fever. My guild mate
Jenny came down with that after a steamcoach crushed her leg, and
she was like a furnace to touch, with boils all over her face, and
they had to put her in ice just to keep her alive. The physician
said her bugs were working so hard to heal her that they all but
killed her.”

Bugs. Temperance didn’t know how she
spoke so casually of the tiny machines living within her body,
especially as they were called bugs. How could she not
spend her day scratching at her skin, trying to get them out?

Even worse, knowing that those bugs had been
used by the Horde to control everyone in England until the
revolution—and after they were dead, turned them into monsters.

How could Miss Lockstitch bear it? Though
Temperance supposed that never becoming sick would be one small
benefit. “So you’ve never taken ill?”

“No.” Miss Lockstitch shook her head. At her
knee, the embroidery machine began clicking again. “I don’t know
anyone who has been, aside from yourself.”

“But there are physicians?” Temperance should
probably contact one, before too long—though she didn’t know what a
London physician could do for her. What would he know of
consumption?

There was little to be done anyway. Her
husband had pressed the idea upon her that she might let herself be
treated with the bugs, but she could
not—she would not—become the monstrous thing that
the infected became after they were dead. She would
not allow her body to transform into a ravenous walking
corpse, like those that had devastated all of Europe.

The nightmares of becoming a zombie came as
often as the nightmares in which she wasted away to nothing—and in
them, she hardly looked any different.

“There are physicians,” Miss Lockstitch
confirmed. “Problems arise now and again when a girl in the house
delivers a babe.”

From Miss Lockstitch’s easy tone, Temperance
gathered she was speaking of problems other than
it being an unmarried girl delivering the babe.

Yet another difference between London and
Manhattan City—perhaps the biggest difference of all. After one
forced kiss, Temperance had been shackled to a lying lecher, yet no
one here thought anything of an unmarried woman bearing a
child.

“And then, of course, the babe will need to
be infected with bugs,” Miss Lockstitch continued. “It’s always
best for a blacksmith or physician to make the blood transfusion.
In fact, the physician who infected Molly’s last babe is father to
the jade whore paired with your husband.”

Shock slapped Temperance, made her mouth drop
open. “Father to the what?”

Two pink spots appeared high in Miss
Lockstitch’s cheeks. “Perhaps that isn’t kindly said. I’m speaking
of the inspector, Mrs. Newberry—the woman your husband has just
been assigned to assist during her investigations.”

“Detective Inspector Wentworth?” Temperance
hadn’t realized the inspector was a woman.

This wasn’t jealousy catching at her throat.
Her husband was welcome to a wh…a woman like that. Perhaps it
explained why he’d never pressed his attentions upon her—Temperance
ought to be thankful he’d found someone else to
force his giant body upon, even if he likely used her inheritance
to pay the woman. And it wasn’t the pain of disappointment, either.
She couldn’t possibly be more disillusioned in Newberry’s character
than she already was.

It was only a cough that formed this ache in
her chest, a cough waiting to start up again and wrack her body
apart.

“Yes, that’s her name,” Miss Lockstitch said.
“My Thomas tells me that the superintendent considers it a personal
favor that your husband agreed to assist the inspector, and that
Newberry will himself advance to inspector sooner because of
it.”

Temperance didn’t care what he did. “Will
he?”

“My Thomas says so. There was a time, we
considered waiting to be married until my Thomas made inspector,
too, but he couldn’t tolerate the thought of escorting that woman.”
She shook her head, as if to express her intended’s stupidity. “He
ought to have done it, no matter what she is. But he wouldn’t, and
so instead of waiting to marry an inspector, I’ll be marrying a
constable. I told him I won’t wait for the other. Did you wait long
before you married?”

How long had Temperance waited after her
father declared that she had a choice between living the remainder
of her life working on her back, or marrying Edward Newberry?

“Just one day,” she said—and that only three
weeks ago.

*** *** ***

Temperance had just settled into bed when she
heard her husband come into the flat. Quickly, she dropped her book
to her lap and snuffed her bedside lamp. If he did not see the
light, perhaps he would not bother to check on her, and she would
be spared his presence for almost a whole day’s span.

But she had no luck. The tread of his boots
approached her bedroom—and then silence, as he paused. As he always
did.

Even in happier days, he’d paused. How very
long ago that seemed, though it had only been two years since she’d
first taken a position as governess to Baron Shiplan’s two young
daughters. Two years since she had first noticed the constable
who’d patrolled the park where she’d daily taken her charges for
exercise and fresh air. He had not been the only constable, of
course—but there had been no others so tall, with shoulders so
wide, and hair so red. There had been no others whose nod and
rumbling “ma’am” as she passed gave her a shiver, and no others who
had charmed her with a deep blush the first time she’d offered a
smile and a “constable” in return.

And it had only been a year and a half since
she’d been sitting on a bench, watching the Shiplan girls skate on
the frozen pond. A year and a half since she’d turned to find him
holding a handkerchief that she’d dropped on one of the paths—he’d
paused a few feet away, as if working up the courage to take the
final steps, to speak. His face had burned when she’d thanked him
and taken the handkerchief, her gloved fingers brushing his.

In the year that followed, how many times had
she turned on that bench to find him standing, waiting for her
invitation to come closer? Not that he’d sat with her, oh no—that
wouldn’t have been proper. But he could stand at the other end of
the bench, and they could speak softly enough not to be
overheard.

She had told him so much.
Her life seemed to start at his first pause, and she told him all
of it. Every bit, beginning with how she was born the youngest
daughter of the estranged youngest son of a viscount. She had
laughed at herself as she’d described her seasons and her family’s
efforts to find her a husband—she was too tall, too plain, and too
poor to secure more than pity—and yet her constable had looked at
her as if she were beautiful. She had told him how pleased she’d
been to find a position as agreeable as governess to the Shiplans.
And when her grandfather had begun to wither away, she had confided
that sometime in the future a small inheritance would be hers—very
small, but enough to keep a flat of her own, if she dared defy
convention and live by herself. What would it matter if she did? At
twenty-four, she was all but a spinster; in another few years, she
would very firmly be one. What harm would it do if she used her
money in a manner that would make her most happy?

No harm, he’d said, and it was the
first phrase he’d spoken that hadn’t been accompanied by red
cheeks.

Very casually, she had mentioned him in her
letters to her sisters—the constable from the park who blushed so
charmingly. Perhaps she mentioned him too many times; Prudence had
replied with the caution that men whose blood rose so easily were
usually Men With Appetites. Temperance couldn’t believe
it of her constable, however, not when he’d been so unfailingly
kind and courteous. Indeed, she was certain that if he knew how the
sight of his ungloved hands could make her blood run hot, if he
knew that she often sat on the bench with her thighs clenched and
pressed so, so tightly together, her constable would only blush—he
would not give in to appetites. She had thought to respond to
Prudence that perhaps men whose blood rose so easily
created Women With Appetites—but she hadn’t written
that, of course. She’d only thought it.

Then six months ago, she spent three weeks in
bed coughing and sweating, and with no appetite of any kind. Her
constable had waited then, too, and after three more weeks had
passed and she’d finally had strength enough to return to her
bench, he was already there. She’d seen the clench of his hands, as
if he forced himself not to reach for her. She saw how he swallowed
and turned his face away when she told him that if the illness came
again, if it worsened, she would not spend her inheritance on a
flat, but a sanatorium surrounded by a park, so that she could live
out the remainder of her spinsterhood in quiet and peace.

For a while, that hadn’t appeared to be her
future. She’d been a bit weak and tired, but capable of teaching
and fulfilling her duties. She had hope—until she was struck by the
debilitating coughing again, the night sweats, and she’d begun to
shed weight like water. An advance on her inheritance was given,
and arrangements were made with the sanatorium. She’d bundled her
things, and she’d still been strong enough to walk with her
employers and their children out the front door to the waiting
steamcoach.

But Edward Newberry had been waiting, too.
For a farewell look, she’d thought, and her pleasure had been so
great that she’d been unable to stop her smile—the same smile that
had always been her invitation when she turned to find him waiting
near her bench.

She had not cared that he approached her now.
How lovely was it, that she would see him a final time, that she
had an opportunity to say good-bye? It was a blessing. An improper
one, perhaps, but she had been short on blessings of late, and she
would not turn away from this one.

Except that day, he didn’t pause at all. With
his eyes locked on hers, he’d advanced swiftly, cupped her face in
his giant hands, and kissed her.

He kissed her though Baron Shiplan struck him
across the back with his cane, shouting that he was a filthy cur.
He kissed her though two footmen tried to wrestle him away from
her—and though she regained her senses halfway through, and began
to struggle, too. He kissed her until the Shiplan girls were pulled
away from the scene by their mother; as they went the elder one
said, “That is only the man she speaks with in the park
every day,” and the focus of everyone’s outrage shifted to
include Temperance.

Newberry had been dragged away, Temperance
sent to her father’s home. In tearstained letters, her sisters
confessed that they’d known how she’d encouraged the constable, and
they hadn’t done enough to warn her against it. The sanatorium’s
directors heard rumors of her wanton behavior, and suggested
another location for Temperance to spend her remaining years. No
one would have her, no one wanted her, and suddenly it mattered
little that Edward Newberry didn’t know who his father was, and his
late mother had been an actress who’d entertained a string of men
throughout her career, and that he was three years younger than
she. Her grandfather’s solicitor met with Newberry—now unemployed
as well, dismissed from the police force for his unbecoming
conduct—and it was agreed that he would have her inheritance if
they married and moved to London.

He’d immediately agreed; Temperance had taken
a day longer. When she’d seen him again, moments before they were
wed, she’d asked him—still hoping that he was her friend who’d
simply been swept up by an impulse—whether he’d planned all of this
to happen when he’d kissed her: the marriage, the inheritance, and
London?

Yes, he’d said, and his answer had
shattered that hope.

She’d been sick on the airship journey from
Manhattan City to Bath. She’d been sick on the locomotive to
London, on the steamcoach from the station to their flat—and
feeling sick again, listening to him pause outside the door, and
remembering how deceived she’d been,
how stupid she’d been, for smiling every time he’d
paused before.

Nothing left of her heart allowed a smile
now. She closed her eyes when the gentle knock sounded, followed by
the creaking hinges. Light spilling in from the small parlor warmed
the darkness behind her eyelids.

His voice came, low and gruff. “Forgive the
disturbance—I saw your lamp through the window as I was coming in,
and hoped you hadn’t yet fallen asleep.”

Drat. “I’m awake.”

“How did Miss Lockstitch work out?”

She was vulgar and wore a disturbing
contraption in place of her hand. “Very well,” Temperance said, and
because it was ridiculous, she opened her eyes.

His big body filled the doorway, nothing but
a silhouette. He’d removed his domed hat and the shape of his
shoulders seemed less stiff than usual. He must have also taken off
his uniform jacket…which meant he stood at her door in his
shirtsleeves. Oh. She closed her eyes again,
trying not to remember the night when she had woken in a sweat, not
only from the sickness but the sweltering summer night, and he’d
heard her walking about and had come to the door of his room. He
had been very solid, her husband, as if he spent many hours in a
pugilist’s ring rather than simply patrolling a quiet park.

“Have you thought more on the infection?”

The memory of his bare chest dissolved
easily. “I have told you, I will not end up…a thing. And
you know I will. You’ve heard of the zombies as
well.” Ravenous, mindless—consuming other humans, filled
with bugs. It was unthinkable. Only a horrid man could
think a short lifetime could be worth an eternity
of that. “I do not understand why you pursue this. You
have my money. Is that not enough?”

“It’s not hardly enough.
You must risk—” he began, but the exertion of her
anger had squeezed at her lungs, caught at her throat, and the
cough had ruptured up, cutting him off. Then another, and another,
until her throat was raw and her muscles aching and blood spotted
her handkerchief. She curled up on her side, bracing herself
against each wracking cough, tears slipping into the pillow. He
crossed the room during her fit, and as the coughing eased his hand
made warm circles on her back. But she could not bear his touch,
not when she had wanted it for so long and now it came like
this.

“Leave me be,” she whispered. “Let me
sleep.”

He paused, then, and she thought he might
refuse. But he turned away, quietly closing the door behind him,
and she struggled up in her bed and fixed her draught of laudanum.
The bitter medicine coated her tongue, her throat, and was all that
she could taste as she lay back again, listening to her husband
move about the flat, retrieving his cold dinner from the stone slab
in the larder. Chair legs scraped lightly against the floor in
their small dining area, then there was only quiet as he settled in
to eat.

The laudanum warmed her chest, weighed down
her limbs. She closed her heavy eyelids, and it was so easy to
imagine him sitting at their table in his shirtsleeves, at the
table that was so similar to the one she’d once imagined for her
own flat. A cozy combination of rooms converted from an old mews,
she wouldn’t have wanted anything more—except that this was in
London, and she shared the flat with a deceitful man, and she was
dying in it.
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The nightmare came, and she saw herself
emaciated and pale and ravenous. Temperance opened her eyes to the
dark, heart pounding, her linen shift twisted and clinging with
sweat. As always, the laudanum weighed on her chest, pressed her
into the bed, and she had a moment of terror that she wouldn’t be
able to get up, that she was already dead.

But her legs moved, and she swung her feet to
the wooden floor. From the other room, she heard a deep coughing.
Newberry, but he didn’t suffer as she did. His cough was of his own
making.

Desperate for air, she opened the window to
the warm night, but it wouldn’t be fresh air—not
in London. The gray haze of smoke that hung over the city during
the day was still visible at night, the glow of the gas streetlamps
casting a dirty yellow into the dark sky. She breathed it in,
though the filthy air would kill her faster and was already clawing
at her husband’s lungs, air that she could hear being made dirtier
in the distance, on the busier streets of London, the never-ending
rumble of the steamcoaches and lorries and carts belching their
exhaust.

Their second-level flat overlooked the
cobblestone alley between the mews and the lockstitch guild’s great
stone house—an aristocrat’s house, perhaps, before the Horde had
come and most of the nobles had fled to the New World. She looked
to the end of the alley. Miss Lockstitch had told her that a park
lay not far away, the Embankment alongside the River Thames. From
there, she would be able to see the bridges, the colorful tents
over the Temple Fair, and the crumbling tower that had once
broadcasted the radio signal the Horde had used to control the
bugs.

She would like that—the tower was only a
curiosity, but the Embankment’s gardens sounded like heaven, and
the strange amusements of the Temple Fair diverting. Perhaps she
and Miss Lockstitch could hire a cab this week, and if Temperance
could not manage a walk through the gardens, at least she could
sit.

Feeling light, lighter than she usually did
after a draught of laudanum, Temperance idly glanced to the other
end of the alley, and realized that she was still in her nightmare.
What else could that man have sprung from?

Tall, so tall that the blond woman he faced
only came up to his middle, his eyes burning orange like the bowels
of a furnace. His legs were long, thin compared to the bulk of his
torso, and deeply jointed, bent far over at the knees though he
stood upright—almost like the front legs of a mantis, but these
were his only legs, and she saw the glint of metal
instead of green.

And he was rumbling, too. It
was not only the distant traffic. Wisps of steam wafted from the
back of his head. Was it even a man? Temperance could not tell
anymore, and it looked as through her nightmare was ending, because
the blond woman had turned away from the rattling man, as if they
were leaving the alley. But, no—not over yet. The man’s metal hand
flicked out to his side, then back around, and came down over the
woman’s head.

The woman crumpled to the ground.

Temperance screamed. And screamed again,
scrambling away from the window as the man suddenly rose up in a
great hiss of steam, bounding toward her,
springing as high as their second-level flat, his orange eyes
glowing with the fires of hell. Her next scream caught in her
throat, became a cough, and another. Her bedroom door crashed open,
Newberry shouting her name, and she flung herself toward him,
because he was horrid but also so big that even a nightmare could
not get through him. Strong arms hauled her up against a wide
chest, and he demanded to know what had happened, but she could not
tell him, she could only cough and point to the window.
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