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Chapter One
London, January 1866
The body lay as it had fallen, the man’s limbs bent at awkward angles. Holding the lantern out to shed light onto the scene, Inspector William Thomas crouched down, careful to avoid the pool of blood that had frozen onto the cobbles. Shifting the body over, he made note that the blood beneath had not yet had a chance to ice. The man couldn’t have been dead more than a few hours. Any longer, and he’d have been stripped of any valuables, the harsh cold being the only thing to keep the street urchins at bay thus far.
Looking around the dark alley, there was little evidence to be had, other than the body itself. No signs that a struggle had ensued. Nothing left behind. It must have been done quick and with surprise, since a young man like this would be apt to put up a fight.
Even through the dim flickering lantern light, William was able to identify the killing blow as having come from a fuse gun, the burn in the fabric and the hole of singed flesh all the evidence he needed. At least his death would have come quick, a small mercy.
The man’s face had frozen into one of shock. It was still a beautiful face even in death, framed by locks of gold, youthful, with a strong jaw.
Someone would be missing this man come morning. By the cut and quality of the cloth he wore, it was certain this was a man of wealth. The poor went missing and dead too often for most to notice or care. It was a cruel injustice, but that did not change the reality of the matter.
“Do we have any identification?” William turned to the constable who had found the body during his rounds.
“That we do, Inspector, and it’s not likely you’re going to have an easy night of it. According to the calling card found on his person, this is Lord Niles Hawthorne.” The constable handed it to him.
“A bit out of his way to be wandering into this part of town. More than likely he’d been over to Viridis. No other reason to be in this part of the city.”
Viridis was a dinner theatre and club offering a drink by the same name. Lady Phoebe Hughes had developed the strong distillation from a variety of plant essences, and as of late, more and more of London’s elite were turning to the newly developed herbal for refreshment and escape. Viridis offered all the best traits of intoxication—and then some— with none of the undesirable side effects. Indeed, the club Viridis had been designed with London’s elite in mind, offering them not only a fashionable and entertaining destination, but also one that managed to retain a sense of respectability and decorum, despite the nature of the herbal, which once consumed, was rumored to have the effect of an aphrodisiac.
William could see the attraction. Physically, the herbal did not make one susceptible to dependency. However, that was not to say one did not develop a mental predilection for the euphoria and heightened senses it brought on, both mentally and physically. And it was the physical effect of the drink that attracted so many followers. It was rumored that when Viridis was taken in its undiluted form, an orgasm could be brought on by a single kiss.
With so many of influence frequenting the club, the local authorities had been willing to overlook its rather salacious, yet tasteful reputation, but with a murder only blocks from Viridis’ doorsteps, William would need to take a much closer look at the club and its proprietress.
It was high time William paid Lady Phoebe Hughes a visit.
Chapter Two
Lady Phoebe Hughes moved through the club, greeting her customers and making sure they were enjoying themselves. The second show of the night— far more risqué than anything else in London— had just gotten underway and nearly all the tables were filled with London’s elite, men and women alike.
She had made the club as extravagant as time and money had allowed— gilded chandeliers above, rococo carved furnishings, and exquisite Persian rugs below— offering the nobility of London a place to come and dine while watching a bit of entertainment, not too unlike what one would find in Paris. Though the theater and show allowed the ladies some semblance of an acceptable façade, the true reason they came was for her herbal concoction, Viridis, which had become all the rage among London society.
Though she had originally developed the herbal to lift one’s mood, she had not anticipated the scope of its effects. Once consumed, it induced a certain euphoria, heightening the senses and making skin sensitive to the touch, leaving a person acutely aware of their carnal needs.
Satisfied that things were running smoothly, Phoebe headed to the Sanctorum—a private area reserved for her best customers, connected to the front of the club by a wide corridor. She had spared no expense in this room, and though it had been dear, it had paid for itself in short time.
Reminiscent of a gentlemen’s club, the Sanctorum was a large sitting room, comfortably outfitted with plenty of areas for relaxation, including large comfortable chairs and a roaring fire, which bathed everything in a gilded light. It was a casual atmosphere affording a more intimate environment away from the theater. It was in this private area that her most elite customers congregated, and though the theatergoers had access to Viridis, it was only in this part of the club that one gained access to the stronger version of the drink.
Beyond the Sanctorum, Phoebe had added yet another area which housed private rooms, enabling one to seek a clandestine rendezvous. The entrance was hidden by an optical diffuser, a tinkering that allowed one to pass through unnoticed. She thought of the tinkerer who’d drawn up the original plans for the diffuser, and her heart ached at the memory of him. He had left over a year ago, and she’d been forced to hire another tinkerer to build it.
A long mahogany bar occupied the far corner of the sitting room and was currently being run by her younger brother, Gabriel, who chatted with his patrons, entertaining them as he poured their drinks. He was the only family she had left. Their mother had died when she had been just ten, with her father dying several years later of a broken heart. Then there was their sister, Imogene, gone just over a year. They only had each other now.
He nodded to her in acknowledgment, and she could not help but smile at his handsome face. Just a few years younger than herself at three and twenty, running the club would have been impossible if not for his constant help.
She approached the bar with a smile, but grew wary when her brother’s eyes darted around the room, a sigh escaping his lips. “What is it, love?”
Gabriel reached out and gave her hand a quick squeeze. “Phoebe…” He gave his head a shake, then looked up at her with a hint of smile. “There’s someone here to see you.” He motioned with a tilt of the head and a sparkle in his eyes to the gentleman sitting by the fire.
Though the man’s back was to her and she could only see his luscious chestnut locks, she knew, without a single doubt in her mind, that it was he. It had been over a year since she had last seen him, over a year since his duty to the Cause had called him away. And now he was here. Her tinkerer.
Her chest tightened and her heart picked up its pace, thundering away against her ribcage. She glanced at Gabriel, steeled herself with a deep breath, and moved across the room on wobbly legs, her pulse deafening inside her head. She closed the distance between them quickly, scarcely acknowledging the friendly greetings of her regular customers as she passed, her focus on him complete.
She reached out, her hand hovering above his shoulder, not sure she could touch him without having her heart stop. Before she could muster the courage, he turned around, his eyes locking on hers.
“Phoebe.” He stood to greet her, but took no more than a step towards her.
“Seth.” Her mouth had suddenly gone dry, her heart tripping over itself. How she wished he didn’t have this affect on her. “I hadn’t realized you had returned.” She was barely able to get the words out.
“Just this morning. Please, sit with me. It’s been too long.” He motioned to the vacant chair across from him, sitting back in his own.
Phoebe fell into the chair before her legs gave out, her corset the only thing keeping her upright. She was unable to look at him without being flooded with memories of their nights together, of his touch, and of the dark days after her sister’s death when no one—not even Seth—could reach her.
Soon after their father’s death, Imogene had become plagued by melancholy and Phoebe had spent countless hours in her father’s abandoned laboratory, desperate to develop an herbal cure that would help her save her. Unfortunately, Phoebe’s breakthrough had come only months too late. By the time the formula had been perfected, Imogene had already taken her own life.
“You look beautiful, Phoebe.” He moved to the edge of his chair, and reached out to take her hand in his. “Do you know how I’ve missed you? There wasn’t a day that went by when I didn’t think of you.”
Though she wanted nothing more than to sink into his arms and forget how desperately alone she’d been this last year, she yanked her hand away, her anger and hurt getting the best of her. “How dare you! How dare you say you’ve missed me. You left me, Seth. Left me when I needed you most.” All of the emotions she’d kept bottled up for so long came flooding back, and she had to blink away the tears that threatened.
He flinched at her words. “You know that’s not the reality of it. It killed me to leave you the way I did.” He reached out to her again, but stopped just short of touching her.
“My sister had just died, but your assignment for the Cause took precedence. It always has, and I know now that it always will— which is fine, but let’s not pretend, Seth. I know your priorities.”
“Phoebe, please. I would have stayed if I could have, but you know I was the only one who could have fixed the geostat on such short notice. You know how important it was to get it back up and running.”
Seth was a brilliant tinkerer—one of the many reasons Phoebe had fallen in love with him. The geostat was one of Seth’s most innovative tinkerings, bringing much needed income to the Cause by making the mining of the arctic Outlands a possibility.
Controlled by the Cause, the Outlands were located so far to the north that water and land iced to become one. While the earth in the Outlands was rich, the severe weather conditions had made mining previously impossible. Only Seth’s geostat was capable of digging through the hardest earth and working in the harshest conditions.
Tinkerers were incredibly important to the Cause, for it was through their innovations that they sought to better the lives of the people, working for the good of all mankind. Though she had always done all she could to help the Cause, Phoebe did not always agree with the methods and demands made by those running things, and felt they often asked too much from those willing to help—too much from men like Seth.
Seth got out of his seat and knelt in front of her, pulling her fighting hands into his. Phoebe allowed herself a moment to really look at him. His hair was disheveled, longer than he usually wore it, and he had lost some weight since she had last seen him, his muscular form now leaner, more hardened than it had been when he’d left. But his eyes were still the deep blue-green of a tropical lagoon, intelligent and kind, promising far too much.
How she wanted to just throw her arms around his neck and bury herself in his warmth, breathe in his scent. But she feared it would always end the same way, with him abandoning her to go save the world. So she held fast to her convictions, and gingerly removed her hands from his. “I do not know if I can do this again. Things have changed since you left.”
He retreated to his chair, giving her the space she needed. “Yes. I can see that. Congratulations on your success. It’s well deserved. I know how hard you worked on it.”
“Thank you. You know, it probably would have never happened if it hadn’t been for your help. Have you had a chance to try it? It’s quite good actually.” She gave him a bit of a smile, as the initial shock of seeing him wore off and her heart slowed its gallop. She told herself she would be fine if she could only manage to avoid discussing their relationship.
“Not yet, but I was hoping you would join me.” He raised his eyebrows in question.
“Of course.” Phoebe caught the attention of one of her girls. “From my private reserve, please.” She could not help but notice Seth’s eyes go wide for just a moment as he took in the girl’s uniform before quickly looking away, a blush creeping across his cheeks. Though the waitress’s outfits were tasteful and elegant, they did run towards the provocative.
With the girl gone, they sat in silence, just taking in one another while they waited, getting used to being in each other’s company once again. It was not long before the young woman returned, wheeling a small cart before her. She greeted them with a small curtsey.
“Thank you, Maggie,” Phoebe said, by way of dismissal. She picked up the small, dark green bottle and poured a thimble-sized amount into two slender crystal glasses. The liquid was slightly viscous, and just the palest of greens. “From my own personal supply. Normally we dilute the strength, and though this still isn’t at full concentration, it’s not too far from it.” Handing him a glass, she said, “Welcome back, Seth.”
He lifted his glass to hers, and she watched as he took a tentative sip.
“You are right. It is quite good.” He took another sip, and then smiled. “A little different from your earlier formulations.”
Phoebe thanked him before bringing her own drink to her lips. There was only a hint of bitterness, with dominant notes of citrus and herb. It was slightly sweet, and it went down with an alcoholic burn that sent a warm heat through her body. She did not often drink Viridis herself. Although the side effects of the drink were limited, it did seem to make one susceptible to an overly rosy view of things, and the other lustier characteristics of the herbal did not lend themselves overly when one did not have an outlet for release. She knew that in ten minutes time that heat would turn into a mellow euphoria, sending tingles across her skin, leaving it sensitive enough that the mere breath of one’s lover could ignite passions.
“So are you going to tell me of your adventures? It must have been exciting over in the Outlands.” When he was assigned the mission, she’d begged him to take her with him, wanting only to escape her anguish over her sister’s death, but he had refused, claiming the conditions to be too harsh for her to endure.
“I wouldn’t have called it exciting. Nothing but metal and grime, barely another soul to be found. It’s just too cold for most humans and even the steam techs have problems when they go up to the surface for any length of time. Actually, it was Gavin that brought me back on his airship. He sends his regards.”
“Gavin?” Though she could not help but smile at the thought of their dear friend, she also could not stop her pulse from picking up its pace. When he had last visited her some six months ago, their visit had ended badly. “It’s been months since I saw him last. I do hope he’s well. He’s always taking on such dangerous cargo runs. I always fear he’ll run into some difficulty.”
Fearless and accomplished, Gavin flew when others refused—whether it be horrible weather conditions, territories at war or precious cargo—he was one of the most sought after airship captains. Gavin never shied away from a perilous situation, and had a knack for always landing on his feet.
“He always manages, does he not?” Seth said with a smile. “He’ll be staying in London for a bit, so I trust he’ll show up around here at some point or another.” Seth took another sip of his drink and then gave his head a shake. “This is something powerful, Phoebe. No wonder you cut its strength,” he said, his eyes intense, sparkling.
Phoebe nodded in agreement, feeling her shoulders relax. Drinking Viridis with Seth probably wasn’t the wisest of decisions. Inventing the drink had not made her immune to its effects, and Phoebe felt her resolve to keep her distance from him melting away. The room was suddenly much too warm, her garments far too restrictive, and her breath so shallow she felt she might faint. Each pounding beat of her heart sent a pulse of need through her very core.
“I’ve missed you, Seth.” The words were out before she could stop herself. She inwardly scolded herself for being weak and looked down at the glass in her hands. “You could have written, you know.”
He sat forward on the edge of his seat, only a breath away. “By the gods, Phoebe, do ye not think I would have written or called if it were at all a possibility? You know the Aether is weak that far north, making communication an impossibility.” A faint Scottish lilt crept into his voice, as it always did when his emotions were running high or when he let his guard down. How she had missed it. The pain in his voice and the pleading in his eyes tore at her defenses, and she reached for his hand as he asked, “Do ye not know how hard it was to leave ye here?”
“Is this gentleman bothering you, Phoebe?” A cold, familiar voice came from behind them, cutting through the warm effects of the Viridis, sending a shard of panic through her heart.
“Victor,” she stood and forced a smile. “Thank you, but no. Everything is fine here.”
The last person she wanted to see was Lord Victor Fenwick— especially with Seth present. In Seth’s absence, Phoebe had no other amorous ties, and Victor had started courting her soon after she opened her club, even going as far as asking Gabriel for her hand in marriage. Gabriel had made it clear it was her decision to make, which only made Victor more persistent in his pursuit.
Seth also stood, the crease in his brow making it clear he was unhappy about the interruption. Phoebe made the introductions. “Lord Victor Fenwick, Mr. Seth Elliott.”
Though they were both exceptionally handsome, they couldn’t have been more different. Seth was tall, lean and muscular. His dark hair was long enough to brush his collar, his strong jaw clean-shaven. Though not born into a family of wealth, Seth’s brilliant work as a philanthropist and tinkerer had elevated his status in society—one of the reasons the Cause found him so valuable. Where Seth was tall, dark, and lean, Victor was shorter and brawnier of build, his strong cheekbones framed by his well-trimmed blonde beard. As part of a family prominent in London society, Victor was more concerned with wealth, status, and power than the well-being of others.
The two gentlemen glowered at one another, towering over Phoebe’s petite frame like two dogs fighting over their turf. Victor spoke first, his voice a growl. “I have not seen you at Viridis before, Mr. Elliott. I must confess to spending a fair amount of time here, as I’m never able to go very long without paying dear Phoebe a visit.”
Seth smiled at Victor, his gaze sharp and unwavering. “It is true. I have only just returned from a trip abroad, though I consider myself lucky to be familiar with both Phoebe and her curious herbal, having had the pleasure of helping her with her endeavor.” Turning to Phoebe with a smile, he took her hand in his. “Indeed I do not think I’ll ever forget the effect that very first batch had on me— or you as I recall.”
Phoebe blushed crimson at the memory. Indeed, it was that first batch that led to the discovery of the true effects of Viridis and the rumor amongst London society that the herbal could bring on an orgasm with a single kiss.
When Gabriel waved her over, she was relieved to have an excuse to leave. Between the effects of the drink, the memories of Seth, and the two men hovering over her, it was all too much for her to handle.
“I’m terribly sorry, but my brother is hailing me. If you will both excuse me, I do hope you will enjoy the rest of your evening.” Then without waiting for a response, she walked back to the bar on still-wobbly legs.
“That was looking like a precarious situation you had gotten yourself into.” Gabriel gave her a crooked smile, making him all the more handsome, his dark curls bringing out the blue of his eyes.
“I cannot thank you enough for your help. I think it has left me feeling a bit drained, though. I’m going to retire for the evening, if you think you can manage things here.”
“You know that’s never a problem, love. Truth of the matter is, you have the place so well-staffed, it could run itself without either of us here. Your escape, however, might not be so easily made.” He motioned behind her with his chin.
She turned just in time to see Seth approaching, her pulse becoming erratic as he neared.
“Let me at least see you home, Phoebe.” The gentle pleading in his voice tore at her few remaining defenses.
Victor stood where she’d left him, his thick arms folded across his chest, his mouth set into a thin line. But her attention strayed only for a moment— Seth was too close, his scent too familiar.
Unable to resist him any longer, she gave Seth a nod of agreement, despite the fact that she could still feel Victor’s gaze upon her. She knew he was not a man she should anger, but she had never returned his advances, though he was always showing up at the club, bringing her small gifts. Perhaps this would finally make it clear that she had no interest in him romantically, even if she felt just a little guilty, wondering if she had inadvertently encouraged him in some way.
Seth took her hand in his, his touch pulling her from her thoughts. He brought it to his lips before tucking it in the crook of his elbow, a smile on his face, his eyes dancing in the dim lamplight. Her pulse raced as she walked out of the room on his arm, hoping she would not later regret her decision, for even though she had not said a word, already she could feel her heart surrendering to him.
Chapter Three
Inspector William Thomas climbed the stone treads of the townhouse belonging to Lord Edward Hawthorne, his chest tightening with each step. This was always the hardest part of the job. Telling mothers and fathers they would never again see their sons, telling husbands they would never again hold their wives. Yet he would still have to pose his questions, and would still have to uncover their secrets, while the family attempted to deal with the shock of their loss.
The brass knocker felt heavy and substantial in his gloved hand as he knocked. The cold of the metal crept through the leather, sending a chill down his spine.
William had come directly from the scene of the murder, and it was still hours until dawn. Only the servants would be awake, stoking the fires and getting the cooking started. Under normal circumstances, the masters of the household would not rise for several more hours.
It took some time before the footman answered the door. Though his clothing was rumpled and his hair stood on end, he was a tall, handsome young man. William had no doubt he was chosen for the position because of his height and good looks, just another vain show at maintaining one’s status in London society. It struck him as such an absurd extreme that the rich could worry about whether their footman was handsome enough, while the poor were left to wonder whether they’d survive another day. It was no wonder the Cause had taken hold like a fire in a dry summer field.
The footman gave him a quick appraisal, his eyes lingering on the cut of his coat and the scuffs on his worn boots. “May I help you?” He couldn’t quite keep the disdain out of his voice. Though William had made the rank of inspector, he was still considered no better than a servant— a servant who should have been using the service entrance. It was only the time of day that had the footman biting back any retort.
“I need to speak with Lord Hawthorne. It is of the utmost importance.” He handed the footman his calling card. “I will give him your card when he awakes, but he is a busy man. I recommend you schedule an appointment at his office if you have business with him.” The footman took a step back, getting ready to dismiss William.
William raised a hand, his voice stern. “I’m not asking you. I’m telling you as an officer of the law. This cannot wait. Now, get him.”
“Right, then.” The footman stepped aside to allow William entrance and then brusquely escorted him into the smaller front parlor.
Left alone, William took in the fine décor and the feminine touch. It was well executed, effortlessly elegant without being overdone. Any one of the beautiful pieces on display would easily cost him more than a year’s pay.
He did not have long to wait. Lord Hawthorne entered the room, and it shocked William to see a face so similar to the one that had coldly stared up at him in death.
“Please. Have a seat, Inspector,” he smoothed his hair and cleared his throat. “I cannot imagine what business has brought you to my home at such an hour, but it must be of some importance or I would assume you would wait for a more appropriate time to call.” He paused and glanced to the footman. “Some tea, Lucas.”
William gave a slight bow. “My Lord, you may want something a little stronger. Perhaps some brandy.” Lord Hawthorne’s eyes were clear and intelligent despite the early hour, but the blood drained from his face upon hearing William’s words.
William sighed, his chest tight. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but I believe we just discovered the body of your son, Lord Niles Hawthorne.”
Lord Hawthorne stumbled towards the closest seat, collapsing into it. “No. It cannot be. How can you be so sure? Surely you have made some terrible mistake.”
“I’m very sorry. Of course, we will need you to come in and identify him, but I’m afraid there is enough of a resemblance between you and your son to leave little doubt. I wish it were not so.” William wished he could offer the man some comfort, but there was little he could do but give him some time to recover before asking the difficult questions. “Is there anyone who may have wished him harm?”
Lucas entered the room with the brandy, but was dismissed with a wave of his master’s hand.
“Allow me.” William poured a generous helping of brandy into a glass of cut crystal, and handed it to his Lordship.
“No. There is no one of suspicion that comes to mind. Of course his life was his own, but there is nothing I can think of that would lead to his death. He was a good man. I cannot imagine him angering someone enough to make them want to take his life. A robbery. Surely that can be the only logical explanation.” He took in a breath, letting it out in a shudder. “He had his own quarters, not too far from the center of the city. He had wanted to be closer to his offices and his work as a solicitor.”
William asked several more questions, but it was clear his lordship did not have any information, the shock of his son’s death too much for him to handle. With the addresses for both Niles’s home and work, William left Lord Hawthorne to the difficult task of breaking the news to his wife.
Chapter Four
Luckily the ride in Seth’s steam coach was a short one. With Seth manning the controls and traffic on the roads still heavy, it was easy to avoid any conversation and ignore the growing physical attraction between them.
The steam coach was Seth’s own design; he’d never been one for a horse and buggy, and since he spent every spare moment on his tinkerings, it was no surprise he’d created a prototype for the coach. The extent of his ingenuity constantly amazed and surprised her, his abilities seemingly knowing no bounds.
She still could not believe he had returned to her and was seated by her side. She could not help but gaze at his handsome profile, the street lamps casting him in mysterious shadows as he maneuvered through the streets.
Phoebe’s family home, located in the desirable neighborhood of Berkeley Square, was one of the more modest on the street, especially for one belonging to the titled. Despite its small size, the elegant little house was still far too much for her to manage on her own while keeping up with her research and the club. She had recently hired a couple of servant girls to help deal with the upkeep, though they would be asleep this late at night.
She let herself into the kitchen through the side entrance, and Seth followed close behind. Most guests would have been brought through the front door and into the sitting room, but this was Seth, and that type of formality was not needed.
“Could I get you a cup of tea? Perhaps a bite to eat? I think there might be some meat and cheese in the frost box.” At the sink, she busied herself with the kettle, not really waiting for his response. She could feel his intense gaze following her every move, sending her heart racing.
When he slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her to him, she couldn’t help but lean back, her body seeking his. A shiver coursed through her as he nuzzled her neck, and she weakened at his touch. Each breath, each touch set her skin alight, the energy between them like that of a tropical lightning storm, her heart thundering in her chest. She wanted to blame it on the Viridis, but in her heart she knew that what they had between them was stronger than any herbal concoction she could ever hope to invent.
“Phoebe, I love you.” The words were a murmur against her skin.
He spun her into his arms and kissed her hard. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she was lost in him, in his touch. Everything else faded to black, his words crumbling the last of her defenses.
Seth’s kisses never stopped as he lifted her into his arms and carried her up the stairs towards her bedroom. Cradled as she was against him, she could feel the power radiating from his muscular frame, and his scent, a unique combination of sage and spice, left her head swimming with memories of their nights together.
Even in the dim light which had been left on for her, he knew his way— had carried her up these steps so many times before. He entered her room and closed the door behind him, the only light coming from a small fire in the fireplace, lending a golden glow to their surroundings.
She was desperate for his touch, but Seth took his time freeing her from her voluminous garments, his slow pace only adding to her need. His kisses wandered down her neck, each one sending a shot of desire through her body as he unlaced her gown, letting it fall to the floor before freeing her of her petticoat.
She stood there in just her corset, stockings and heels, feeling vulnerable and naked. Unable to resist any longer, she placed her hand on his chest, his muscles tensing in response, his need palpable. Seth’s arm encircled her waist, and he lowered his lips to the curve of her shoulder, the stubble on his face sending a shiver down her spine. She pressed against him, her head spinning as another wave of desire coursed through her body and she felt him struggle to keep his own hunger reined in.
He removed the pins from her hair, letting her curls fall down her back while she pulled off his jacket, and then worked on the buttons of his vest and shirt with trembling fingers.
Once she’d freed him of his shirt, she ran her hands down his chest. His skin was searing hot, his muscles hard as they contracted under her hand, and the months of separation slowly faded from her memory.
When he spoke his words were ragged with need. “I missed you, Phoebe. With every fiber of my being, I missed you. I swear you were my only thought in that frigid isolation, the only thing that kept me going.”
He, too, had been her only thought, but she did not want to think of that now. “We’re both here now. That’s all that matters.” She tilted her head up and he kissed her, lowering her onto the bed. Seth lifted her leg and flicked off her shoe, running his hand up the length of her thigh, teasingly close to the darkness between her legs, where she ached for him. He unhooked each stocking, slowly removing them, the tips of his fingers brushing down the length of her leg, making her gasp.
Phoebe lay in nothing more than her corset. Seth knelt in front of her and her breath caught in her throat. He teasingly trailed kisses up her thigh, then to the small swell of belly that peeked out from under the stiff boning of her corset. Her name escaped his lips in a whisper against skin, and she was flooded with emotions, sensations, that she’d long since forgotten.
His kisses lingered, teasing and nipping until he finally found his way to the slick heat between her thighs. Overwhelmed by sensation, she moaned in response, her fingers tangling in his hair, as the waves of pleasure built, one upon the other. He continued his exploration, finally driving her over that delicious edge, her body shuddering as the orgasm ripped through her, all the more intense because of the Viridis and their time apart.
While she recovered, he undressed, and then slid in next to her, cradling her against him from behind. He pulled at the laces of her corset ever-slowly, kissing his way down her back, so that by the time he’d undone the lacings, she was ready for him again.
Phoebe took control this time, tossing her corset aside and sliding her leg over to straddle him. She leaned down, kissing him, her loosened hair falling forward, as she slid back onto his hard length, gasping as he filled her, their bodies now one.
She closed her eyes, losing herself in the moment, her body tight around him as she shifted her hips, pulling herself slowly up his length before working her way back down. Every nerve in her body was on fire, whether from the Viridis or the year she’d spent alone, she could not say. In that moment, the only thing she knew, she wanted, she needed, was Seth. He was her very heart and soul, and she surrendered herself to him, and to her need.
Seth sat up, covering her mouth with his, his arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her to him to deepen their coupling. She fought to keep from falling over the edge, needing to draw out the moment, to savor each touch. Trailing his kisses down her neck, he found his way to her nipples, taking each one in turn. She arched in response, closing her eyes and picking up her pace, as she struggled to keep herself sane, the sensations overwhelming.
“Phoebe, look at me.” His voice was hoarse, barely a whisper, but she could hear the need in his words, mirroring her own. Her eyes opened drunkenly at his request, but when she bent her head, her mouth seeking his, he stopped her. “I need to see ye, love. I need to see ye look at me, so that I know it’s real and not just a dream.” She honored his request, looking into eyes she could drown herself in, her body locked around his as they shuddered in their finality and together plummeted off the edge and into light.
***
Phoebe awoke next to Seth, his arm still wrapped around her waist, holding her to him even in sleep. Her lungs filled with his scent, stirring in her something she had desperately tried to ignore for the last fifteen months.
She slid out from under his arm, unable to resist a look back at his slumbering form. By the gods, he was beautifully built— his face strong with neatly chiseled features, peaceful in sleep, his body long and lean. It was no wonder she had been unable to resist him, Viridis or no, though she knew it was not face nor body that had captured her heart. It had always been about his mind and his soul— he was her tinkerer.
Tinkerers were not really much different than inventors of the past. However, the current misery surrounding the poor of London had sparked a renaissance of sorts as the tinkerers tried to change the world for the better using their creative abilities. The creations being produced were of a complexity never before seen, and though most tinkerers had ties to either the Cause or the government, particularly the Secret Service. Then there were others who tinkered for the sheer pleasure of creating something never before made. Like her father.
Moving quietly, she threw on a casual pair of breeches, her scuffed work boots and a shirt, and headed to her laboratory to catch up on some work. She had been neglecting her research since she’d opened Viridis, as the late nights and the day-to-day demands of the business ate away at her free time. When not making batches of Viridis for the club, she had taken to playing around with her formulations, with the hope of creating something new. Indeed, she had a few herbals she was currently experimenting with, many showing great promise.
Someday soon, she hoped to leave the running of the club in Gabriel’s capable hands, allowing her to pursue more useful outlets for her energy. Her true passion was tinkering with her herbals, though, if she must deal with Society, she would rather play hostess at her own club rather than subject herself to their rules and games outside of work. She shuddered at the thought of being forced to sit through endless evenings of idle gossip and speculation. It would surely push her to the edge of sanity. No, it was not a life she could endure— she needed to use her mind and her hands or she would wither and die— and it was exactly the type of life she would be forced to endure if she married someone like Lord Victor Fenwick.
The laboratory was located on the upper most floor of their home. Phoebe took the stairs at a jog, anxious to get to work, but stopped on the landing when she found Sarah there, dusting.
“Good morning to you, Mum.” Sarah bowed, then looked hastily down at her feet, her small frame tense.
“And a good morning to you, Sarah.” Phoebe smiled at the girl, hoping to ease some of Sarah’s nervousness. She and Martha hadn’t been with Phoebe more than a few months, and with Phoebe spending so little time at home, the girls, perhaps used to more formality from their employers, were not yet at ease around her.
“Shall I get you some breakfast? I can bring it up to you in the laboratory, if you’ll be working.”
“Thank you, but I really want to get a bit of work done first. Perhaps in a bit.”
“As you wish, Mum.”
Phoebe continued on her way, her mind already running through calculations. Although she’d made enough Viridis to last a typical month, the increase in customers had dwindled the supply faster than she’d anticipated.
A heavy metal door greeted her at the far end of the hall, which she always kept locked when she wasn’t working. She’d had the door reinforced several months back so that the solid oak door was now plated in heavy brass, thick bolts holding the plates in place. Pulling out a key she had dangling on a chain around her neck, she slid it into the keyhole and turned it, satisfied when she heard the click. Next, she tapped in a complicated series of numbers into a keypad next to the door, each enameled numerical key clicking into place to allow her access into her laboratory. As she touched the last key, she took a step back as a hiss of steam let loose and the massive gears turned, moving the door to the side and out of the way.
She took a deep breath, slowly letting it out before walking into the laboratory. It was always the same, each time she came here. Though it was now her laboratory, she never ceased to think of it as her father’s, his ghost here too strong to ignore. After her mother’s death, the lab had been the place he had always escaped to, and after his death, it had become her escape too.
However, Imogene’s death still had her regularly running over the calculations recorded in her journal, wondering if there was something she could have done differently, something she overlooked. Perhaps if she had been smarter, worked harder, she could have saved Imogene. Her sister’s death was a guilt she would always carry with her.
Phoebe pushed the ghosts back into their graves, and cleared her head, now ready to work. The open space and high ceilings made the room feel larger than its actual size. Soaring windows flanked either side of the lab, with her work desk situated in the center of the room. Row upon row of glass bottles sparkled in the sunlight that poured in from the windows, including the jugs full of essential oils she needed to make Viridis.
Crossing to her desk, she picked up her journal and referenced her formulations. She put on a pair of brass goggles designed to protect her eyes should one of the liquids splatter or she get hit with a blast of steam. Pulling down several jugs, she measured out her ingredients, pouring them into a massive copper vessel, before wheeling it to the tall tinkering that occupied the center of the room—the distillery. It was physically taxing work, especially for someone her size, but she did not like asking for help when she was still capable, nor did she want others in her laboratory.
Opening a compartment, she slid the round copper vessel within, the liquid sloshing around as she connected a tube, lit the fire, and adjusted the dials for the correct pressure. The machine groaned to life. She took a step back, a smile upon her face as she looked at the tinkering Seth had built her. It always reminded her of a gigantic metal octopus swimming to the bottom of the ocean— the bulging body had copper tubing coming out of it every which way, only to coil madly towards the sky, the steam encircling it like frothy waves.
This one batch of Viridis would be enough to replenish most of her stock for the club. Then perhaps she could get back to her research. By changing the concentrations of phenols and by adding other herbs to the original Viridis recipe, she had gotten some new—and very interesting—results. It looked as though the new formula may heighten senses in a way quite different to Viridis. It would still be months before she perfected it, but only if she managed to dedicate more time to the project. There was definite potential for something extraordinary to happen.
Satisfied that everything was working properly, she slipped off her goggles so they lay dangling around her neck, and then moved back to the shelves, searching amongst the glittering bottles. After several minutes, she found the bottle she was looking for, and grabbing a glass, headed back to her desk.
She wiggled the cork out of the bottle, and poured out a few tablespoons of the viscous amber liquid. It had been one of her first herbal formulations and quite simple to make, created shortly after Seth first started courting her. The tincture, a combination derived from smartweed, pomegranate seeds, and the seed head of Queen Anne’s lace, smelled bitter and tasted even worse. Managing to get it down, she had all but forgotten how horrible it was. Perhaps someday she would no longer need it, but for now, her circumstances were not suitable for starting a family.
Of course, these types of herbals had always existed, for as long as there were people coupling, there were also people not wanting to get with child. And though they usually did not persecute women as witches for things as simple as this, her reputation had already taken enough of a beating, and she thought it best if it were kept a secret from everyone but Seth. Quite frankly, she’d much rather not die tied to a stake and engulfed in flames.
Getting back to work, she paged through the leather-bound journal, worn with age and use. It was there she kept all her methods, her observations, her secrets. While the liquid distilled she jotted down her numbers and measurements for that day’s batch, knowing it was crucial to keep meticulous notes on everything she did.
Lost in her work, she was startled when Seth ran a hand down her back. “Sorry, I didn’t notice you come in.” She usually left the door ajar when she was working to help with the fumes. Opening the windows normally created too much of a cross breeze and chill, slowing down the process in the cold of winter.
“Working, I see?” He smiled at her, his eyes still heavy with sleep. “I woke up alone. For a second I thought I was back in the Outlands, and you had been just a dream.” Seth looked at her, and she blushed at the thought of what she must look like, fresh out of bed— her hair disheveled and loose, the outline of her erect nipples embarrassingly visible through the diaphanous fabric of her shirt— her body’s response to his mere proximity.
“Come back to bed, Phoebe.” Leaning on her desk, he reached out and ran his hand down her cheek, his fingers just a little rough and calloused from his work.
Phoebe swiveled her chair towards him. “I just started the distillation, and can’t leave it for long. Thought I’d take a bit of time to run some new calculations. I could have some breakfast brought up though, if you’re hungry. I could do with a bite myself.”
She looked up into those turquoise eyes and had the urge to abandon her work and take him up on his offer. His shirt was half open and untucked, suspenders dangling neglected at his sides. Half hidden under the cotton of his shirt was an expanse of smooth skin over work-hardened muscles, dark hair curling its way across his chest before trailing in a narrow line down his abdomen.
“Food wasn’t what I had in mind, but I reckon I’ll take what I can get.” A smile filled with mischief tugged at his mouth. Obviously still hoping to change her mind, he pulled her to him when she stood. He motioned with a tilt of his head to the tinkering in the center of the room. “How has it been working for you? Any problems?”
“It’s been working grand. No problems at all.”
Standing before the massive contraption, a smile lit her face. Indeed, if she had not searched him out to have the tinkering built, they would have never met. Before she met Seth, she’d struggled for months with a traditional distillery, trying in vain to reach the high temperatures she needed, fast enough and with the precision required to control and maintain the exact pressure for extraction. When her efforts fell short, she sought out a tinkerer for help. Seth had come highly recommended and was considered one of the best, his designs and tinkerings regarded with the utmost respect.
He’d labored away for months, trying to get the distillery just right. The result was a one of a kind— a Seth Elliott original— a masterpiece without which she may not have been able to accomplish what she had, in so little time.
He had started courting her from the very beginning, using the tinkering as a guise to spend more time together, though his excuses were short lived. With many interests in common, they not only found each other romantically but also developed a deep friendship. He had been unlike any other man she’d met, appreciative of her opinions and her mind, encouraging her when she was ready to give up. Never had he tried to change her or bend her to society’s norms.
Not long after they met, Seth introduced her to Gavin and he soon joined their adventures, the three of them inseparable. Their friendship offered Phoebe a much needed escape from the reality of her world, a glimmer of normalcy and hope in what had been a dreary and difficult life.
When he’d finally finished the distillery, Seth had asked Phoebe to marry him. But with Imogene’s health taking a turn for worst, she refused his offer, which put a strain on their previously close bond. Things became even more strained for them after Imogene’s death. He had tried to be there for her, yet she had pushed him away in her pain, unable to let him—or anybody—get close to her, unable to forgive herself for not being able to save Imogene.
And yet she had been unable to see the distance she had put between them until it was too late; Seth left for the Outlands soon after, his commitment made, leaving Phoebe to drown in regret and despair.
“Will ye not come back to bed, my love?” His fingers twined around hers, as he pulled her to him, his lips just a whisper away. “Do you know that, for that blasted long year, you— my memories and your photo— were the only thing keeping me warm in the arctic cold?”
“You weren’t the only one alone.” She hated to think of how desperate and lonely she had been. Gavin had been away in the colonies when her sister died, and Seth’s departure for the Outlands came only a month after, leaving Phoebe with no one but her brother. There were days when she couldn’t even muster the strength to get herself out of bed, and she did not think she would have survived it if it hadn’t been for Gabriel’s constant attentions.
Seth nuzzled her ear for just a moment, before his lips found their way to hers, his kisses soft and sweet as they stirred in her a heat only he could quench.
“Phoebe, why won’t you marry me?” His question was barely a whisper in between kisses.
She shook herself free, the moment lost with her frustration. “We’ve been through this before, Seth.” She turned away from him, wrapping her arms around herself as if warding off a sudden chill. It was a discussion they’d had on more than one occasion.
“Phoebe, I cannot give up the Cause. It’s too important. You know that. Think of all those that are suffering; the government and Queen doing nothing to stave off the illness, the poverty.”
She knew he spoke the truth, and her problem was not with the Cause, only the way in which he chose to help. “How could you think that of me? I am not asking that you give up the Cause. I only want you to help in a way that will not take you away from me for months at a time and put your life at risk.”
He paced the floor, his frustration evident. “I help the way I know how. I thought you of all people would understand that. You’ve seen the faces of the poor, all hope extinguished from their eyes. It’s the Cause that has finally rekindled that flame, given them hope for a better life, and it’s the Cause that will demand change from those in power, whether they want it or not. The poor have suffered and been oppressed for too long, Phoebe. You know that.”
“Do you think I don’t understand? Have I not also helped and done what I can?” Her temper was up in a flash. She had seen the suffering, had been by his side while they offered what help they could to those who had nothing.
“Phoebe…”
She felt the air around her shift as he came to stand behind her, her tears threatening to fall. “I can’t do it, Seth. I watched my father struggle alone after my mother’s death. It was that loneliness that slowly killed him, tore him apart. I refuse to take that path willingly. You were gone over a year, and I cannot do it again. I’ve lost so much…I couldn’t stand to lose you, too. And I should not have to.”
“It doesn’t have to be that way.” He ran his hand down the length of her arm.
“You know they’ll keep sending you on missions as long as you let them. I’d never ask you to give up the Cause— but there are other ways.”
As much as she wanted him to stay, she needed that decision to be his own. She would not risk him blaming her for tying him down when he’d be happier leading a different life. She had no tolerance for others telling her what to do, and she would not be a hypocrite.
He had always promised to be by her side, and though she may have pushed him away after Imogene’s death, it had still been his choice to leave for the Outlands, his promise broken, though she could not say it was entirely his fault.
“I give the only way I know how.” Frustration, hurt and anger were all evident in his voice. “Phoebe, please. Why can you not see that? I would give it all up if it would make you happy, but I cannot believe that is what you truly want. Do you want the Cause to fail? For the innocent to continue to suffer?”
Angry and incredibly hurt that he would think her so selfish, she spat, “How can you say that?” She turned to look into his eyes, her heart aching. “Do you think I’d stand idly by and watch others suffer? Do you not think I’ve done my share to help in your absence?” If he didn’t already know that she’d do her part to help, then what hope did they have?
“Missions aren’t the only way to help, Seth, but you’re never willing to find a happy medium.” She turned away from him. “I shouldn’t have to ask you to stay.” A tear slid down her cheek. “And if you cannot figure that out, if you cannot figure out a way to keep us together, then maybe you should leave.”
She didn’t turn to watch him go— she couldn’t; for all she wanted was for him to take her in his arms and tell her he would not leave, tell her all would be right. But instead she heard his quiet footsteps as he walked out of the room, just as he had done a year before.
Chapter Five
After making sure the body was delivered to the morgue, William had gone to Lord Niles Hawthorne’s place of work, though he had little luck. Lord Hawthorne’s employers would not grant him access to the cases he’d been working on as a solicitor, but said they knew of nothing that would lead to his death and of no one who would wish him harm.
William had sent out requests to those that may be able to help, calling in what favors he could to gain copies of the case files. It would take some time, but he did not doubt he’d eventually have any information pertinent to the case, so he could follow up on any leads.
The coach pulled up to Lord Niles Hawthorne’s home. The flat was located in the decent yet trendy neighborhood of Bedford Square, in a spacious and elegant home. A footman, already expecting him, escorted him to Lord Hawthorne’s quarters.
The décor was distinctly male— deep burgundies accented with rich browns, leather and velvet— the colors and fabrics were well-chosen, darker and heavier in appearance than rooms designed by a woman—or with a woman in mind. A bachelor himself, he was all too familiar with how a woman’s touch could lighten a room and add a sense of charm.
All too often, William thought of how nice it would be to have someone to come home to after a hard day at work, especially in the cold and wet weather—someone to talk to, share the day with. But an inspector’s life was one of long hours, limited compensation, and little respect. Not exactly what a woman would be looking for in a husband.
The flat consisted of a large sitting room, a library, and the sleeping quarters. Each room could hold a clue that would help him with his investigation, but spotting the desk in the library, William decided to start there.
Rifling through the drawers, William found a few pieces of personal correspondence, but a cursory review proved it to be nothing out of the ordinary. He continued his search, and was ready to move on to the bookshelf when he came across a playbill, listing the upcoming shows at Viridis. It appeared that William’s original conclusion as to why Lord Hawthorne had been in the area was indeed correct.
Turning the paper over, he spotted some scrawled writing. Yesterday’s date and a time were scrawled in the upper corner. An assignation perhaps? He set the paper aside, so as not to forget it and then continued his search. The rest of the library and the sitting room turned up nothing of interest; however in the bedroom, he did find a fuse gun, a portable information module and a significant amount of monetary funds. Despite Lord Hawthorne coming from a wealthy family, it was still unusual to have such a large sum of monies lying around.
Also nothing in the life of an ordinary solicitor would warrant the use of a fuse gun, though they were becoming more common. This one was far more elaborate in design than most. The black metal was heavy and cold, molded to fit perfectly into the palm of one’s hand. Not too unlike a traditional pistol, the body of the fuse gun differed in that it was made by a series of decreasing spheres designed to accommodate the charger, but instead of using normal metal slugs as bullets, the fuse gun fired a sphere of compressed energy.
Most telling, however, was the portable information module, its brass case etched beautifully, as the polished surface gleamed in the light. Quite the rare tinkering, William had only ever seen them in the hands of the elite Special Services branch of the government. To possess such a tinkering meant there was a good chance Lord Hawthorne worked for them, likely gathering information, though to what purpose, William did not know.
And with that, the case quickly turned from one of murder to something far more complicated and dangerous.
Chapter Six
Phoebe spent the entire afternoon in her laboratory waiting for the distillation to run through its cycle with nothing but the constant chattering of her thoughts making her second-guess her every action. It had been a mistake to let Seth back into her life, and she cursed herself for being stupid enough to not learn from her past mistakes. By late afternoon, she was wound tight as a spring. She needed to get out of the house; needed to clear her head.
In another couple of hours, she would be expected at Viridis, but for now, she had other business to tend to. She took a hired coach as far as the driver was willing to go before the roads narrowed and deteriorated and he was no longer willing to risk his carriage or horses. From there Phoebe continued on foot, moving easily through the crumbling streets. She was used to the routine by now, for she made this trip at least once a week.
Avoiding the puddles of swampy refuse, Phoebe wound her way down the narrow alleys, the houses piled one against the other and probably the only thing holding them upright. A fire in one home could burn down an entire section of London in no time at all, leveling the area to nothing more than ash, killing hundreds in one go and leaving the rest homeless.
One last turn down a narrow alley, and Phoebe steered herself towards the large wooden structure she had recently purchased. Though she would have preferred a building made of brick, it had previously been a warehouse and was sound and sturdy, offering Phoebe plenty of space to work with. It had not cost her very much, Cripplegate being one of London’s poorest areas, and the exact reason she had bought in the neighborhood.
She paused at the top of the steps to look at the brass plaque mounted next to the door. Genie’s House. She had named it for Imogene—her way to pay tribute to a life cut short, by helping those in need of aid, offering everything from food and shelter to employment when it was available.
For the Cause, she thought. It was her way of helping, taking from the rich and giving to the poor. Viridis brought her a steady income from those who had enough to indulge themselves. She found it ironic that so many of her customers had no interest in helping the needy, and yet through her, it was exactly what they were doing.
It would be dark soon, and though she preferred to go to the shelter early in the day, the distillation had delayed her. She probably should have left the visit for another time, but her argument with Seth was still bothering her, and she needed affirmation that what she was doing to help the Cause was indeed making a difference.
She wouldn’t be long; just wanted to check in with Mrs. Farthing, the dear lady she found to run the shelter. The recent cold spell would put additional strain on the shelter’s resources, and Phoebe wanted to make sure they weren’t in need of anything. She had arranged for food supplies to arrive daily, and had a doctor visit twice weekly to help with the ill and to distribute the appropriate medicines. The house staff were even teaching the young, and anyone else willing, to read and write, and basic shelter was available to those who needed it on a cold winter’s night.
Yet, it was nowhere near enough, just a drop in an ocean of suffering. But she had plans. Plans she hoped would help the Cause and aid in making the poor self-sufficient. Reading, writing, and meeting their basic needs were just the start. She had hired most of the employees who worked at Viridis from the shelter. By offering them an opportunity they might not have otherwise, she received loyal employees in return.
The wind picked up, whipping its way down the alley as she knocked on the back door. The walk had chilled her to the bone, and she would be grateful for a seat by the fire and a cup of tea to warm her.
She waited but a moment and then a young woman of about twenty answered the door. Her hair was the color of spun gold, and pulled back from her freshly scrubbed face. She wiped her floury hands against the apron tied around her waist.
“May I ‘elp ye?” Recognition suddenly dawned in her glacier-blue eyes. “Mum? What ye doing ‘ere out in the cold? Come in ‘fore ye catch yer death.” Pulling Phoebe into the warmth, she steered her towards the fire in the bustling kitchen.
“Thank you, Anne.” Phoebe had only met her once before, but she made it a priority to be on a first-name basis with as many of the inhabitants of the house as possible.
“I’ll just get ye a cuppa. Help warm ye up, it will.” With a quick curtsey, she bustled off.
Phoebe removed her gloves, and placed them in her lap. She noticed things quieted down as those working in the kitchen took note of her presence, whispering to each other and throwing curious glances her way. There was many a familiar face from her previous visits, but she was pleased to note there were others she had not met before. It was good to know they were able to employ in increasing numbers, saving them from dangerous and low paying work. Or worse.
Anne brought her a tray with a steaming cup of tea and a plate of still warm thick sliced bread slathered with melting butter. Anne pulled up another chair and placed the tray on it so Phoebe would not have to leave the warmth of the fire.
“There ye are, Mum. Shall I fetch Mrs. Farthing? She’ll be right pleased to see ye.”
“I’d appreciate that. My thanks.” Phoebe held the teacup in her hands, letting the steam warm her face, before taking a sip. As she drank her tea and sampled the delicious bread, her chill faded away, and it was not long before she saw the stout form of Mrs. Farthing making its way towards her.
Phoebe had been lucky to find such a gem of a woman in Mrs. Farthing. Kind of heart and motherly, she was also stern enough to run a tight operation. Under her guidance, the shelter was doing incredibly well after only several months in existence. In many ways, Mrs. Farthing was like the mother Phoebe missed so much, doling out love and praise with a good dose of advice and concern on the side.
“My Lady, you should have let us know you’d be paying us a visit. And did you come all on your own?” A look of worry and consternation crossed Mrs. Farthing’s weathered face.
Phoebe could not resist a smile at Mrs. Farthing’s maternal scoldings. “I did come alone, but really, it was fine. I wanted to make sure you were not in need of anything, what with the terrible cold spell we’ve been having.”
Mrs. Farthing waved away her concerns. “Not at all, my Lady. As you can see, we’re kept busy, but what you’ve managed to provide is far more generous than anything we could’ve imagined. Granted, the cold has us packed full at night, but we’re managing just fine. Would you like to take a look around?”
“I wouldn’t want to keep you from your work but—”
“Och, not at all. Come.” With that Mrs. Farthing bustled Phoebe along into the shelter.
Phoebe spent the next half hour in Mrs. Farthing’s company, as they toured the kitchens, the pantries, the schoolroom, and infirmary. The young worked amongst their elders, making sure everything that needed doing got done. With the temperatures driving most indoors, the sleeping quarters had been expanded to accommodate as many bodies as possible. Phoebe was pleased to see the new beds she had recently purchased were being put to good use, the needy already starting to arrive for the night. Throughout, there were improvements— the broken windows had been replaced, the walls were freshly whitewashed— and though the changes were small, they made a significant difference.
Everything was running far better than she could have hoped for. Since those who took advantage of the services offered were also required to participate and help in maintaining the shelter, a sense of pride and self-respect was starting to root in their battered souls.
At the end of the tour, Phoebe reached out and took Mrs. Farthing’s hand. “I cannot thank you enough for all your hard work— not only yours, but indeed, everyone here who has contributed. It warms my heart to see the good that is being done.”
Mrs. Farthing gave Phoebe’s hand a squeeze, a smile gracing her weathered face. “Well, none of it could’ve been possible without your help. Now surely you’re not going to wander the streets after dark on your own?” Phoebe barely had the chance to protest when Mrs. Farthing cut her off. “At the very least, let me have Samuel escort you,” she clucked, and she sent a girl to fetch Samuel.
Phoebe knew from experience that arguing would do nothing but cause delay, so she waited patiently by the door. She’d have Samuel take her just far enough to catch a coach to Viridis, where Gabriel would be readying everything for tonight’s shows.
Samuel appeared, a gangly youth surprisingly tall for his years of seventeen, and gallantly held the door open for her. A wall of arctic cold hit her in the face when she stepped out onto the street, the thick layer of frost on the cobbles crunching under foot. Together, they kept a brisk pace, heads bowed down against the wind.
Night had fallen with a moonless sky, and the only light afforded them was the dim, sooty glow of the street lamps and the occasional shop and tavern window. The walkways were still crowded with people wrapping up their day and trying to find some warmth.
The roads started to widen, and Phoebe knew they would find a main thoroughfare soon. Her face was numb from the cold, her shoulders tight and starting to cramp with the effort of trying to keep warm. She dreaded to think of those who would spend the night exposed to the elements with no place to take shelter. It was why the Cause was so important and the reason there was revolution in the air.
“Ye should be able to get yerself a coach just ahead. It won’t be long now.”
“Thank you, Samuel. If you want to head back, I should be fine.” She hated him having to be out in these temperatures any longer than was necessary.
“Nonsense. ‘Tis not a problem, and Mrs. Farthing would have my hide otherwise.” He gave Phoebe a crooked smile that lit up his eyes. She was sure more than a few of the girls at the shelter had already fallen for his charms.
He stepped toward the curb. “This should do. I’ll just try and track ye down a ride. Shouldn’t be but a minute.”
“Phoebe? What are you doing here?”
She immediately recognized the voice, and quickly steeled her resolve before turning to face him. “Seth.”
He closed the distance between them, grabbing her by the arm as though to lead her away. As she struggled to free herself from Seth’s grasp, Samuel rushed over to help her, looking ready to plant a knife between Seth’s ribs. She placed a restraining hand on his shoulder. “Samuel, it’s all right. He’s a friend.”
“He may not wanna be grabbing ye like that, if that’s the case.” Samuel stood his ground, despite the fact Seth was twice as wide in the shoulders and had a generous six inches height on him.
“I mean the lady no harm, lad.” Seth let go of her arm. “I was just worried about her being out here on her own.”
“Well, she ain’t on her own, is she?” Samuel asked, jutting out his chin.
“Samuel, I should be fine getting a coach here. Thank you so much for escorting me, and please be sure to let Mrs. Farthing know you delivered me safely.” Phoebe could see he didn’t want to leave, but knew he had no choice, having just been dismissed.
“Right, then. I’ll be on my way.” He took a few steps back, throwing a final threatening glare at Seth before turning to go.
Phoebe watched his retreating back as he ducked down the alley— only to see his face peek out from around the corner to make sure she came to no harm. But once Samuel had disappeared from view, Seth grasped her elbow once again, moving her briskly down the road.
“I’ll ask ye again, Phoebe. What the hell are ye doing here, and after dark, no less? Are ye trying to get yerself killed?” It was a sure sign he was upset when the Scots slipped into his voice.
He picked up the pace as he interrogated her, and she felt her temper rising exponentially with each passing second. She tried to hold her ground and wrench free of his grasp, digging her heels into the sidewalk, but it only resulted in her getting yanked into his arms, as their struggles drew more than a few glances from passersby.
She cursed the gods for making her so small. Pounding on his shoulder to try and get herself free, she debated how wise it had been to keep Samuel from knifing him. “If you don’t let go of me, I swear I’ll scream.”
He whirled to face her, her arm still tight in his grasp, his entire body shaking not only with anger, but worry. “Damn it, Phoebe. Is this what ye’ve been getting up to while I was gone? Trying to get yourself killed? Or worse? Ye’ve yet to tell me what ye’re doing here.”
Though concern flooded his handsome face, darkening his normally bright eyes, she could not get past his demanding tone. For days, weeks, months, she had dreamed of him coming back to her, and yet now that he was here, his possessiveness did nothing but anger her. “I’ve yet to tell you because I don’t see how that’s any of your business— not now and certainly not while you were away. Let me remind you, I answer to no one but myself.”
Phoebe watched his face fall under the impact of her words, and had a pang of regret. He turned away from her without a word and hailed them a coach to Viridis.
***
They rode in strained silence, Phoebe’s anger warring with her heart and guilt. She wanted nothing more than to have him pull her into his arms and reassure her that they would find a way to make things work between them. Yet her pride kept her sitting stubbornly stiff at his side.
They found Gabriel in the theatre, bantering with customers while effortlessly running the front of the house. But when Gabriel spotted Phoebe, his gregarious smile turned into a frown of concern. “Phoebe, go home. You look exhausted, and I’m managing here just fine.” Ignoring Phoebe’s protests, Gabriel turned to Seth for help. “Seth, please talk some sense into her. She’s the most stubborn woman I’ve ever come across.”
Seth took her hand in his, knowing she could not pull away without alerting Gabriel that something was wrong between them. She knew it was an attempt to smooth things over between them. When he spoke, his voice was kind and soothing, further melting her icy resolve.
“He’s right, my love. You were up early working on the distillation and I doubt you’ve stopped to even eat. Why don’t you give the poor lad the reins and I’ll take you out for a spot of dinner, and then home for a good night’s rest.
The thought of a warm meal and rest had her going weak in the knees. However, having Seth take her home meant they would likely spend the night arguing or in each other’s arms.
One of the young girls that worked at Viridis approached. “Pardon me, Mum. There’s a man here to see you. Says he’s from the police. An inspector.”
Confusion danced across Phoebe’s face. “The police? I cannot imagine why they would be here.” She looked to Gabriel in question, but his look of shock and concern indicated this was a surprise to him as well.
“He didn’t say, Mum.”
Phoebe forced a little smile. “No, of course not. Could you please show him to my office, Molly, and have some tea brought in?”
“I’ll just be a minute, Seth.” A weary sigh escaped her lips, as she hoped that whatever the problem, it would be one easily resolved.
Gabriel came around the bar. “You’re certainly not meeting with him alone. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let some copper interrogate you.” Phoebe opened her mouth to protest, but her brother put his hand up to stop her. “Phoebe, love, this has nothing to do with you not being able to take care of yourself, but you’re too polite and kindhearted for a copper not to take advantage, given half a chance. This place can run itself for a bit. Seth, I want you there also, if you do not mind.”
“Of course.” Seth nodded his agreement.
“Well, I’m glad I have a say in all of this.” With her annoyance made evident, Phoebe turned on her heel, but before she could take a step, Seth grabbed her hand.
“Gabriel, could we have just a moment?” Though Seth was addressing Gabriel, his eyes were locked on Phoebe.
A smile crept across Gabriel’s face in exact opposition to the scowl on Phoebe’s. “Of course. I’ll wait in the office.”
“What is it?” She couldn’t keep the strain from her voice.
“Phoebe… I know I’ve made mistakes, aye? And I’ll probably make many more. But I need you to know that I am trying, my love. It caught me off guard to see you there in that neighborhood, and my fear for your safety got the better of me.”
The look of concern in his eyes finally weakened her resolve, and she could not help but step into his arms. “I know you meant no wrong, but I’m used to taking care of myself. It’s been that way most of my life, so you’ll need to forgive me if I have not quite adjusted to taking your concerns under consideration.” She pulled away, managing a bit of a smile and nodded toward the office. “Shall we, then?” She linked her arm in his.
Her office afforded her some quiet for conducting business, though the area certainly did see its fair share of use by club patrons. Even as they wandered down the wide corridor, they observed a couple stopping to steal an amorous embrace before slipping off towards one of the more private areas.
Her office was a large and comfortable room with a sofa and a couple of chairs located near the fire and a desk by the window. Small touches of elegant simplicity lent the room a lived-in warmth, though it had none of the elaborate styling of the public rooms.
They hadn’t even a chance to sit when a quick knocked sounded at the door and Molly escorted a tall and lanky individual into the room. “Mum, Inspector William Thomas.” Molly stepped aside, allowing the gentleman to pass. “I’ll bring the tea.”
“Thank you, Molly.”
Chapter Seven
William walked into the room, quickly taking in those assembled before him. It was easy enough to spot Lady Phoebe Hughes, as she was the only woman present. The man standing to her right was likely her brother, as their coloring and the shape of their eyes and mouth were too similar for there not to be a relation. Then there was the gentleman that stood just behind her. Though William doubted any relation, it was clear by his protective and proprietary stance, they were close.
“Inspector Thomas; I’m Lady Phoebe Hughes, my brother, Lord Gabriel Hughes, and my friend, Mr. Seth Elliott. Please, have a seat, although I’m not quite sure how I may be of help.” Phoebe gestured to a seat by the fire, an offer of hospitality he did not see often in his line of work. He was surprised by her kindness, yet even more taken aback by the quick intelligence in her eyes. Lady Phoebe Hughes did not fit the image of the bawdy club proprietress his mind had conjured.
She was petite in both stature and frame, with mahogany curls that fell against porcelain skin, and eyes of a most striking green, her gaze gentle yet direct. There was something in her gaze that told him she had a passionate and independent spirit that would not easily be reined in.
Lady Hughes sat across from him on the sofa, with Mr. Elliott by her side, her brother occupying the remaining chair at William’s right.
He suddenly recalled the name of the man she’d introduced. “Mr. Seth Elliott? The brilliant tinkerer?” William had not expected to meet a man of such repute. Seth Elliott’s designs had revolutionized the world, his geostat and airships only a few of his accomplishments.
“Seth Elliott, the tinkerer, at any rate. I’m not so sure about brilliant.” Seth reached out and shook his hand. “And an inspector yourself at such a young age? Surely that’s an accomplishment of no little feat.”
William nodded his thanks at the compliment. “I’ve had luck on my side with several cases, and you are far too humble.” Being the son of a clerk, letters and numbers had always been important, but William’s father saw tinkering as a waste of time and something better left to those who had it to spare. In many ways, William had been lucky to receive any education at all. Few children not of birth or money ever got the opportunity to be schooled, but his father’s father had been a clergyman, and had thus educated his children, his own father following suit.
He knew Mr. Elliott had also come from meager beginnings. His father, an Englishman of modest wealth, had died when he was a young lad, leaving his Scottish mother to take a position as governess. As a youth, his time had been divided between London and his mother’s clan in the Highlands. Beyond Seth’s basic education, it was said he had devoured every book he could gain access to, and already tinkering by the time he had turned ten.
This was turning into quite the interesting evening, and not one he could have ever imagined. William pulled a notebook pencil from his pocket and then turned his attention back to Phoebe and his investigation.
“I’m terribly sorry to have to bother you with this, but I need to ask you some questions regarding one of your patrons. I do believe he was one of your regular customers. Lord Niles Hawthorne?”
A look of surprise crossed Lady Hughes’s face. “Lord Hawthorne? Yes, of course, he comes here fairly often. If you’re looking to find him, I can have one of the girls check to see if he’s here tonight.”
Seth put a hand over hers. “Phoebe. I don’t believe Inspector Thomas is looking for Lord Hawthorne.” His gaze turned to William. “Am I correct?”
“I’m afraid so.” Despite his admiration for Mr. Elliott, he couldn’t help but wonder if it was a detail he’d noticed or information he already had. “Lord Hawthorne was found dead not far from here, two nights ago. Do you by chance remember if he had been here?”
Lady Hughes paled considerably at the news but her composure did not waver. “He was a sweet and kind man. He’ll be sorely missed, to be sure.” Phoebe took some time to think about it, finally saying, “I’m sorry to say that I don’t remember when he was last here. He could have very easily gone unnoticed if he sat in the theater area. With so many customers, and the fact that I’m here most nights, the faces and days tend to blur into one. I do know I had seen him quite recently, but whether it was two, three or even four days ago, I cannot be sure. I can have the supervisors ask the girls— see if any of them remembers when he was last here.”
“That won’t be necessary.” Gabriel fixed William with his gaze. “He was indeed here two nights ago. I remember serving him at the bar.”
A curious look of emotion crossed Gabriel’s face momentarily, leaving William to wonder if he had imagined it. It could have been just the shock of finding that an acquaintance had been murdered, but perhaps there was more. “Was he a friend of yours?”
“He was.” Gabriel cleared his throat and sat forward a bit, his eyes flicking momentarily to his sister’s as she returned a look of sympathy. “You get to know the customers who come in on a regular basis.”
“Did you notice whether he was with anyone that night?”
“Not when he first arrived. There was another gentleman who did eventually turn up. Hadn’t seen him before, at least not that I can remember. They then took their business to one of the private rooms. I’m afraid I lost track of him from there.”
“Do you remember what time it was or what the other man looked like? Anything you remember, no matter how small the detail, could be of use.” William pivoted in his seat, to face Gabriel more easily. There was something William was missing, some detail just beyond his reach, something Gabriel was holding back.
“It couldn’t have been too much past eleven o’clock. As for the other man, I can’t say I noticed anything that made him stand out. I’d say he couldn’t have been much over thirty-five. I don’t remember him being all that tall, and he had brown hair worn just long enough to brush his collar, thinning just a little on top. Actually, now that I think of it, he did wear wire eye specs, and though I only saw him close up for a moment, I’d say they were thick enough to distort the appearance of his eyes. He wasn’t a terribly handsome fellow, I’m afraid to admit.”
William jotted down the information in his notebook, giving it some thought. “How about the clothes he was wearing? The quality of the fabric, the cut?”
“I’m afraid there was not anything out of the ordinary. The quality of the cloth was good but not the best and the same could be said for the cut. Fairly conservative in its styling rather than anything of the latest fashions.”
“I thank you. The information could prove to be quite useful.”
There was a knock at the door just before it opened, and Molly came in pushing a teacart laden with drink and food.
“Would you like some tea Inspector?” Phoebe got up to pour the tea herself, dismissing Molly. “The pasties and sandwiches are also quite good.”
“Yes. Thank you.” Though William did not want to linger, he found no harm in accepting Phoebe’s generous offer and it would allow him the opportunity to observe the group a while longer.
He had learned long ago, that it never hurt to be on friendly terms with potential witnesses, since they would be more apt to call you if they remembered anything pertinent. It also did not help that he would be heading to an empty house when he left here.
He took the cup and plate Phoebe offered, with his thanks. She really was quite stunning, her almond shaped eyes doing nothing to mask the intelligence and kindness behind their emerald glow.
“I’ll have the girls questioned. They may remember having seen the man you’re looking for.” Phoebe suddenly remembered. “Oh. Poor Lilly. I may be mistaken, but I believe that she and Lord Hawthorne had struck up a bit of a friendship and had grown rather fond of each other.”
“I’d like to speak with her if that’s possible.”
“I’ll see if she’s here. Excuse me.” He watched Phoebe step out of the room and it was a fair amount of time before she finally returned. “I’m afraid, she’s not here,” she said, biting her lip, a look of worry on her face.
William thought her concern to be genuine. From all he had observed, her face had a tendency to show every thought and emotion, and he did not think her capable of telling a lie without it being quite obvious.
“Was she supposed to be?” William already knew the answer. She wouldn’t be looking so worried, otherwise.
“She was supposed to have worked the last couple of nights. The last time anyone saw her was the night Lord Hawthorne was murdered. I do hope she wasn’t also harmed.”
William was touched by her genuine concern, and tried to reassure her. “We only found Lord Hawthorne’s body, but I’ll look into any reports that may have been filed. Could you describe her for me? Her full name and an address would also be helpful, if you have it.” William made a note to check the morgue, but there was a good chance Lilly was somehow involved in the murder or may have seen who committed the act. It could turn out to be a decent lead.
“You’d know Lilly if you saw her. Flame red hair, as if the devil himself had set it on fire, and blue eyes. Not too tall, but really quite pretty.” Phoebe got up, went to her desk and after a bit of a search, pulled out a file. After flipping through several pages, she jotted something down on a piece of paper.
Phoebe handed him the note. “Her name is Lilly Turner. She had been staying at a shelter called Genie’s Place when she first started working here. That’s the address; however I couldn’t tell you if it’s current or if she’s since found new lodgings. She has a sister, Anne, who works there and may be able to help. You will let me know if you find her?”
William doubted there was any more information to be had this evening, but would pay Lord Gabriel Hughes another visit in the near future. Though the man seemed an affable sort, there was something he was hiding. However, for now, he would try and track down the girl and hope it would lead to more answers.
He got up to go with a final look at all assembled before settling his gaze on Phoebe. Digging into his pocket he pulled out a calling card and gave it to her. “I’ll notify you if I come across any information regarding Lilly. You’ve been a great help. If you think of anything else, I’d appreciate it if you contacted me.”
Chapter Eight
“I’m worried about Lilly.” Phoebe paced the floor of her sitting room. They had immediately left Viridis upon the inspector’s departure to try and get a bit of food and rest. Yet, she had barely touched her meal, and she knew sleep would not come easily tonight.
Seth stood and came to her side, running his hands down her arms and effectively putting a stop to her endless circuit of the room. “The Inspector seemed like an intelligent and competent individual, but if it’ll make you feel better, we can go and look for her ourselves.”
“Finding her would help put me at ease.” Phoebe felt partially responsible since she’d been the one to hire Lilly. The girl would never have had any involvement with Lord Hawthorne otherwise, and if she was now in danger, it would weigh heavily on Phoebe’s conscience.
She looked up into Seth’s eyes, so filled with concern, and was helpless to stop the emotions he stirred in her. She desperately wanted to give in and let herself be swept away in the safety and strength of his arms—and yet she could not, knowing their circumstances had not changed.
Seth ran a hand down her arm, twining his fingers with hers, and then, as if reading her mind, said, “I spoke with Moore and Clarke. Told them the geostat was my last mission away.”
She shook her head no, while at the same time her heart skipped with joy. “Seth, you can’t—”
“I can, and I did. I’m not abandoning the Cause, but you’re right, there are other ways to help. I’ve already spoken to them about a few things we could attempt here in London.”
He tilted her chin up towards him and lowered his lips to hers. She let herself indulge in the kiss for only a moment before she took a step back. If she didn’t put some space between them, she’d be in danger of losing herself in the moment, in the promise of a future together.
She turned towards the fire, running her hands up and down her arms to try and get warm. “You spent the day with Moore and Clarke? What did they have to say for themselves? I cannot imagine they were very happy.”
“No, they weren’t, but I made it clear that the choice was not theirs to make and if they pushed me on the subject, then I’d quit all together and go my own way. I can still help those in need without playing into their plans.” Seth came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, holding her to him. His solid warmth was comforting, and yet it sent a pulse of panic rushing through her veins. “I won’t leave you again, Phoebe. At the very least, it’s the one thing I can promise you.”
“Can you truly promise that, Seth? Because I don’t know if I can believe it.” She spun in his arms to face him, to look into his eyes and find the truth. “I know Clark and Moore. They’re ruthless in getting what they want if they feel they can justify it for the Cause. Things have gotten worse since you’ve been gone, and if revolution breaks out, I worry what they’ll ask of you.”
With her hands in his, he brought each to his lips. “Phoebe, I never should have left. I know that now. But I need you to trust me. A year without you made one thing clear. You’re the most important thing in my life and I’ll not make the same mistakes. Not even a revolution can make me break my promise to you.”
She started to look away, but he cupped her face gently in his hands, holding her gaze with his. “Seth…”
“I’m sorry I hurt you, Phoebe, but I need you to believe me. Can you do that?”
Taking a deep breath, she tried to ignore the quickening of her heart and the twisting in her gut. “I don’t know. This is all happening so fast. It’s as if we’re back to where we were before you left, and I cannot do that. I need more time.”
“If time is what you need, my love, then I’ll be here waiting for you. I have every intention of staying in London.” His face then lit up with a smile. “And I think I have a way to prove it to you. Would you mind accompanying me to my home?”
Her mind raced through the possibilities. What could possibly offer such proof? With her curiosity piqued, she nodded. “Very well, then. Let’s go.”
Chapter Nine
The second show of the night had just gotten underway, but Gabriel was anxious for things to wind down. Each night was busier than the one before. However, even with the constant bustle, his mind was not with the customers present here this night, but rather on the one they would not see again. Niles.
Gabriel knew Niles had been involved in things better left alone, but he had never thought him to be in such grave danger. Though they were both involved in the Cause, Gabriel could not help but wonder whether it contributed to his death or if it was a matter of Niles’s other involvements. His guilt weighed heavily as his mind questioned what he could have possibly done different to stop Niles’s death. Gabriel knew he’d not be able to rest until he found out what happened.
“Lord Hughes.”
Gabriel turned to find Lord Victor Hawthorne approaching. “Lord Hawthorne. How may I be of assistance?”
“I was wondering if I could have a word with you in private.” Victor, always quite serious, looked even more so this evening with his brow furrowed and his mouth downturned. With such a grimace, Gabriel had a good idea as to the subject of the conversation.
“Yes, of course.” Gabriel led the way to his office, and once seated, Victor wasted no time getting to the heart of the matter.
“It is regarding your sister. Being the eldest male in your family it is your responsibility to see she finds suitable prospects of marriage, and I guarantee you will not find a better offer, especially when you take into consideration her conduct has at times been less than ladylike. I personally like the challenge of dealing with a headstrong woman, but there aren’t many who would bother. Have you not spoken to her about my offer of marriage?”
Gabriel took a deep breath to get his anger under control, since he knew no good would come of physically or verbally assaulting the bastard standing before him. “I have spoken to her, and I’m afraid she is not interested in marriage, not to you or anyone else, for that matter. It is no reflection on you, I assure you. As you pointed out, you have plenty to offer. However, my sister makes her own decisions, regardless of what society has deemed proper, and cares not if all others consider it a good catch. That being the case, I cannot imagine why you would even be interested, for surely there must be plenty of ladies willing to marry you, and proper ones at that.” Gabriel stood, putting an end to the conversation. “I am sorry I cannot be of further assistance, but I have other business to attend to. I’m sure you understand.”
Gabriel ignored Victor’s stammerings as he escorted him out of his office. Though he did truly believe Phoebe should be allowed to marry whom she wanted, the truth of the matter was he would be furious with her if she chose to marry Victor. He had never liked the man and he could not imagine a more mismatched pair. But there was more—Gabriel knew something of Victor’s various dealings around town, and worried that, at his core, Victor was a cruel and merciless man, though he’d always been careful enough to keep his true nature hidden from London society.
The encounter with Victor left him feeling irritable, so Gabriel found one of the other bar keeps to cover the rest of his shift. He ran through the figures he had for the night thus far and then took his leave. He had not been able to shake Niles from his thoughts. With his mind racing, he took a coach to The Stag and Hound.
Chances were good he’d find Moore holed up in there, and after dealing with Victor, Gabriel was in a foul enough mood to take him on. He wanted answers. If Niles was dead, then there was a good chance his involvement with the Cause had something to do with it. And if it involved the Cause then it involved Moore and Clarke.
He paid the driver, taking the remaining distance on foot. A brisk wind carried with it the first flakes of snow, dizzily dancing in their fall. There would be several inches on the ground come morning, and one look at the sky told him it wouldn’t be letting up anytime soon.
Each footfall echoed eerily as the sound seemed to bounce off the thick air itself. The roads were empty. Most had taken themselves indoors, either for sleep or drink, with the hopes of an escape from the relentless cold that had fallen upon the city these last few weeks. Gabriel wondered just how long it would last, cursing under his breath as he pulled the collar of his coat up around his ears.
Just ahead, he could see the faint glow of light through the steamed and sooty windows of the tavern. He stepped in out of the cold, his skin prickling with burning warmth. It was late, well after midnight, but The Stag offered its patrons warmth and company they may not get at home, evident by the still healthy trade.
“A pint and an eel pie, if you would.” Gabriel said, taking a seat and sliding his coin down the bar towards the publican, a gruff and hefty man who looked like he’d been serving ale all his life and wouldn’t stop until he’d taken his last breath.
The ale was cold and bitter, quenching his thirst. Gabriel glanced around for Moore, but he was nowhere to be seen. Still, the man had a way of ferreting about unnoticed. It was almost certainly the reason Moore had managed to escape death’s icy grip and the hangman’s noose for this long a time.
The publican slid the steaming pie in front of him, and Gabriel’s stomach rumbled in response. He’d been so busy at Viridis, he hadn’t had a chance to eat. The pies here were always delicious and remarkably fresh, and he felt some of his tension dissipating with each bite. He had nearly finished when he heard a familiar voice at his side.
“What are ye doing here? Long way from home, aren’t ye, lad?”
Gabriel turned to find the chair to his right occupied by none other than Cullen Moore. His dark hair was streaked with grey, his skin weathered and wrinkled with a long scar running along his jaw line, half hidden by stubble. Though he knew Moore to be no older than forty, the man had led a harsh life—really no different than that led by the tens of thousands of poor living in London.
“Have you heard? Niles was found dead two nights ago.” Gabriel tried to judge Moore’s reaction to the news, but the man’s face stayed frozen in its gruff and weathered countenance.
Moore gave his head a shake. “That’s a shame now, isn’t it? Makes one wonder what sort of trouble he’d managed to get himself in.” Getting the publican’s attention, he ordered himself a pint and pie, and then motioned to Gabriel’s empty pie plate. “The pies here are awful good, aren’t they?”
“Damn it, Moore. What the hell happened? This is not what I signed on for and I guarantee you it wasn’t what Niles had in mind either.”
Moore’s eyes danced in the dim light, as he absent-mindedly played with his fork. “Now, how would I know what happened to his Lordship?”
Gabriel’s temper flared. He’d be damned if he was going to get dragged into this mess any further than he already was. Things were hard enough without being suspected for murder. “There was an inspector sniffing around Viridis. Don’t be surprised if he starts digging around here, dredging up secrets you would rather keep buried.”
With a shrug, Moore said, “I’ve nothing to hide, lad. He can dig all he wants.”
Gabriel looked over his shoulder to make sure no one else was in earshot before turning back to Moore and lowering his voice. “Lilly’s also gone missing. I don’t suppose you know where she’s gone to?”
“Nah, couldn’t say I do. But that girl’s a bit like your sister; too much independence and attitude to be entirely healthy. You’d be wise to talk to some sense into her Ladyship before she finds herself in an ugly situation and gets herself hurt.”
At the mention of Phoebe and his perceived threat, Gabriel felt his temper boil, Moore’s shirt in his fist. “You leave Phoebe out of this, you hear? You even look at her the wrong way, and Lilly won’t be the only one gone missing.” Then before he completely lost control, he got up and walked out the door into the stinging cold.
Chapter Ten
It was late, the snow already falling as Phoebe climbed the steps to Seth’s home, his arm around her waist, should she fall. Her stomach clenched with eager anticipation, her mind having run through all the possibilities. Even Seth was looking excited, the smile on his face carrying all the way to his eyes.
They sat in his office, his designs and papers covering nearly every horizontal and vertical surface, as she looked over the plans he had wanted to show her. She could feel his stare as she went through his work, taking in all the nuances of the tinkering he had drafted while in the Outlands. Though she wasn’t much of a tinkerer in the traditional sense, she was honored that he thought highly enough of her to show her his designs, trusting she’d be able to understand the important parts of the diagram.
Her focus was complete as it all fell into place; his notes, his drawings and his calculations pulled together to form a complete image in her mind. He hovered just over her shoulder, his body thrumming in anticipation of her response.
“Well? What do you—”
“Shhh!” Phoebe put a hand up to quiet him, her brow furrowing at his interruption, though her eyes had yet to leave the papers he had pinned to his work-board.
After double and triple checking the work before her and referencing the numerous calculations Seth had scrawled in the margins, she could scarcely believe what she was seeing. Seth’s intricate drawings detailed the inner workings of the most ambitious tinkering he had ever attempted. The main section consisted of a large sectioned dome made of metal panels riveted together, while a series of coils wrapped around the base and top. It then attached to a smaller nearly identical dome via a series of pipes and a single tunnel.
She turned to face him, her eyes pinning him to the spot like a butterfly under glass. “Seth.” She took a deep breath, as it all sank in, her heart pounding a rapid drumbeat. “Is it really what I think it is?”
He nodded in response, but Phoebe could see anticipation and doubt had every one of his muscles in knots. She reached out and took his hand, giving him the reassurance he needed.
“If it works, I think it’ll be my greatest accomplishment. It’s a cellular multiplier of sorts, capable of making copies of any plant or vegetable using cellular building blocks. It’ll be a huge undertaking, but if it works, it would change everything. Would it not?”
She was stunned. “It would. I still don’t quite understand the details of the molecular extraction and the cellular reformation, but it would be amazing if you could get it put together and running properly.” A smile slowly spread across her face, her excitement barely contained. “You could feed the hungry, Seth.” Letting out a whoop of joy, she leapt towards him, wrapping her arms around his neck, kissing him, as her feet dangled off the ground while he supported her weight.
He let her slide back down to the floor, his arms still wrapped around her. “It may not work, Phoebe. It’s still in the early stages; just lines on paper.” She could feel his heart thundering away in their excitement.
“If anyone can make it work, it’s you.” She cupped his face in her hand, overwhelmed by her feelings for him.
“Phoebe, it means I could help the Cause— here in London.”
Phoebe froze, letting his words sink in, feeling both joy and dread wash over her. He meant what he said about staying in London. The designs before them were as much a promise to Phoebe as they were for the Cause. She lowered her head, avoiding his gaze, for she now knew she would need to tell him everything, though how she would manage to get the words out, she did not know.
“Phoebe…”
There were so many things she needed to tell him, so many things she was not sure she could. But the worry in his voice kept her from delaying any longer. “There are a few things you need to know. I don’t suppose we could go sit by the fire? Maybe have a drink? I’m feeling a bit chilled.”
Phoebe could see he was worried, though he did not lead on. “Of course. The fire in the sitting room has been dampened for the night, but if you don’t mind, the fire in my sleeping quarters should still be lit.”
She nodded her agreement, and let him steer her out of his workroom and up the stairs to his room. Phoebe sat down in the chaise by the fire. It had been such a long time since she’d last been to his home, yet the memories, of this room in particular, were ones she would never forget. Seth handed her a glass of brandy and took a seat by her side. “What is it, my love? Does this have to do with where ye were earlier this evening?” She could see him wrestle to keep his emotions hidden, his eyes filled with worry, and his accent slipping into its familiar lilt. “I know I’ve been gone a long time, and I have no claim on ye, aye? But I swear Phoebe, the thought of ye with another man…” Anger and jealousy tainted his voice.
She reached out and took his hand in hers. “Soon after it became clear that Viridis would continue to do well and was financially stable, I took a large portion of the money and set up a shelter for those in need. Food, a warm place to sleep, medical care and an education. When you saw me earlier this evening, I was just returning from there. I had gone to make sure they weren’t in need of anything additional, fearing the cold spell might have depleted their resources.”
Seth let out a deep breath, then leaned in and kissed her, his lips sweet and tender. “You’re an amazing woman, Phoebe.” He brushed a stray lock of hair from her eyes before continuing. “I was so worried you had found another, that last night had meant nothing.”
Phoebe looked down at her hands, feeling a guilty flush rise to her cheeks.
“What is it, my love?” Hurt clouded his eyes and his brow furrowed with worry. “Is that not all?”
“I’m afraid not.” She drew in a large, shaky breath. “It’s Victor, the man I introduced you to your first night back.” She watched a wave of emotions— anger, jealousy, hurt— cross his face and forced herself to continue. “Nothing happened between us, Seth. I do not think I encouraged him in any way, but was shocked to find he had gone to Gabriel to ask for my hand in marriage. Gabriel told Victor the decision was mine to make, and I’ve tried to make it clear that I have no interest in marrying him, but he’s rather persistent. I’m sure he’ll not be happy of our relationship, and I worry about what he may do. He’s not a man used to being denied what he wants.”
His fists clenched. “Are ye saying ye think he’ll hurt you? Cause if he even so much as breathes in your direction, I’ll kill him.”
She cupped his face in her hand, feeling the roughness of the day’s growth of beard against her palm. It was comforting to know he was once again, just an arm’s length away. “No. I do not think he would wish me harm; however I do fear he’ll try and cause you problems. I would not have mentioned it otherwise. His proposal is not one of importance to me.”
“Is there anything else, Phoebe? Anything at all that I should know of? I realize that I only just returned, but I need to know that you trust me— not only to stay in London, but enough to be honest with me.”
There was. Yet she could not bring herself to tell him. It was a small matter, and though she felt it to be insignificant and inconsequential, mentioning it would cause an immense amount of problems. She pushed it out of her head before she could worry too much, and hoped she made the right decision. “There is nothing else. As for my trust, I know you are trying, but I still cannot say. My heart is aching to say yes; however the last year was difficult and still fresh in my mind. I want to be able to trust you, but I’m not sure I’m ready yet. You’ve only just returned and it is still too early for me to make such a decision.”
He nodded, and she could see his disappointment though he tried his best to keep it from her. “You’ve already given me more than I deserve.” Standing, he turned to her and said, “I should get you home. It is late, and you’ve had a long day.”
She felt her stomach sink at his words. The last thing she wanted was to go home to a deafeningly quiet house and sleep alone in a cold and empty bed, just as she had the last fifteen months. Not wanting to be alone, she said, “Seth, please.” She stood, her body pressed against his as she leaned towards him, looking up into eyes she could drown in. “Let me stay.”
Her hand reached up around his neck as she kissed him, his lips sweet and just a little rough, tasting of brandy.
“Phoebe.” She could hear hesitation in his voice
“I don’t want to be alone. Not tonight.” She just wanted to sleep with his arms around her.
“Come then.” As if understanding her every need, he removed only the binding and voluminous outer layers of her clothing, then laid her on his bed, curled her up against him, and sent her off to sleep wrapped in his embrace.
***
Phoebe awoke in Seth’s house, in Seth’s bed and in Seth’s arms. She was furious with herself for once again giving in to her weaknesses, giving into the fear of being alone, instead of gathering her resolve and independence and going home.
Despite the fact that Seth had done nothing but hold her in his arms, she still shouldn’t have spent the night, if for no other reason than to establish some boundaries and set a pace to their relationship. It felt too much like they were picking up where they had left off, his year’s absence erased in a kiss and warm embrace. She cursed herself in frustration, and while she was at it, cursed him too, for he was the only man she had never been able to resist.
Needing some distance, Phoebe began gathering her clothing. “I should be going. I want to go to the shelter to see if they know of Lily’s whereabouts before heading to Viridis. I’m sure you have business that needs tending to, having only just got back.”
“I have nothing that cannot wait. Let me escort you to the shelter, Phoebe. It’s a dangerous neighborhood even for those that live there and have nothing but the clothes on their back.” He came towards her, frowning and finishing the buttons on his shirt.
“I’ll be fine. There’s no need for you to worry.” She waved away his concerns.
He shook his head in frustration, looking at her in disbelief. “You cannot go alone, Phoebe. You’re being foolish.”
She met his glare with her own. “If I choose to go, with or without you, it’s no one’s decision but my own. You’re not my father or husband, Seth Elliott, and even if you were, it would make no difference. I’ve been conducting business in that neighborhood for months, and I have no intentions of stopping. There are far too many women that have their every movement dictated by the men in their lives, and I refuse to add to their ranks.”
“Do you think me just another ignorant man, too scared to admit women are just as capable as men? Is that what you really think?” Seth paced the room, stopping in front of the fire. “Am I being so unreasonable to want to accompany you when there’s been a man murdered and a girl’s gone missing—all with connections to your club?”
Finally, she said, with no heat or edge to her voice, “No, you’re not being unreasonable.”
“Just promise me you’ll not go there alone. If you’re still going to look for Lilly, then at the very least have Gabriel accompany you.” Tucking his shirt into his pants, he said, “Get dressed, and I’ll call you a coach.”
“Seth…” She went to his side and reached out to take his hand. But he took a step back, his body rigid, and she knew she’d pushed him too far.
“What is it that you want, Phoebe?” he asked, his voice tired, exasperated. “Tell me, and I’ll do all in my power to make it right. I know I wronged you by leaving, and I understand you’re hurt, but if you cannot accept my apology and amends, then I’m afraid this cannot continue. I love you too much to have our love die a slow death at the hands of distrust and wariness. You once loved me, Phoebe. Do you still?”
“Yes, I do.” The words were out of her mouth before she had given them any thought.
“And do you trust me?” His eyes pinned her to the spot. Her world spun frantically as she searched her heart for the answer.
He saw her uncertainty and it was answer enough. He turned to go.
“Yes. I do trust you.” She reached for him again, and when he turned to face her, she saw that he didn’t believe her; he thought her answer was an act of desperation.
“Do you really, my love?”
Chapter Eleven
William sat at the kitchen table in Genie’s House and watched as Mrs. Farthing bustled around the place, putting together a plate of bread and cheese for him, the tea already steeping. Finally, with a plate of food and a steaming cup placed before him, she settled into the seat across from him.
“I cannot say for sure when I last saw Lilly come through here, but it must be a few days gone past. Had gotten her own place not long ago, what with the work she’s been able to get at Lady Phoebe’s place. Now there’s a saint for you. We’d have none of this,” her hand swept to take in the area around her, “if it weren’t for her.”
Many ladies of wealth often volunteered their time to help those in need, though most tended to keep a safe distance from the reality of things. He was surprised to find that Phoebe had volunteered her time here, in one of the poorest areas of London, despite the time constraints Viridis must put on her.
“Does Lady Hughes volunteer here often?”
“Volunteer? Och, I see what you’re getting at. No, no, you’re mistaken. This place is hers. She bought the building ‘bout five months back. Has food sent and a doctor that comes regular like. Even has us learning to read and write.”
He was stunned. “I had not realized. Is this where she made Lilly’s acquaintance, hiring her for Viridis?”
“Aye, that would be about right. As for Lilly, she stops in now and then to check on things and see how we’re doing. A sweet girl she is, and smart too. I do hope she hasn’t gotten herself into any trouble.”
William had to be careful. If he asked too much, too soon or phrased the question in the wrong way, any cooperation he received would be jeopardized. He gave her a reassuring smile, taking the time to enjoy his steaming drink and a bite. “No. No trouble that I’m aware of. Lady Hughes had not seen her at work in the last few days, but had this listed as her address. I just need to ask her some questions regarding a friend of hers. I don’t suppose you would know where her lodgings are?”
“Och, sure enough. Not far from the corner of York and Mason. Just a room, but it’s her own, and an accomplishment at that.” She poured him some more tea, all the while, keeping an eye on the girls as they worked.
“Lady Hughes mentioned a sister who works here. Do you know where I may find her or if Lilly has anyone else she might stay with?”
“None that would be able to put her up for the night. Has just the one sister, Anne. The girl does indeed work here, and stays with Lilly most nights. Should be around here somewhere.” She grabbed the closest girl to her, and sent her to find Anne. “She may know where her sister’s gotten to.”
“Thank you. I appreciate your help in the matter.” It wasn’t long before a slip of a young woman with a brisk walk approached them.
“Anne, this here is Inspector Thomas. He has a few questions to ask you.” Mrs. Farthing vacated her chair and eased the girl into her spot. “Now you be sure to help the Inspector in any way you can, you hear?”
“Aye, Mum.” Anne watched Mrs. Farthing’s retreating form, then turned her gaze on William. “What can I be helping ye with? I ain’t done nothing wrong.” Eyes the color of ice, pinned him with a matching glare.
“No, you haven’t. Not at all. I was actually hoping to find your sister.” He quickly continued, stifling Anne’s protest regarding her sister’s innocence. “I’m not saying she’s done anything wrong, either. I just need to ask her a few questions regarding a gentleman from the club, Viridis. Have you seen her of late? She hasn’t been to work and the last few days, and I know Lady Hughes is worried about her welfare.”
He could see her debating whether or not to offer him her honesty or assistance. If his instincts were correct, he suspected she too had not seen Lilly and was worried for her sister’s well-being. He only hoped her concern was greater than her suspicion of law enforcement.
“Lilly, she tends to come an’ go. Been gone days ‘afore, so it ain’t mean nothing that she’s not around. Just like ‘er it ‘tis to go missing, but she always comes back. Would ne’er leave me, seeings I’m all she’s got left of family.”
“I hope you are right. I’m concerned for her safety and worry she may be in danger.” He hated having to prey on her fears, but it was not far from the truth that she could come to harm. If she was not guilty of murder, than there was a good chance she may have seen or heard something that could put her in danger— if he wasn’t already too late. Why else would she be missing? Either she was guilty, had come to harm, or had been frightened into hiding.
He refocused his attentions on Anne. “Mrs. Farthing mentioned she has lodgings not too far from here and that you also stay there on most nights. I was wondering if you’d be willing to let me have a look around. There may be something to help us find her, or at the least, let us rule out that she is in danger.” Reluctantly, Anne agreed.
Leaving the shelter, they walked down several roads before coming to a boarding house in an area only a little safer than where they had been. They had not spoken on their way here, and even now William followed Anne in silence, up the narrow stairway to a dark landing where she fumbled with her keys. The door swung open, and he followed her into a small room with two beds, a wardrobe and an end table. Despite its size, the room was clean and tidy with a warmth William had not expected.
“Tis not much, but ‘tis safe and a start, aye?” Anne took a couple steps towards the center of the room and looked around. “As ye can see, Lilly’s not ‘ere.”
“Have you checked to see if anything is missing? Has she taken any clothes? Is anything of value gone?”
“I’m afraid there ain’t much of value, aye?” Despite the slight annoyance in her voice, Anne moved to the wardrobe and pulled open the doors. She shifted the clothing around to take better inventory, before finally saying. “I cannot be sure, but I do no’ think any of her clothing is missing.”
With an efficiency of movement that held a certain grace and power, she went on to check the single drawer in the wardrobe and then the nightstand in turn. William watched as she moved around the small space, garbed in drab grey designed for utility and several sizes too large for her slender frame. However, not even her dull clothing and dismal surroundings could put out the fire and intelligence behind those blue eyes.
“Nothing else here’s missing, but there’s one more spot I need to check. If ye do no’ mind, I’d rather ye turn around or step outside. I know ye’re police, but it ne’er hurts to be safe.”
A smile crept across William’s face as he turned, his back facing her. “No, it never hurts to be cautious.” From behind him, he could hear a bit of thumping on wood and some sliding sound where they obviously kept whatever monies and valuables needed stashing— probably a loose board in the floor or in a piece of furniture.
“Bleeding hell!”
The curse on her lips had William turning around to find Anne sitting on the floor with a foot-long board in her lap, and a look of distress on her face. “What is it, Anne?”
“It wasn’t much, aye? But Lilly and I, we were putting aside what little we could, in case we fell on hard times again, and needed it like.” She took the empty linen pouch she’d been holding and threw it back into the hole before replacing the floorboard. “Do ye think this means she’s in trouble?”
“I think it means that she is still alive, and that’s a good thing.”
He watched her run all the possible scenarios in her head, the brave face she’d been struggling to keep on, finally slipping. “She’s all I’ve left. Ye’ve got to find ‘er, Sir. I do no’ know what trouble she may’ve gotten into, but she’s a good person. I heard that you’d been asking Mrs. Farthing about this Lord that gone an’ got ‘imself murdered, an’ I can tell ye Lilly, she’d nothing to do with that. ‘Tis not in her to do that sort of thing. But there are other evils running the streets, from the Secret Service to the thugs that care ‘bout no law, no one’s safe anymore.”
It was clear she believed her sister to be innocent and not capable of murder, and it was true enough that the poorer neighborhoods were dangerous at best. He hoped, for Anne’s sake that Lilly was hidden away someplace safe.
“Are you aware of any relations or attachments? Anyone she may be close enough to where she could seek shelter or aid?”
“She’s no’ really one to discuss such matters, but there’s always someone sniffing ‘round her skirts. She’s real pretty, ye see, but she’s ne’er paid them no heed— not that type o’ girl.”
“I know this must be hard for you, and I promise, we’ll do all we can to find her. But in order to that, I need complete honesty from you. I will not judge your sister; however it’s imperative that I have the facts. Had she mentioned Lord Niles Hawthorne?”
He saw a spark of anger flair in her eyes, but it was gone not a moment later. “There was someone, aye? She ne’er said his name, though the way she talked, she did make ‘im sound awful fancy like. But I’m telling ye, she’d have nothing to do with him like that. She only thought of him as a friend, though if he had other plans, it was no fault of hers. I tried to tell her nothing good could come of it, him a lord and her with nothing, but she was not one to listen to what’s good for ‘er.”
“I’m going to ask you to think about this one last time— is there anywhere else your sister could be?” If Lilly wasn’t the murderer, then the longer she stayed missing, the greater the threat to her life.
She shook her head no, a tear trailing its way down her cheek. “I wish I knew.”
Chapter Twelve
Phoebe watched Seth stalk the room, his body tense with obvious frustration. He had offered her the proof she needed to trust him by showing her the plans for his latest tinkering, but she was finding it difficult to put her hurt aside and give up control of the situation. “I do trust you, Seth. I don’t know what else to say.”
He turned to look at her, his blue eyes alight with emotion. She felt suddenly naked as she stood there in nothing more than her chemise, the light of the fire silhouetting her outline through the veil of thin fabric. Seth crossed to her side, the look in his eyes so intense it made her stomach clench and her heart pound. He now stood inches from her, and Phoebe found herself unable to break away from his gaze.
His voice was raspy and thick when he spoke. “I believe you, my love. But do you truly believe it?”
He pulled her to him and covered her mouth with his, taking, tasting, the force of his kiss catching Phoebe off guard, as she resisted for just a moment, before softening in his arms. With an arm around her waist, he dragged her back towards the bed, his kisses never ceasing as he consumed her, body and soul. With her heart thundering in her ears, she quickly freed him of his shirt, his skin like fire under her touch, her hands finding their way to loosen his belt.
With one quick move, he freed her of her chemise so she stood before him naked, her pulse thready as she went weak with anticipation. The firelight danced across his skin, catching the plains and angles of his body, casting him in gold.
And then he was on her like a tiger taking down its prey. Before she fully realized what he was doing, and with a startling economy of movement, Seth bound her wrists with his leather belt, quickly raised her arms above her head, and tied them to the bedpost. Phoebe struggled, but it was too late.
The curses that crossed her lips would have had even a dockhand blushing. She fought to get herself free, as Seth took a step back and out of her reach to catch his breath and admire his handiwork.
Her naked body stretched out before him, her skin and muscles pulled taut, her arms feeling like they might wrench free from her shoulders as she strained against her constraints. Though she knew she should not struggle, panic threatened to overtake her. Her attempts to free herself managed only to tighten her bindings.
A fine dew broke out across her skin, and the room suddenly felt stifling hot as she paused to catch her breath, now resorting to threats. “I swear to you, Seth, your days are numbered.”
The corner of his lips turned up in just a hint of a smile. “I do not doubt it, my love.” Ignoring her swears and curses, he took his time getting undressed, infuriating her further.
Finally, he stood before her naked and magnificent, his eyes dark and serious. “Phoebe, do you trust me?”
She was stunned into silence. Tied naked to his bedpost, a discussion on trust was not what she’d been expecting. He repeated his question once more. “Do you trust me? If you do not, then you need only say so, and I’ll cut you down. You’ll be free to go.”
She cursed him once again, not for tying her up, but rather for making her decide. She was torn. The way to freedom was an easy road. If she did not trust him, she need do nothing more than say so. But she had never in her life taken the easy road, and doubted she would start now.
“Damn you, Seth.” She once again bucked against her restraints.
He moved closer, nuzzling her cheek. “Do you, Phoebe? Do you trust me?” His words were just a whisper on her skin.
She could not help but lean into him, his scent making her dizzy with want. Her answer came out with a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding. “Yes.”
She wondered how she could possibly love someone this much, wondered how her heart could withstand the sheer aching that it caused. He covered her face with sweet kisses, each barely a brush of the lips, finally finding her mouth as he gently took what she had to offer.
He looped an arm around her waist to support her weight, as his other hand skimmed over her skin, pausing momentarily to tease her nipples erect. Her heart raced with his every touch, and she strained against her binds, not to get free, but to get closer. As his kisses deepened, so did her need, heightened by the torturously slow pace he set. Every now and again, he would pause to ask her, “Do you trust me, my love?” waiting each time for her answer before continuing his slow exploration of her body.
When she thought she could take no more, he lifted her up and wrapped her legs around his waist as he loosened his belt from the post. She kissed him with unbridled passion, wrapping her still-bound arms around his neck, pulling him in close. Taking great care, he lowered her to the bed, lying by her side, finally loosening the belt from her wrists. He gently rubbed them before he brought each to his lips, the blood rushing back through her limbs with a tingle.
Kissing her once again, he shifted on top of her, his own need held barely in check, his entire body taught in his restraint. Desperate to complete their union, her legs wrapped around him to pull him close. Yet he resisted, pausing one final time, to ask her his question. “Do you trust me, my love?” And when she said yes, he thrust into her, her trust in him complete.
***
Phoebe sat down by the fire in Seth’s room, lacing up her boots, as her head and heart swam in a sea of emotions. She still was not quite sure she could stand on her own two feet without her legs giving way, her head still dizzy from their coupling.
She felt a heat crawl up her face as she thought of it, but despite all that occurred, she felt a certain contentment. Though he got her to surrender to him, her surrender had not been one of weakness, but rather one of strength. Only by trusting in him completely was she able to let go of her anger, and finally become whole again.
Seth came around to crouch in front of her. Taking her hands gently in his, he brought each to his lips, his eyes cast in shadow.
When he spoke, his voice was barely a whisper, her hands still in his. “Can you forgive me, Phoebe?” He finally looked up into her eyes, waiting for her answer.
“I’ve already forgiven you for leaving, Seth. I know you did what you thought was right. The Cause hadn’t left you much choice.”
He looked away, shaking his head. “But can you forgive me this?” He raised her hands, turning them so she could see the red welts encircling her wrists. “I know not what came over me. You must believe me when I say, I meant you no harm.”
“There’s nothing to forgive.” She ran her hand down his face, the feel of his stubble pleasantly rough, a hint of a smile upon her lips as she hoped to erase some of his worry. “You did what you thought was necessary, and it worked. I trust you completely— not only with my person but with your promise to stay in London.”
Then before he could say anything more, she gave him a quick kiss. “You’re an honorable man, Seth Elliott. No one could say otherwise. Now, do your plans for the day include accompanying me to find Lilly or am I going out alone?”
Chapter Thirteen
Seth and Phoebe spent the entire day searching for Lilly with no luck at all. He left her at home for the evening, with plans to meet her later at Viridis. He had received a request from Moore and Clarke to meet with them, and though he knew not what they wanted, it would be a good opportunity to ensure they knew exactly where he stood regarding the Cause.
Holed up in a pub with the two men, he was already having a difficult time keeping his anger in check as they tried his patience. “I have my own work to contend with, and will make my contribution to the Cause only as I see fit.” He had discussed his terms no more than a week ago, and already Moore and Clarke were trying their best to pull him back in. “I do what I can for the Cause, and the Cause only. Do not involve me in your manipulations. I want no part of it. I thought I made myself clear.”
Clarke held his hands up in protest. “Aye, lad, that ye did and fair enough. Few would’ve made the sacrifices you’ve made, and ‘tis much appreciated. But we would not be asking ye if it weren’t important like, ye see. And ‘tis really not much that we’re asking, aye? Gavin’s yer friend and will be more likely to listen to ye.”
When Seth spoke, it was through gritted teeth. “Gavin has no ties to the Cause or to England for that matter. Why would he involve himself? He’s no fool, aye?”
“I would think concern for you and Lady Hughes would be enough motivation to lend a hand. After all, if the Cause fails, the authorities may question your involvement. Revolution is a dangerous business, and your safety can only be guaranteed with our success.” Moore leaned forward, his elbows on the table. “We only ask that you explain the situation and tell him what a significant difference the weapons will make. I am sure you can make him see reason. You will let us know, won’t you?”
Seth stood, pushing his chair back and grabbing his hat. “That remains to be seen.”
Chapter Fourteen
William sat before his supervisor, Chief Inspector James Murdock, ready to explain his findings on the Hawthorne case. A week had passed since the night they had found Lord Hawthorne’s body; however, he now had what he believed to be an important clue. A break-in at Lord Hawthorne’s living quarters, not long after William himself had been there, only served to affirm his suspicion that the portable information module may have had something to do with the murder. Unfortunately, no one had seen or heard anything of the break-in, the event occurring during the depths of night.
William sat forward in his chair. “Nothing in his files at work indicated anything out of the ordinary. I’ve questioned his family, his coworkers, his friends, and none know of anyone who would wish him harm.”
“Surely, it must be a matter of a robbery gone bad. Was he not found in one of the less desirable neighborhoods?” Murdock flipped though the report, finding what he looking for. “Here it is. You said he’d met with someone at Viridis?”
“Yes, that appears to be the case; however we still do not know the name of the man he met with. It appears that no one at Viridis had seen the man before, and when his friends and coworkers were questioned, they also knew of no one matching the description. However, if robbery was the motive, it is not a case of a chance encounter since his home was also a target days later.”
“Well surely there must be something. A man of his class ends up dead and we’re looking like incompetents. Damn it, Thomas, do you have nothing? You’re just lucky the family want this dealt with quietly, and would rather it just be forgotten. Having their son murdered in some dark alley on his way back from a drug den, is not the type of attention a family of title wants. Either you figure this out quickly and quietly, or you let it be and move on to other things.”
William nearly laughed at the thought of Viridis being a drug den of any sort, but he’d be damned if he would let the case go without exploring every clue offered him. “There is a woman who works at Viridis. It appears he may have had relations with the girl. Unfortunately, she has vanished, no trace of her to be had, but we’re still looking. In addition, there’s this. I believe it is what was being sought, when the break in occurred.” William reached into his case and pulled out the portable information module he had found in Niles’s quarters, carefully unwrapping it from the cloth he used to protect it.
“Dear god, where on earth did you find that?” Murdock asked. His complexion paled, an unusual departure from its normal ruddiness.
“I came across it when going through Lord Hawthorne’s living quarters. It looks like something Special Services would put together, but they are not exactly willing to just hand out that sort of information. Tried to call in a few favors, but even that did not work out.” William sat there looking at his superior, wondering. The man had barely taken his eyes off the smooth brass surface of the module. And though the etching on the case surface was beautifully done, William suspected it was not the reason for Murdock’s undivided attention. Finally, he said, “I do not suppose you would know anything about it, Sir?”
Murdock’s eyes snapped up, crimson flushing his cheeks once again. “Find who murdered Hawthorne, or let it rest,” he snapped. “Now get back to work, Thomas.”
With the module tucked securely under his arm, William hailed a coach to Viridis. He needed to speak with Seth Elliott, and he had a feeling Phoebe would know where to find him. It was clear there was a fondness and affection between them, one he was sure had garnered its share of talk in the parlor rooms of society.
Quite frankly he admired Phoebe all the more for not playing their games. If she wasted her time taking society’s opinions into consideration, it’s doubtful she’d have managed to do even half the good she’d already accomplished.
He found Phoebe at the front of the club, seeing to her customers and being seen. Being the proprietress and inventor of the herbal had boosted her popularity to that of celebrity, her natural charisma charming those around her.
Though the first show of the evening had yet to start, there were plenty of patrons enjoying their evening meal. All around him, London’s elite laughed and dined, having shed their stiff and proper demeanors for a more relaxed state—one brought on by the Viridis, no doubt. Ladies sat closer to their gentlemen, and the gentlemen allowed their arms to linger over the shoulders of their companions, leaning in close to share secrets only couples could share— displays one would never see in public anywhere else. In another few hours, William suspected there wouldn’t be an empty table to be had, and not for the first time, he envied Phoebe her business sense.
Phoebe greeted him with a genuine smile and a welcome, but he could see the tension around her eyes and mouth as she escorted him to an empty table, taking a seat across from him.
“Is it Lilly? Have you found her?”
“I wish I had news for you, but I have not been able to find her, though my constable is still looking. I did speak to her sister, Anne. She has not seen her since Lord Hawthorne’s murder, though it appears Lilly took what monies they had saved, and has likely fled or gone into hiding.”
Phoebe’s forehead lined with worry. “Her poor sister must be beside herself. I only wish there were something I could do to help.”
“There may very well be. I’m afraid I must once again ask for your help. In fact, it is truly Mr. Elliott with whom I wish to speak, and was hoping you might aid me in my quest. Oddly enough I’ve had little luck finding his residence.”
A sly smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Ah, yes. I’m afraid Mr. Elliott prefers to keep his home and workroom a bit of a secret. Not that I can really blame him, when you take into consideration his tinkerings. If you do not mind waiting, I believe he’ll be here soon enough.” She stood, and then said, “In the meantime, I do hope you’ll accept my offer of food and drink. I’ll send Seth to your table as soon he arrives.”
“Thank you.”
Chapter Fifteen
With the front of the house now full, Phoebe wandered into The Sanctorum to make sure all was well with her best customers. She mingled for a while, taking the time to chat with a coy smile and kind words.
She was just about to slip down the hallway to her office when Lord Victor Fenwick’s voice cut through the din of the club, freezing Phoebe to the spot. “Ah, there you are, my dear.”
Her back stiffened, but she managed to force a pleasant smile before turning to meet him. “Lord Fenwick, how nice to see you here. I do trust you’re having yourself a pleasant evening?”
His gaze shifted to mask his disappointment in her clipped tone. “My dear, I thought by now we’d be past such formalities and you’d be comfortable enough to address me by my given name.” He took a step closer, taking Phoebe’s hand in his and bringing it to his lips.
“Yes, Victor, of course.” Though her jaw clenched with annoyance, her gut rolled with uneasiness.
Victor was the last person she wanted to deal with; however, it would be a grave mistake to slight him in any way. Spending so much time at the club, she heard the rumors, and saw the wide berth and feared respect the other men gave him. He was powerful enough to make anyone’s life miserable, and vindictive enough to do it without a second thought.
“Though a formal invitation will be sent, I wanted to ask you myself. Would you do me the great honor of attending the gala I will be hosting at my home? It would not be the same without your beauty gracing the event.” He brushed the back of his hand down her cheek, and Phoebe felt a tide of heat rise to her face. He had some audacity to take such liberties with her.
Phoebe took a step back, away from his touch. “You’ll need to forgive me, but I’m afraid I’ll not be able to attend. Things are rather busy here and I’m not able to get away much.”
“Nonsense! I insist.” He took another step towards her so that Phoebe was forced to take a step back, coming up against the wall as he loomed over her.
Just then, Seth stepped up to her side, his eyes gleaming with a barely contained fury, his hands clenched into fists. “Phoebe, is there a problem here?”
“Mr. Elliott. How nice of you to join us.” Victor spoke through clenched teeth and then turned back to Phoebe, ignoring Seth altogether. “It will not be the same without you, my dear. I insist upon your presence and will not take no for an answer. It promises to be a truly splendid affair.”
Seth did not give her the opportunity to answer Victor. “I believe the lady said she will not be attending and is previously engaged. I did not think it a difficult thing to understand. If you’ll excuse us.”
Victor stammered, his face going crimson. But before he could put together a coherent sentence, Seth led Phoebe away towards her office.
With the door securely locked, Phoebe tried to contain the seed of dread that was rapidly growing into something that threatened to consume her. “It was truly unwise to make him look the fool. I fear you do not know what the man is capable of.”
“Nor do I care. I will not have that brute intimidating ye into relations, just as I’ll certainly not have ye fearing him or what he may do if he’s angered or annoyed. Do ye hear me, Phoebe? Whatever delusions Victor harbors about you, end now.”
She shook her head in worry. “Though I appreciate your concern, I would have handled matters myself. I’ve managed just fine in the past and am not in need of constant rescue.”
Seth gave his head a shake. “Though I’d be tempted to break every bone in the man’s hand for touching ye like he did, this is not a case of simple jealousy, nor a case for whether or not you can care for yourself— for ye certainly are capable. But I’m a good judge of character, aye? And I’m telling ye, the man is an evil bastard. I want him nowhere near ye.”
Taking her by the hand, he pulled her to him, and she stepped into his embrace, not wanting to argue. She rested her cheek over his heart, the tension she felt slowly melting as she relaxed in his arms. She pulled away just enough to look up at him, trying to set aside her worries. “Inspector Thomas is here and would like to speak with you, if you have a moment. He’s waiting for you in the theatre.”
“Is there no news of Lilly?”
She shook her head. “I’m afraid not. Although he did think she had left of her own accord.”
“I’ll go speak with him, though I cannot imagine how I might be of help. Will you join me for dinner afterwards?”
She gave him a knowing smile. They had been apart too long, and both wanted to make up for time lost now that they had mended their relationship. “I have some business to attend to, but will meet up with you when I have the chance.” He leaned in for a final kiss before turning to go.
Phoebe pulled out her ledgers and sat down at her desk. Her reading glasses—which she abhorred— sat at the end of her nose, as she ran through last night’s sales figures.
She had not been more than twenty minutes into her work when there was a knock at the door. She looked up to find Seth had popped his head into the room. “I hope you do not mind, my love, but Inspector Thomas has something he wants me to look at, and he thought it best to do so in private. I thought it unwise to disturb your customers by occupying a private room.”
She waved Seth and William in, standing to greet them. Seth’s attention was already focused on William and the leather case he held, her own curiosity now piqued.
Seth turned to William now that they were behind closed doors. “I must say I was a bit surprised to hear you were looking for me.”
“To be honest, you were the first person I thought of. You see, I’ve come across a unique tinkering, but I’m not terribly familiar with its workings and have had a hard time garnering help from the appropriate sources. I’m afraid it could be key to my investigation.”
“I would be happy to aid your investigation in any way I can. May I see the item?”
Phoebe went to her desk and quickly closed her books and ledgers, clearing a spot for the tinkering. “You may work here at my desk, if you like.” She watched in anticipation as William reached into his case, and pulled out a fair sized rectangular object.
“Thank you, Lady Hughes.” William placed it on Phoebe’s desk, and then removed the protective cloth to expose a square brass case about a foot long. He stepped aside and Seth immediately sat in the chair, his eyes wide with excitement and his focus on the tinkering complete. Unable to resist, Phoebe sidled up behind him for a better look, her manners forgotten as she hovered over his shoulder.
Truly, it was a thing of beauty, its technology a tinkerer’s delight. The exterior casing was of polished brass etched in beautiful and intricate detail, a design inspired by a scene of the hunt. However, the true beauty lay not within these details, but within the casing itself.
Lifting the top half of the casing, it cracked open on a well-oiled hinge to reveal an interior of extraordinary ingenuity. Numbers and letters sat aligned on small circular keys, covering the bottom half. The top half was made of a smooth glass panel, which reflected the light from Phoebe’s fireplace. Finding the winding knob, Seth pulled it out and cranked it rapidly for a few minutes, before finally pressing a shiny enameled red button. What had been a dark piece of glass now came to life with light. “Just amazing, aye? This is a little different to the ones I have seen in the past, but the concept should be similar. ‘Tis a device for storing information, not too different to a library with books of information. By using a code, information can be locked away and hidden from view.”
“Fascinating.” William also hovered at Seth’s side to get a better look.
Phoebe watched as Seth tapped away on the keys trying to access the information within, but with him shaking his head every few minutes, it was clear he was finding it difficult.
Seth looked over his shoulder at William. “Whoever put this device together knew what they were doing. Its design is unique and I do not think it was made by any of the tinkerers I’m familiar with— makes me think it’s likely a tinkerer working for the Secret Service. The information has been protected to prevent access without the proper codes.”
“You cannot access it then?” Disappointment crept into William’s voice.
Seth smiled. “I did not say that, did I?” He turned back and started tapping away again. “It may take a little time, but I do not think it an impossible task— just a bit of a challenge.”
Phoebe rested her hand on his shoulder, leaning in for a better look. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it. It really is something.”
Though she really wasn’t a tinkerer herself, she had a keen appreciation of all that had gone into creating such a device. She knew Seth dreamed of a day when tinkerings would be commonplace, not only for the privileged but also for the common man, with the hope of improving people’s lives. So much could change with the proper technological advances— food and proper housing for the poor, an education for the uneducated, safe work conditions— the possibilities were limitless.
Seth spent the next half hour tapping at the keyboard, his brows knitted in concentration as Phoebe and William looked on. Finally, Seth let out a frustrated sigh. “The protections on the device are quite advanced, and I’m afraid this will take some time to access.”
William straightened himself upright. “I do not want to interrupt your evening; however the module is not something I can leave with you. I do hope you understand. Would it be possible to meet one day soon, to give you another look? Your help in the matter would truly be appreciated.”
“Yes, of course. I’m sure time is of the essence. Would you like to meet me tomorrow?” Seth pressed the red button located above the enameled keys, and the glowing glass once again went dark. He then lowered the top half of the case, latching it closed.
“Thank you so much for your time. It is truly appreciated.” William took the module Seth held up to him.
“Here is my address,” Seth said, scribbling it down on a piece of paper. “You appear to be a man of honor, so I ask you keep this in confidence. I’m sure you understand, given the work I do. Not only is it my home but also my workshop and where I house my tinkerings and my designs. It’s not that no one knows where I live, but the fewer the better.”
“Yes, of course. You have my word. Lady Hughes, I will be sure to let you know if I hear anything else regarding Lily’s whereabouts. A good evening to you both.”
***
Phoebe had barely closed the door behind William when Seth took her by the hand and pulled her into his arms. She could not help but smile at him. “Shall we watch the show and have a bite to eat?” She tried to ignore the skip in her heartbeat as their bodies touched, her hands resting on his chest.
He leaned in and gave her a tease of a kiss. “I had a bit of Viridis earlier with William, and it’s doing a magnificent job. We could skip dinner and the show altogether, as far as I’m concerned.”
“There will be plenty of time for that later,” she smiled. Then without waiting for an answer, she took his hand and led him to the theater.
She headed for the circular booths located against the far wall. The lighting was dim, intimate, and the high curved back of the booth allowed one to still watch the show, but kept prying eyes from getting a good look at the occupants.
Phoebe pressed a button on the side of the booth, and had the pleasure of watching Seth’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise as the table slid out and to the side. She couldn’t help but laugh. “I guess all that time together must have rubbed off just a little.”
“It certainly appears to be the case.” He helped her into the booth, taking a seat next to her, as the table slid back into place with a small hiss of steam. The table legs were equipped with casters for ease of movement along a track, the pulley system powered by steam. This allowed the table to be moved in and out of position with just a touch of the button. Phoebe found there was nothing more infuriating than trying to slide in and out of a booth in the bustled gowns currently in fashion. Her design had remedied that problem.
With the seclusion of the booth to protect them, Seth pressed his body against hers, his warmth radiating through her gown. She couldn’t help but lean up against him, her stomach fluttering in response.
Phoebe ordered them food and drink and then gave Seth a sideways glance. “You have not told me what you think of this place. I’d be curious to know.” There was currently a risqué dance number up on the stage, and she couldn’t help but notice him glance up once and then quickly turn his attention back to her.
“Och, well—,” his accent had slipped with his embarrassment. “’Tis not something I’m quite used to seeing, especially out in the open, aye?”
She couldn’t help but laugh. “Are you telling me you don’t approve, my love?” She took his hand in hers and gave it a squeeze.
“No, no. ‘Tis not that I don’t approve; only that I’m not quite used to seeing it in such a manner, though it looks like I’m probably the only one here that hasn’t quite adjusted, aye?” He gave her a quick smile, before continuing. “You’ve a keen business sense, I’ll tell ye, and the place is gorgeous. ‘Tis only that I worry ‘bout the attention it must put on ye.”
The waitress arrived, pouring them each a glass of Viridis and leaving the bottle on the table before slipping away. Phoebe took a sip of the herbal before addressing Seth’s concerns. “Attention? Nothing too extreme, I assure you, and it’ll all die down soon enough. It’s only that this is still fairly new.”
He took a sip from his own glass, and then watched as the viscous green liquid slowly slipped back down the side of the glass, a frown marring his countenance.
“What is it, Seth?”
He glanced up at her, before returning his gaze to the glass, his fingers playing with the cut crystal. “Nothing really, love. ‘Tis only that I fear people may assume the wrong thing of you, and not see you for who you truly are.”
She back stiffened and her temper flared. “And why exactly would I give a damn as to what other people think or assume? As far as I’m concerned, they can think what they want. I’ve never worried about it before, and don’t plan on starting now.”
He placed his hand over hers, and gave it a squeeze. “I know, my love. ‘Tis only that I wish I could protect you, even from something as insignificant as their assumptions. Do ye forgive me?”
His touch and words extinguished her anger, and she managed a bit of a smile. “I’ll forgive you if you stop worrying so we can enjoy our meal and the show.”
“I think I can manage that for you.” He leaned in and nuzzled her cheek, before brushing his lips against hers in a whisper of kiss that held so much promise.
The Viridis pulsed in her veins, making her want to melt in his arms and kiss him in a most thorough and inappropriate manner, when the food was wheeled to their table, keeping her from taking her advances any further.
The beef bourguignon was hearty and satisfying, the cakes and puddings, light and sweet. Though Phoebe had seen the show a dozen times, it was different to watch it in Seth’s company. Looking around the theater, it was no wonder so many couples seemed to be flirting amorously with the forbidden.
Quite unlike most of the other talent playing in the London theaters, Phoebe had opted for a more eclectic and erotic mix. Though some of the shows were similar to those found in the trendier parts of Paris, most had a more exotic feel to them, the music carrying one off with images of Arabian nights and seductive tropics— a true escape from the grey dreariness of London.
Having had more than a few glasses of Viridis with their meal, she found herself unable to resist him. Her hand found its way to his thigh, so he leaned into her, his head bending to hers in response. No doubt the Viridis was having a similar effect on Seth.
Her hand drifted upwards under cover of the table. Finding her voice, she murmured, “Perhaps we should head home.”
He kissed her, his passion barely contained, before pulling away. His eyes held hers with a fierce intensity, kissing her once more before the table slid away and he gave her a hand out of her seat. “Home, then.”
Phoebe let Gabriel know she’d be leaving, and he waved her along as she bid him goodnight. Seth had already gone ahead to retrieve the steam coach, and would be waiting for her outside the back entrance. Heading to her office, she slipped on her coat, but before she could make her escape there was an insistent knock. Phoebe hadn’t even the chance to respond, when the door opened and Victor stepped through, closing the door behind him.
“Victor. I’m so sorry, but I was just leaving.” Phoebe instinctively took a step away from him, needing to put some distance between them. Never before had he let himself into her office and there was a tension in his body, a look in his eyes, that told her something was not quite right.
“Yes, I see that. Out with Mr. Elliott are you?” Victor’s gaze pinned her to the spot, a flame of controlled fury flickering in his eyes. He took a step toward her. “I really don’t see the attraction.”
“Victor—” She stopped when he held up his hand, her heart thudding against her chest. Her pulse, now erratic, threatened to leave her light headed. She had never seen him so angry, but with him standing between herself and the only door, blocking her escape, the last thing she wanted to do was anger him further.
“Is he the reason you’ve denied me? Me! All this time, and you’ve denied me for the sake of what? A tinkerer? I am sure if your father were still here, he’d have something to say about your activities— activities I am willing to overlook if you’ll stop this instance. Do you not know what society will call you if you continue this deplorable behavior? I suggest you accept my proposal, for I am not a man to be denied. Do you understand?”
He took another few steps towards her, forcing her up against the sofa. As scared as she was, she refused to be bullied.
“Victor, I am sorry if you’re upset; however, my father is long gone, and I answer to no one but myself for my behavior. I am not looking to marry, and there must surely be a lady better suited to you than I am. Quite frankly, I do not know why you have any interest in pursuing this relationship when, as you yourself just pointed out, my behavior is not one of which you approve. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have company waiting. This conversation is over.”
Mustering every ounce of courage she had, she pulled herself up to her full five feet two inches and walked towards the door, only to have him grab her arm and wrench her back, her escape just feet away. He pressed his mouth to hers, his fury no longer contained. The metallic taste of blood flooded her mouth as the force of his kiss cut her lips. She pushed against his chest in a futile attempt to get away from him, her heart racing.
Victor used his weight and height to his advantage, pushing her up against the sofa once again until she lost her balance, falling against the soft cushions. He was on top of her before she could react. She struggled against him, rage and indignation welling up inside of her. When Victor paused for a moment, she seized the opportunity and slapped him. He recoiled in shock, giving her just enough time to scramble out from under him and to her feet.
Phoebe looked straight into his eyes, noting her white handprint against the angry flush of red creeping across his face.
“Whore!” The backhand to her face was so fast and hard, her head snapped to the side and stars flashed before her eyes.
“How dare you!” Her voice shook with fear and anger, as she spoke through clenched teeth. “You leave this instant, and never come back. Do you hear? Or I’ll make it known to all exactly the type of man you are. Now get out!”
“You are a fool woman.” And with that Victor walked out of the room, slamming the door behind him.
She sunk into the sofa, her legs no longer able to support the weight of her shaky body. Absently, she straightened out her clothing, her arm sore where he had grabbed her, her mouth throbbing with pain. Her hand, still trembling, went to her lip, which was already swelling where his ring had cut her. Her fingers came away coated with blood, a curse escaping her lips.
No one had ever struck her before, and the potential for it to have been far worse weighed heavily on her mind. It left her more than a little shaken, and more than a little angry. Unfortunately, she was all too aware of how society would deal with such an attack, the woman almost always to blame.
Going to the mirror, she cleaned the cut on her lip. Not much she could do for it now. She took several deep breaths willing her nerves to settle, then smoothed out her skirt, pulled up the collar on her coat as if against the cold, and walked out towards the back door.
Seth. He’d be waiting for her. She could not tell him what had just happened. No good could come of it, and it would certainly lead to an ugly confrontation. It was dark out, and if she could keep the cut on her lip hidden and feign illness, then perhaps she could convince him to leave her at her door.
The steam coach stood in the street partially hidden by a billowing cloud, the warm moisture from the back end of the vehicle condensing in the frigid cold of night, a layer of frost on the body of the vehicle. As she approached, Seth stepped out of the coach and came to her side, holding her door open and giving her a hand in.
Climbing in next to her, he said, “Shall we head to your home or mine?” He worked the controls and gears, propelling them forward with a slight start.
Phoebe’s mind would not work— she was still too shaken. She could not look at Seth, hoping the dark of night masked her bruised lips and disheveled hair.
“Phoebe?” Seth glanced over at her questioningly. “It makes no difference to me, love. Wherever you’re more comfortable is fine.”
“I’m sorry.” Her voice was hoarse. “I’m suddenly feeling rather tired and have a terrible headache.” Keeping her face tilted so as to hide the cut, she managed a small smile in his direction, cringing as the pain shot through her mouth. Luck was with her though and he had not noticed, his attention on the road before him.
“Is everything all right?” He flicked another glance in her direction.
“It was a long day is all. Perhaps I need some rest. Would you mind putting off our evening?” She knew it was a drastic change from her previously amorous attitude, but there was no help for it. Her chest went tight with worry, for she did not know what he’d do if he noticed her injury. Perhaps she could lie to him and say it was an accident— she had bent down to pick up some fallen papers by her desk and accidentally bumped into the corner. Her mind now raced trying to find an excuse he might believe.
“I’m sorry to hear you are feeling unwell, my love. To your home, then.”
Chapter Sixteen
William could not remember the last time it had been so cold. Luckily, Viridis was in a populated area and he easily found a coach to take him home.
The house had been a new purchase, enabled by his somewhat recent promotion to inspector. A comfortable enough home and in a decent area, it was modest and within his means, though large enough to accommodate a family if he decided to marry. A small garden sat around the back, currently looking rather neglected in the dead of winter, but would bloom nicely come spring.
William paid the coachman, then climbed the few steps to his front door, digging in his pockets, and pulling out his keys. He found the right one and placed it in the keyhole only to find the door unlocked— an oversight he’d never make. In all the years he’d been with the police, not once had anyone brought a threat to his home. His heart pounded a staccato as his hand automatically went to his fuse gun and he pulled it out of its leather sheath. In case there was someone still inside and looking for the case, he lowered it into the thick bushes by the steps, masking it well from view.
With his back to the wall and his gun at the ready, he eased the door open, and stepped into the entryway of his home, to allow his eyes to adjust to the darkness. He moved down the hall, looking into the parlor as he passed. Without making any noise, he swept through the kitchen, his heart thudding against his chest. There was no sign of anyone, and nothing in the house was amiss, yet he could sense someone had invaded his home and may still be here.
William crept up the stairs, avoiding the squeaky step half way up. His bedroom and office lay just ahead, and he paused to listen. He could have sworn he heard something, the slightest bump.
A flash hurled towards him as a fuse gun discharged, shattering the quiet of night. William ducked out of the way and returned fire in the darkness, when a body slammed into him and they fell down the stairs in a tangle of limbs. As soon as they hit the bottom of the steps, William pinned his assailant beneath him. When he brought his weapon to his opponent’s face, his brain registered something in the dark was not quite right— a softness of curves, a delicate body below his.
William shifted, allowing light from the streetlamps to fall on curls loosened in the fall. Curls the color of flames.
“Lilly?”
Ignoring her protests, William hauled her to her feet, locked the front door, and dragged her to the kitchen.
“Sit.” He pulled out a chair and dropped her in it, then fumbled with the gaslight. Still holding onto his fuse gun, he said, “Is there anyone else with you?”
“No, sir. I came alone, and if I’d known it were yerself, I wouldn’t have shot at ye, aye? I’m real sorry ‘bout that, and I hate to tell ye, but your arm is bleeding.”
Cursing, he looked down at the rent in his sleeve, the blood soaking through it— his good coat, too. With the energy of the fight still coursing through his veins, he hadn’t felt it. Carefully he removed his coat, and grabbed a cloth from a drawer to try and stench the flow.
“Here, let me.” She unbuttoned his sleeve and rolled it up past the cut, then took the cloth from him and tied it off above the wound. William glanced down at her and she gave him a crooked smile, her beauty and close proximity making him blush as she tended to him. Finishing her ministrations, she said, “It ain’t too deep, but ye’ll need to have it stitched. Could do it for ye, if ye like.”
“It can wait for now. Thank you.” He shifted and felt every bump and bruise from coming down those stairs in a tumble, his left arm now throbbing. “Are you hurt?”
“A few bumps and bruises, but nothing I didn’t deserve for shooting at ye.”
A hint of a smile crept across his face and he looked down momentarily to keep her from seeing it. She certainly seemed to have her own sense of fairness, at any rate.
Knowing he could not let her pretty face distract him from his work, he got started with his questioning. “Are you aware that you are wanted for questioning in connection to Lord Niles Hawthorne’s murder? Not to mention you have broken into my home, meaning I can now charge you with unlawful entry.”
William noted the crack in her composure as her eyes went wide and the color drained from her face so that her freckles stood out against the pallor of her skin. It was clear the severity of the charges were enough to make her worry. “I had nothing to do with Niles’s murder and I’ll be damned if yer going to pin that one on me. As for yer home, I’m real sorry.”
Not wanting to give her too much time to think, he continued on. “What was your relationship to Lord Hawthorne? You seem to have been awfully… close.”
Her eyes went wide at the implication. “I ain’t that type, if that’s what yer thinking. I might be poor, but I come about my living honest like, thank ye.”
William tilted his head in acknowledgement. “I had not meant to cause offense. My apologies if I did.”
When she smiled at him, her face lit up. “No worries, luv. I’m not saying I’m the blessed virgin, either. Only that my relationship with Niles was an honest one. I cared about him, ye know. He was a decent man and a good friend. But he weren’t more than that, and that’s the truth of it.”
“Are you saying you had no romantic or physical relationship?”
“Aye, that’s what I’m telling ye. But it don’t mean I miss him any less.” Her voice cracked and her eyes went glassy with threatening tears as she blinked them back to maintain her composure. William thought it best to keep on with the questioning, knowing it would offer her a distraction.
“If you’re not involved in his murder, then why have you broken into my home? You’d do well to tell me the truth as I don’t care for lies and you’ve gotten yourself in a bit of a predicament here. I can help you, but only if you’re honest with me.” He pulled out a seat, and sat himself down to wait for her answer.
She worried the cloth of her skirt and bit her bottom lip, her eyes darting around and not quite focusing on any one thing. She was thinking so hard William could all but see the gears in her head turning as she ran through every possible scenario and its given consequence.
He’d have to admit Phoebe was right about Lilly’s appearance. With the flaming red hair, freckles on porcelain skin and a fair figure, she wasn’t a woman one would easily forget, nor one to fade into the background. But there was also a humor and honesty he hadn’t expected to find.
“Look, I’ll tell ye what I know, right? There ain’t no point in lying to ye, and I’d rather keep from dangling at the end of a hangman’s noose. I broke into yer home ‘cause I was hopin ye’d have that tinkering Niles always had with him. Thought it might have some information that would get whoever it is been following me off me back, ye see. He was always jotting down his notes in the thing and since it weren’t at his home, I figured ye might have it.”
“Do you know who’s been following you?” He was still worried the threat to her life could be real.
“Nah. It’s been just a feeling, like. But I know they’re there.”
William nodded in acknowledgment. He’d been doing this long enough to trust his own gut instinct, and Lilly had lived a difficult enough life to know when something didn’t feel right. “Who killed him, Lilly? I need to know what happened that night. Start at the beginning of your day and don’t leave out any details, since they might prove useful in the future, even if it does not seem like much now.”
She sighed with a shrug of her shoulders. “I can tell ye for sure that I know nothing ‘bout who killed Niles. As for my day, it was no different than any other, really. Just the ordinary chores, then headed to see my sister at the shelter. We work odd hours, so our paths don’t tend to cross if I don’t find her.”
“You only work the nights at the club?” When Lilly nodded, William continued. “And did you find your sister?”
“Aye, for she’d not miss a day o’ work. Got meself a bite to eat there at the shelter and then headed to work. Niles showed up at the club like usual, but left before long to meet with someone. Said he had some business. I was busy working so didn’t notice him coming and going, and he didn’t say who he was meeting. But when he didna show up back at Viridis like he said he would, I got worried. Then I heard that he’d been done for. Couldn’t believe it, aye? Soon after was when I got the feeling I was being followed, and figured it might not be safe for me anymore.”
“Who would want him dead, Lily? What was he involved in?” William pushed.
“There’s lots you don’t know. Niles— he weren’t yer typical lord, like. He was into things he’d have been better off leaving alone.” Now that she had started talking, her pace picked up, the words tumbling out, seemingly happy to unburden herself. “He was SS, ye know. Special Services. ‘Tis probably them bastards that’ve been following me. They’d sent poor Niles to try and gather information on the Cause and other such things.”
In light of the tinkering currently stashed behind his bushes, it wasn’t an enormous surprise that Niles was working for Special Services, but it was good to have his suspicions confirmed. “But why send someone of his standing to try and infiltrate a cause for the poor? Wouldn’t it be easier to bribe one of the poor already involved to gather information?”
“And ye think they don’t already?” She let out a laugh that brought a light to her eyes. “But they can only get so far up the chain with no influence, aye? Niles though, he’d be able to get in with those higher up, offering money and support, though I didna think the money was his own. The Cause has plans, but won’t get far if they cannot get the backing they need. Funny thing is, once he got involved, he really felt for what the poor are going through.”
“And Lord Niles was offering the Cause the funding they needed?”
Lilly gave him a wicked smile. “Takes bodies to fight a revolution, but a bit of gold ain’t never hurt, aye?”
Chapter Seventeen
Seth couldn’t figure out what had changed in the time it took for him to retrieve his steam coach. When he had left Phoebe, it was all they could do to keep their hands off each other, her sultry eyes lighting her face. Yet now, she sat there a completely different person— all in the span of ten minutes.
She claimed exhaustion, and with all she had constantly going, he shouldn’t be surprised. However, her voice seemed strained and she kept her distance during the entire ride, avoiding his gaze and conversation.
Seth pulled the steam coach in front of her house, and was about to get out to open her door when she put a hand on his arm.
“My headache has gotten worse and I doubt it will let up. I think it’s best if I just get some rest. I will see you tomorrow?”
“Let me at least see you in.” Without waiting for her reply, he exited the vehicle coming around to help her out, trying to ignore the quickening of his heart and the ache in his heart.
“Seth, really. I’m fine—”
“Nonsense. I won’t stay, but at least let me see you to your door. I’d never forgive myself if you slipped on the icy path.” He took her hand in his, and led her to her home.
Lights, left on for her arrival, glowed by the path and door. The walkway had been cleared of snow, but a thin layer of shimmering ice still coated the cobbles. He helped her up the stairs and was about to bid her goodnight when the light from her house fell across her face. Her lips were cut and swollen, her hair falling from its pins.
He muttered a curse, as a quiet rage filled him, twisting his stomach in knots. He reached over and gently tilted her chin up so that he could see her face and look into her eyes.
“Phoebe.” His voice came out a coarse whisper as he fought to control his emotions. “Come inside out of the cold.”
With the truth exposed, Phoebe now seemed visibly shaken, the tremor in her voice giving her away, as she dropped her guard, all pretenses gone. “No. Not here. I’d been hoping to slip upstairs unnoticed, but if you come in, it will rouse Martha and Sarah. I’d rather they not see me like this, for I do not want to worry them.”
He nodded then escorted her back to the steam coach and drove them to his home, his body rigid with fury.
Her injuries looked far worse in the bright lights of his kitchen. He sat her down at the table and busied himself with the kettle and teacups, wrestling with his emotions. If he addressed her at this very moment, he knew his anger would get the best of him. Shaken and hurt, what she needed right now was someone calm and levelheaded. Independent as she was, getting angry would only make her defensive and put her guard up, distracting them from the true matter at hand.
He set the kettle on the stove with a metallic clang, and then pulled a clean cloth from a drawer under the counter. Soaking the end in icy cold water, he wrung it out and then knelt before her so he could look at her face.
“Let me see here.” Taking the cloth he pressed it to the swollen part of her lip, dabbing gingerly at the dried blood. When the kettle whistled, he handed her the cloth, and got the tea steeping.
They said nothing while they waited, Seth needing the time to approach things in a calm manner and Phoebe obviously not wanting to discuss matters. She had barely said a word, barely moved a muscle, her eyes cast downward at the hands in her lap as she fingered the ribbon on her skirt, further avoiding any discussion. He wondered at what happened, unable to keep his mind from tormenting him with a half dozen scenarios designed to tear his heart to pieces and send his blood boiling.
Seeking further distraction from his thoughts, he poured the tea, then went to the frost box, pulled out some meat and cheese, and grabbed the bread and butter from the counter. Pulling out a knife, he proceeded to slice and plate the food, putting the meal on the table when he was done.
He placed a cup of tea on the table before her and took the bloodied cloth from her hands. “Here, let me soak that in some more cold water. Careful with the tea. It’ll sting, but will do ye good none the less.”
He ran the cloth back under the cold water, wringing it out with far too much force. Just the thought of someone hurting Phoebe… he gripped the sink, his head hung low as he resisted the urge to smash his fist into the wall. Taking a deep breath, he held it until he felt his lungs would burst, and then let it out slowly, finally turning back to hand her the wet cloth.
He sat in the chair adjacent to hers. “Do ye want to tell me what happened?”
“There’s nothing to tell. Nothing of any consequence happened and what little did, I’d sooner forget.” Seth could feel her putting up a wall. She would not even look at him, her gaze instead falling to her hands as they fidgeted with the cloth, whether in embarrassment or avoidance, he could not say. However, one thing was clear— she certainly did not want to discuss the matter.
“This,” Seth brushed a light thumb across her lip, “is not ‘nothing’ and I’d appreciate ye being honest with me.” His anger had his words slipping further towards the Scots.
Without looking at him, she said, “It was just a misunderstanding.”
He reached up and tucked a stray curl behind her ear, then tilted her chin so she looked him in the eyes. “My love, ye ken ye’re not capable of telling even the slightest untruth without it being completely evident, and this was nae misunderstanding.”
He took a deep breath, taking care to keep the anger out of his voice as he asked the question that had been plaguing him since seeing her bruised face, even though he already knew the answer.
“Was it Victor?” He could have choked on the name.
She gave him a barely perceptible nod. That was all he needed.
Seth helped Phoebe to her feet. With the truth now out, she looked exhausted. “Come. Ye need rest more than anything else right now,” he said, wrapping an arm around her waist. Together, they climbed the stairs to the second floor, housing the sleeping quarters.
He steered her down the hall, but not to his room as she might expect, but in the opposite direction. She stiffened in his arms and came to a stop. “Where are we going? Your room is that way.” She pointed with a tilt of head.
He took a deep breath before releasing it, willing his voice to remain calm though his tone was stern. “We’re going to the guest bedroom.”
Phoebe stopped and looked at him. “Why?”
Frustration now edged his voice. “Phoebe, it’s been a long night, and quite frankly this isna something I want to discuss right now. You need rest, and I need to clear my head.”
“What is there to discuss? I don’t understand.” A glint of anger was quick to spark in her eyes and he couldn’t help but wonder if it was a remnant from her earlier confrontation with Victor.
He ran his hand down her arm and took her hand, bringing it to his lips. “Phoebe.” He let out a deep sigh. “We canna continue like this. I understand if ye’re not ready to marry me, and I’ll not push ye into something ye dinna want. However, it’s our current relationship that makes men like Victor think they can treat ye with disrespect, and I’ll not fuel their argument. I’m sorry.”
Her mouth tightened to a thin line, anger lighting her eyes. “You cannot tell me that you blame me for Victor.”
“I don’t, Phoebe. I don’t. I blame myself for being weak, and not waiting until our marriage to take ye to bed.” Through gritted teeth, he continued. “And I blame Victor for not keeping his hands to himself and forgetting that ye’re a lady.”
“Is this about my not wanting to get married? We were young, Seth, and our lives were in a tumult. It would have been too much to contend with when my sister was ill and getting worse with each passing day. I had to concentrate on my work, and you had your assignments with the Cause.”
“Marry me then. Things have changed, aye? And I’ve promised I’ll not leave again.” He took both her hands in his, willing her to just say yes, desperate to hear that one word after all these years. “Marry me, Phoebe.”
His heart thundered away, each moment an eternity, as he waited for her answer. He could see her searching for an answer, searching her heart and her soul. A fine dew broke out across her forehead and the color drained from her face. Her eyes lost focus, and Seth knew she was going to faint. He slipped his arm around her waist to support her weight as she struggled to hold on. Then, just before she lost consciousness, she managed to get her answer out.
“Yes.”
Chapter Eighteen
When Phoebe came to, she found herself lying on the bed, Seth at her side looking concerned. “What happened?” Phoebe started to sit up. He gave her a hand, propping the pillows up, before settling her back so she could sit upright.
“You had a bit of a faint.” He brushed a stray curl from her forehead, his touch lingering as he traced the outline of her face.
She reached up and covered his hand with hers, as their eyes locked and her heartbeat tripped over itself in excitement. “Seth, I meant what I said. I’ll marry you, if you’ll have me.” He let out a deep breath.
“That I will, my love.” Reaching over to his nightstand, he opened the drawer and after a moment turned back to her. “Would you do me the honor? It was my mother’s and my grandmother’s before that.”
He slipped the ring onto her finger, a thin silver band engraved in knotwork, a ruby embedded in its center. Her hands trembled as she looked at the ring, her emotions overwhelming.
“Seth, it’s beautiful.”
He brought her hand wearing the ring to his lips, and then leaned in to kiss her ever-so-gently, avoiding the cut on her lip. She knew it would be difficult for him to ignore or forget what happened with Victor, but as she wrapped her arms around his neck and deepened her kiss, she hoped it was something he could set aside for now.
“Let me get the fire going and I’ll help you out of your gown.” With the night being so terribly cold, Seth built up the fire in the room and then pulled her to her feet so he could help her with her dress. She was feeling better after her faint, and stood with her back to him, allowing him access to the lacings on her dress.
“By the gods, Phoebe. How do women manage without someone to help get them dressed and undressed? I do not understand why you do this to yourself.” He tugged at the silk cording on the back of her gown, pausing momentarily when Phoebe started to laugh.
“As if we have much choice. Do you not think I’d be far more comfortable in my riding breeches? But could you imagine the reaction I’d get? As if my unorthodox relationship with you isn’t enough to stir the pot.” Still laughing, she spun around to face him, her fingers making quick work of his shirt buttons, tossing the garment to the side.
He pulled the pins from her hair to release her curls, a teasing smile upon his lips. “I reckon that’s my point. You’d take me to your bed and ignore their wagging tongues, but then torment yourself with fashion so as not to cause speculation and comment. Now spin back around so I can get this contraption off you, before I get frustrated and cut you loose, ruining a perfectly beautiful dress.”
She obliged him by turning her back to him, as he continued. “Is there anything more exasperating than having fashion, of all things, stand between us?
“Does this mean I can spend the night in your bed or are you still going to exile me to the guest bedroom?” She looked over her shoulder at him with a mischievous look.
“As if I’ve ever been able to resist you.”
She knew it was the truth of the matter, and the reason he’d taken her to his bed, despite her refusal to marry. Once they’d started courting, he had stubbornly resisted her for months with hopes of changing her mind about marrying him. In the end, he had surrendered to what was between them, unable to deny her any longer.
With her gown finally off and tossed haphazardly over a chair, she thanked the gods that this corset had been outfitted with a metal busk down the front, allowing Seth to unhook the loops from their posts with a far greater ease than struggling with the lacing that crisscrossed up the back.
Finally free of her clothing, she turned towards him, when his eyes drifted from her face to the mottled bruising on her arm.
“Did he do this too?” He grabbed her arm, and she stifled a yelp, as he apologized between curses. “What else did he do, Phoebe?”
She cupped his face in her hand, trying to ease his worries. “Nothing else happened, Seth. Please, just let it be. No good will come of making it an issue and I do not want to ruin this night. I want tonight to be about the two of us and no one else.” Leaning in, she kissed him, her lips lingering on his. “Please.”
His entire body was stiff, and with his hands clenched at his side, she knew he was furious enough to put his fist through a wall. Reining in his fury, he turned his attention to her. “As you wish.”
Hoping to distract him, she took his hand and led him to the bed, kneeling before him on the thick mattress. As her hands sought to free him of his breeches, she nuzzled against him, trailing kisses down the side of his neck. But his body remained tense.
He kissed her hard, gripping her hips and pulling her to him, sending her pulse racing. And then he pulled away from her, taking a deep breath. “I cannot do this. I’m sorry, Phoebe. I’ll not risk hurting you further, and I have precious little control right now.”
He turned away from her and sat on the edge of the bed with his elbows on his knees, his hands, fists, tangled in his hair, his breathing ragged.
Phoebe could not remember ever seeing him so upset and angry. She slid up behind him, and wrapped her arms around his waist. “Seth, come back to me.”
“Phoebe, do not ask this of me.”
“You could never hurt me. Please, my love. I need you to make this night about us— not him—for I’ll not let him come between us.”
He turned towards her, and her stomach clenched at the sight of him; the way the light from the fire spilled across the planes of his muscular form, his hair disheveled. He reached for her, and an intense hunger sparked in his eyes, no longer willing to be denied, anger or no.
He covered her mouth with his in a hungry kiss, before stopping one last time. “Phoebe, I do not think I can be gentle with you, and I’m afraid once I start—”
She kissed him. Kissed him so there were no more words. Kissed him so all other thoughts were erased from their minds. Kissed him so there was only the meeting of flesh and the joining of souls.
Seth plunged into her with one thrust, and she stifled a scream against his shoulder. Her body shuddered from his attentions and the Viridis, all her senses coming alive. He paused for just a moment, and she caught her breath, her heart racing. No longer under any semblance of control, she braced herself against him, the pleasure building as he buried himself in her, time and time again. She thought he might tear her in two with each new assault, as though he were claiming her as his own— his and no one else’s.
The energy built within her, a cry escaping her lips. She bit down on his shoulder, as a shudder coursed through her, pushing her over the edge. Her body clenched beneath him, her legs attempting in their futility to hold him still against her, but his pace only quickened, until he surrendered to her in his own finality, her name on his lips.
***
Phoebe lay in Seth’s arms feeling battered and bruised, broken and spent, and never more whole.
Their coupling seemed to have diffused his anger. “I did not hurt you too much, I hope.” His voice was hoarse, tainted with regret and apology.
She shook her head no, unable to find the words to explain that he could never hurt her in such a way. It was not something he had in him. What he was inadvertently capable of, she was fully able to handle, for he never pushed things past what she was comfortable with.
He pulled her in close, his arms holding her to him tight, keeping her safe and warm in their embrace. Burying himself in her curls, he kissed the top of her head, murmuring, “I do love you, a ghaoil.”
Phoebe spun in his arms to face him with a look of surprise. “Those words—did you not say them to me the first time we met?”
He laughed out loud, lines creasing the corners of his eyes, his sorrow now gone. “You remembered.” He gave her a quick hearty kiss and a smile. “I’ll never forget that day.”
“Neither will I, let me tell you. You were such a mess,” she laughed, kissing the hollow in his throat, before she nestled back into his embrace.
He pulled the blanket up over her shoulder. “I could not believe it. I was having one hell of a time with some tinkering or other, when you walked into my workshop. I thought I was hallucinating with you standing there between the piles of metal and half finished tinkerings—in a crimson dress no less. I don’t think I was capable of speech for the first couple of minutes after first laying eyes on you.”
It seemed so long ago. A lifetime away. After speaking to several tinkerers about what she was trying to accomplish with the formula for Viridis, they had all pointed her in Seth’s direction. And so she had tracked him down, not without a fair amount of difficulty and more than a bit of coin.
She had found him, covered in grease and grime, banging away on some tinkering and swearing so loud, he hadn’t heard her knock or let herself in. It was only once she’d turned the corner, calling out his name, that he had finally realized he had company. He had stood there, sweaty and shirtless, his hair disheveled and falling in his eyes, a tool in his hand and a look of shock on his face. She felt for sure she had turned the same shade of red as her dress.
When he finally spoke, he had asked her, “With what may I be of help, a ghaoil?” She had been stunned into silence to see eyes so blue smiling at her, the sweet lilt of his voice striking right at her heart. She often thought of that day, but could not remember the words he had spoken in a tongue so unfamiliar.
“So what does it mean? It’s Scottish, am I right?” She thought about it some. “I think that’s the only other time I’ve heard you say it.”
“It is the only other time, though it’s how I’ve always thought of you.” The corner of his mouth turned up with a hint of a smile, his eyes looking lost in memories. “And, aye, ‘tis Scottish. It means my beloved, ” he said, playing up his lilting brogue. He let himself fall back to his more natural speech pattern, picking up a hint of a lilt, acquired during his childhood in the Highlands.
He continued, “I knew from the moment I set eyes on you. There could never be another. You, a ghaoil, are the air I breathe, the blood in my veins, my heart and my very soul. And soon, you will be my wife.”
His lips found hers, and he took her again, but with all the gentleness and care in the world, Victor forgotten, if only for now.
Chapter Nineteen
William knocked on Seth Elliott’s door, trying to push through the exhaustion threatening to cloud his brain. It had been one hell of a long night, most of it spent questioning Lilly, the rest of it having his wound stitched and bandaged. In the end, there’d been no reason to hold her, none of the evidence pointing to her as the killer.
Though Niles was killed soon after Lilly had gotten off from work, she would have had to track him down in a hurry, no easy feat with the snow and ice coating the roads. She had also been more than happy to supply him with several names of girls she worked with who would vouch for her presence during the time in question. He had finally let her go into the night, with nothing more than her promise that she would not disappear again.
Seth himself answered the door, welcoming William in and escorting him to the drawing room. “I hope you found the house with little difficulty?”
“None at all, and with the cold finally breaking, it was an enjoyable ride.”
Turning his attention away from Seth, William was surprised to find Phoebe in the drawing room, and even more surprised to see the cut and bruise on her swollen lip.
“Lady Hughes. A pleasant surprise.” He had to look elsewhere as soon as was politely possible, embarrassed to have found her in such a condition, and wanting to spare her any further emotional distress.
William faced Seth, biting his tongue to keep from speaking about a matter he could not bring up without insult and embarrassment to Phoebe herself. However, when he spoke, he could not keep the anger from tainting his voice, while glaring at Seth. “Mr. Elliott.”
Seth’s eyes shifted to Phoebe for just a moment before returning to William. “Phoebe, my love, would you mind putting together a tray of tea and a bite to eat?”
Phoebe gave them both a smile. “Not at all.”
William nodded politely as Phoebe excused herself. But the moment she left the room, he whirled to face Seth, appalled that he’d been so wrong about a person’s character. “How dare you lay a hand on her?”
“I’m glad I’m not the only one taking the assault seriously. I hope you believe me when I say I could never raise a hand to her, or any other woman for that matter. I’m no such coward, and would give my life to protect her. Now if only I could get Phoebe to take the matter seriously.” There were no signs of evasion as he held Williams gaze, his voice ringing true.
William felt better to have not been so wrong about the man. “My apologies. Who then?”
Seth just shook his head. “I’d love nothing more than to give you that information; however I do believe Phoebe would have my hide for it and if I were being completely honest with you, I want the pleasure of dealing with the man myself, especially now that Phoebe is my betrothed. I do hope you understand.”
Another surprise. William nodded his understanding. “As much as I do not like the idea of you handling this yourself, I confess, I understand completely. My congratulations on your engagement. I hope you’ll excuse my saying, you are a very lucky man.”
Seth gave him a disarmingly charming smile, and said, “Aye. Don’t I know it.”
After Phoebe returned and they finished a light meal, they let Seth get to work tinkering with the module while William and Phoebe kept each other company to pass the time.
Phoebe poured him another cup of tea and he thanked her, their initial unease now gone. “I wanted you to know that Lilly is still alive and safe for now.”
“You found her?” A smile spread across Phoebe’s face, her eyes alight from within.
“Actually, she managed to find me,” he said with a smile, and filled Phoebe in on the details of his meeting with Lilly. “Until this is over, I’m afraid it’s best she stay hidden, and she agreed. She mentioned staying with some friends, though I do not know the details.”
“I do hope she’ll stay safe.” Phoebe took another sip of her tea. “Does her sister know?”
“Lilly said she’d speak to her. She also wanted me to tell you she was sorry for any problems she may have caused and would be back to work when it was safe, if you would be so kind as to hold her position for her.”
“Of course. I’m still terribly worried, though. If you see her again, please send her my way. Maybe there’s something I can do to help.”
It was clear that her concern and willingness to help were genuine, and William could not help but like her even more. It made the attack to her person all the more difficult to comprehend, though he’d never seen any logic in the abuse of a woman.
William had not expected to hear Seth speak, so quietly had he been working. “I’ve managed to get through the system’s security. I’m sorry it took so long, but each tinkering is a little different depending on its maker, and I haven’t had the chance to work with these information modules much. Though I still cannot say with complete certainty, I would indeed guess this module was created by the Secret Service.”
Abandoning their tea, William and Phoebe joined Seth at the other side of the sitting room where he was working. The module lay open on the large oak desk, a notebook set to the side with Seth’s notes scribbled across the paper.
William looked over Seth’s shoulder at the glowing screen. “Fantastic. So this is the information that Lord Niles kept on his work.”
“Aye. It is. Ye see the module contains an internal brain of sorts that’s made up of aether. The information that is entered with these keys here, rides along a matrix and imbeds itself within the cells of aether, allowing the user to pull out the stored information when they need it.”
William shook his head in wonder. “It is utterly amazing. I had not realized the complexities of such a tinkering.”
Seth nodded. “Though the aether matrix was developed only a decade ago, it has revolutionized tinkerings, allowing us to develop far more complex creations than we previously thought possible.”
William moved in for a closer as Seth shifted to the side and continued his explanation. “The information is usually categorized into books like you see here. In order to access them, you use this sphere here to move the corresponding sphere of light on the glass screen. Once it’s over the desired book of information, you tap this button here.” Seth pointed to a copper button, enameled in blue.
He continued, “Now here is the interesting part. I managed to uncover a few books of information that he had rendered invisible. You would need to know where to look to find them, so I have transferred them to the main library of books to make it easy for you to access. There are three in total, right here.” Seth moved the ball of light around the screen, circling the books in question.
“This is amazing.” William had never seen anything quite like it.
“Here, sit down and give it a try.” Seth slid his chair back, vacating it. “This way, you’ll be familiar with the module once you get it home. I have not accessed any of the hidden books, not sure of the type of information it would hold. I looked through the books that were easily accessible, to make sure there weren’t any other security measures, but you may want to go through the remaining three to make sure you have access and will not encounter any difficulties once you’re home.”
William sat down, spinning the seat back to the module. “I cannot thank you enough.” Placing his hand on the still warm brass ball, William moved it around to get a feel for maneuvering around the glass screen. It seemed easy enough, and he felt his heart race with excitement as he clicked onto the previously hidden books, one by one. But his excitement was replaced with a feeling of dread. Before anyone could see, he hit the red enameled button like he had seen Seth do previously in order to shut down the tinkering, and then closed the case.
William stood, tucking the case into his bag. “I’m afraid I’ve eaten up most of your day. I cannot thank you enough for your help, Mr. Elliott. Lady Hughes, as always, a pleasure.”
He knew he was being rude to leave so suddenly, but he needed to get home and take a closer look at what was in those books— for the first was on the Cause, the second on Special Services, and the third on Phoebe Hughes.
Chapter Twenty
After leaving Phoebe at her home, Seth went and paid Victor’s stable boy a visit, where a generous amount of coin bought him information and silence. Victor was a creature of habit, spending every Thursday evening at his gentlemen’s club, Browning’s.
Walking down by the docks, Seth concentrated on the road ahead of him. Though the mild evening temperatures made it a comfortable walk, it also contributed to a blinding fog. He only hoped he’d manage to find Gavin without falling into the Thames.
Tracking him down would be easy enough. After all, there were few airships of his design gracing the London skyline. But with any luck, Gavin would be holed up at The Spotted Goat, his usual watering hole when in the city. It’d be early enough to catch him there, before he moved on to more unsavory pursuits.
With only a few wrong turns, Seth found The Goat, and Gavin within. Taller than anyone he knew, with hair black as a raven’s wing, broad shoulders, and looks one would sell their soul for, the Scotsman was easy enough to spot, kilt and all.
“Are you causing trouble?” Seth sat down next to his friend, shrugging out of his coat and ordering a whisky.
“I sure as hell am trying. Maybe ye can give me a hand.” Gavin draped his arm around Seth’s shoulder, leaning his head in. “There are a few sweet lassies over by the bar, and I’m positive they’d not be able to resist the dazzling combination of my good looks and your dizzying intellect.”
Seth looked at him with raised eyebrows and a smile. “My dizzying intellect, is it?”
“Well they certainly aren’t going to fall for that scrawny body you’ve got holding up your head, although I will say ye’re scrappy enough in a fight.” Gavin gave him a conspiratory wink before continuing. “The way I see it, you go and talk circles around them ‘til they dinna ken which way’s up, and then I come in and stun them with my smile. ‘Tis really a plan of perfection.”
Seth burst out laughing. “My dear friend, I realize you need all the help you can get when it comes to the fairer sex and I would love to help; however I am no longer a free man.”
Gavin’s eyes widened with shock before he pulled his friend into an enthusiastic embrace. “Did Phoebe finally lose her senses and agree to marry you? My sincerest congratulations. A better match could not be had. I’m truly happy for you, mo charaid.”
Seth couldn’t help but grin at the thought of spending the rest of his life with Phoebe. “Well, I’m glad to hear you approve, since I’ve a favor or two to ask you.”
“All ye need do is ask, aye?” Gavin took a long pull from his glass.
“You know Phoebe isn’t terribly traditional, and I do not know whether a priest would even marry us, neither of us being the god-fearing sort. So, I was wondering if you could perform the marriage. Since you’re a captain, you’d have the authority to do so.”
“I’d be honored. Just tell me when and I’ll be there.”
“There’s one more favor I must ask of you, though I’ll understand if you’d rather not get involved.” Seth wasn’t quite sure how much he should say and opted to say little, knowing his friend’s temper and his soft spot for Phoebe. “I just need your help while I take care of a misunderstanding. ‘Tis more of a precaution than anything else, since the man isn’t to be trusted.”
Gavin looked at him, taken aback. “Must be serious. I dinna think I ever kent ye to bother with ‘misunderstandings’.”
“Serious enough. I hate to do this to you, but I know his whereabouts for the evening, and I’d like to get this taken care of as soon as possible. I think I’ve got a plan that may work.”
“No worries.” He threw some coin down on the table, and they got up to go.
They took a coach and had the driver leave them a few blocks from Victor’s club. Seth casually walked the area outside Browning’s with Gavin at his side. It would not be so easy to get Victor alone, but he’d manage it with Gavin’s help. Having gotten a description of Victor’s carriage earlier in the evening, it was easy enough to pick it out amongst the others awaiting their masters.
“There.” Seth gave a slight tilt of his head in the direction of one of the carriages, knowing Gavin would catch it, despite the road being lit by only the lamplights. They’d always had a way of being able to communicate with few spoken words, and it had come in handy on more than one occasion.
The carriage itself was opulent to the extreme, pulled by two matching pairs of white steeds. Just what Seth would expect of Victor— always feeling the need to flaunt his wealth, a distraction from his many other shortcomings.
Gavin approached the coach with his fuse gun at the ready, while Seth headed to the horses to grab the reins. “If ye’ll pardon me, sir.” Gavin flashed his weapon to the coachman, and then climbed up beside him before he had a chance to react. Prodding him with the fuse gun, he said, “I’d suggest ye keep quiet and take the carriage over to the alley just there.”
Once Gavin had control of the reins, Seth followed behind the coach. With Gavin’s fuse gun and some discreet coercion, they were able to convince the coachman it would be in his best interest to cooperate. Together, he and Gavin made quick work of the man, binding and gagging him with little difficulty or harm. They left him in the baggage compartment with their apologies, and a promise to cut him free if he cooperated by keeping quiet. Gavin was quite convincing in relaying the consequences if the coachman decided not to cooperate.
Gavin perched himself up on the driver’s seat, now wearing the coachman’s hat and jacket, his kilt covered by a lap blanket, while Seth climbed into the carriage. He was counting on the fact that a man like Victor would no more notice his coachman than he would any of his other servants.
It turned out they did not have long to wait before Victor hailed the coach for his departure. Gavin pulled the carriage in front of Browning’s with an ease that made Seth wonder about his friend’s past times, and not for the first time.
Seth was on Victor as soon as he climbed into the coach, grabbing him and placing his knife to his throat as Gavin sped them through the streets of London.
Seth felt his anger coil within him, ready to strike, and it took all he had to keep it under control. He was not a violent man by nature, but he’d be damned if he was going to sit idly by and let this man assault what was most precious to him.
“You!” Victor had the audacity to laugh. “Is this about that whore?”
Seth’s fist connected with Victor’s face before he even had a chance to think about it. Blood spurted from Victor’s broken nose. With his free hand, Seth grabbed a handful of Victor’s coat, dragging him to within inches of his face. “Let me make this very clear. If you ever go near Phoebe again, I will make it so that you wish you were dead.” With one swift movement, Seth transferred the knife from Victor’s throat to his crotch, pressing the point of the blade in until he felt it puncture skin. “Do I make myself clear or do you need an example?”
Victor’s eyes started to roll back in his head, but Seth gave him quick shake bringing him back from the edge. Through gritted teeth, he repeated his question. Victor nodded in affirmation.
“Well then, since we understand each other, let me make one more thing clear. If anything happens to Phoebe, if anything happens to me, I’ve left instructions guaranteeing you will die a slow and horrible death. Is that clear?”
“Yes.” Even by lamplight, Victor looked pale as a sheet. Seth obliged him by removing his blade from its resting place. He then knocked on the carriage wall to let Gavin know they had concluded their business.
A quick glance out the window of the coach told Seth that Gavin must have thought it a good idea for Victor to familiarize himself with the less affluent areas of London. When the carriage slowed to a near stop, Seth tossed Victor out onto the road before continuing several more blocks, stopping to free the coachman from the rear compartment.
A few roads over, they hailed themselves a coach to Viridis— to Phoebe and a stiff drink.
Chapter Twenty One
William looked over the notes he’d taken, one more time. He’d spent hours going through the books of information on the module, and hours more trying to figure out what it all meant. He knew this could be what he needed to solve the murder, but there were still far too many names and too much intelligence to sort through.
From what he could figure, Lilly had been truthful about Niles working as a spy. There was information regarding the Cause, names, places, dates, probably gathered and turned over to the Secret Service. If there was a revolution brewing, the SS would do everything in their power to put an end to it.
It had come as no surprise to find both Phoebe and Seth’s name on the list of those supporting the Cause. He already knew of their involvement, but thought their contributions to be more humanitarian than revolutionary, though he’d not want to wager a guess on which side of the line they’d fall if a revolution occurred. Hanging for treason tended to be a good enough deterrent for most.
The book of information labeled Secret Service contained more names, places and dates; however this time the list appeared to be the names of those working as spies for the SS. Although it’d certainly be useful information for Niles to have, he doubted this list was for the SS. Niles must have done some digging around, and compiled the list on his own. But why? Perhaps Lilly was indeed correct about Niles sympathizing with the Cause once he’d learned more about it.
The part he understood the least, though, was the third book labeled with Phoebe’s name. It held multiple formulas and calculations for Viridis, and then more information regarding her other experiments.
He had not a clue what the SS would want with Viridis or Phoebe for that matter, and he also could not imagine she would allow anyone access to her research.
It was becoming all too clear that someone close to Phoebe had betrayed her.
Chapter Twenty Two
Phoebe arrived at Viridis in a flutter of nerves. Though she could not be happier about her engagement to Seth, she dreaded seeing Gabriel. The cuts and bruises from her altercation with Victor were still obvious, despite her best efforts to mask them with cream and powder.
As always, Gabriel was behind the bar at the Sanctorum, but his smile faded when he saw her. “Phoebe, what happened? Your lip.” He immediately came from around the bar to her side.
“It’s nothing.” She took the arm he offered and gave him a small smile. “May I speak to you in private for a moment? I have other matters I wish to discuss.” Unlocking her office door, they went in, closing the door behind them.
“Phoebe, what’s happened?” Gabriel reached out and took her hand. “You know you can talk to me about anything.”
She reached up and cupped his face. He had certainly grown into a fine young man, but when she looked into his eyes she still saw the young lad she helped raise. “I know, love, but it’s not a matter I wish to discuss when I have happy news I’d rather share. I wanted you to be the first to know. I’ve agreed to marry Seth.”
Smiling, he pulled her off her feet and swung her around in an embrace, before setting her down, a huge grin on his face. “I’m truly happy for you. And if you don’t mind my saying, you took your sweet time about it.”
She laughed, the clenching in her gut now gone. “I do believe Seth may hold that very same opinion.”
“A toast then.”
Gabriel was pouring them each a whisky to celebrate when there was a knock at the door. Opening the door, she was surprised to find herself suddenly swept off the floor in a hearty embrace.
“Phoebe, love. How I’ve missed ye.” Caught completely off guard, Phoebe couldn’t help but laugh, resting her hand on Gavin’s cheek and kissing him on the forehead, her feet dangling a good foot off the ground.
“It’s been too long.” When she spoke, she couldn’t keep the catch from her voice. It had been eight months since she’d seen him last, and she’d missed him terribly.
Seth cleared his throat, eyeballing the two of them. “Not that I want to interrupt the happy reunion, but would you mind putting my betrothed back on the ground?”
Phoebe blushed, suddenly conscious of Seth and how it must look to him. But Gavin was still holding onto her as if she weighed nothing more than a feather.
“Congratulations, lass.” His voice was tender when he spoke and she could not help but look into his eyes as he held onto her gaze. He then gave her a kiss, just a brush of the lips, before landing her on her feet.
***
Phoebe handed Seth the glass of Viridis, letting him pull her close for a quick kiss. It had turned into a late night, the combination of their engagement and Gavin’s presence fueling the revelries. Gavin had accompanied them to her home, accepting her invitation to spend the night in the guest room, since his own sleeping quarters were on the other side of the city.
Phoebe’s house servants, Sarah and Martha, busied themselves around the house, obviously excited to have guests. They brought numerous plates and platters up from the kitchen, each piled high with finger sandwiches and other delectables. How they had managed so much in so little time and with no notice was beyond her, but she made sure to lavish them with praise and thanks before dismissing them for the night with assurances they could manage on their own.
“What happened to your hand?” She asked, taking notice of Seth’s scraped and swollen knuckles as he raised his glass to drink. “I hope you boys weren’t getting yourselves into trouble.”
Seth momentarily glanced at Gavin, who returned his look with raised eyebrows, sending a shard of panic through her. “I was going to tell you, but wanted to wait for a more appropriate time.” He steered her towards a chair, crouching before her so she could easily look into his eyes. “There’s nothing to trouble yourself over. I just need you to know you’re now safe. Victor will not bother you again.”
Phoebe inhaled sharply at the sound of Victor’s name. “What did you do, Seth?” She felt all the blood drain from her body, and thought she might faint for the second time in as many days.
Seth took her hand in his. “He’s fine, my love, with little more than a broken nose and wounded pride. I promise, he’ll not lay a hand on you again.”
She felt her cheeks flush in embarrassment at the mention of Victor’s assault while Gavin was still present. She chanced a glance to see if he’d heard and then hissed at Seth through gritted teeth, her embarrassment turning to fury. “Did I not ask you to leave it be? Do you know what you have done?”
Seth sighed heavily. “A moment if you would, Gavin?” Gavin gave him a nod and then got up, flicking a quick glance at Phoebe before leaving the two of them alone.
How could such an intelligent man be so damn stupid? Phoebe paced the room, not saying anything, picking up and putting down the occasional object, trying to ward off the desire to hurl said object at his head. In the state she was in, her aim would not fail her. “Do my requests mean nothing to you, Seth? What were you thinking?”
“Phoebe, you could not expect me to sit idly by after the man assaulted you.”
“I know you felt it necessary, but the man is powerful and wounding his ego is far more dangerous than wounding his person. I only fear what he’ll do in retaliation.”
Seth pulled her into the safety of his arms, holding her close, some of her anger now gone. “Do not worry, my love. I promise, he’ll not harm you again. I vow to protect you, with my own life if necessary.”
She looked up at him, fear still gripping her as he leaned forward and kissed her. When she spoke, cradled against his chest, it was barely but a whisper. “It’s not myself I worry for.”
***
Phoebe went out into the hall and found Gavin pacing the hall, his kilt swinging with each stride. Standing well over six feet tall, his presence overwhelmed the small space. “I’m assuming you were with him.”
He stopped pacing and gave his head a shake, anger sparking in his eyes. “I could not let him go alone. Truth be told, I dinna blame him one bit for what he did, and you shouldn’t either. He didna tell me what happened, but I can take a guess, aye? I can also tell ye the man’s lucky I hadna seen ye before we paid him a visit. Seth’s a far nicer man than myself, for I’d have them fishing pieces of the bastard out of the Thames.”
“Is that so?” She repressed a shudder, knowing he likely spoke the truth.
“Aye lass, it is.” He changed the subject. “Has he told ye I’m to marry the two of ye?”
“Are you now?”
Gavin tilted his head to the side, answering, “Aye, that I am, unless ye’ve reason to object.”
“Bloody hell.” She gave her head a shake, trying to ignore the quickening of her heart. Pushing her fears aside, she let a smile slowly creep across her face. It was good to have Seth and Gavin back, the three of them together once again.
Gavin gave her a hint of a smile, his voice soft and sweet. “Come on, lass. We dinna want to leave yer poor man wondering what we’re getting up to.”
“No. We certainly wouldn’t.” She turned to go, but he stopped her with a gentle hand on her shoulder. “What is it, love?”
“Phoebe, about what happened.” He gave his head a shake, making her stomach clench. She knew he was not speaking about the incident with Victor. “I’m sorry, aye? I hadna meant to—”
“I hope you’re not being too hard on the lad, my love.” Seth walked into the hall, making Phoebe’s heart race.
She gave Gavin a quick glance, before walking over to Seth, managing a bit of a smile. “No more than he deserves.”
The three of them sat by the fire, eating and drinking, conversation slowly returning to normal. The tension between them eased, though Phoebe could not help but notice Gavin’s gaze drift back to her on more than one occasion. She knew what he truly wanted to speak to her about when they were in the hallway, but no good would come from rehashing something of so little importance—especially not when she’d finally agreed to marry Seth.
After several more hours of talk and drink, they decided it’d be wise to retire for the night. “Ye’ll let us know if ye need anything, aye? A good night to ye.” The lilt had crept back into Seth’s voice with the help of Gavin’s company and a fair bit of drink.
“And a good night to ye both.” As Gavin made his way to the guest bedroom, Seth then turned his attention to her.
Phoebe got to her feet, and the world tilted around her, leaving her to wonder exactly how much whisky and Viridis she’d had. Sensing her state of inebriation, Seth pulled her into his arms, holding onto her with a firm grip around her waist. Head spinning, she melted in Seth’s arms, desperate to feel his touch. With little effort, he scooped her up and started to carry her towards her bedroom. “I do believe ye’re drunk, my love.”
“I do believe you’re correct.” The words felt thick on her tongue. But nestled as she was in his arms, her lips found their way to his neck with ease before moving on to nibble at his ear.
“Phoebe, love, keep that up and I’m liable to drop ye, being that I’m not exactly steady on my own feet.” His grip tightened and he picked up his pace, fumbling with the doorknob to her room.
Reaching down, she gave him a hand, flinging the door open to let them through. She heard the door close behind them, and then Seth lowered her onto the bed as her world continued to dance around her. Rolling her onto her back, he struggled with her gown and corset, as Phoebe managed to doze between his curses. She then watched dreamily as he rid himself of his own kit, leaving her to marvel drunkenly at his magnificent form.
Sliding in next to her, he said, “Ye need to sleep or ye’ll be in a world of hurt come morning. Come on, love. Lay yer head.”
He pulled her into his arms, and she nestled up against him, her head on his chest as the sound of his heart lulled her. But the herbal coursing through her veins was putting something other than sleep on her mind. Her fingers traced imaginary patterns across his chest, her lips following the trail— until Seth wrapped her snug in his arms, effectively putting a stop to her progress. She looked up at him and pouted— something she could assuredly blame on the alcohol.
Seth frowned at her. “Sleep.”
“That’s not exactly what I had in mind.” Phoebe thought he was trying awfully hard to be good, poor man. Though he was twice her size, he too had consumed an ungodly amount of Viridis— from her private collection, no less— and she could not imagine it wasn’t having an effect.
She turned away onto her side, taking his arm with her so that he was forced to lie cradling her from behind, a position she knew would give her the upper hand. They were a perfect fit, their bodies molding to each other with her head fitting just under his chin, their legs a tangle. Her skin buzzed with energy, a rush of need coursing through her every fiber. She felt the hard heat of him pulse against her and knew he was as helpless against the herbal’s effects as she was. She shifted in his arms, pressing herself up against him, her need for him now bordering on desperation.
“Phoebe.” Her name was just a murmur on his lips, before he bent his head towards hers, covering her mouth with his, hungrily taking. He tasted of whisky and Viridis. His hands ran down the length of her, setting her skin on fire.
She shifted so as to better face him. Her hands reached down to stroke his hard length, eliciting a moan as he let his head fall back. His hands, rough on her hips, flipped her onto her hands and knees, as he sidled up behind her, mumbling.
She looked over her shoulder at him, thinking for sure she’d not heard right. “What did you say?”
He burst out laughing. “I was just saying that, by the gods, ye’ve got the most bonny wee arse— nice and plump.”
She swiped at him laughing, throwing herself off balance in the process. With his hands still on her hips, he pulled her back into position, and said, “Be still with ye. Is this not what ye wanted?”
She was still laughing when he thrust into her. That certainly got her attention, her eyes went wide for just a moment, her skin prickling with the sensation. She leaned back into him, shifting so her hips rocked against him, before he thrust into her again, another wave crashing over every nerve ending.
Dropping to her elbows, she lowered her head into the pillow to try and stifle the scream that wanted to erupt from her very depths. He continued to drive into her, his pace torturously slow as he let the energy build, wave upon wave, negating her own efforts to quicken their pace.
Seth reached out and grabbed a fistful of hair, gently pulling her head up out of the pillows, his arm holding her up against him, offering the support she needed to keep from sinking into the mattress in a trembling heap. “That’s better now. I want to see your face. I want to see it when I make you scream my name.” As if to guarantee she would do just that, his free hand dipped between her legs, stroking her deftly as he continued, thrust after torturously slow thrust.
She knew she could not take much more, moaning to keep from screaming, all too conscious of Gavin only a door away in the guest room. She could barely get the words out, her mind melting into a sea of sensations. “Seth, please. Gavin— he’ll hear.” But his only response was to pick up the pace, his eyes on hers as he left her quivering in his arms, his name torn from her lips.
Chapter Twenty Three
Gabriel let himself into his family home, its familiarity doing nothing to calm his nerves. Since Gavin had stayed the night, Phoebe sent word that Gabriel should join them for a late breakfast. He would have enjoyed himself if he didn’t have so many other things gnawing at him. Yet he had no one to blame but himself and his own stupidity.
Gabriel found them all sitting around the fire having tea as Gavin regaled them with his stories. “Hope I’m not too late.” He gave Phoebe a warm smile as she rose to greet him.
“Not at all. Shall we retire to the dining room? I’ll let Sarah and Martha know we’re ready.” He gave her what he hoped was a confident nod and watched her sweep out of the room, lighter on her feet than he’d seen her in a long while. She was the only one left of any importance to him, and soon she’d be embarking on another part of her life. He liked Seth— couldn’t ask for a better man— and he really was truly happy for them, but it still felt like she was taking yet another step away from him.
He knew the distance he felt between them was of his own doing. She had always been the one he turned to with his concerns and worries, and it was harder than he’d thought to keep things from her. Perhaps he could speak to her. But he dismissed the thought from his mind, and not for the first time. His problems were his own and of his own doing. It would not be fair to ruin her happiness, especially when there was little that could be done to help the matter. He’d need to find a way to deal with things without involving Phoebe.
Gabriel followed the others to the dining room, pushing his thoughts from his mind. The last thing he needed was for Phoebe to notice anything amiss. Instead, he took a seat next to Gavin and concentrated on catching up with his friend. “Will you be in town long?” he asked as Sarah and Martha began to serve the food.
“Just until the wedding a few weeks from now. The two of us, we’ll need to go out and find ourselves a bit of fun, aye? That one there,” he motioned towards Seth with a tilt of the head, “was ne’er any fun to begin with. And now? Too serious for his own good, though I reckon if I had someone as lovely as Phoebe, I wouldna stray very far either.” Gavin gave her a dazzling smile, and Gabriel couldn’t help but notice Phoebe blush.
“Hmph. You’ve always had a way with words, Gavin MacKay.” Phoebe shook her fork at him.
Seth couldn’t help but laugh. “That he most certainly does.”
Martha walked to Phoebe’s side, whispering something Gabriel could not hear. Phoebe’s gaze darted to Seth for just a moment, her tone serious as she excused herself and left the room, leaving them to dine without her.
When ten minutes had passed and Phoebe did not return, Seth excused himself to go check on her. As Gabriel chatted with Gavin, he tried not to get ahead of himself and assume the worst. But his worst suspicions were confirmed when Phoebe and Seth came back into the room, followed by the police inspector. His sister’s face, which was rosy when she left the room, was now drawn and ashen as Seth helped her to her seat.
When she spoke her voice sounded distant and shaky. “It’s all right, Inspector. These are my friends and family. You may feel free to discuss the matter with them here.”
“If you’re sure?” When Phoebe nodded, the inspector gave a sigh and continued. “Very well then. As I just mentioned, Lord Hawthorne’s portable information module had some information on it that concerns you.”
Gabriel felt his heart stop momentarily, only to start back up, ready to pound straight out of his chest. It felt like his life was teetering on the edge of a dark abyss.
William continued, addressing Phoebe. “I found formulas and calculations on the module, along with notations and plant names. I’m not quite sure what the formulations mean but they were found in the book labeled with your name, and I imagine they’re rather important— perhaps related in some way to the formula for Viridis. I’ll need you to take a look. It may be nothing, but I thought I should bring it to your attention, all the same.”
Though he was incredibly concerned for his sister’s welfare, Gabriel couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. William placed the module on the table and after giving it a crank, the tinkering sprang to life.
“I do not understand how this is possible.” Phoebe looked dismayed and defeated. “These formulations are from the experiments I’ve been running. The information is always kept locked in my lab.”
William took the seat next to her. “Is it the formula for Viridis?”
“Yes, in addition to several new formulas achieved by altering the original. I was running experiments to see whether I could bring about different effects by varying the amounts of ingredients or adding other herbs.”
“Were you successful?”
Phoebe shrugged. “I don’t know. I was still a ways from completing my experiments and can’t know for sure the full potential, but yes, certain formulations were showing promise.”
William shifted as he jotted something down in his notepad. “You may not yet be able to give me an answer, but are the effects of the new formulations similar to those of the current version or are they drastically different?”
Giving it some thought, she said, “It’s still too early to tell, but the new formulation seems to heighten one’s awareness, particularly of their surroundings rather than of their person. One would be able to see further, and hear better, for example. Similar effects, yet very different applications.” She shook her head. “Why would Niles have the formula? I don’t for the life of me know how he got it.”
“It may be he was only looking for the original and stumbled onto much more. I cannot say for sure, though I have reason to suspect he worked for Special Services in a certain capacity.”
Gabriel ran his hands over his face, his pulse erratic, hoping that his nerves weren’t obvious to anyone else in the room. He had trusted Niles, and now it appeared he had been a fool to do so. He wished he could talk to his sister; there was so much more the inspector did not know–so much more, based on the evidence before him, even he was not aware of.
Phoebe flipped through the inspector’s notes. “The formulas in this form would do them no good, though. When I was originally working on Viridis and the herbal mixes were showing promise, I started to code the formulas as a precaution. These formulations are useless to anyone but me.”
William now looked intrigued. “There’s a code? I will say it’s a relief to hear it. Could they not, however, have gained access to the code? It would seem a probability if they’ve managed already to gain access to the formulas themselves.”
Phoebe shook her no. “To look at the formulas, you would not necessarily know you need a code, but even if you did figure that much out, I never put the code in writing. I’m the only one, Inspector, who can easily translate it all, since there is no rhyme or reason to it. Even the names of the herbs are not correct.”
Gabriel let out a small sigh of relief at his sister’s brilliance and foresight, the knot in his gut loosening just a little.
The inspector pressed on. “Do you keep track of the changes you’ve made to the formula and when you made them? We may be able to calculate when he took the formulas based on your notes.”
Phoebe nodded. “I have a book I keep all my notes in. I record every change I make, and the date and time is noted for anything I do. But I still do not understand how he got into my laboratory. It is kept locked anytime I am not there.”
“Is there no one else that could access it?”
Phoebe shot a quick glance at Gabriel, both question and apology in her eyes. She then turned her attention back to William— a man fully capable of reading his sister’s every thought as it danced across her face. “No, Inspector. Gabriel and I are the only ones with the code to the lock and a key.”
Chapter Twenty Four
Phoebe led Seth and William up the stairs and down the hall to her laboratory, her spirits sinking further with each step. She could not imagine what Niles would be doing with her formula, and though she knew Niles and Gabriel were friends, she refused to believe her brother was somehow involved. There was no one in the world she trusted more. There just had to be a logical explanation, though she could not for the life of her think of anything.
Seth took her hand in his, offering her some much needed comfort. Pulling her thoughts back to the matter at hand, she looked at William. “This is the door and the lock system.”
William stepped forward to take a closer look. “It looks fairly complex. How exactly does it work?”
“Actually it’s quite simple. You need a key, which gets inserted here, and then there’s a numerical code that gets entered just here with these number keys.” Phoebe gestured to the shiny enameled keys lined up in a straight line, each one labeled with a number. “The number can be changed for added security, though I’ve never bothered, not realizing theft was an issue.”
Pulling the key out of her pocket, she turned it in the keyhole and then quickly punched the numerical sequence. There was a loud hiss of steam and a grinding of gears as the heavy brass door slid open and to the side.
“Is Gabriel the only other person you have given the key and code to?” Phoebe noticed William’s gaze flick momentarily to Seth.
“I have given it to no one else. Not even Seth.” She gave Seth’s hand a squeeze.
“And what of your brother? He was a friend of Lord Hawthorne’s, was he not? Could it be that he allowed him access?” William’s eyes settled on her face, and Phoebe knew he was reading her every move, her every thought, as if it were an open book.
Phoebe could not keep the edge out of her voice. “My brother would never betray me, Inpsector. My trust in him is absolute.”
William abandoned his line of questioning with a tilt of the head. “Perhaps we will find some explanation inside the laboratory.” William bent his tall, wiry frame to get a better look at the lock, running a careful hand over the door. “It would be easy enough to pick the lock or get a skeleton key, but whoever entered would still need the series of numbers. They’d also need to have access to your home. May we proceed? It may be they used a different way to enter.”
“Certainly.” Phoebe walked in and then let William take the lead, following behind him to answer any questions he may have. He started with the windows that flanked both sides of the room, checking each one closely.
William spoke as he wandered the perimeter of the room and did not look at her when he asked his next question. “Had Lord Niles ever come to your home?”
Phoebe reached out and took Seth’s hand in a gesture meant to reassure him. She knew William meant her no insult, and that he needed to establish certain details if he were to get to the bottom of the theft and murder.
“No. He never came here—not even in Gabriel’s company. I had only ever seen him at Viridis.”
William nodded his acknowledgement, finishing his cursory investigation. “We’re three stories up and it does not appear that the windows have been tampered with. Do you ever leave them open?”
“Not usually in winter, although when I’m distilling and the weather is fair, I do tend to leave the doors and windows open due to the fumes. They can be quite overwhelming.” Phoebe moved to her desk, opened the drawer and pulled out her well-worn journal, flipping to the pages that held the information on her recent experiments.
“Are those the notes you keep? I have the formulas from the module here in my pad.” He took out his notepad and found what he was looking for, then handed it to her.
She noticed the neat, angular writing, and the methodical way in which he’d taken down the information. Seating herself with the two books, she flipped through her pages looking for the matching formulation. There. She checked once more before confirming it with William. “I have it here. I ran this experiment approximately five weeks ago.”
“Have you run any others since then?” William took a step closer to look over her shoulder, but only as far as was proper. She managed a bit of a smile and shifted her book over so he could get a better look.
“Yes. You see here.” She flipped forward several more pages, and then looked up at him.
Seth, who hadn’t said much of anything up until now, spoke. “Whoever took the information must not have easy access or they would have the latter equations. And in case you are wondering, Inspector, I only just returned from the Outlands less than two weeks ago.”
William nodded, his face serious. “I thank you for your honesty. What you say makes sense. I cannot imagine it would be easy to gain access to the room. Unfortunately, someone has managed to do just that, possibly on more than one occasion, given the amount of material.” He turned to Phoebe. “Unless, of course, they had access to your book for a length of time or had removed it from the home. You have servants— they may have noticed something and thought nothing of it at the time.”
“Just the two, Sarah and Martha. You may feel free to speak with them regarding the matter.” Phoebe closed her book and tied it shut with the leather thong, before stashing it away.
“Thank you. Have they been with in your employment long?”
“Only three or four months. Prior to opening Viridis, there wasn’t much need.” Nor had there been any money.
“Would it be possible for them to gain access to this room?”
She hated to think of it. “I suppose so. I had only thought of the lock on the door as a precaution in the case of a burglary. Though it’s locked when I’m not using the laboratory and I’ve not given either of the girls permission to enter, the distillation process is time consuming, and I do frequently go to other areas of the home without closing or locking the door.”
“I’m afraid there is a chance your servants could have gained access to this room. In light of the evidence, I’ll need to speak with them, though it may be difficult to prove whether they did indeed have a hand in the theft. There’s a reason your formulas ended up in Lord Hawthorne’s hands, and he very well may have died for it. We cannot be too careful.”
***
Phoebe had been prowling the house since William left, trying in vain to ignore the sinking feeling in her gut. She was only too happy that Sarah and Martha were preoccupied in the kitchen. It was quite clear that they were shaken after being questioned by the inspector, and she could not blame them. She felt horrible that they were under suspicion, and how she would face them again, she did not know.
At least she had a wedding to distract her. With the seamstress due to arrive at any moment, she was able to convince Seth, Gabriel, and Gavin that she would be fine on her own. The last thing she needed was for the three of them to be doddering around the house, watching her every breath. She’d finally pushed them out the door with promises she’d meet with them later at Viridis.
She showed the seamstress to her room, where she stripped down to her undergarments so measurements could be taken. Speaking expertly through a mouthful of pins, her seamstress said, “Have ye given any thought to the design? I do no’ think anything too full on such a small frame like yours, but a bustle in the back with a slim sleeve would look awful nice on ye. An’ with your hair and coloring, ye should think of an ivory silk. White would be too harsh; wash ye out it would.”
“No, definitely nothing too full.” She too easily could drown in a sea of fabric. “And nothing overworked. I’d like to keep it simple.” All her dresses lacked the frivolity most women seemed to relish.
“Och, now m’ lady, ‘tis yer wedding day. If ye cannot wear something fancy on the day, then when will ye? Ain’t gonna get married but the one time, gods willing.”
Phoebe nodded. The temperature in the room seemed to have climbed to just short of stifling, a fine dew breaking out on her skin. A ball of panic and excitement bubbled in the pit of her stomach, as she thought of her future with Seth. “All right, then. Maybe we can adorn the gown— just a little.”
Chapter Twenty Five
Seth stepped over a puddle, keeping his pace brisk as he and Gavin walked down the road. The Inspector’s impromptu visit had left Phoebe rather upset and with good cause. It also left him adding another errand to his growing list. But for the moment, he had other business to attend to.
“She’ll nae like it. Ye ken that, aye?” Gavin glanced at him, a grin creeping across his face at the thought of mischief.
Frustrated with the situation, Seth said, “Of course I know. But with luck she’ll not find out.” He picked up his pace, their destination not very far now. The cold had returned, bringing a brisk wind with it, their skin stinging as they kept their heads tucked low and buried in their upturned collars.
“Are ye sure ye want to be doing this? She’s got a wee bit of a temper on her, aye? If she catches on, she’s liable to call off the wedding. And odds are against ye that she willna realize, seeing as she’s not only playing with a full deck, but has a few cards stashed up her sleeve, if ye ken my meaning.”
“Aye. I know,” Seth said through gritted teeth. “But what choice do I have?”
“Ye could always get me to do the job.” Gavin’s grin widened, frustrating Seth all the more.
Seth shook his head. “We’re just there now.”
A few minutes later, he was knocking on the door to Phoebe’s shelter. A girl no older than sixteen answered the door. “What can I do ye for?”
Seth smiled in an attempt to set her at ease. “I was wondering if you could help me. I’m looking for a young lad by the name of Samuel.”
She looked at him suspiciously. “And what would ye be wanting with him?” Then she quickly thought about it and added, “Not that I’m saying he comes here, or anything.”
Trying to ease her fears, he said, “Do not worry. He’s not in any trouble. I actually wanted to offer him a job.”
The girl mulled it over, eyeing them suspiciously. Finally, she said, “Well, seeing as I don’t know where he is, why don’t ye leave me yer name and a way he can reach ye, and I’ll try to get it to him.” A smile tugged at her lips, obviously happy with herself for having come up with a plan.
Seth smiled back. “That would be fine.” He took a calling card out of its case and handed it to her. “It is rather important, so I’d appreciate any effort on your part.” He handed her a few shillings, hoping it would aid her memory before they’d left the neighborhood.
And correct he was. They’d only gone a couple blocks when Samuel slid out of a side street and stepped in front of them, his walk jaunty and his head held high. “Molly said ye wanted me?”
“I wanted to offer you work.” Seth remembered the lad being tall enough and slender, but what he recalled the most was his dogged dedication to Phoebe and a quick intelligence.
“Aye? And what would ye be wanting me for?” He looked at Seth and Gavin with his chin out, refusing to be intimidated by anyone.
“Why don’t we get ourselves out of the cold? We can discuss matters over a bit of hot food and drink.”
Samuel gave it a moment’s thought. “Fine then, seeing as yer buying.” He gave Seth a sly smile, pausing just a moment to see if Seth would protest. “Ain’t stupid enough to pass on a free meal.”
“No. I wouldn’t think you are.”
Chapter Twenty Six
In light of his new findings, William decided to return to Niles’s living quarters and see if he could come across any other information that he might have missed during his first visit.
After checking with the footman to ensure no one else had entered since the break in, he got the key and then made his way to the second story flat, letting himself in.
Lilly had thought Special Services were somehow coercing Niles into working for them. But doing what? Trying to get Phoebe’s formula or trying to infiltrate the Cause? It could very well be both. If not for the wealth Phoebe’s formula could bring, then certainly Special Services could make use of the herbal for its effects, especially with her new formulations. If Viridis was any indication of what Phoebe was capable of, he had no doubt her new formula, once she completed it, would be nothing short of incredible. Yes, he could see why they may want access to her work.
When he had spoken to Phoebe’s maids, they knew of no one who could have had access to Phoebe’s laboratory, but with the two of them so nervous about being questioned, it was difficult to tell if they were being less than truthful. His gut, though, told him at least one of them had been somehow involved. Niles could have very easily bribed one of the girls to gain access or to copy the formulas.
There was no way of proving any involvement on their part, so he hoped Phoebe would take precautions. She had balked at the idea of letting them go with no evidence to be had, and though it was the honorable thing to do, she took a great chance by keeping them in her home. With luck, she’d take his suggestion to find them employment at Viridis instead, and would also purchase herself a safe box to keep her notes in.
Getting to the task at hand, he started in Niles’s office, looking for any hiding spots. He pulled each book off the shelf, flipping through it, before putting it back. It was tedious work and yielded little more than a few pieces of paper, but William pressed on, determined to find something to aid his investigation.
William moved on to the sleeping quarters. A tall wardrobe stood in the corner of the room, the dresser, a matching set, not far on an adjacent wall. Nothing turned up in either piece of furniture, so he moved on to the bed. He had searched all this previously, but at the time, he’d been looking for clues to a simple murder. With the SS involved, his search now widened.
There was nothing to be had under the bed or under the mattress, but while he was on the ground looking, he remembered Anne and her hiding place. Starting at one end of the room, he got down on bended knee, and started to tap on each board, listening for any change of sound or a loose board. He continued in this manner, checking every plank, and thinking he’d need a new pair of trousers by the time he’d finished even half the room.
Another thump-thump, thump-thump and then a thump-thunk. He tilted his head, his ear towards the board and tapped again. Thunk. Thunk. Tapping for reference on the adjacent board, he realized the sound was indeed different. Pulling out his pocket knife, he fed the blade between the boards, to lever the loose one up, his heart pounding as it slid out of its spot to reveal a hidden area and his pirate’s treasure.
***
William sat in the comfort of his own home and laid out before him the items from Niles’s apartment. In addition to the pieces of paper, he’d uncovered from the floorboards a stack of letters neatly tied with a red silk ribbon.
One of the sheets of paper appeared to be a receipt from an accountant, for a deposit of one thousand pounds Sterling— quite the sizable sum. The accountant’s office was located on Baker’s Street.
Even though Niles came from a wealthy family, it was unusual to transfer such large sums of money. William was starting to suspect Niles planned for the money to make its way to the Cause; however it was unclear whether the money was his or if it was coming from another source, like Special Services. Then again, there was a lot he still did not know about Niles, and the money could have nothing to do with the Cause. Either way, he’d pay the accountant a visit and see what he could learn.
The other two pieces were of no real importance; just tallies owed, one to a tailor and the other to his gentlemen’s club, Browning’s. It may be worth going to the club to see if anyone might have information that could be of use. William knew men tended to open up to each other in their clubs, the combination of food, drink and smoke, enough to get them to lower their guard. Whether they’d open up to an outsider though, was questionable, though he’d still give it a try.
Setting the papers aside, William picked up the letters, pulling on one end of the silk ribbon, taking pleasure in the way it slipped loose from itself. Careful to keep them in their current order, he examined each of the envelopes. The paper itself was of good quality. Every single one of them was blank— no names, no addresses. Whoever had sent the letters to Niles had done so either in person or by carrier.
Careful not to tear the envelope, William removed the letter within, unfolding it. The handwriting was neat and precise, slanting precariously to the right.
My dearest love,
Words cannot express the feelings that overcame me when I saw you walk into the room. How I wanted to go to your side. To touch you, to hear you whisper my name, and to know that it cannot be. So I will resign myself to stolen moments, until we can once again find each other in the cover of night. Know that you are in my thought every waking moment and in my dreams every eve.
I place all my hopes in your hands. May the gods help you succeed in your plan so that we may be together. Until then, I will settle as I must for the little you can give.
Yours truly
There was no signature. He thought of Lilly, but the possibility of her penning these letters seemed slight. He doubted she knew how to read or write, and if she did, her hand would not be as well schooled as this.
Who was Niles’s mistress? Perhaps she was a married woman or betrothed to another? Or was it a simple matter of class, his family one of wealth and status and she not of a family his would approve?
He was going through the other letters, which were essentially the same, when there was a knock, his constable at the door.
***
William gave the coach driver the address and then settled in his seat for the ride, taking the time to review the notes the constable had given him. He shook his head and cursed for the umpteenth time in the last few hours.
A man of great importance had been assaulted, and Chief Inspector Murdock, who would never trust a mere constable to deal with nobility, had immediately summoned William to handle the case. It would also give Murdock an excuse to pull William from his current investigation, since Niles’s family wanted the matter closed so as not to further tarnish their reputation. Society did not look kindly upon one getting themselves murdered.
Though William’s dealings with nobility were frequent enough, he was at a complete loss as to how to approach the case if indeed the notes he’d been given were correct. He cursed under his breath again. There was little to be done about the situation until he got the facts first hand. He only hoped the reality of the matter would not be as dire as the constable made it seem, though based on all what he already knew, he did not doubt the accusations being made.
Paying the driver, he climbed the wide marble steps to the ornate entrance. William took a deep breath and steeled himself for the job, setting aside his own emotions regarding the situation. The footman answered the door, William’s presence already expected.
William was escorted immediately into the sitting room, so he had only a moment to notice the grandeur of the place.
William was introduced with a stiff formality. “Inspector William Thomas, m’ lord.” With a curt dismissal from his employer, the footman bowed and left the room, leaving William with Lord Victor Fenwick.
His Lordship was a tall fellow, well built and would be handsome enough if it were not for the violent bruising that extended its way from a crooked and swollen nose, across his upper cheeks, and up to bloodshot eyes. Victor paced the room in agitation, but with his movement awkward and painful, he stopped instead in front of the mantel to pick up a porcelain figurine before turning to acknowledge William’s presence.
It was only upon seeing Seth’s handiwork, that William’s own anger regarding Phoebe’s attack, came under control with the retaliation taken in her honor. He would still need to approach this case like any other, and only hoped Seth had not dug himself into a hole he would not be able to climb out of.
Victor had brought the attack upon himself, and it took every ounce of will and composure for William to keep his smile of satisfaction stifled. “Sir, my constable says you were attacked upon leaving your gentlemen’s club?”
“Well, I certainly did not do this to myself!” Victor flung the figurine into the fireplace, sending the pieces smashing into the fire, sparks bursting into the air. He spun on William with a scowl. “Are you some sort of incompetent imbecile? He broke my nose, for fuck’s sake.”
Meeting Victor’s gaze with a cool calm, William ignored his comment, and continued his questioning, flipping through his notes. “This took place at Browning’s?”
“Yes. At my club. Did we not just cover that detail?” Something clicked in William’s memory, and he made a mental note to look into it. “The constable mentioned you knew your attacker.”
“It was that bastard, Seth Elliott. I want him charged. Do you hear me?” Victor’s face had gone red with rage.
“You’re familiar with your attacker?” He knew he was baiting the man, but it was a question he would ask anyone under the circumstances. “May I ask what caused the man to attack you?”
William had the pleasure of seeing Victor’s face go from red to purple as he stammered for an answer, finally managing to get out the words. “The man is deranged! How should I know why he attacked me? He wasn’t alone either; had another man with him. They bound my coachman, and then after assaulting my person, left me in Devil’s Acre of all places. I’m lucky I made it out of there alive!”
“It seems like an extreme reaction, which makes me think there was indeed a reason behind the attack. You’re sure you do not know why the man would be upset with you?”
“Did I not just tell you that? Murdock assured me you were the best, and if that is the case, the London police are in dire need of help. I do not understand why you are still here rather than arresting the man that tried to kill me.”
William was caught off guard by Victor’s accusation. Victor was a man of power and influence, and Seth could be in serious trouble if he chose to pursue a charge of attempted murder. “Kill you? It appears to be a simple case of assault. Did he harm you other than the blow to the face?”
“It is not a case of simple assault. He pulled a knife and threatened to kill me, and if you must know, he did draw blood. I’m sure he would have killed me if I hadn’t scared him off with the consequences of his actions. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let him get away with this.”
William pinned Victor with a long icy stare. “This would have nothing to do with the bodily assault upon Lady Hughes?”
Victor’s composure cracked for only a moment before returning to a look of arrogance. “You cannot believe anything that trollop would have to say on the matter. She’s had physical relations with the man in question. She would say anything he told her to. If that bastard is capable of nearly killing me, than it’s not difficult to imagine he’s capable of assaulting her as well. I expect you to move quickly on this and if you’re not capable of so simple a task, I’m sure Murdock can manage to find someone else capable of handling the situation.”
Victor’s threat was clear, and William clenched his fists at his side, resisting the urge to punch the man in the face. He took a deep breath to steady his voice, and then said, “I will need to interview the parties involved, of course, but will contact you with an update as soon as I have one. Good day.” And without waiting to be dismissed, he turned around and walked out of the room.
Chapter Twenty Seven
“I want nothing to do with that thing.” Phoebe waved Seth away, and turned to her desk to fidget with the orders for the club and her other paperwork.
Seth reached out and took her hand. “In light of the morning’s findings, I do not feel I’m being unreasonable. It’s just a fuse gun, and with someone after your formula, I want to make sure you have protection if you need it.”
She shook her head no. “The only thing I’ll manage to do with that thing is shoot myself in the foot. I do not want it, Seth. Please, take it away.”
He pulled her close and nuzzled her ear, her defenses weakening, his words but a whisper. “A compromise then. Will you at least keep it at home, tucked away in a drawer somewhere? I’ll get a second one for your office here at Viridis.”
Exasperated, Phoebe gave in. “Fine, but I have no intention of using it.”
He smiled, and pulled her to him for a kiss. “I’ll need to make sure you know how to handle it properly, of course.”
“Of course.” She rolled her eyes and his grin widened. Changing the subject, she said, “Where did Gavin get off to?”
“He’s keeping Gabriel company while he tends to the bar. How did the fitting go with your seamstress?”
The sooner her dress was made, the sooner they could get married, and with his arms still wrapped around her, her imagination turned to the life they would soon lead.
“I did stress to her the importance of having it done as soon as possible, but it is quite the undertaking. She has promised me five days time, barring she does not run into any problems.”
“Shall we plan for next Sunday? I do not want to put it off any longer than necessary. Gavin also has cargo he needs to get to Austria, and I’d rather not delay him.” He leaned in and gave her a quick kiss. “I hope you do not mind, but I stopped by the locksmith’s and purchased a small safe for your research journal. They’ll be delivering it to your home tomorrow.”
She looked away, not wanting to admit the facts. “I still cannot believe it’s Martha or Sarah.”
“Did they not come with references? Perhaps you can contact their previous employers. It may help put your mind at ease.”
She’d been shocked and upset by the situation, always trying to see the good in people. Such a betrayal was difficult for her to accept, but perhaps Seth was right. If she could put to rest some of her doubts, it may help matters.
“It could not hurt, in any case. I think I have their references filed away here with the other employee files.” She stepped out of Seth’s arms and moved to her desk, sitting down to locate what she was looking for.
There was a knock, and a moment later, the door opened and Gavin peeked his head inside. “I do hope I wasna interrupting anything.”
“Not at all. Come in.” Phoebe smiled at him, setting the files down with her things.
“Are we all set then?” Seth looked at Gavin and Phoebe could tell by the glint in their eyes and their shifty smiles that they were up to no good.
“Aye, we are. Gabriel’s fine here on his own.” Gavin’s crooked grin was filled with mischief.
Phoebe looked at the two of them, and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Set for what, pray tell?” But Seth was bustling her towards the door before she could protest further.
“A surprise.” He pulled her cloak out of the armoire and wrapped it around her shoulders, before shrugging himself into his own coat and grabbing her things, files included.
Phoebe frowned and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “What is this about, Seth? You do know how I hate surprises.”
“I know love, and you’ll find out soon enough.”
Phoebe sat nestled between Seth and Gavin and they rode in relative silence, the engine of the steam coach making conversation difficult. Her mind kept running through the possibilities of where they were going. As they made their way to the outskirts of London, Phoebe looked around at the thinning city congestion, and couldn’t contain herself any longer. “Where are we going?” she demanded. “I’ll have you know I’m not liking this one bit.”
Seth laughed, patting her knee. “I love that you hate giving up any control. We’re nearly there. Just another ten minutes or so.”
“Hmph,” she said, but her voice was drowned out in the noise of the steam coach.
At Gavin’s instruction, Seth pulled the vehicle off the main thoroughfare and onto a wide dirt road. With the aerodock just ahead, things started to become clear. Gavin’s airship loomed above the field, ghostly white and luminous in the moonlight.
“’Tis the perfect evening for a little adventure, don’t you think?” Seth helped her out of the steam coach, linking her arm with his.
Phoebe picked up her pace and lengthened her stride, her heart racing with excitement. “I had not realized this airship was so large. I’ve never seen one this size before.” Gripping Seth’s arm, she looked up at him and smiled, amazed yet again at his brilliance. His tinkerings always left her stunned, and this one was breathtaking. “Can we go on? I cannot believe you designed this.” Phoebe had, in the past, been on Gavin’s original airship, but she had yet to board this latest design, commissioned only months before Seth left for the Outlands.
He leaned in and kissed her. “Yes, of course.”
Gavin led the way. “She’s a beauty, aye? Come, I’ll show ye onboard.”
Having seen the original designs, Phoebe knew the ship, a horizontal oblong, was made of oiled fabric draped around a light metal frame, and used a combination of heat along with lighter-than-air gasses for its lift. Below it sat a windowed cabin, housing the steam engine, cargo and passenger areas. Designed to carry twice the amount of cargo than most airships, it gave Gavin a huge advantage in the trading business. That along with Gavin’s fearlessness had made him the most sought-after captain for hauling precious cargo or difficult flights, and the first choice amongst most merchants. Though most other airships carried passengers in addition to cargo, Gavin seldom bothered, other than on rare occasions— delivering Seth to and from the Outlands being one of those instances.
Leaving them momentarily standing by the gates, Gavin went to speak to the guards at the control house. It wasn’t long before he returned.
“Everything’s in order, if you’d like to continue.” Gavin threw open the gates and led them up a series of ramps leading to the passenger cabin. He unlocked the door, then stepped inside to run the illuminators before turning back to Phoebe with a slight bow over his leg, his kilt swaying with the movement. “Welcome, m’lady.”
Phoebe stepped forward, trailing away from Seth’s arm. “It’s magnificent, Gavin.” She turned back to Seth and gave him a smile.
The airships really were something quite extraordinary, and a lot had gone into making them a reality. Though this ship was Seth’s design, she knew none of it would have been possible without the work of Captain Gunther von Adler, who was able to find a method of creating and stabilizing the gasses needed to make the ships airborne and safe. Far too many of the gasses had been dangerous, leading to more than a few disasters.
The interior of the ship was open and spacious. Walls only added additional weight, so the interior was designed so that each room flowed into the next, illuminators running along the bottom of each wall to lend a soft glow. They moved forward into a luxurious sitting area, and Phoebe ran a hand over the back of a velvet chaise the color of well-aged port. “Gavin, I’m impressed.” Her gaze settled on the far end of the room. “Are those the controls?”
“Aye, that there’s the navigation area.” Gavin linked his arm with hers and explained things as he walked, while Seth disappeared into the seating area. “This here,” he pointed to a massive table with a map on it, “is where I make most of my trip calculations. My other maps are held just there.” He pointed to a glass case filled with diamond shaped shelves designed to hold maps of all sizes. Gavin continued, “And here’s the helm.”
A bay of wood and brass angled in an arc before a wall of glass, allowing the operator a two hundred and seventy degree view for greater ease of navigation.
“I still cannot believe it.” Phoebe moved to the helm, bending forward to get a better look at everything. A compass along with gauges for measuring altitude, velocity, and airship pressure were all clustered around a large brass wheel, several levers on either side of it. “It’s beautiful, Gavin.” When she turned back to face him, she found his gaze intent on hers, making her stomach clench.
“Phoebe, please talk to me…” His voice was just a whisper, the emotion in it tearing her heart to shreds. “’Tis been eight months, aye?”
She reached up and cupped his cheek for just a moment, his stubble rough against her hand. “What would you have me do? I do not think I can tell him.”
Gavin covered her hand with his. “Phoebe—” Hearing footsteps, she turned away from him and back to the controls.
Seth came to stand by her side, and she took his hand in hers, looking up into such kind and loving eyes. Her heart tripped over itself, not only with love but with the fear that she’d made the wrong decision when she’d had the chance to be completely honest with him. What had seemed like an insignificant incident now threatened to ruin everything.
Seth smiled, but she could see his eyes searching her face for what was amiss. “She’s a beautiful ship. Is she not?”
Smiling back, she put all other thoughts from her head, determined to have a good evening with the man she loved. “Truly, I cannot imagine one more beautiful.”
“Shall we get started, then? Why don’t the two of ye settle in, while I finish getting everything ready? There’s drink over at the bar. I’ll be right back.” Gavin left them to take care of things.
“You’ve yet to say where you’re taking me.” Phoebe glanced over at Seth with an eyebrow perked in mock sternness, trying to lighten the mood between them.
He moved to her side and wrapped an arm around her waist, a teasing smile upon his lips. “Nowhere in particular. For once, I want you to be surprised.” He kissed the tip of her upturned nose.
“For once?” She laughed, pulling back just a little to get a better look at him. “Has it ever occurred to you that the reason I don’t like surprises, is that you’re forever and always springing them on me? Even your return was completely unexpected. I nearly fainted at the sight of you.”
He brought her hand to his lips, a look of worry on his beautiful face. “I had not meant to cause you any distress. My apologies. Once in London, I could not stay away from you— not even long enough to send a proper message around. I had to see you, Phoebe.”
Not wanting him to worry, she reached up and cupped his cheek, smiling. “No worries, my love. I do think I’ve quite recovered from the shock.” Unable to resist, she kissed him.
“Phoebe.” His voice was heady, just a murmur against her lips.
Gavin cleared his throat, and they pulled apart, a flush creeping across Phoebe’s cheeks at being caught in a kiss. “We’re ready to go. If ye’d like, ye may take a seat either in the sitting room or by the helm.”
“The helm!” Phoebe exclaimed, clapping her hands in delight as she moved across the room. With a laugh, Gavin pulled out a chair for her next to the captain’s seat, and Seth took the chair on her other side.
Gavin deftly maneuvered them up into the sky, working the controls with ease. They watched as the lights of London became visible on the horizon, sparkling like fireflies in the dark of night.
“It’s so beautiful.” She reached out to Seth, and he took her hand, strong and reassuring. “So different to see it from this high up.”
“That it is, a ghaoil.”
Gavin turned to Phoebe, his knee inadvertently brushing against her leg, seated as she was between the two men in the small space. “Where’d ye like to go, love? Would it please ye to dine above the sparkling lights of London or beneath a blanket of stars?”
Phoebe bit her lip as she thought about it, her excitement causing her to fidget in her seat. “I don’t know. Shall we say the stars?” She turned towards Seth in question. “It’s always so difficult to see them amongst the brightness of the city.”
Seth brought her hand to his lips. “The choice is yours, my love.”
“The stars then.” She looked from Seth to Gavin and smiled, as they started their journey north.
It was a perfect night for their trip. The dry air and cloudless sky sparkled with thousands of dazzling stars. Though it was bitterly cold out, especially this high up, the steam from the engines kept the temperature within the cabin warm and comfortable.
For a ship this size, it was remarkably quiet, gliding with seemingly little effort. With the additional altitude, London now gleamed in the far distance like a distant galaxy, melding into the astral bodies above.
Phoebe shifted in her seat so she could lean back in Seth’s arms, her back to his chest, looking out upon the world around them. He held her to him, his head resting on hers. She still could not fully believe they would be married in only a week’s time. Only a fortnight ago, Seth had been hundreds of miles away, and she had not been sure when she would see or speak to him again.
Once Gavin got them on a course he was happy with, Seth escorted Phoebe to the sitting room and showed her to a plush chair by the window. Gavin soon returned, wheeling a serving cart into the room, laden heavily with a cornucopia of food.
“What did you lads get up to today?” She looked between the two of them with suspicion and humor. “Here, sit. Let me serve that up for you.”
Gavin waved her back to her seat. “Tcha, don’t be silly. I’m sure between the two of us, we can manage to get food on a plate. ”
“You are both too good to me.” Phoebe took the plate Gavin offered, thanking him. It was piled high with a combination of roast duck, sirloin of beef braised in red wine, with a side of roasted potatoes and onions cooked down to sweet perfection. “I do not know how I’ll get through all this, but it looks and smells wonderful.”
The food was deliciously satisfying. While eating, she looked around and was taken aback, not only by the beautiful star-studded night and the magnificent airship, but by her companions. She was stunned and flattered that they had planned such an evening with her in mind, and it still shocked her that she could have two such amazing people in her life.
Seth ran a hand down her arm, his voice soft and gentle. “Are you all right, my love?”
She gave him a smile. “I could not be better. I just wanted to thank the two of you for everything.”
They finished their meal, and with everyone’s appetites now satiated, they sat around in idle conversation, each with a drink in their hand. Gavin reclined on a chair, his long legs crossed out in front of him, his kilt going to his knees, tall woolen stockings and lace-up boots covering the rest of his legs. “Have the two of ye given any thought to where ye’ll have the wedding?”
Phoebe looked to Seth and shook her head no. “We hadn’t really the chance to finalize any decisions. It will only be the three of us and Gabriel. We could do it at one of our homes, I suppose, since the weather has been too brisk for an outdoor wedding.”
Gavin took a sip of his brandy peering at them over the rim of his glass, “You could get married here on the ship. We could take her up even.”
Phoebe couldn’t have thought of a more perfect way to get married. She looked over at Seth who had his eyebrows perked in question. She beamed in answer and he nodded at Gavin. “Aye. That would be brilliant.”
They ironed out the details, but before long Phoebe stifled a yawn. “I’m sorry. It’s been quite a busy day.”
“I have the two of ye set up in the guest quarters. I’d be happy to show ye up so ye dinna get lost.” Gavin stood and offered Phoebe a hand.
Phoebe looked from Gavin’s extended hand to Seth, her pulse skipping away. “Will you be joining me, my love?”
Seth sat forward. “I have a few things I need to speak to Gavin about. Do you mind? I’ll still see you up to bed, and I promise I won’t be terribly long.”
“Of course, I do not mind. Stay; I can find my own way, love.” Phoebe leaned over and gave Seth a kiss goodnight. His lips, warm and tempting, made her wish he’d accompany her to bed. She took Gavin’s offered hand and stood. “You need not accompany me. It’s just up the stairs, is it not?”
“Nonsense. It’ll only take but a minute to show ye to yer room, and I’m already on my feet. Wouldn’t want ye to take a wrong turn and fall into the cargo bay.” Ignoring her protests, he took her arm in his and escorted her up a sweeping staircase to the second level, where the bedrooms were housed. He opened the door and stepped inside. “Here’s yer room, love. There’s a privy just there behind that door. Do ye need anything before I go?”
“No, I don’t believe so.” She smiled at him. “Thank you— for all this. It was amazing.”
“Phoebe…” He turned towards her and ran his hands down her arms. “I’m sorry, but… I need to ask, ye understand? Are ye happy, my love?”
She felt her heart tighten, its rhythm erratic. She knew she needed to be honest with him. “I am happy.” She reached up cupped his face for just a moment, before dropping her hand. “I’m sorry, Gavin.”
“Ye ken I dinna want to cause problems between the two of ye, but ye must tell him, my love. Especially if I’m to marry the two of ye.”
Phoebe shook her head, looking down to avoid his gaze. “I cannot manage it, Gavin.”
“Phoebe…” He brushed a stray curl from her face, tucking it behind her ear. “If ye’re to get married… Do ye not think he should know?”
“Of course he should know. I want to be honest with him, but I cannot get the words out. I should have told him when he first returned and now it seems too late.” He gently tipped her chin, forcing her to look into his eyes, the rhythm of her heart erratic as her chest tightened.
“Shall I take care of the matter, then?”
All she could do was nod.
Chapter Twenty Eight
Gavin sat across from his friend, his heart heavy with guilt. Guilt, not only for the kiss stolen so many months ago, but also for being less than honest with Seth about his feelings for Phoebe. Though Phoebe agreed he’d be the one to tell Seth, he was hoping to leave it for another time, so as not to ruin their night together.
Seth took a sip of his whisky, and then rested the glass on his knee, his finger running around the smooth edge. “Clark and Moore wanted me to speak to you. I know you’ve made runs for them before, but I think they have something different in mind this time around.”
Gavin sat back and ran his hand through his hair with a sigh. At least this, he could deal with. “Do ye ken what they’re transporting and from where?”
“They did not say, but I’m guessing weapons—and a large quantity at that. With the type of funding they’ve got at their disposal, they’re likely dealing with Scotland’s Am Freiceadan. I think Moore and Clarke have started hoarding whatever weapons they can get, knowing they’ll need them if they can manage to raise the monies needed to fund a revolution.”
“From The Watch? Aye, I could see how it’d be to their advantage. A revolution has the potential to weaken the Queen and government enough for them to not be a bother for some time.”
Am Feiceadan, known as The Watch, was the group responsible for giving Scotland the edge it needed to win its independence from England twenty years ago, its members notorious for their fighting prowess.
Gavin gave it some thought. “Wouldna be difficult to slide the cases in with the other cargo. Problem is, if I get caught with the weapons and they’re traced to the Cause, they’d make my life difficult and it wouldna be verra pleasant.”
“I know. You’d escape the sentence of treason, seeing as you’re not a subject of the Crown, but it does not mean they couldn’t charge ye with something carrying an equally gruesome sentence. Either way, it will not be a pleasant way to leave this earth. I’ve debated for days whether to tell you of their plans. In the end, I figured I’d put it to you, seeing as you’ve helped them in the past. I only hope you’ll take into account the dangers involved when making your decision.”
Gavin smiled, some of the tension going as he joked with his friend. “Only helped because ye needed to get to and from the Outlands. With a trip like that, I wouldna trust yer sorry arse to any of the other airships. Phoebe would have my hide if anything ever happened to ye.” He polished off the remainder of his drink in one go, filling his glass again. He waved the bottle at Seth in question.
“Aye, go on then.” Seth leaned forward extending his glass for Gavin to fill. “Truth is, after leaving for the Outlands, I’d not have been surprised if she wished me dead.”
Gavin gave his head a shake, his lips curling into a slow smile as the memories came flooding back. “She half did, mo charaid. I saw her ‘bout seven months after you’d gone. Her hurt had turned to anger by then, ye see. Had a bit of a glass together, and the words coming out of her mouth in reference to yerself, I’d have been shocked to hear coming from a dock hand, let alone a lady like herself— though I’d be inclined to blame it on the drink.”
Seth took a sip of whisky, his eyes on the amber liquid glowing in the light. When he spoke, Gavin couldn’t help but notice the guilt tainting his friend’s voice. “I had not realized you’d come to see her. I appreciate it. It was a difficult time for her.”
Playing with his glass, Gavin said, “Aye, it was. I willna say I’d have gone if I were in yer place.” He looked up at Seth for just a moment before looking away, his own guilt tugging at his conscience. “But ye canna dwell on it. We’re nae but human. None of us are perfect, each of us carrying the burden of that humanity. We’ve all made mistakes, aye? We can only hope to redeem ourselves, and that forgiveness will be granted.”
Seth looked at him, a question in his eyes. Gavin knew he was being far more serious and brooding than his normal self. “We’ve been friends a long time, aye? And you know you can talk to me if there’s something bothering you. You’ve always been here for me, and I’d hope to return the favor.”
Gavin looked back at him and sighed. He’d not get a better opportunity and the time had come for honesty. “Verra well, then. I only ask that ye let me finish what I have to say.” Seth agreed, and Gavin continued. “To be honest, I dinna ken where to even start, so I might as well start at the beginning. Do ye remember when ye first met Phoebe?”
Seth took a deep breath, his eyes flashing at Gavin in question before looking away. “Aye. How could I forget?”
Gavin’s mind wandered back in time, the memories playing through his mind. “She really was so different than any of the other women. Ye’ll remember we would seek her company? The three of us grew to be close friends before ye decided to openly court her.”
“Gavin, I don’t understand where this is going. I remember being concerned that you did not care for her, since you constantly tried to avoid accompanying me when I went to visit her. Did I misjudge the situation?” Seth fidgeted with his glass, seemingly unable to sit and listen quietly, anger tainting his voice. Seth locked eyes with Gavin, demanding the truth.
Gavin struggled with himself, trying to get the words out. When he finally spoke, the anguish in his voice was clear. “I couldna help myself, mo charaid. The time spent in her company had the same effect on me as it did you. I tried to fight it, tried to make excuses not to accompany ye, but in the end, I was far too weak a man. I’m sorry.”
Seth’s face flushed with anger, his jaw clenched as he spoke. “Gavin, what are you telling me?”
“I fell in love with her, Seth— even before ye decided to court her. It was not my intention. Ye must believe me when I tell ye that.”
Seth’s hand tightened around the glass, his knuckles white. “And when I was no longer around? When I’d gone to the Outlands?”
Resigned, Gavin said, “Aye. I only saw her the once in yer absence. She was furious with ye, and in my defense, I did try to justify the reasons ye’d gone. In the end she still claimed to want nothing to do with ye; said she wouldna wait idly by, pining for yer return.”
Reliving the moment in his mind, Gavin continued, “With emotions high, and quite a bit of drink in the both of us, I confessed to her my feelings. She didna say a thing. Just stood there shocked.” Gavin gave his head a shake. “I kissed her… by the gods, I kissed her ‘til I thought my soul might catch on fire. And then she asked me to leave.” He had left with no argument, devastated, his heart broken. “That was the last I saw of her until the other night, may lightning strike me if I’ve told ye a lie.”
Seth said nothing for what felt like an eternity, leaving Gavin to stew in his guilt. Finally Seth pinned Gavin with a stare. “Do ye still love her?”
Without meeting Seth’s eyes, he put his head in his hands and said the only thing he could.
“Aye, I do.”
Chapter Twenty Nine
Phoebe opened her eyes to find Seth sitting on the bed next to her, still fully dressed, looking at her. There was enough moonlight coming through the windows for her to see that his hair looked disheveled as if he’d been running his hands through it. She blinked a few more times to wake herself more fully from her sleep, and then propped herself up on her elbows. Her stomach clenched with dread, suspecting Gavin had spoken to him.
“Were ye going to tell me, Phoebe?” The stiffness and hurt in his voice tore her heart to shreds.
She sighed. “Gavin had a bit too much to drink is all. It meant nothing, Seth.”
“What meant nothing, Phoebe? His kiss or saying he was in love with ye? Is still in love with ye.” He looked at her when she gasped. “Did ye not know? He still loves ye, my dear.”
Feeling guilty, she turned her gaze away from him. “No, I had not known.”
“Why did ye not tell me? When we were aiming for honesty and trust, why did ye not tell me? Was it not the only thing I asked?”
“Nothing more came of the situation, and I did not think the issue would arise again. I’m sorry I was mistaken, but I did not want drunken words and a kiss to ruin your friendship with your closest friend.”
“Unless Gavin fell into a barrel of rum and drank his way out of it, the lad wasna drunk.” Seth tilted her chin so that their eyes met. “Do ye love him, Phoebe?”
She shook her head, exasperated. “Of course I do. He’s a good friend and a close one at that, but if you’re asking if I love him the way I love you, then the answer is no.”
“Do ye still want to marry me?” It tore at Phoebe’s heart to hear his uncertainty and fear.
“Nothing has changed, Seth.” Phoebe leaned forward and rested her head on his chest, his arms closing around her to hold her close. “I should have told you.”
“Aye, ye should have.” He let go of her and got undressed before sliding under the covers. He stayed on his side of the bed, though, and did not approach Phoebe or say anything more.
The silence between them was deafening, the space between them immeasurable. With each passing moment, Phoebe felt more and more miserable, until she could take it no longer. “Seth—” Her voice caught, leaving her unable to say anything else.
“Try and get some rest, Phoebe. ‘Tis been a long night.”
But sleep refused to come. It felt like she tossed around for hours, while Seth lay next to her, his breath slowing as he slipped into slumber. Hoping a drink might help her sleep, she got up and wrapped a blanket around her shoulders to protect her from the chill that had crept into the air.
The sitting room was deathly quiet, with only the moon for illumination. Phoebe found the bottle of brandy and poured herself a generous glass in hopes of settling her nerves. She then eased herself onto the velvet chaise, taking in the view through the window. The stars sparkled up above, the moon hanging in the sky, three quarters full.
She sipped the brandy, savoring the molten glow that spread through her body, trying to ignore the thoughts and fears that battered her soul. Seth would forgive her. He had to, for she could not live without him. Forcing her fears away, she distracted herself from her troubles by gazing at the stars, trying to find the constellations she could remember. Her body relaxed joint by joint and she finished her glass, her eyelids heavy with sleep.
She awoke with a start sometime later. Outside, the sky had lightened considerably, though dawn was still hours away.
“Ye canna be comfortable. Why do ye not get yourself to bed, love?” Gavin stood across the room, half hidden in shadow.
“I could not sleep and thought a drink might help. It appears to have worked.” She managed the faintest smile, before it faded from her lips at the thought of returning to her bedroom. She did not think she could manage lying next to Seth, when he obviously wanted to be left alone.
“I’m sorry, Phoebe. I’d have left it for another night, but the conversation strayed in that direction. I had kept the truth from him far too long and didna want a lie between us if I were to marry the two of ye.” He took a few steps closer, now only feet away from her. She was suddenly self-conscious of being dressed in only her chemise, and shifted the throw so she would not be indecent.
“It’s no one’s fault but my own. I should have told him when he first returned.” She felt crushed for making the wrong decision, her tears threatening to fall. “Gavin, what if he’ll not have me?” She couldn’t keep the hitch out of her voice.
He closed the distance between them and sat next to her, but there was still an awkwardness in the air, leaving them not quite comfortable in each other’s presence.
“Of course he’ll have ye. He loves ye, and nothing will change that, lass. After all, ‘twas not yourself, but rather me that crossed the line. He’s only feeling a bit cross with us both. He’ll come around soon enough, aye? At least where you’re concerned.”
The worries that had been needling her all night long finally got the best of her, and Phoebe couldn’t stop her tears from flowing. “I just don’t know if he’ll ever be able to forgive me for lying to him.”
“Hush, love. It’ll be all right.”
He brushed the tears from her cheeks and put an arm across her shoulder, ignoring her protests. Worry had her choking on her tears, but he held her close with her head nestled against his chest, while he murmured to her in Gaelic to try to sooth and calm her.
“Dinna go worrying yerself, lass. I promise, it willna be long before ‘tis all forgotten.”
She knew she should pull away, get as far from him as possible, but with the tears still flowing and the prospect of having to go back upstairs to the deafening quiet of her room, she could not do it. She was exhausted— exhausted and spent— and along with her tears, sleep finally came and took her in its mercy.
Chapter Thirty
Seth awoke to find himself alone in bed. His anger and hurt crashed over him, and he could not help but wonder where she’d gone and whether Gavin was with her. The quietest of knocks sounded, and Seth fumbled on his pants, cursing as he wrenched open the bedroom door.
He felt like he’d been punched in the gut. A queasy nausea mingled with a sickening emptiness as he watched Gavin carry Phoebe into the room, asleep in his arms. “What’s happened?”
Gavin laid her down on the bed, and covered her with the blankets, before turning to Seth. “She fell asleep downstairs, and I didna think it wise or appropriate to leave her there sleeping in a chair in nothing but her shift.”
Seth cursed, his anger and jealousy getting the better of him, fists clenched at his side. “What was she doing there in the first place, Gavin? And why were ye with her?”
“Hush, man. Ye’ll wake her.” Gavin stepped out into the hall, and Seth followed suit, closing the door behind him. “And ye can wipe that look off yer face. Ye act as if ye dinna ken me.”
“I’m not sure I do, anymore.”
Gavin headed down the stairs leaving Seth to follow, cursing behind him. Once in the sitting room, Seth could clearly see Gavin was upset. It was also clear Gavin’s temper was starting to get the better of him.
Gavin spun on him. “Now what was it ye wanted to ken? What was she doing and why was I with her, aye? Well I’ll tell ye what she was doing. She was crying her eyes out over ye—”
“And ye decided to console her, aye?” Seth’s body coiled tight, ready for a fight.
Had he been so oblivious to what was happening around him? He’d always known Gavin harbored a certain fondness for Phoebe, but had thought it nothing more than harmless flirting and a close friendship. Perhaps he had misjudged exactly how close.
“Is that what ye’re thinking?” Gavin’s hands curled into fists. “That I’d take her right there on the chair, with ye sleeping away right above us? What kind of animal do ye take me for?” He gave Seth a shove, and through gritted teeth, said, “And what exactly are ye saying about Phoebe, to think that of her, aye? What’s happened to ye, man?”
The words hit Seth like a slap in the face. He shook his head, his hands up, calling a truce. “I dinna ken.” He sank into the nearest seat. With his head in his hands, he said, “I just canna think straight when it comes to her. I left her for a year, knowing she might very well move on; half expecting her to do just that. With her refusing to marry me at the time, I had no hold on her, and if she chose to accept another’s advances, I could not fault her. Yet the thought of her with any other man is enough to make me see red and turn my guts inside out.”
Gavin sat across from him, the corner of his mouth twitching into a smile. “Aye, I ken what ye mean. No?”
Seth looked at his friend, and saw the irony of the situation. He couldn’t help but let out a weary laugh. “Ye poor bastard.”
***
Seth crept into the bedroom, easing himself onto the bed and kissing Phoebe lightly on the lips. He knew he should let her rest, but he needed to make things right between them. She stirred as he covered her in gentle kisses, trailing down between her breasts, her back arching in response. She buried her fingers in his curls, his name escaping her lips in a sleepy sigh.
“I’m sorry I got upset with you, Phoebe. I had no right to. The time in question was while we were apart, and even then, you did nothing dishonorable.”
He pulled her into his arms so she lay there, half-propped on his chest. “What about Gavin?” She did not need to go into any more detail. He understood.
He took a deep breath as he muddled through his thoughts. It was a good question, though not an easy one to answer when such raw emotions were involved. Finally, he said, “I do not know, love, but I reckon, that too will work itself out. Though I do not like it one bit, I cannot blame the man for surrendering to charms I myself was helpless in succumbing to. I know he meant no insult by it.”
She shifted so she could kiss him, a slow and sweet kiss, full of promise. Pulling back a little, she said, “Thank you.”
“For what?” His eyebrow perked up in question.
“For being understanding enough to forgive Gavin. I think he’s been pretty hard on himself regarding the matter. He’d be devastated to lose your friendship.”
“Perhaps, but I think it’d depend on whether or not he got you in exchange, aye?” He smiled at her, but only for a moment. He needed her to know he was serious about what he was about to tell her. “And let me make myself clear, Phoebe. There are to be no more secrets between us. No lies and no truths left unsaid, aye?”
Phoebe nodded. “You have my promise.”
“And you have mine.” He linked his fingers with hers. He knew it would be difficult to tell her what he was about to, but it had to be done. “Listen, love, if ever anything happens to me—” he put a finger to her lips, to stop her protests. “We have uncertain times ahead of us, Phoebe. The Cause may end up in revolution before long, and if that happens, it’s going to get bloody and dangerous. I’ll need to know you’re safe and taken care of. I spoke to Gavin about it. He’s to take care of you and make sure you’re safe. Maybe get you to the continent, or perhaps to Scotland now that they’re a sovereign nation. Out of London, at the very least.”
She sat up, her anger and indignation mottling her delicate skin red in the light of the coming dawn. “I’m not leaving, Seth. I will not go! If there’s to be a revolution, they’ll need as many people as they can get. I’m not going to have you shuffling me off like some frail and feeble-minded female.”
He tried to reason with her. “Phoebe, love, do you know what they do to traitors? I’ll tell you, since the last thing I’d ever think you is frail or feeble-minded, aye?” He reached out and took her hand in his, running his thumb across the ring he’d placed on her finger. “They are hung, my love, but not from a height as to be merciful enough to snap their neck. Instead they slowly suffocate, dangling at the end of a rope as they struggle for air, their eyes popping as the blood bursts the vessels, their bowels letting loose in the final throws of a death— a death that can sometimes take over a quarter of an hour to come. Just be glad they no longer draw and quarter traitors, though I would not put it past them to reinstate the practice if a revolution breaks out.”
When he looked up at her, it was to find she was white as a sheet, trying to keep herself upright, her body swaying. He reached out and pulled her into the safety of his arms, holding her tight. He would not, however, be able to keep her there indefinitely, and needed to know she would be safe if anything should happen.
“I need you to understand the gravity of the situation. I will not have you come to harm if I can prevent it.”
Her jaw was set in stubbornness. “So hanging is a perfectly acceptable end for yourself, then?”
Frustrated, he said, “We’re talking of a revolution, with blood and death, the numbers not in our favor. By virtue of the fact that you’ve already contributed to the Cause, you would be tried for high treason if the revolution fails. I’ll see you safe, Phoebe, and you’ll not win on this account.”
“You cannot make me go, Seth.”
“In a few days time, I’ll be able to do just that. Or will you disobey me as your husband?”
“Hmph! I did not know I was agreeing to obey.” Her arms crossed in defiance. Again, he’d taken the wrong approach with her, yet this time he did not care.
He cursed, his own anger getting the better of him. He grabbed her arms and refrained from shaking her until her teeth rattled and she finally saw sense. “Phoebe, by the gods, if I need to gag and bind you to get you safely out of London, I’ll do just that!”
She struggled to free herself from his grip and it was like holding onto a hellcat. “I swear to you, Seth, I’ll cut your liver out if you do! I will not go and leave you behind.”
Their struggles had freed the tie on her shift, leaving her breasts exposed, her hair loosened in a wild mass of mahogany curls. She looked, in all her fury, like a goddess of wrath getting ready to devour his soul, a soul he would gladly offer up to her in sacrifice.
He kissed her full on the lips, not able to help himself from doing so, and half hoping it would quell some of her anger. He felt her struggles lessen and she softened in his arms, his kiss slowing until he pulled away. Expecting some of her anger to have dissipated, it caught him off guard when sheer reflexes caught the hand whistling towards his head.
Still holding onto her hand, he gave her a sly smile at having foiled her attack, her anger now compounded by frustration, as she released a scream of indignation through gritted teeth. He couldn’t help but laugh. “Phoebe, love. What are we doing here?”
“Ugh! Let go of me, Seth or, by the gods, I’ll—”
He cut off her threat with another kiss, his cock now hard as her body rubbed against him, trying to get free. They fell back onto the bed in their struggles, Phoebe landing on top of him. Getting an elbow free from his grasp, she landed the point of it in is his ribs, the weight of her body giving it the force it would otherwise lack. The air shot out of his lungs with a groan, and Phoebe immediately sat up, a look of fear on her face.
“Seth? Are you all right?”
He seized the opportunity, and with a swift move, reversed their positions so that he was now laying on top her, her hands pinned to the mattress, her body writhing to get free as her shift rode up over her hips in the process.
Ignoring the precariousness of their situation and her curses, he tried to reason with her. “Phoebe, could you please calm down. You’re going to do yourself an injury.”
“If you don’t let go of me, Seth, I swear I’ll scream.” Phoebe glared at him and he did not doubt her threat. He had visions of Gavin bursting into the room and happily planting a dirk in his back. But with her firm body squirming to get free from under him, millions of years of evolution had his hips grinding against hers in search of the slick heat between her legs. It took all the self-control he had to keep from thrusting into her, his hard length pulsing with need.
He bent his head to hers, his breath now ragged, his words but a whisper. “Phoebe… I love you so.”
She rose up to meet him, her mouth now hungry on his. Still not quite ready to fully believe in her surrender, he kept hold of her wrists, though he was happy enough to lose himself in her kiss. Her hips tilted towards him, seeking him out, her legs easing open to take him in.
No longer able to hold back, he buried himself to the hilt, her body tight around him as he filled her. By the gods, she was so slick and hot with want, he felt any semblance of self-control vanish, Phoebe his only thought as he took her, his need far too great to take things slow.
Her legs wrapped around him to pull him in even deeper, her hips rising to meet his every thrust. A moan escaped from her lips, muffled by his greedy kisses, her body tensing under him as his onslaught continued, her hands now struggling to get free. Shifting both her wrists into his one hand, he let the other run down the length of her body, pausing momentarily to tease a nipple erect through the sheer fabric of her shift, before continuing its journey to scoop her perfectly rounded bottom, enabling him to sink his cock even deeper.
Her body shuddered under his assault, a scream on her lips as her orgasm tore through her, yet he could do little but pause for just a heartbeat before continuing, his own need now teetering on the edge. He flipped them over with one swift move, landing her on top of him, his hard length never leaving the warm sheath of her body.
“Like that, is it?” she asked. Mischief tugged at the corner of her mouth, as he now offered himself up to her mercies, his body prone. She sat up, bracing her weight on her knees as she lifted herself up along his shaft, oh so slowly, stopping only when she got to the very top. Her hips shifted to and fro, before slipping back down his length in one quick go only to start their torturously slow ascent once again.
His cock, rock hard and ready to burst, pulsed in desperation. “Phoebe, my love, you’re going to be the death of me.”
He reached up to grab her hips, needing to bury himself fully, but she swatted his hands away. “Don’t you dare, Seth Elliott. You’ll not spill your seed until I tell you. Do you hear me?”
He bit his lip and nodded, not sure he’d be able to keep up his end of the bargain. Her hair was a tangled mass, her shift barely on as it fell precariously off her shoulder, her skin luminescent in the predawn light.
Phoebe continued to torment him, changing the pace or shifting to keep him guessing and driving him further insane, gently raking her nails down his chest, pausing to pinch his nipples erect. She left him lightheaded, all his blood having drained south, his heart sputtering as it threatened to stop working altogether.
“Phoebe…” He pleaded with her, knowing he could not take much more. Her pace mercifully started to quicken, and he sat up, clamping an arm around her waist to press her body to his as she continued to ride him.
He kissed her hard, his desperation palpable, his self-control slipping with each additional thrust until she finally spoke the words he needed to hear.
“Now, my love.”
Chapter Thirty One
After dropping Phoebe off, Seth and Gavin returned to Seth’s home in companionable silence. They headed into the drawing room where Gavin poured them a drink while he got a fire going. Seth took the offered glass and then sank into one of the chairs by the fireplace.
Gavin looked at him, the corners of his mouth just starting to curl. “You look exhausted, mo charaid. ‘Twas a rough night, aye?”
“I reckon you could say that. Though it had its benefits.”
Gavin laughed. “I dinna doubt it.” He sipped his drink, then said, “Look, it’s been grand spending time with yerself and Phoebe, but dinna feel like ye need to be dragging me around with ye. I’m ne’er at a loss to find something to keep myself occupied.”
“Nonsense. I enjoy what little time we get when you’re in town, as does Phoebe. Who knows when I’ll next see you, aye? Besides, you’d be getting yourself into far too much trouble otherwise, and Phoebe would have my hide if anything happened to during one of your adventures and me not there to save you.”
Gavin looked down at his drink playing with the glass, before finally speaking. “I’m sorry about the entire situation, mo charaid. I’d ne’er want to come between the two of ye. Just thought ye had a right to ken the truth— especially with the wedding and me marrying ye, though the truth is I was out of line from the start.”
Seth knew Gavin was taking it hard. “No worries. It’s in the past and I had no claim at the time. But that was the past, and I have a rightful claim now, aye?”
“Aye. It’s nae something I’ll be forgetting.” He looked back at his drink for a moment longer before bringing the glass to his lips and throwing back the rest.
“Listen, Moore and Clarke have something brewing and I don’t know when it will all come to a head. If they’re having you transport weapons, then a revolution is closer than I previously thought. I wish I knew what Moore and Clarke were up to, but it’s hard to know.”
“Aye. They keep things to themselves, but ‘tis likely the reason they’ve stayed alive this long. The SS would have killed the Cause by now if it werena for the two of them.”
Seth ran a hand down his face. “I know I’ve asked you to take Phoebe as far from here as possible if something should happen, and when I first thought to ask, I did not think she would protest o’er much.” He paused to shake his head. “I’m afraid I was mistaken.”
Gavin laughed. “Based on the sounds coming through the wall, I’m half surprised she didn’t have your guts for garters.”
“Truth of the matter is, I do not think she’ll make it any easier for you, mo charaid. Regardless, I need to know that you’ll be successful in seeing her safe— that you won’t let her bully or charm her way out of it.”
“I’ll not fail ye.” He then smirked. “I may not survive it, but I’ll see her safe first.” A knock at the door interrupted their conversation.
Seth got up to answer and was surprised to find William on his doorstep. “Inspector. I’d not been expecting you. Please come in.” They headed to the sitting room. “Have a seat. Can I get you a drink?” Seth’s gut clenched. The inspector looked stiff and formal, his face grim. It was not difficult to guess why.
“No. Thank you. I’m afraid my business here is not pleasant. You’ll pardon me,” he bowed his head in Gavin’s direction, “but this may be something you want to discuss in private.”
Seth shook his head. “No worries, Inspector. Feel free to speak your mind.”
William took the offered seat, and ran a hand down a tired face before speaking. “Do you know Lord Victor Fenwick?” William’s eyes were now locked on Seth’s.
Victor. He scoffed as he gave his head a shake. “I have met him on a few occasions, though I cannot say I’ve ever been in his company for more than a few minutes. What is this regarding, Inspector?”
William sighed. “Lord Fenwick has accused you of attempting to murder him. Would you know anything about this?”
Seth’s eyebrows shot up in question, his voice still calm. “I know that if I had wanted the man dead, he’d not still be breathing.”
William sat forward, looking like he’d aged another ten years. “Is he the one who hurt Lady Hughes?”
Seth’s thoughts raced as he debated his options, finally deciding the truth would be best since William already knew of his involvement. “Aye, he is.”
“I will say this is an unfortunate matter that is unlikely to go away on its own. If Lord Fenwick decides to pursue this charge, you could be in quite a bit of hot water. Unless Lady Hughes were to formally press charges? I can act as witness to her injuries, though not to the event itself.”
Seth shook his head no, a spark of anger flaring up. “I do not want her to have to revisit the situation, and I doubt any good would come of it regardless.”
William tilted his head in acknowledgement. “That very well may be the case; however it may be your only hope. I need the details of the incident, as best as you can recall them.”
Seth nodded. He knew it could not be helped, but at least he had the truth on his side. He recalled the entire incident to William, starting with Phoebe’s attack.
William jotted it all down in his book, then flipped it closed with a sigh. “I will see what can be done. I’ll have to speak to Lady Hughes, you understand.” He got up to go.
Seth also stood, his mind already running through the possibilities. “Yes, I suppose you must.”
“I’ll take the information to my superiors, though I will warn you, Mr. Elliott. I do not think this will be the end of it. Lord Fenwick does not appear to be the type of man to let something like this go, and I’m afraid he has more than a few friends in positions of power.”
Seth nodded, dread growing in his gut as he thought of the promise he made to Phoebe to not keep secrets. If ever there were something to keep from her, being accused of attempted murder would certainly be it.
They walked to the door, but William turned before stepping over the threshold. “I will have to ask you to stay in London until this matter is resolved.”
He inwardly groaned. Phoebe would not be pleased. “Yes, of course. Good day to you.”
Chapter Thirty Two
With the safe for her journal delivered and installed in her laboratory, Phoebe took advantage of the free time. Running through the calculations on her new formula, Sanctis, she found herself distracted by thoughts of her wedding. At least she would still be getting married, despite last night’s arguments on the airship. She could not have been more relieved to have the incident with Gavin out in the open and behind them, all forgiven.
A knock at the door pulled her from her thoughts and she looked up to see Martha standing at the entrance.
“Mum, there’s a young lad here to see you by the name of Samuel Hunter. Said you would know him?”
She was surprised to hear Samuel was here, and worried suddenly that something had happened at the shelter. “Yes, Martha. Please show him to the drawing room and I’ll be down momentarily. Could you also get us some tea and a bit of luncheon? Thank you.”
Phoebe locked up her journal and made sure everything else was in order before heading downstairs, worry nagging her. Usually, if there was something needed at the shelter, they simply sent a note with one of the girls to Viridis.
“Samuel? Is everything all right?” She walked to his side where he stood by the fire warming himself.
“Yes, Mum. I had not meant to worry ye. Everything’s fine. I only came cause Mrs. Farthing got to thinking that with you being so busy with your theatre and your drinks, and then the shelter too, that you could do with a bit of help. Said I was to run any errands for ye, do what ye told me, and not make myself a nuisance. As long as that’s all right with ye. After you came alone to the shelter, I got to thinking that I could be there to accompany ye, and the like. So ye’d be safe. Ye wouldn’t have to pay me or anything of the sort, seeings I get what I need at the shelter.”
Martha wheeled in the teacart, and Phoebe gestured for Samuel sit down and have a bite to eat. He ate like he hadn’t eaten in years, thanking her in between bites.
Phoebe was more than a little confused at the offer or why Mrs. Farthing would be sending Samuel to her aid. “Samuel, I’m not sure I have any errands to keep you busy enough to keep you here on a regular basis. And as for accompanying me, I really don’t venture very far from the house or Viridis. Not that your help isn’t appreciated.”
She saw the disappointment in his face, and it broke her heart. “I can do work around the house, too. Fix the place up for ye, seeings as I’m real handy like. And run out for your girls to get them anything they might need so as not to keep them from their work here.”
She shook her head. “I just don’t know, Samuel. There really—”
“Please, Mum! Mrs. Farthing will be sorely disappointed if she finds out I’m not helping ye. Not to mention, she worries ‘bout ye something awful every time ye come to the shelter. Please? She can get down right stroppy if her wishes haven’t been met, and I’d hate to be on the receiving end of her tongue, if ye know my meaning.”
She looked into his pleading puppy-dog eyes, and it tore at her heart to send him back to the shelter, knowing Mrs. Farthing could indeed be a tough mistress to please.
“Fine then. We’ll give it a try for a week or two and see how it goes. I’ll have the girls get a room together for you in the servant’s quarters, though I’ll tell you now, I’ll not have you sniffing up their skirts in this house.”
He looked appalled at the idea. “I would never, Mum!”
“I’m not saying you would, Samuel. I just want to make myself clear.” She smiled at him.
“Thank you, Mum! I’ll surely not disappoint.”
Chapter Thirty Three
William sat patiently with Niles’s accountant, a hunched and little man with spectacles perched precariously on the tip of his nose, as he went through his ledgers. Sunlight struggled to make its way through the filmed panes of glass, specs of dust dancing on the light, sent upward in flight by the turning of pages. Leather bound books lined every inch of wall, reminding William just how old this accounting firm was, if the ancient accountant sitting across from him hadn’t been evidence enough.
The man tapped the ledger with a crooked bony finger. “I think I have it here. A deposit of one thousand pound Sterling on the tenth of January into the account of Lord Niles Hawthorne. May he rest in peace.”
William sat forward a bit. “Does it say where the money came from? I would like to know if it was a cheque, and if so, I’d be most interested in who wrote it.”
“Yes, of course. I have it here. It was a cheque from Archer Enterprises. I believe they have offices over on Murray Street, though I do not do regular business with them.”
“Archer Enterprises? I don’t believe I’ve heard of them before.”
“Shipping and trade. Several investors, I believe.”
Sitting forward in his seat, William asked, “Could you tell me, were there any other deposits made into Lord Hawthorne’s accounts from Archer?”
The old man flipped back through a few more pages, his eyes scanning left and right. He held onto a page while continuing to look through the remaining notations. “It appears there is only one other transaction made. Another cheque was deposited a month prior to the first, again in the amount of a thousand pound Sterling.”
William jotted down the information in his book. “I wouldn’t suppose you know the investors involved with Archer?”
The man looked up from his books, pushing his glasses back up his nose while giving the question some thought. “Well, I wouldn’t want to say for sure, but I believe the major investors are Lord Henry White, Lord James Marsden and Lord Victor Fenwick.”
Chapter Thirty Four
It must have been the day for unexpected visits, for Phoebe now found herself sitting across from William, stunned in disbelief. Her heart, pounding erratically, was the only thing keeping her anchored to her body. Her body felt as though it wasn’t her own, and the hands fidgeting with her napkin belonged to someone else. “I don’t know what to say. I cannot believe it.”
Phoebe looked into the inspector’s eyes, not quite brown or hazel, but rather the unusual color of golden amber. He sighed, before saying, “I would not normally take personal interest in a case, but the situation may be dire, and Mr. Elliott has been a great help. His best chance of avoiding the charges is for you to press assault charges of your own. ”
“I see.” She took a deep breath, her corset feeling far too tight. “Do you really think it will help?”
William tilted his head in thought. “It cannot hurt, and would weigh heavily with the judge and jury.”
“Is there no way to get Victor to drop the charges?” The thought of going through a trial with the very good chance of Seth being convicted of attempted murder left Phoebe sick to her stomach. “What if I speak to him?”
William’s eyebrows shot up. “After what happened between you, I would not recommend it. You’ll pardon my saying so, but the man seems to have a temper, and quite frankly, I doubt it would do any good. Not when his pride’s been wounded.”
“I’ll file a formal complaint if you think it will help, but is there nothing else we can do?”
“We will see where things stand once you have pressed charges. You may have a bit more sway then. I’ll file that paperwork for you and keep you and Mr. Elliott updated.” He got up to go. “Good day to you, m’ lady.
Good day indeed. Phoebe saw the inspector out, and went back to the sitting room, still stunned and sick with worry. Had she not asked Seth to leave it be?
She felt a surge of heat flush her face, her anger taking hold as she poured herself a whisky with shaking hands. Her mind raced through all the possibilities. There was no avoiding the reality of the matter— she would need to speak to Victor and try to persuade him to drop the charges before this got into the courts. And the sooner the better. Once in the courts, Seth’s chances to avoid conviction would be slim to none, since the jury would likely be made up of other members of nobility, who would not take kindly to one of their own being assaulted.
Though the inspector might manage something, speaking to Victor seemed her best option, though she shuddered at the thought.
She sipped at the whisky, the heat of it spreading through her body. Yet it did nothing to calm her jangling nerves or the nagging feeling of unease she couldn’t quite shake.
“Curse you, Seth Elliott,” she murmured.
Chapter Thirty Five
Seth knocked on Phoebe’s door and got the shock of his life when Samuel answered. Pulling him outside, he hissed, “What the hell are you doing here? You were supposed to keep an eye on her without her knowing!”
Samuel shrugged out of Seth’s grasp, his eyes darting between Seth and Gavin. “Aye! And that’s what I’m doing.”
“Then what the hell are you doing inside her home?”
Samuel pulled himself up, and cocked his head back, proud. “I’m her footman. If she needs anything, I take care of it for her.” Then leaning in with a wink, he said, “What better way to keep an eye on her, eh?”
“And she’s not aware of our arrangement?”
“Nah. Told her Mrs. Farthing sent me to help her.”
“And what if she speaks to Mrs. Farthing? What then ye wee clotheid?” Seth was tempted to cuff his ear.
“Then nothing. Mrs. Farthing thought it a great idea since m’ lady had been there not days earlier all on her own and with no one to watch her. And seeing as they’ve plenty of help at the shelter, she sent me off.”
“Hmpf.” It would have to do. Not as if he had much choice in the matter now.
Samuel saw them inside.
“Where is she?” asked Seth.
“Well, after the inspector left, she looked worried. Said she was feeling tired, so she sent word to her brother to mind the club and took herself up to her room for a bath and rest. Said she’d had a rough night.”
“Bloody hell.” He shot Gavin a look, then took the steps to her room two at a time, ignoring Gavin’s mutterings of “Better you than me.”
He slipped into her room after a quick knock. “Phoebe?”
She was sitting by the fire in nothing but a silk robe, her hair still damp from her bath. Other than a quick glance at him, she said nothing. He crossed the room and knelt before her, taking her hands in his, not daring to look up at her, knowing he could not stand to see her angry with him, yet again.
“Phoebe, I’m sorry this has upset you, but it will all be taken care of.”
“And how exactly are you going to accomplish that? Would you mind telling me?” Her voice was thick was emotion. He looked up into her face, and saw she had been crying.
He pulled her into his embrace to offer what little comfort he could. “I cannot imagine he’ll want to pursue this, and risk having the fact that he assaulted you come to light. I’m sorry to have you worrying over it.”
She pulled away from him and said, “What do you really think people are going to believe when they hear what happened? Whatever it is, it will not be enough to justify your actions. Not in their eyes.”
He ran his hand through his hair. “Maybe not, but there’s nothing to be done for it now.” He then tried for humor, a hint of a smile tugging at his lips as he pulled her back into his arms. “I’ve yet to figure out how to turn back time, aye? Perhaps with my next tinkering?”
She pounded on his chest in frustration. “This is not funny.” Yet he could see her mood had turned. Just a little.
Taking the opportunity to change the subject, he asked, “Samuel is now your footman? You must really be angry with me.” He laughed as she pounded on his chest again, then tilted her chin up and kissed her. She tasted so sweet, her lips soft and hot, his kiss lingering just a moment more.
He could feel her soft curves through the thin silk, the warmth of her body tempting him to forget Gavin waiting downstairs for them.
Her head rested on his shoulder, and she clung to him desperately. “What if they take you away from me, Seth? What will happen if Victor does not drop the murder charges?”
“We’ll figure something, aye? I do not want you worrying yourself.” He pulled her away so he could cup her face in his hands. He needed her to see he meant every word. “I love you, Phoebe, and I promised I would not leave you. I’ve every intention of making you my wife. We’re to be married, aye? Nothing short of death will take me away from you.”
“That is exactly what I’m afraid of, Seth.”
He pulled her back to him and kissed the top of her head, his arms tight around her. He hated to cause her this pain, but he’d done what he thought was right; kept her safe and defended her honor. And he would do it all again, consequences be damned.
Victor’s charge was just a play for power by a man who wanted to mend his pride and have his ego stroked. If he had not the power and influence of his position and class, the charges against Seth would never stand.
Phoebe pulled him from his thoughts. “I’m going to speak to him. Perhaps I can get him to drop the charges.”
The thought of her going to Victor and begging had his gut twisted in knots as his anger threatened to erupt. “You cannot!”
“I can, and if it means it will keep you from the gallows, then it’s a small price to pay.” A fire flared in her eyes, her own anger and frustration breaking through. “Or is this all about your own pride, now?”
He wanted to shake her until her teeth rattled and she saw sense. “Phoebe, you are the most infuriating woman I have ever met. The man caused you bodily harm. Have you already forgotten? Do you not remember how close you came to having your body violated?”
“Of course I remember!” She matched his temper. “But I also remember what it is like to be alone— to live without you. And my pride and honor are of little consequence if I have not the man I love.”
A knock at the door had them pulling back from each other, both of them still bristling. She turned away from him as another knock sounded, louder this time, demanding someone’s attention.
“What is it?” Phoebe called, exasperated.
The door opened and Gavin’s large frame filled the doorway, worry etched into the lines around his mouth. “I’m sorry to barge in, but the inspector’s here looking for ye Seth and he’s got a constable with him. ‘Tis not looking good, a charaid.”
“No. I don’t believe it is, ” Seth said with a heavy sigh.
Chapter Thirty Six
Gabriel glanced at the address he jotted down, making sure he had the right building before knocking on the door. He slipped the landlady a coin and she confirmed that Anne was indeed home and directed him up the stairs.
He tapped on the door. No response. He tapped louder, then pounded until the door finally opened just a crack, revealing part of a face harboring a glaring eye. “Stop that knocking before the landlady throws me out on the street. What ye want?”
“I’m looking for Lilly. It is terribly important,” Gabriel pleaded.
“It always is, eh? Well, she ain’t ‘ere.”
She tried to close the door, but Gabriel shoved his foot in the opening, using his weight to push the door open. He stumbled into the small room and had barely a moment to register something was wrong, just a flick of her eyes over his shoulder. A blinding blow to his head sent him crashing to the floor, the darkness swallowing him whole.
When he came to, Lilly was lightly slapping his face with her small hand, her concerned face only inches above his.
“Ah. There ye are. Why didn’t ye use your name? You’re lucky I hadn’t gotten my knife.”
He rubbed the large bump on the back of his head. “Thank the gods for small miracles.” He had a blinding headache that throbbed with every heartbeat. Still, it was preferable to having a knife planted in his gut. “I need to talk to you about Niles.”
Anne spoke up before Lilly even had a chance to open her mouth. “She don’t know anything! Filthy bastard got himself murdered and she ain’t nothing to do with it. What ye care ‘bout him anyway?”
“He was my friend, but that’s not the reason I’ve come.” He looked back at Lilly. Though he and Lilly had both been close to Niles, they’d not had much opportunity to get to know each other as more than just acquaintances, the club taking up far too much of his time. He could only hope she’d still be willing to help him. “I need to find out what Niles was doing with Phoebe’s formula and how he managed to get it.”
Lilly gasped. “Lady Hughes? And ye’re meaning the formula for Viridis?” She shook her head, the blood draining from her face. “Honestly, this is the first I’ve heard of it. Do ye think it was the SS?”
Gabriel wished he knew. “I now know Niles was involved with the SS, but I think there was something else. Did he speak to you of any troubles or difficulties?”
“He never really said, though there were times I thought there was something— or someone giving him difficulties. After all, he never struck me as the type to be SS or for that matter to be stealing formulas, if ye know what I mean.”
He nodded. “I think I do.”
Anne did not invite him to sit down, and had yet to do anything but glare at him while cursing under her breath as she paced the room. He was not sure if she was just leery of strangers or if it was the difference in their class, but it was clear Gabriel was not welcome there. “I do not suppose we could go somewhere to finish talking and perhaps get a bite to eat?” He gave a quick glance over his shoulder at Anne, garnering him a smile from Lilly.
“Aye. Might as well.”
A short time later, Gabriel sat across from Lilly in the dark corner of the smoky tavern, cautiously watching the crowd around him. He was surprised he’d convinced her to join him out in public, though she could see why she might want to escape for a short while. She was still worried about being followed, though she said she hadn’t noticed anything amiss in the last few days.
They ordered the roast mutton and a couple pints of ale, not saying much. Gabriel decided to wait until they had a bit of hot food in their bellies to question Lilly further, since the cold of night was made all the more brutal by the brisk wind coming off the Thames.
The mutton was delivered steaming and fragrant, the pints cold. After a few bites, Gabriel said, “I really appreciate you coming out and agreeing to help me. I know your sister is none too pleased about it.”
Lilly waved his concerns away. “We’ve only each other, ye see, an’ she tends to be a bit protective, aye? And Anne, well she’s still young and a bit suspicious like ‘bout people she don’t know. It ain’t been an easy life for her, though I did try to care for us. Best I could, at any rate.”
He thought about everything Phoebe had done for him and Imogene, despite the fact she was still so young when their mother died. She had sacrificed her childhood so they could have as much of one as she could manage to give them. It was exactly the reason why he needed to find out if Niles was responsible for the theft of her formulas. If that were indeed the case, then surely it could be no one’s fault but his own.
He knew Niles and Lilly had been remarkably close for the short amount of time they had known each other. If anyone might know, it would be she. “Did Niles ever mention to you anything about Phoebe or Viridis? Is there anything at all you can think of, perhaps looking back on it now?”
“I surely didn’t realize anything amiss at the time, or I’d ‘ve said something. Lady Phoebe has been real good to me and mine, and I couldn’t stand by and let her be robbed, had I known.”
“No, of course not, but any information you can think of may be of help. I do not believe he was stealing the formula for his own purposes, but rather someone else’s. I need to find out who put him up to it, for they may still try to take her remaining research or worse, do her harm.”
She thought about it some, between bites of food. “Well, I don’t know that there’s any truth to it, seeing that it’s just my opinion, like. So I’ll tell ye what I know and what I think, and hopefully it’ll be of help to you and yer sister.”
“It’s much appreciated.” Not wanting to be interrupted once Lilly got started, Gabriel waved them over a couple more pints.
“Ye see, the way I see it, Niles didn’t seem the type to be SS. Not to me at any rate. And well, ye knew ‘im too, so ye’ll understand what I’m telling ye. He was a terribly kind and gentle man, so I canna think him the type for thieving. But the man had secrets, no doubt, and I can only think the people wanting yer sister’s formula had found something out he’d rather have kept private.”
Gabriel felt his stomach sink, his appetite gone. “And you think it’s the SS that were using him to get the formula?”
“I don’t know, love, but I canna imagine him working for the SS otherwise. I dinna think it was for the money. He seemed to have enough of his own, and didn’t throw his money away on anything else like gambling or whoring, though he had mentioned being the second son would mean most of his family’s monies would be going to his older brother.”
Lilly took a long sip of her drink, then leaned forward as if to tell him a secret. Gabriel’s heart pounded with a combination of anticipation and fear. “See, Niles said he’d help me an’ my sister out. Said he could do with my help and would set me up with a monthly sum, in exchange for marrying him. Said I’d want for nothing; just needed a wife, more for show than anything else.” Lilly sighed and sat back in her seat with a frown. “Poor fella. It woulda been nice, aye?”
“That it would have, though perhaps not all hope is lost.” He managed a smile in her direction, his heart racing when she smiled back. He could see how getting married would have its advantages, and Lilly was a beautiful girl, kind and understanding.
“No. Perhaps all hope is not lost.” She put her hand on his arm, blushing with the gesture. “Thank ye kindly for the drink and food. I must say, ‘tis nice to be out and about again. I don’t know how much more I’d be able to handle, being cooped up like that. I love my sister and all, but that room starts feeling far too small after a day or two.”
“I imagine it would.” He took a long sip from his glass, the cold and bitter ale quenching his dry throat. “Have you gotten a good look at who’s been following you?”
“I think it’s been the same person each time, but I canna be sure. Even then I haven’t ever gotten a very good look at him.” Lilly took another bite, cleaning her plate. At least she was enjoying what little time she’d get away from hiding.
“We know Niles was SS, and it appeared he had been involved in infiltrating the Cause, but was there anything else, Lilly?”
“I’ll tell ye, cause I don’t see that it matters much now, with him in his grave. He’d started as SS and had tried his best to get involved with the Cause, but truth of it is, he’d seen the way it is for the poor of the city and did truly want to help.”
Gabriel sat forward, waiting to hear what he now suspected, as Lilly continued.
“I don’t know if he ever gave Moore and Clarke any SS secrets that could be of use to them, but it wouldna surprise me if he had.”
“You think he was working for both sides?”
“Aye, that I do.”
Chapter Thirty Seven
Phoebe ran into Seth’s arms, and held on for dear life, feeling like she’d drown in a sea of panic. “Seth, you cannot go!” Every horror story she’d ever heard regarding the conditions of prisons raced through her mind to terrorize her.
“A ghaoil, I must. I’ll come back to you as soon as I’m able.” He pressed his lips to hers, and then pulled back to cup her face in his hands. “Promise me you’ll not go and see Victor.”
“It might be our only chance—”
“Promise me, Phoebe!”
She struggled to get the words out, but they stuck in her throat, and she could only nod in response, tears streaming down her face. He kissed her again, taking the time to do a more thorough job of it, and then pulled away.
Finding her voice, she pleaded with him. “Please, Seth. Let me at least come with you. I’ll get dressed.”
He brushed away her tears, and kissed each cheek, holding her to him one last time. “You cannot, my love. It’s best if you stay here.” Seth looked over her shoulder to Gavin.
“Come now, lass.” She felt Gavin’s grip on her arms, pulling her away from Seth as she struggled to keep her hold. She could not—would not— let him go again.
“Seth, don’t go!” She cried out one last time before Gavin was able to restrain her and Seth slipped out the door with a final glance. Desperation took hold as she thought of the gallows, now certain Seth would never come back to her.
Gavin held her as she wept, pounding futilely on his chest as she tried to break free from his grasp. Her heart was in pieces, her soul torn to shreds. Never had she felt so hollow, so empty.
“Hush, love, hush.” Gavin sat down with her cradled in his arms, trying to soothe her as she sobbed on his shoulder. “He’ll come to no harm, I promise ye.”
She shook her head the tears still rushing down her cheeks. “How can you say that? What if he ends up at Coldbath or Newgate? He could be dead before this ever gets to trial.”
“He won’t. The inspector will see to it, and we’ll get him the best solicitor available.” He brushed away her tears. “Dinna fash yourself, love. We’ll have him back in no time, aye?”
He pulled her back into his comforting embrace, and she let him, her strength to fight him gone with her tears. She thought of their wedding day, only a few days away. How could she have been so close to happiness, only to have it torn from her grasp? And all for the stubborn pride of men. She, however, was willing to sacrifice her pride if it meant seeing Seth free.
She would do whatever it took— even if it meant pleading with Victor.
Chapter Thirty Eight
Seth took a deep breath and closed the door behind him, pausing for just a moment to compose himself. It was not fear of what may happen to his own person, but rather all he would be putting Phoebe through and what may happen in his absence.
He walked down the steps, taking his time with each one, reluctant to leave Phoebe in such a state. Inspector Thomas stood by the front door looking grim, a stern-faced constable at his side. Samuel stood by, looking like he was contemplating murder. Whether the inspector’s or his own, he could not say.
“Inspector.”
“I’m sorry to have to come, especially here, but I’m afraid it’s necessary for now.”
Seth nodded in acknowledgment as he shrugged into his coat, no words needed. There would be plenty to discuss soon enough. Before he walked out the door, he turned to Samuel. “I’m counting on you to keep a close eye on things here. I’ll be back as soon as I’m able. She’s safe for now with Gavin here, so I’ll need you to contact my solicitor, a Mr. John Campbell of Bishop Street. Send him to the police station.”
“The station is on Mission Street,” William added helpfully.
“Aye, sir.” Samuel pulled himself up straight and tall, bearing his responsibilities with pride and a seriousness that let Seth know he’d do all he could to not fail him.
Their trip to the police station was one of relative silence. The sun was just setting on the horizon, the night air bringing a bitter chill. He dreaded spending the night in a cold dark cell, but knew, even as the thought crossed his mind, he would likely be doing just that.
They walked into a sparse office with hard-backed chairs and a sturdy wood table. William dismissed the constable and then turned to Seth. “Please, sit. I’m sorry to say, I’m here to charge you formally with the attempted murder of Lord Victor Fenwick. I highly recommend you seek the council of a solicitor, before saying anything. Shall we wait for his arrival?”
With a sigh, Seth said, “Aye, we might as well.” He ran his hands through his hair in frustration. With luck, he may be able to get himself out on his own recognizance, and back to Phoebe. At least she was safe in Gavin’s hands, though the thought wasn’t terribly comforting, especially when he thought of the silk robe she’d been wearing and how she felt under the thin, cool fabric.
While waiting for his solicitor, William had him sign the necessary documents, and then covered the basic information and procedures of his arrest. It was not long before the constable opened the door to admit his solicitor, Mr. John Campbell.
“Inspector.” John shook William’s hand, and then gave Seth’s a hearty shake before taking a seat at Seth’s side. Listening to the charges being brought against his client, he jotted down notes in his book.
Seth had not seen him since just before his departure to the Outlands, when he’d had his will drawn up. Seth had also used the man for passing the patents on his tinkerings and any other legal matters that should arise. A more cunning man he could not recall; he only hoped the old man was up to handling the charges of murder. With a silent prayer to the gods, he hoped ‘cunning’ would be enough to get him back to Phoebe’s arms rather than those of the executioner.
***
It was nearing two in the morning, and still they sat gathered around the small table, the hard wooden chair cutting into the back of Seth’s legs. He was exhausted, but it looked like they were finally making progress.
John consulted his notes, then looked up at William. “You have no other witnesses, am I correct?”
“No.” William’s mouth twitched with what Seth thought was humor. “It appears the coachman present at the time of the incident cannot remember enough to identify the persons involved. Only that there were two of them, both male.”
“So you have no witnesses other than Lord Fenwick himself, who was courting and refused by my client’s fiancé. Do you not think it possible, under the circumstances, that these charges have been inflated in order to seek revenge for being rejected?”
William sighed and then leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Look, we all know that’s the case of the matter, especially considering his mishandling of Lady Hughes, but your client does not deny assaulting the man.”
John’s gaze flicked to Seth, and it was clear he was not happy. “Despite his actions, it is obvious that this is a simple case of assault to defend the honor of his betrothed.”
William nodded. “With luck, the judge will feel the same way regarding the matter. Unfortunately, there is nothing to be done until the case is seen in the morning. I wish there were something I could do, but unfortunately Chief Inspector Murdock issued the order of arrest, so I do not have the authority to release you. It looks as though you’ll be spending the night here.”
John glanced at Seth and gave him a rueful shrug. “I’ll be here first thing in the morning to see your case before the judge. Until then, try and do your best to get some rest.”
Seth nodded, knowing things could be far worse.
To William, John added, “I hope you’ll take good care of my client. I’d hate to find him mistreated in any way.”
“No, of course not, Mr. Campbell.” William stood and got ready to take Seth to his cell. “Are you ready?”
Seth managed a smile and said, “Ready as I’ll ever be.”
Chapter Thirty Nine
Phoebe must have cried herself to sleep, for when she awoke, it was to find herself tucked under the covers of her bed. Gavin slept at her bedside, slumped in a chair with his legs propped on her mattress, his plaid doubling as a blanket.
She slid out from under the covers trying to make as little noise as possible. The fire had died down, but enough light remained, allowing her to find her way. Getting into a dress would be far too difficult to do alone, and she did not trust herself to manage it without making any noise. Instead, with her back to Gavin’s slumbering form, she pulled on her riding breeches and a cotton blouse, fumbling with the buttons in the semi-darkness.
“What are ye doing, Phoebe?” She nearly jumped out of her skin, at the sound of Gavin’s voice.
Holding her shirt closed, she spun around and nearly bumped into him. Cursing she said, “Dammit, Gavin, you just scared the life out of me. Why are you sneaking up on me like that?”
His eyes narrowed, pinning her to her spot, but she saw the corner of his mouth twitch. “Sneaking up on ye, am I? Seems I’m not the only one doing some sneaking, aye?” He reached out and flicked the collar of her shirt to make his point. “What are ye up to, lass?”
She glanced down at her shirt, which was far too sheer without a corset underneath. With all that had happened between them, she felt too naked and vulnerable standing before him barely decent, but she’d be damned if she was going to let Gavin know that. She drew herself up, clutching her shirt together, and thrusting her chin out. “Nothing that’s any of your concern.”
“Not my concern, is it?” His lips curled into a disconcerting smile, and she took an involuntary step back only to find herself against the wall. “Do ye think I dinna ken what ye’re up to?”
“I don’t know what you’re referring to.” She tried to get the buttons on her shirt done up in an attempt to cover herself, but Gavin’s eyes flicked down to the expanse of exposed skin, and she felt herself flush crimson.
“If you’ll excuse me.” Her own voice sounded distant and breathless. She tried to step around him, the door only feet away, but Gavin grabbed her arm and held on tight, preventing her from going anywhere.
“Listen to me, love. Seth has left ye in my care and if ye think I’m going to let ye out of my sight, ye’ve gone soft in the heid.”
Phoebe needed to get out, needed to help Seth, but Gavin had a steel grip on her arm. It was clear that reasoning with him would be an attempt at futility, but she did not think violence upon his body would have much effect either. Phoebe’s mind raced through the possibilities. There was no time to lose.
Drawing on the emotions she’d been trying so hard to keep in check since Seth’s departure, she looked up at him, letting her eyes well with tears and her lips wobble.
She saw his look soften. “Och now love, it’ll be all right. Don’t be worrying yerself like this.” He pulled her close, and held her there against him. She allowed the tears to flow for a few moments, until he softened his grip on her.
“I’m sorry.” She lifted her head off his chest and wiped at her tears, sniffling. “I’m just so worried, Gavin. What will happen to him?”
“He’ll be back to ye before ye ken, aye?” He tilted her head back so she could look him in the eyes.
“How can you know that? If Victor truly wants him tried for murder, he has enough influence to do just that. Do you know what the punishment for attempted murder is? And Victor a Lord, no less? If Seth even makes it to trial. You know most don’t survive their stay in prison, the conditions so deplorable, many die before ever seeing a judge.” She shook her head, fighting another wave of tears, and said, “I need a drink. Gavin, would you?” She gestured to the bottle on the table by the fireplace.
“Of course.”
She waited until he was in the middle of pouring her a whisky, and then bolted for the door. She fumbled with the handle, yanking with all her might, her panic growing with each passing moment, but the door would not budge. And then it hit her. She spun to find Gavin standing across the room, his arms crossed over his chest and a grim look on his face.
“You locked the door?” She could scream. She probably did. But it was all too much for her. She slumped to the floor in pieces, the tears streaming down her face in earnest.
Her only hope of saving Seth was to talk some sense into Victor, to try and get him to drop the charges. Surely, he’d see reason if she explained matters to him, but it would never happen with Gavin watching her every move.
Gavin squatted before her. “Phoebe, love. We’ll see him safe in no time. Come, stop yer tears.” He reached out to her, but she swatted his hand away.
“Leave me be, Gavin.” Why wouldn’t he just go away?
“Och lass, ye’ll catch yer death laying there on the cold floor. And then what will I tell yer man when they let him free?” Ignoring her protests, he threw a blanket over her shoulders. “Come now, love. We wouldna want to let that whisky go to waste, aye?” He held out his hand waiting patiently for her to take it.
Swiping at her tears, she glared at him for the longest time, but he just stood there waiting. Seeing no other option, and hoping a drink might help, she finally took his hand and let him pull her to her feet and into his arms, where a fresh wave of tears fell. Gavin sat them down in the chaise by the fire with her head resting on his shoulder, his hand stroking her back to try to sooth and calm her down.
Reaching over to the side table, he grabbed the abandoned glass of whisky. “Here, love. A drink will help, aye?”
She nodded, swiping at her tears with the sleeve of her shirt. She took the offered glass and polished off half the whisky in one go.
“Easy there, lass. Keep up at the rate yer going and ye’ll be stinking drunk.”
Before he could snag the glass from her, she polished off the remainder of her drink. “I think that’s the point.” Perhaps if she were oblivious, if she could push Seth from her thoughts, then it wouldn’t hurt so much. A familiar herbal taste lingered on her tongue. “Is there Viridis in the whisky?” She already knew the answer, just hadn’t been expecting it to be there.
“Aye, there is. I know the herbal has a calming effect, and thought ye could do with some help. A bite to eat and a bit of rest wouldn’t go amiss either, eh? Ye havena had any dinner yet, and things never look good on an empty stomach. Let me have a bit of something brought up for ye.”
She lifted her head off his shoulder and shook her head no. “I couldn’t, Gavin.” Her curls came loose, dislodged from their pins in her struggles. “Not right now. I think I’d be ill if I tried to eat anything.”
He wiped a tear off her cheek with his thumb, his eyes intent on hers. She had to look away, his gaze too intense. He cleared his throat, and then said, “All right then, love. Perhaps some rest?”
She let him ease her head back onto his shoulder, the warmth of him comforting, as were the soft-spoken words of Gaelic. She had not the slightest idea of what he spoke, but her tears eased as he rubbed her back, the rhythmic motion lulling her into a calm.
She did not know how long she stayed curled against his side, but at some point she became aware of something more.
Perhaps it was the Viridis or just the closeness of their bodies, but her skin prickled, sensitive to every touch, and by all accounts, she wasn’t the only one to sense the change between them. His touch slowed, and she could now feel a tension in his body, each breath deeper, slower. She glanced up at him, only to find him looking back at her, his eyes soft with emotion and need, her own heart racing at the nearness of him.
After all that had recently occurred between them, the last place she should be seeking comfort was in Gavin’s arms. It could not be easy on him and it wasn’t right. She sat up, feeling guilty. “I think it’s best I get to bed,” she said, avoiding his gaze.
“Aye. ‘Tis late and ye’ve been through a lot. Sleep will help, and Seth will be back to ye before ye ken.”
Phoebe settled into her bed, and he took a seat on the side of the mattress, covering her with the heavy wool blanket.
She sat up, holding the covers to her chest, once again aware of her unbuttoned shirt. “Gavin…” she took a deep breath. She wanted to apologize for using her tears to manipulate him. “I’m sorry about earlier. It was not terribly nice of me.”
He brushed the back of his hand down her cheek. “Och, lass, I cannot really blame ye. And I hope you’ll find it in ye to forgive me for locking the door.” He smiled at her and she couldn’t help but manage a small smile back.
“You’re a sneaky bastard, I’ll give you that.” Phoebe was once again all too conscious of the energy between them. “Will you sleep in the spare bedroom? It should already be made up.”
“No, love. I’ll be right here for ye.” He got up, kissed the top of her head, and then sat back in the chair by her bed, his long legs once again propped up on the edge of her mattress, arms crossed over his chest. “I trust ye’ll not be trying to escape out the window, aye?”
“No. Probably not.”
Chapter Forty
The judge was scheduled to hear Seth’s case at ten that morning, giving William only a few hours to speak to Victor. He’d already been to Archer Enterprises and was indeed able to confirm Victor had written two cheques, each for a thousand pound Sterling. It was a risky move to confront a man as volatile and powerful as Victor, but he’d be damned if he would ignore the evidence.
The footman begrudgingly showed him to the sitting room to wait. Victor strode into the room mere moments later, looking like all was right in the world.
“Inspector. A good morning to you.” Victor motioned him into a seat before sending his footman off for tea.
“And to you. A good morning indeed,” William said, settling into his chair. “Tell me, Lord Fenwick, are you at all familiar with Lord Niles Hawthorne?”
“Yes, of course. Horrible tragedy, and for one so young. However, I do not see what this has to do with me.”
William said nothing for a moment, letting the silence eat away at Victor’s defenses. It was clearly working— the muscles in Victor’s jaw pulsed while his fingers tapped on his leg. The man was obviously hiding something. William just needed to find what he was guilty of. “What was your relationship to Lord Niles Hawthorne?”
Victor, who had seated himself directly across from William, blanched visibly. “What— what do you mean? I had no relationship with the man. He was just an acquaintance.”
William did not think a man could turn such a brilliant shade of crimson, and though William hated to admit it, it satisfied him deeply. “Same gentlemen’s club, I believe. Browning’s? Did you have any business with the man?”
“Did I not just tell you? I only knew him in passing. Nothing more. Why are you harassing me? Do you not have criminals to catch?”
William could not help but smile just a little. “That is exactly what I’m doing, sir. I’m tracking leads on a murder and a theft.” He continued before Victor could protest. “Do you mind telling me why you would give someone that is no more than an acquaintance two thousand pounds?”
Victor crossed his leg over his knee, trying to look at ease, though his face, now the color of sour milk, betrayed him. “I haven’t the foggiest idea as to what you are talking about, and quite frankly I’m insulted by your line of questioning. I think you should leave.”
“And I think you should answer my question. Lord or not, I have every right as an officer of the law to question you if the evidence points in your direction. I would hate to inconvenience you by bringing you down to the station, but I’ll do just that if you do not cooperate.”
“How does my giving Lord Hawthorne two thousand pounds make me guilty of anything? Perhaps it was he who was guilty of extortion.”
“Extortion?” William tilted his head in acknowledgement. “It would be a good motive for murder, would it not?”
William had the pleasure of watching Victor choke and stammer, his face going an ungodly shade of plum as he spat, “How dare you accuse me of murder! I’ll be speaking to your superiors about this.”
William waved away the threat, leaning forward in his chair. “Let me explain a few things to you, your Lordship. I have evidence of Lord Niles Hawthorne receiving two thousand pound sterling in the form of two cheques, written upon your personal request, according to your accountant. I also have evidence that Lord Hawthorne came to have in his possession the formula for Viridis, stolen from Lady Hughes. Take into account that you’ve been aggressively courting her, and I do believe even my superiors may be loathe to overlook the facts.”
Victor blinked repeatedly, his mouth opening and closing like a trout. However, William did not give him the chance to find his voice, continuing with his last piece of business, and the one that gave him the most satisfaction.
“I am also here to formally charge you with the assault of Lady Phoebe Hughes.”
Chapter Forty One
“Wake up, love. ‘Tis just a dream.”
Phoebe awoke with a start, Gavin at her side, gently shaking her to pull her out of her nightmare. Her eyes filled with tears, her words but a whisper. “The cell— it was horrible.” She could not tell him of the terrible cold and damp, chilling one to the bone. Nor could she bring herself to mention the suffocating fear that threatened to consume her, the gallows right outside the cell window.
“Well get him home, aye? Come here, love. You’re shaking like a leaf.” He reached out and touched her, a curse on his lips as his hand went to her forehead. “Och, lass, ye’re burning up.”
“I feel so cold.” She pulled the blanket around her but it still was not enough. With the miserably cold weather they’d been having, along with the stresses of the last few days, it was no surprise she had fallen ill.
“Let me get the fire going.” Though he was already moving away from her, she could hear him cursing under his breath in Gaelic, a sure sign he was upset and worried.
She sat there with her teeth chattering, while he tossed a few logs on the embers, and got the flames flaring up in no time at all. He then went to the door, unlocked it, and summoned Martha, who peeked into the room with a mix of concern and scandal, her eyes darting between Phoebe and Gavin.
Gavin instructed her to fetch some tea and breakfast, and anything else she might have handy for a fever, then closed the door firmly on her prying eyes. Without a word, he crossed to the bed, wrapped Phoebe in a second blanket and scooped her up.
“Gavin! Put me down. I’m fully capable of walking.”
He actually blushed, but continued to carry her to the chaise by the fireplace, still holding her in his arms as he sat them down side by side, Phoebe tucked up against him. “Well I wouldn’t want ye twisting yer ankle on top of catching yer death, aye? As is, Seth’s going to have my hide for letting ye get chilled.”
With teeth chattering, she managed, “Yes. It’s all your fault, isn’t it?”
“Och, love…” He looked at her pained, as if she were speaking about more than just her chill.
She managed a laugh. “Please don’t look so serious. I was only teasing you.”
“Hmpf. Well, I don’t reckon sitting ye in front of a fire when ye’re so feverish is the right thing to do, but I’ll be damned if I ken what else to do with ye.” He ran his hands up and down her back trying to warm her.
A quick knock, and the door opened to admit Martha pushing a teacart laden with goods. She couldn’t help but notice Martha’s eyes dart uneasily between herself and Gavin, what with him sitting on the chaise right next to her. She could only imagine what must be going through her head, as if her unorthodox relations with Seth hadn’t been enough.
“Are ye unwell, Mum?”
“A little. I’m sure it’ll pass.” Phoebe managed a smile. “We can serve ourselves, Martha. Thank you for bringing it up.”
“Shall I call y’ a physician? You shouldn’t let things like this go without being seen to. Ye don’t want the chill getting into yer bones. Brought ye up what I could find in the medicine chest labeled for fever.”
“I don’t think a physician is necessary just yet. I’ll give the herbals a try first. Thank you.”
Martha gave a quick nod, and let herself out.
Phoebe went to get up, but Gavin stopped her. “I’ll get the tea and the herbals. Ye’re to stay put.”
“I hope the herbal is strong enough to shake this chill. I need to go to the police station to try and get them to release Seth.” With her nightmare still fresh on her mind, she was worried and fearing the worst.
Gavin poured the tea, his voice strained as he tried to keep it calm. “My love, the fever has truly gone to yer head and rendered ye delirious, if ye think I’m letting ye leave the house whilst ill. I’ll send the wee laddie to find out what’s happening, and if need be, I’ll go myself, but you, my dear, are going nowhere.”
Phoebe glared at him. The thought of being trapped in her room unable to help Seth had her cheeks flushed-- and not from fever alone. “Gavin MacKay, I swear to you, I’ll cut your heart out if you don’t let me out of here. You have no say over what I choose to do and no hold on me.”
He spun and closed the distance between them in two steps, his anger flaring. “Let me make myself clear, lassie. Yer betrothed has left ye in my care, and if that means I need to tie to ye to yer bed to make sure ye come to no harm, ‘tis exactly what I’ll do, aye?”
“Aye!”
Chapter Forty Two
Seth sat on the edge of his seat as the coach approached Phoebe’s home, Samuel sitting at his side. Just that morning, William had gone before the judge and explained the lack of evidence for the charge of attempted murder on Lord Victor Fenwick, also explaining that Lady Phoebe Hughes had filed a formal charge of assault against Lord Fenwick. William had then asked to speak to the judge in private.
Seth wasn’t sure what had transpired behind closed doors, but the judge was not looking terribly happy after the discussion. When Seth’s lawyer then explained that Seth only acted in retaliation for what was done to his betrothed, the judge seemed willing enough to release Seth on his own recognizance, though not willing to drop the charges quite yet.
“You said she’s not well?” Seth opened the door and let Samuel get out.
“Aye, sir. A bit of a fever. She’d have come to the station herself if it weren’t for that.”
Seth paid the coachman, let himself into Phoebe’s home and took the stairs to her room, two at a time. Only to find the door locked.
“Phoebe?” He knocked and tried the handle again, when he heard the bolt turn over and the door opened.
“Ye’re back? That’s great news, mo charaid.” Gavin pulled him into a hearty embrace and then stepped aside to let him in.
Seth couldn’t help but wonder why Gavin and Phoebe had the door locked, but when he saw Phoebe lying there in bed, all suspicious thoughts fled his mind.
“Seth!” Phoebe sat up and he took her in his arms, holding her tight, her arms wrapped around his neck. “I was so worried you wouldn’t ever come back. I would have been there this morning if it hadn’t been for…” her gaze flicked to Gavin, before continuing, “falling ill.”
“No worries, my love. They didn’t have enough to hold me, and I was barely gone the night.” He kissed her lips, but they were dry and cracked, blazing hot. “Och, love. You’re burning up.” He pressed his hand to her forehead.
“It’s just a bit of a chill. Not terribly surprising when you consider how cold it has been.” Phoebe smiled at him, but it was clear she was far from well. She laid back onto her pillow, the blanket falling away from her chest to reveal a diaphanous shirt unbuttoned far past decency, little left to one’s imagination through the thin cloth.
Seth felt himself flush with anger. All too aware of Gavin standing just behind him, he picked up the blanket and covered her. “Let me get you a cup of tea, aye?” He looked over his shoulder at his friend, and made the conscious effort to unclench his jaw before speaking. “Gavin, would you give me a hand?”
Gavin’s face was grim. “Of course.”
Seth found Sarah and asked her to get some tea for Phoebe, then continued on to the sitting room with Gavin, making sure to close the door behind them. The tension in the air was palpable, but Seth forced himself to not leap to conclusions. Seth poured them each a whisky and they sat before the fire.
Gavin broke the silence. “’Tis not what ye’re thinking.”
“And what would I be thinking, dear friend?” Seth was exhausted. He’d barely slept a wink, the damp cold of the cell making sleep impossible. Coming home to Phoebe— it had been his only thought the whole night through. But this was not what he’d been expecting.
“I know how it looks, aye? Truth of the matter is I had not wanted to let her out of my sight. She’d been terribly upset about ye getting hauled in, and eventually she did sleep, but with all that had happened, I was scared she’d try and speak to Victor about dropping the charges.” Gavin paused to take a drink. “I spent the night sleeping in the chair by her bedside, but took the precaution of locking the door. And a good thing too. Caught her in the process of getting dressed, which would be why she weren’t exactly decent like. And well, with things transpiring the way they did, I’m afraid she never finished getting dressed properly.”
Seth shook his head, all too able to imagine the scene unfolding. “Did she make it to the door?”
“Aye, she did.” A smile tugged at the corner of Gavin’s mouth, the tension between them starting to ease.
Seth couldn’t help but laugh out loud, knowing, all too well, the wrath his friend in all likelihood had to endure. “And you came through it without a mark on you? You truly are one lucky bastard, aren’t ye? Time and again, I do not know how you manage it.”
“Lucky, am I? Did ye know I had to threaten to tie her to the bed?” Gavin shook his head, mindlessly brushing away the black locks that had fallen into his eyes.
Seth just shook his head and smiled, feeling guilty for doubting his friend. He ran his finger along the rim of the glass, thinking. Finally, he said, “I appreciate you taking care of her. I’m sorry if I came to unwarranted conclusions. Seems I’ve been doing a lot of that with you as of late, and I’ve no right.”
Gavin shrugged. “Apology accepted, but I dinna blame ye, ye ken. She’s enough to drive any man to jealousy, and I cannot say yer reaction is completely unjustified after my recent confessions.” He took a long drink and then looked up at Seth. “The only conclusion that is not warranted, is that ye’d think Phoebe capable of not being faithful to ye. If ye owe anyone an apology, it’d be her.”
“Aye. You’d be right on that account.” Seth took a deep breath to try and steady his tumultuous emotions. “It seems I cannot think straight when it comes to her. I know I should not want or need her as desperately as I do, but the matter cannot be helped, hard as I try.”
Gavin looked up at his friend, the truth of that last statement hanging between them, not only for Seth, but Gavin as well. It all became quite clear to Seth that if Gavin did indeed love Phoebe as he himself did, then he could not blame the man for his feelings, since they could not be helped. However, he also realized that Gavin’s feelings, if truly like his own, would likely never change. It was quite the predicament, and a conclusion Gavin seemed to have come to a long time since if the grim look on his friend’s face were anything to go by.
Breaking the silence, Gavin said, “Well, I’m glad to see they didna keep ye long. Cursed cells make for a mighty uncomfortable night’s sleep.” Gavin stood. “Listen, I’ve some things to attend to. Shall I stop by the apothecary and pick ye up a few things for her fever? I dinna think the herbals she’s taken have much improved her condition. I can come back in the evening. Give ye a chance to get some rest. I’ll also leave word for Gabriel regarding all that’s happened.”
“Aye. That would be grand and much appreciated. Tonight then.”
Chapter Forty Three
William was surprised to find Lord Gabriel Hughes waiting for him at his office and even more surprised to see Lilly was with him. “I hope you were not kept waiting long.” William took a seat behind his desk, quickly taking in his guests, noting an undercurrent of excitement between them.
“Not at all, Inspector. Lilly and I were discussing Niles and the circumstances surrounding his death, and came across some information you may find interesting.” Gabriel gestured encouragingly toward the girl. “ Lilly?”
“Well, ye know how I told ye ‘bout Niles working for the SS and trying to get information on the Cause?” Lilly blushed just a little, crinkling her nose as if in apology. “It seems I forgot to mention that Niles, once he’d decided to help the Cause, scheduled to meet up with Moore and Clarke. Ye know them, aye? And I can tell ye, he had that tinkering with him when he went to see them— the one with the brass case. I think he may have betrayed SS secrets.”
He’d be hard pressed to find anyone in all of London who had not heard of Moore and Clarke. If Niles were indeed passing on SS information, it would explain the list of agents he’d found on the module, and could very well be a reason for his murder. He did not think the SS took very kindly to betrayal. “Is that all?”
“No. There’s more, ye see. Gabriel here mentioned the man that’d been seen with poor Niles the night he was done for, and it turns out I too had seen the man once or twice before.”
William sat forward in his chair, leaning his elbows on his desk. “Would you mind describing him for me?”
Though William had Gabriel’s description of the man in question, he wanted to see if Lilly’s portrayal would differ much. William worried that her account may very well be tainted after speaking with Gabriel, but it was still worth listening to.
“Sure, best as I remember from the little I’d seen, though I got a decent ‘nough look at him. He weren’t a whole lot taller than meself, though he did ‘ave on a hat when I saw him, making it a bit harder to judge, aye? And he had on eye specs, real thick like. But the one thing that stood out was a red mark that crept up just past the collar of his coat, though I couldn’t be sure of which side it was on.”
William felt a glimmer of hope alight within him. “Well now, that may indeed make it easier to identify the man. Is there anything else?”
Gabriel cleared his throat, and William thought he was looking rather grim. “There is just one more thing I thought you should know. Phoebe mentioned to you that I was the only other person with the code to her laboratory.”
William nodded, wondering where this was going. “She did say the two of you were the only ones with a key and knowledge of the code.”
“Niles was a good friend, and with my quarters being conveniently located over Viridis, he had on more than a few occasions paid me a visit. I’m terribly sorry to say, but I did not keep Phoebe’s code or key locked away as I should have, but rather left it in my desk drawer. It got me thinking, you see.”
“Yes. I’m afraid I do. Is your sister aware of this fact?”
His shoulders slumped as he gave his head a shake. “No, she isn’t.”
Chapter Forty Four
“Come on. Wake up, love. ‘Tis only a dream.”
Phoebe heard his familiar voice pulling her from another nightmare, and opened her eyes to find Seth, lying next to her, running his hand across her forehead to smooth out the lines of worry.
“You are back. I was thinking I had imagined it all.” She must have drifted off to sleep while Seth was speaking to Gavin. She shifted towards his naked body, seeking out the familiarity and comfort of his strong arms, in a desperate attempt to erase all traces of the last twenty-four hours. She had thought she would never see him again.
“No worries, love. I’m back.” He kissed the tip of her nose and smiled. “Your fever seems to have broken. You’ve still a bit of a temperature, but you’re not burning up like you were before. You had us all terribly worried.”
“Well, at least I’ll be healthy for the wedding. I should really contact the seamstress and see how the dress is coming along.” Phoebe shifted so she could sit up, and Seth leaned forward to give her a hand.
Seth cursed under his breath as he shook his head. “Phoebe, my love, about the wedding…” He took a deep breath, linking his fingers with hers. “Perhaps it’d be best if we postponed the wedding until after the charges have been dropped. They did release me, but I’m afraid the charges still stand, and they could easily haul me back in at any moment, especially if Victor manages to wield his influence. I spent most of the night giving the situation plenty of thought, and I cannot marry you with so many unknowns.”
Phoebe didn’t say anything. Wouldn’t even look at him. She just stared ahead at the flames flickering in the fireplace. What could she say? She was furious, hurt and broken, feeling a fool for letting him her into her life again. Her heart felt like it had sputtered to a stop, leaving her entire body numb.
“Will ye not say something, my love?” He ran his hand down her back and she shrugged it off.
Her voice was barely a whisper. “How can you do this, Seth?”
“Och, love. This is not a decision I make likely, and we will get married once everything has been sorted and the charges dropped. However, it makes no sense for you to marry me, only to become a widow at the ripe ole’ age of twenty-five. Or worse, to have you spend your life alone, if I get thrown into a cell for a life sentence.”
“I do not care, Seth. I said I’d marry you, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let Victor’s accusations get in the way.”
“Phoebe, please try and see reason.” Her gaze finally turned away from the fire, her eyes locking on his.
“Reason? You want me to see reason?” She flung back the covers and hopped out of bed, spinning to face him on wobbly legs. She was still wearing her breeches and the barely buttoned blouse, her hair a wild tangle of dark curls.
“Phoebe, get back into bed. You’re still not well.” He shifted to sit at the edge of the bed, looking ready to jump to her aid at any moment.
“Did I not ask you to leave Victor alone? Why could you not have listened to me? Was it too much to ask?”
“Phoebe, I’m sorry. I only did what I thought was best.” He stood up and reached out to her, but she slapped his hand away. She would not let him quell her anger or try to placate her.
“What you thought was best? And what about what I thought? Did that not matter? The only thing you could think of was your pride.”
“Phoebe, you’re being unreasonable.”
She wanted to scream and stomp her feet, she was so furious. “Unreasonable, is it? I was willing to forgive you for attacking Victor and suffer the consequences but now— now— I’m the one being unreasonable? And you don’t want to get married?”
He grabbed both her arms, ignoring her struggles, which were weak from the fever, frustrating her further, but when he spoke, his voice was gentle. “Phoebe, I want nothing more than to marry you. You must know that. But how can I in good conscience do that, when there’s a chance I could hang or spend the rest of my days locked away?”
He pulled her into his arms and she let him hold her in a tight embrace, the reality of the matter too much to bear. He kissed the top of her head, and murmured, “I love you. More than anything in this world, more than life itself, I love you, a ghaoil.”
“Then marry me, and let Victor be damned.” She looked up at him, the tears now running down her cheeks.
“Come back to bed my love. You should be resting. I should not have mentioned the postponing the wedding when you still aren’t well.”
He tried to steer her towards the bed, but she’d had enough and was not going. “Not until you say you’ll marry me.”
“I will marry you, once the charges are dismissed. Now please, Phoebe, quit being so stubborn and get back into bed. I cannot believe we’re having this argument. ‘Tis insane, aye?”
She caught his eyes drift to her half buttoned shirt, lingering on her bare skin. Ignoring it, she said through gritted teeth, “So now I’m stubborn?” She planted her hands on her hips, her anger a streak of red.
“Are you denying it?”
His question caught her off guard. Giving it some thought, she said, “All right then. I’m stubborn.” The admission seemed to momentarily calm her. “It still doesn’t change anything.”
“You are right, my dear. You being the most stubborn creature to ever grace the earth’s surface changes nothing. Now could you do me the great favor of slipping into something more decent, because I’m ready to rip that shirt from your body and burn the cursed thing.”
Despite her anger, her frustration and the fact that she was barely keeping herself upright, Phoebe couldn’t quite keep her lip from curling up in a smile. He’d be mistaken to think it for humor, though. “Fine. Here you are then.” She grabbed her shirt with two hands and yanked, the few buttons keeping the shirt together, coming loose with little effort. She tossed him the shirt, and he caught it, his eyes widening, his face blushing crimson.
Stubborn, was she? Infuriating? Unreasonable? “Hmpf!” While Seth stared at her, frozen in place, she undid her breeches, and wriggled out of them.
“Phoebe.” He pleaded with her.
She tossed him the breeches, so he stood there holding her pile of clothes. “Burn them, then!”
“Phoebe, this is insane.”
Insane, was it? Another one for her list. Completely naked, she spun toward her around her wardrobe. She took all of two steps when Seth pulled her around into his arms and kissed her in a most thorough manner— not to say she returned his affections. He slowly pulled away, and looked at her.
She raised an eyebrow in question. “Are you done then?”
A smile split his face ear to ear, his laugh barely contained, leaving her more than a little confused. “Did you know, I had completely forgotten how ye get when you’re not feeling well. Och, love, and here I was trying to reason with ye. Come, let’s get you into some warm clothes and back into bed.”
Her head spun, leaving her dizzy on her feet. The room was suddenly hot and stuffy, and a fine dew broke out on her skin, even though it was covered in gooseflesh. Seth was at her wardrobe rummaging around for anything resembling a nightgown, finally returning victorious, garment in hand.
“You’ll catch your death standing here naked like that. Look at you. You’re all chilled.” He had her dressed and in bed in a matter of minutes, buried under the covers, his naked body pressed up against her for warmth.
Her body temperature continued to fluctuate wildly, from hot and sweating to freezing cold and unable to get warm. Her throat ached so much it was difficult to swallow— no doubt aided to its current condition by all the yelling she had just done.
Seth smoothed her hair down and nestled her close with her head tucked under her chin. “How are you doing, my love? Gavin offered to pick a few things up the apothecary and should be here soon enough. Hopefully, he’ll have something that will get you back on the mend, aye?”
“Hmpf. I was wondering where the sneaky bastard had gotten off to.” She felt Seth’s body start to shake. “Are you laughing?”
“I’m sorry, love. He told me about locking the door. You must admit, it is rather funny.”
“Funny?” She spun in his arms to face him in disbelief. “The one thing it was not, was funny.”
“Och now, ye must admit, it is just a wee bit. No?” He started trailing kisses across her face.
“No.” Yet each gentle touch of his lips melted away a bit of her anger, replacing it with an overwhelming relief that he had come back to her safe and sound— if only for now. “The man’s a bully and a brute.”
“Aye, maybe. But he’s also loyal and caring, especially where you’re concerned. It’s for those exact reasons I knew he’d be capable of taking care of you in my absence and making sure you were kept safe. A lesser man would not have managed it.”
Her eyes burned from the fever, but she opened them to look into his face. “You will marry me, won’t you?”
“Aye, love, there’s nothing I want more.” She knew it would have to do for now. He kissed her, then settled her head back on his shoulder. “You should try and get some rest.”
Sleep would be a wonderful if it weren’t for the dreams. They had been getting more severe with the fever. However, her head was dizzy with fatigue, and she knew, she’d not be able to stay awake much longer.
“I don’t want to sleep, Seth.” But already her eyes were half closed as sleep pulled her under into a dark abyss of ice cold cells, a hangman’s noose and Victor’s hands sliding over her naked body.
Chapter Forty Five
The cold had dissipated overnight, a warm breeze trailing in from the south. A thick fog had settled close to the ground, and the warm temperatures had left the roads and walkways covered with streams and lakes of dirty water from the melting snow and ice. William’s shoes and socks, not to mention the hem of his pants were soaked through, the lack of visibility leaving him unable to avoid most of the puddles in his path. He hoped it was not a sign of how the rest of his day would go.
At the offices where Special Services was housed, William waited for someone to arrive so he could discuss the most recent developments in Niles’s case. His previous requests for information and help had been ignored, but he was hoping they would not deny him if he came in person, especially with Lord Victor Fenwick’s potential involvement, and the possibility that Niles had been passing on SS secrets to the Cause.
“Inspector William Thomas? Alexander Barnes.” The man coming through the door extended his hand to William, giving it a good shake. Of average height, Barnes looked to be in his forties, with a lean, muscular frame. His chestnut hair, cropped just above the collar was starting to go grey at the temples. “How can I be of assistance?”
William had his pad and pencil out, ready to ask his questions. “Are you familiar with a Lord Niles Hawthorne?” At Barnes’s acknowledgement, he continued. “I’m given to understand he worked for you in an effort to gain information on the Cause.”
Barnes tilted his head, his deep brown eyes giving away nothing but the intelligence behind them. “He did.”
Up until now, William only had his suspicions about Niles’s involvements, and it felt good to get confirmation. Now if he could only get Barnes to confirm the rest. “Were you also behind his attempt to steal Lady Hughes formulations for her herbals?” William had the satisfaction of seeing one eyebrow shoot up in question.
“Was he successful in his attempts?”
William ignored the question. “Did you know Lord Hawthorne had an information module that contained a list of agents he thought were working on infiltrating the Cause?”
Barnes’s eyes went wide, if only for the slightest of moments. “How did you gain access to that information?”
Looking back at Barnes, he said, “I do not see why that matters.”
Barnes pounded his fist against the desk, making everything on it jump. “It matters as a point of national security. I cannot risk having our modules infiltrated. Who helped you, for surely you did not accomplish it on your own?”
William kept his eyes locked on Barnes, but said not a word.
Barnes sat back in his chair, his hands steepled before him as he eyed William as if for the first time. “Perhaps we can help each other? After all, the list of people who could accomplish such a task is relatively short, and most are already known to us. However, I’d like to know for sure. They could be a valuable asset, you see.”
“Yes, I believe I do.” All too clearly.
Chapter Forty Six
The horrible tasting herbal Gavin had brought Phoebe seemed to have eliminated her fever once Seth had managed to get it down her gullet. Her throat was still fairly sore, but it did not hinder her in going about her day.
Having assured himself she was no longer feverish, Seth had left with Gavin to find the parts needed to start building the tinkering he had shown her the designs for— his proof that he’d be staying in London. With the designs complete, he would start the construction of the prototype model— if he were able to get the parts necessary. She knew that, in all likelihood, they would need to be manufactured to his specifications. Luckily, Edinburgh had become a tinkerer’s haven since the war, and was less than a day’s airship ride away with cargo ships making regular deliveries. Whatever Seth could not locate in London, she was sure the Tinkerer’s Guild in Edinburgh would be able to produce and ship with little difficulty. Perhaps they could even take a small trip there in the future.
She was heading to her laboratory when she saw the files for Martha and Sarah lying on the side table. She’d been loathe to look into the matter, not wanting to believe that one of her maids had betrayed her, though she knew she was only putting off the inevitable. Sighing, she took the files over to the chair by the fire and resolved to finally deal with the issue, despite the fact she would rather be oblivious to the situation and tinkering away happily in her lab.
Aside from the basic information and letters of reference for both maids, Phoebe was relieved she didn’t find anything in their files that might incriminate them.
She probably should write to each of the ladies that had employed them, asking for further information about each girl, though she dreaded having to do it. She glanced at the names and addresses. For Martha, a Mrs. Forrester from Newcastle. For Sarah, a Lady Isoble Johnston, who lived not terribly far from her own home.
Phoebe headed to her lab. The bay of windows showed off the surprisingly bright day. After the frigid dreariness of the last few weeks, the warmth that now danced in on golden waves of sunlight was a welcome change. She sat at her desk and quickly composed the two letters, then decided to walk to Lady Isobel’s residence and take advantage of the beautiful weather before the fickle weather saw fit to interfere.
Mrs. Forrester’s letter would get dropped in the post and go by aethergram, an amazing tinkering that duplicated an image of the letter and then sent it over the aether, the image reforming upon arrival at the post closest to its destination.
Letters in hand, she called on Martha for help getting dressed to go out. The dress she chose was one comfortable enough to walk in but nice enough to pay a visit, in the off chance Lady Johnston invited her in. Martha quickly brushed her hair, taming the curls by pinning them away from her face and up off the nape of her neck.
Martha helped her into her coat, saying, “Are you sure you’re well enough to be going out, Mum? And you sick in bed with a temperature just last night, if you don’t mind me saying.”
“It’s a beautiful day, and one we’re not likely to see again soon. I’d hate to miss the opportunity, and a bit of fresh air will do me good.” Phoebe slid on her calfskin gloves, then picked up her letters and headed for the door.
“Will you not take Samuel with ye? Just in case you take to feeling poorly.”
Phoebe could see Martha was genuinely worried for her, so she agreed to take Samuel along, if for no other reason than to ease her mind.
Phoebe watched as Samuel shrugged into his coat. The garment, though clean, was looking mighty threadbare. Perhaps a few new articles of clothing could be added to his current wardrobe— something more appropriate to his new position of footman. She smiled at him. “Are you ready, Samuel?”
Returning her smile, he said, “After you, Mum.”
Chapter Forty Seven
“There he is.” Seth motioned towards Moore, who was holed up in the corner of the ale house.
Gavin made his way across the room, his wide shoulders and height parting the crowd and leaving a path for Seth to follow. Being this close to the docks around lunchtime had the place hopping with customers, most of which would just as soon stick a knife in you than look at you. With Gavin in his kilted plaid and the war not twenty years old, it was a good thing he was familiar enough with a good many of the men here. Otherwise they’d have probably ended up dead, or tossed onto a ship as slave labor, bound for far distant shores.
Making it to Moore’s table, they pulled a couple of chairs and sat down. Moore gave them a tilt of the head in welcome. “Good of ye to make it.”
Gavin caught the serving girl’s attention, getting them a couple pints of cider and a couple of steak and kidney pies. Turning his attention back to Moore, he said, “Have ye any more information on when the crates will be ready for transport and how many of them they’ll be? Ye’ll also need to arrange to have the crates picked up well outside London as I ain’t keen on having myself arrested with that sort of cargo. Understood?”
“Aye, it is. We’ve a supplier that’ll have the crates docked at Inverness once they’re ready. There should be thirty crates, give or take, but it could still be another few weeks before they’re ready.”
Gavin started to say something, then shut his mouth as the pies and cider were placed on their table. Giving the pretty girl a smile, he said, “Thank ye, love.”
The girl smiled back, batting her eyelashes at him in as coy a manner as she could manage. “You’ll let me know if y’ need anything else?”
“Will do, lass.”
Seth couldn’t help but smile and shake his head. Like bees to honey.
Seth and Gavin had figured out an arrangement to minimize the danger of Secret Services finding out about the shipment of weapons Gavin would be transporting for the Cause. Getting back to the matter at hand, Seth took a long draw on his pint, before saying, “Gavin will leave me details of the exact location, and when the time comes, I’ll let you know, but not before hand. Understood? The Cause has been infiltrated by far too many who’d be happy to see it all come tumbling down like a house of cards.”
“You worry yourself needlessly, boy. We know who those people are and they only get what information we want them to have. Even that inspector that came sniffing ‘round here the other day, left with no more than he had come with. ” Moore sat forward leaning an elbow on the table. “If there’s a problem, we take care of it. Dinna waste your time dwelling over things that ain’t your concern. Your time is much better spent with what ye do best, aye?”
Seth did not need to wonder how Moore would eliminate any problems. It was all too easy to drop a body in the Thames at the right time of day and have the current carry it out to sea, no one the wiser. And when dealing with the man, Seth was smart enough to not forget it either.
Gavin ate a few forkfuls of pie before continuing. “Ye’ll need to have the payment taken care of as I willna handle any of the funds for the transaction. And I needna ken what’s in the crates either, aye?” Moore nodded in agreement, and Gavin continued. “Ye’ll also need to pay my expenses. It’ll be my only charge, but I need to ask for payment if only to make this a proper transaction, for that’s all this is. Nothing more than business. I’m in no way contributing to yer cause, aye? I’ll nae be charged with aiding a revolution.”
“Understood. I’ll let ye know once I have the details. Until then.” Moore stood and tipped his hat. “Gentlemen.”
They watched as Moore’s lithe form disappeared into the throng of people. Gavin shifted to the seat Moore just vacated so he was now sitting across from Seth. “Ye ken I support the Cause wholeheartedly, but that man makes me itch like a dog with fleas. I dinna ken what it is about him, but I dinna like him one bit.”
Seth nodded. “I know what you mean, and Clarke’s no better. It was smart of you to keep it strictly business, aye? The less you know the better.”
“I willna argue with you there, a charaid.”
Chapter Forty Eight
After dispatching the aethergram to Martha’s former employer, Phoebe decided it was too close to luncheon to call on Lady Johnston, especially since they’d be arriving unannounced. Instead she and Samuel paid a visit to Phoebe’s seamstress, where Phoebe informed her, with a pang in her heart, that there was no longer the need to rush things along. While there, she had Samuel’s measurements taken for a new winter coat and wardrobe.
Samuel was standing in the small storefront, his arms out at his sides as her seamstress took measurements. “Really, Mum, ‘tis not necessary. I’ve all the clothes I need.”
Phoebe smiled at him. She knew he would be too proud to take the clothes if she thought he needed them and could not afford them, so she chose her words carefully. “I know, dear. However, with all the work you’ve been doing around the house, I’d hate for you to ruin your own clothing, catching it on a nail or staining it with soot. It’s only a couple of everyday items. A warm winter coat too, seeing as the weather’s been unseasonably cold and you’re constantly out and about running errands for me or the girls.”
Finished with her measurements, the seamstress stood and had Phoebe select the fabrics. “I’ll have the garments sent over as soon as they’re completed. Would ye like to see your dress now? ‘Tis nearly finished.”
“I appreciate all you’ve done and in such little time,” Phoebe said, taking a deep breath to try and stave off the flood of emotions. “The wedding has been postponed. I’m sorry to have rushed you for nothing.” She looked down, blinking away the tears.
“Och, dearie, these things happen. Don’t be worrying yourself over a little delay. Let me go and get the dress. I’m hoping you’ll like it.”
The seamstress went to the back room and returned moments later with the dress cradled in her arms. It was beautiful. The ivory silk caught the light with a golden glow, the corseted bodice bejeweled with seed pearls and embroidered with golden thread that seemed to shine from within, the bustled skirt adorned with a trail of bows down the train. Phoebe couldn’t help but reach out and touch it, the silk soft as a baby’s downy cheek.
“I do hope it’s to yer liking. I’ve only to finish the buttons down the back.” She turned the gown so Phoebe could see the area in question.
“I’ve never seen a gown more magnificent. Thank you,” she said, battling a fresh wave of tears.
She hadn’t expected that seeing the gown would have such an effect on her, but it solidified, in her head and heart, the fact that she and Seth would not be getting married come Sunday.
The bright sun and fresh air were exactly what she needed to regain control of her emotions, and by the time they had exited the shop and walked down the street, she was feeling much better, despite the worried glances Samuel was throwing her way.
“It’s all right, Samuel. I’m fine. Really.” She managed a reassuring smile in his direction.
“If ye say so, Mum. I do hope you’ll let me know if you start to feel poorly.” Samuel gave her a sideways glance, his long stride shortened to keep pace with hers.
“Yes, of course. We’re nearly there now at any rate, and can head straight back home afterwards.” Though it felt wonderful to get out of the house on such a splendid day, she was starting to feel a bit fatigued and would be happy to get back without a long visit.
Located in an elegant and desirable neighborhood, Lady Johnston’s house was one of the nicest in the area, and spoke of great wealth and status. Sighing, Phoebe hoped Lady Johnston would be otherwise occupied, as the thought of having to spend the next few hours in civil niceties and idle gossip would be enough to send her back to bed, ill. She had never had much patience for such things, and she did not doubt her name and recent actions had made their way into more than one conversation.
Steeling herself for the possibility of a tiresome afternoon, she climbed the stairs and lifted the heavy brass knocker, letting it fall with a reverberating clack. The footman answered the door and she asked if it would be possible to call upon Lady Johnston.
“I’m afraid Lady Johnston is still at luncheon with her two brothers; however I am expecting her shortly if you would like to wait.”
Phoebe smiled, a wave of relief easing her spirits. “No, no. Thank you, but that won’t be necessary. If you could please see she gets this?” Pulling the letter and a calling card from her reticule, Phoebe handed them to the footman.
“Yes. Of course. Good day.”
Phoebe walked down the stairs to where Samuel was waiting for her. “Shall we head home?”
“As ye wish, Mum.” They had only gone a few houses down the road when a horse and carriage clattered down the street.
“Is that the Lady, Mum?” Samuel asked, craning his neck to get a look at who was inside.
“To be honest, I’ve never met her, though I can only assume it is she returning from her luncheon.” She turned and looked over her shoulder, only to get a shock at the sight of Lady Johnston and her dear brothers exiting the carriage— one of the men none other than Victor.
***
Phoebe rushed home, fighting to control the panic that surged through her body. She was certain it was not a simple coincidence that Sarah had once worked for Victor’s sister, or that her formula had been stolen from within her home. There were too many connections to Victor— his proposal, his assault, the accusations and now a connection to the theft. Was he also connected to Niles? It would not surprise her since it was Niles that had her formulations on the module.
She immediately contacted William, who promptly arrived at her home with a constable. Poor Sarah looked terrified upon seeing the inspector, the color draining from her face as she was confronted.
“I’m so sorry, Mum,” she said to Phoebe with downcast eyes. “I had not a choice. I hope you’ll someday forgive me.”
William’s face bore little expression, but his tone was consoling as the constable led the girl from the room. “We will take her to the station for questioning.”
Phoebe nodded. It nearly killed her to see her maid in the constable’s grasp, and Sarah’s plea tore at her heart.
“Unless she acted alone, which I doubt is the case, I do not want to press charges, though I’m afraid she will not be able to return here,” she said to William.
Phoebe was convinced Victor had threatened or coerced her into taking part in the theft. But why? It was a sad situation, and Phoebe knew all too well that desperate people did desperate things, things they would not normally do if poverty had not forced their hand.
“I’ll have Samuel gather her things for her. When you’ve finished with your questioning, could you please tell her she can find employment at my shelter? And could you also give her this?” Phoebe pulled a coin out of the pocket of her skirt. It was not much, but she could not push the girl into the cold with nothing.
William nodded, taking the coin. “As you wish.”
Once they had left, Phoebe settled before the fire, feeling incredibly drained. Her heart was still pounding from the shock of it all, her mind racing through the possibilities. What could Victor want with her formulations? Had his entire courtship been a ruse to get information?
Seth and Gavin walked in just then, and it took but a moment for them to notice her distress. Seth was at her side in three long steps. “Phoebe, are you all right? What’s happened?” He knelt before her, looking up into her face, his eyes lined with worry.
“I’m all right, love.” She dreaded having to tell Seth that Victor could be involved in the thefts. “Perhaps a whisky?”
Gavin nodded. “I’ll get it.” Trying to avoid Seth’s eyes, she watched as Gavin poured her a glass. “Here ye are, love.”
She thanked him and took a sip, nursing the drink. She knew they’d want to retaliate against Victor, but they’d cause nothing but more problems if they attacked him again. However, she could not keep Victor’s involvement a secret.
“Truly, I’m fine. Please, have a seat.” She gave his hand a squeeze to reassure him. He took a seat by her side on the sofa, Gavin taking the chair. “It’s about the formulas. I’m afraid my maid may have been involved.”
Seth’s forehead furrowed in question. “You found proof of her involvement?”
She sighed, her hands worrying the fabric of her skirt. “I believe so. William and a constable already took Sarah away for questioning.”
“Do not fret, love. If she’s innocent, they’ll release her. The inspector is an honest man,” Gavin said.
Phoebe took a deep breath. “There is more to tell. I checked the maids’ references. One of them—a Lady Johnston—lives quite nearby. Since it was such a nice day, I walked to her residence with Samuel.”
“Did the lady confirm your suspicions?”
Phoebe shook her head. “She had been at luncheon with her brother and was not home, so I left a letter with her footman.” She looked from Seth to Gavin, the words sticking in her throat. “Just as we were leaving, a carriage pulled up and it was indeed Lady Johnston and her brother.”
“You did speak to her, then?” The crease in Seth’s brow grew deeper by the moment.
“No, my love. You see, her brother…” She shook her head, resigned. “It was Victor.”
“Victor.” Seth cursed. “Why does that not surprise me in the least?” He got up to pace the room, his anger pouring off of him.
“It still doesn’t explain why Niles would have the formulas unless they were working together,” she said.
“I know you liked Niles, what with him being a good friend of your brother’s, but the formulas were in his possession and now there’s a possible connection to Victor.”
A silence fell amongst them, the only sound coming from the crackle of the fire as the logs broke apart and settled, sending sparks dancing. Seth stared at the flames for a long time before continuing. “I had thought Victor’s interest in you to be one based purely on who you are—for who could want anything more—but it’s now clear the bastard’s interests extend to the other things you have to offer. It makes me wonder just how far he’ll go to get what he wants.”
Gavin’s gaze held hers, though when he spoke, it was to Seth. “Dinna fash, mo charaid. He’ll be bothering no one by the time I’m done with him.”
Phoebe slammed her hand on the nearby table. “Don’t you dare! I swear I’ll never speak to you again. And the same goes for you.” She shifted her gaze to Seth, pinning him with a stare. “Have we not had enough difficulties?”
Seth’s lips curled into a sweet and innocent smile. “Och, love, ye act as if I’ve not already learned my lesson.”
“Hmph! I certainly hope so.”
Chapter Forty Nine
William sat across from Chief Inspector Murdock, trying to control the urge to reach across the desk and throttle the man into unconsciousness.
Murdock ranted and raved, his face a mottled red. “Lord Fenwick is absolutely furious with your heedless accusations. You’re no longer in charge of this case, and after all you’ve done to disgrace the department, you’re lucky that I’m allowing you to retain your position as Inspector. Inspector Adrian Nelson will be lead investigator on the case from here on out. You’re to turn over to him any information you have. Let me make myself clear: you are to do as Nelson says regarding the matter, and you will stay away from Lord Fenwick or I will have the great satisfaction of relieving you of your duties.”
William had no doubt Murdock would enjoy it with every fiber of his being. Ever since he’d been promoted to inspector, they’d been butting heads like two bulls in one very small pen.
“The maid all but confessed that it was Lord Fenwick that put her up to stealing the formulations for Viridis. The evidence clearly points to his involvement in the theft, if not the murder. Not to mention the assault on Lady Hughes.”
Murdock sputtered with rage. “You’re going to condemn a member of the nobility on the word of a maid and that scandalous woman? If he’s guilty, then Nelson will see to it. Now, get out! And if I hear you’re still harassing Lord Fenwick, I’ll make it so you never work in this city again.”
There was little William could do but hand over the case. Still, he knew Nelson was a smart and honest man, and had to trust that the truth would eventually be revealed.
He spent the next hour copying everything he had on the case, including the latest development with Lord Fenwick’s connection to Phoebe’s maid. He knew that if Murdock discovered what he was doing the consequences would be great, but there was something about this case he could not let go. However, when he arrived at Nelson’s office, he found it empty.
“Is Inspector Nelson in?” William asked the constable lingering outside of Nelson’s empty office.
“I’m afraid not. Gone to make an arrest on a new case of his, and don’t know when he’ll be back. Nasty business, it is.”
William got a sinking feeling. “Is it, then?”
The constable leaned in conspiratorially. “Member of the nobility was nearly knifed outside his gentlemen’s club a few nights back. Just going to make the arrest now.” He shook his head, making sounds of disapproval. “’Tis just horrid what the world is coming to.”
William’s head started to swim, and though he knew the answer, he still needed to ask. “Who was the man attacked?”
“That would be Lord Victor Fenwick, sir.”
William shook his head, not quite believing it. “I thought the man in question was released. What’s happened?”
“I guess the judge had been lenient, but his lordship wasn’t terribly happy and a man that powerful don’t like to be denied.” The constable shrugged his shoulders. “Is there anything you’d like me to relay to the inspector when he gets in?”
William cursed under his breath. “No, no. We’re working a case together and I wanted to leave him my notes. I’ll just put them in his office.”
He left the pages on Nelson’s desk and sent up a silent prayer to what gods may be listening. With luck Nelson would not easily be persuaded to overlook the facts simply because the nobility were involved.
He would already be too late to give Seth and Phoebe any type of warning so as to prepare themselves, and if Nelson had the previous arrest file, he would not only have Seth’s home address, but Phoebe’s as well.
William hung his head and headed down the hallway, his stride widened by his anger and frustration with the matter. Turning the corner, he ran headfirst into another man.
William looked up at the man he’d run into and mumbled his apologies. And in that instant, William’s luck changed.
“Pardon me, sir.” The man he’d been looking for was standing before him, and there could be no doubt: thick glasses, thinning hair and a red mark on his neck the color of burgundy wine. Seizing the opportunity, William said, “Can I help you? You seem a little lost.”
“Yes. Thank you. I have only been here once before and I always seem to get lost. I have a letter I need to deliver to Chief Inspector Murdock.”
“I’m afraid he has likely gone home for the evening. If this is pertaining to a certain case, perhaps I can help— I’m an inspector here. It would seem rather important if your employer has you running errands so late in the day.”
The man looked relieved. “I cannot thank you enough. With the weather so cold, it was terribly difficult finding an available hansom, and I risk losing my position if I do not get the matter taken care.”
“My office is just around the corner. Come with me, Mr.—I’m sorry. What is your name, sir?”
The man extended a hand. “Brown. Xavier Brown.”
William sat at his desk looking at Xavier Brown. One thing was clear— the nervous man sitting in front of him was not SS. Even more clear was Murdock would have William’s job and hide if he found out about this. The only thing that would save him would be to get Mr. Brown to confess to his part in the murder.
“How may I be of assistance?” William gave the man what he hoped was a reassuring smile while glancing at the door to make sure Murdock was nowhere to be seen. Brown fidgeted with the handle of his case, his face going white, then blushing a brilliant red, then back to white again.
“I have a letter that needed to go to Chief Inspector Murdock regarding a case he is working on.”
“On behalf of your employer, correct?” William waited for the confirmation. “Is it something that can wait until the morning or should it be seen to immediately?”
“I could not say for sure what is in the letter, but know the information was needed regarding an arrest that was imminent.” Brown handed him the letter. “I do not know if it is a matter that can wait until the morning, but I am glad to be rid of it.”
William tapped the letter on his desk, his eyes locked on Brown. He knew the longer he drew this out, the more nervous Brown would likely get. And the more nervous he got, the more likely he’d be to make a mistake.
“Tell me, Mr. Brown. Are you perhaps familiar with Lord Niles Hawthorne?” William’s arrow hit its mark, as Brown flushed and stuttered.
“Y-yes. I knew the man.” He stopped fidgeting with the handle of his case and gripped it with white knuckles instead, as if for support.
“A personal friend of yours? I do believe you were seen with Lord Hawthorne on several occasions, including the night of his murder.” William smiled at the man, disconcerting him further.
“Lord Hawthorne was not a personal friend, and on the occasions I was seen with him, I was conducting business for my employer.” Brown managed a deep breath mustering a bit of confidence with this little bit of information, though the words were now tumbling out. “I assure you, I had nothing to do with his murder.”
Lazily swiveling his chair back and forth, William said, “Who would your employer be, sir? And was murder part of the business conducted?”
The last question had exactly the effect William was looking for. “Indeed it was not!” spat Brown. “I was only there as a representative of Lord Fenwick, completing their business transactions. Nothing more, I assure you!”
“Would this by chance have to do with the theft of Lady Hughes’ formula for Viridis?”
“Oh, dear! I swear I had nothing to do with that.”
Giving him a reassuring smile, William said, “I do believe you’ve gotten yourself into a bit of a predicament here. Perhaps we can come to some arrangement that will suit us both.”
Chapter Fifty
“Poor Martha. She’s in a right state with Sarah leaving.” Phoebe snuggled up against Seth as they sat by the fire, trying to get warm. She felt chilled and hoped it wasn’t her fever returning.
“Come here, love.” Seth pulled her close so she could rest her head on his shoulder. “You’ve had a rough few days of it. Why don’t you head up to bed and we’ll bring you up a bite to eat? I’m sure Gavin and I can manage something without bothering Martha.”
She pulled away to get a better look at him. “Do you mean to tell me the two of you are actually going to attempt to cook?” Her gaze shifted between Seth and Gavin. The two boys were as smart as they came, but cooking was an art and not something easily managed.
“We’ve managed to keep ourselves from starving all these years,” Gavin protested.
Phoebe laughed at his comment. “Gavin, dear, the only reason you’ve managed to not starve is because you know of every tavern and pub between London and Inverness. Though, I do imagine the two of you could probably manage to slice a bit of bread and cheese without cutting off a finger.”
Seth pulled her back to him, planting a kiss on her cheek. “Perhaps even a cup of tea.”
Gavin stood. “You two stay put, and I’ll get us all a bite to eat. Prepare to be amazed.” He gave them a wink.
Phoebe sat up. “This I have to see, seeing as I’m sure it’ll provide sufficient entertainment to lighten my mood.”
Shaking his head, Gavin said, “Ye of little faith. Come along then.”
It turned out, Gavin was quite competent in the kitchen, once Phoebe was able to send Martha off for the night. Seth, scowled, teasing his friend. “Another one of your talents, I suppose.”
“Ye’ve met me ma, and ye ken as well as I that she wouldna be raising any lay-abouts. Here ye are, me dear.” Gavin placed a plate of steaming food in front of Phoebe, then turned back to plate Seth’s and his own. They had decided to not bother with the formalities of taking their dinner in the dining room and were, instead, seated around the worn wooden table in the kitchen.
“Thank you. It smells divine.” He’d taken some roasted potatoes from the frost box, mashed them with some onion, crunchy bacon and cabbage, and shaped them into patties, which he fried in the bacon grease to a golden brown. Served alongside were links of sausage, cooked in oil until the casings were crispy. Tasting it, she suddenly realized exactly how hungry she was. “This is delicious, Gavin.”
The conversation at the table was practically non-existent while they ate, and by the time Phoebe finished, her stays were fit to burst under the pressure.
“Can I get ye a bit more, love? Would do ye good to keep your strength up so ye dinna fall ill again.” Gavin was getting himself another helping— his third— as Seth worked on his second.
“Thank you, but I couldn’t eat another bite.” It was well into the evening, and Phoebe wouldn’t mind an early night and a chance to rid herself of her corset. Perhaps she could even convince Seth to join her. She then remembered Viridis and her brother. “Did you speak to Gabriel about all that’s happened?”
“No, love. I’m afraid he was not home, but I did slide a note under his door.”
“Pardon me, Mum.” Samuel peeked into the kitchen, looking drawn and pale.
“What is it Samuel?”
“I’m sorry, Mum, but there’s an inspector and constable ‘ere, looking for Mr. Elliott, and it ain’t the same inspector come ‘round the other night, either.”
Chapter Fifty One
Gabriel struggled to stay conscious. The pain in his shoulder was excruciating and his head felt like someone had cleaved it in two with an axe. Desperately, he tried to keep himself from sliding down the slippery slope into the inky darkness of unconsciousness, knowing he may not be able to climb back out this time. Already he’d lost all sense of time. He anchored his thoughts on Phoebe, knowing she was his only hope for pulling through this. And then it occurred to him that she too might be in danger, and it would all be his fault.
He could feel the hard wooden floor beneath him, and the warm stickiness of his own blood, the smell of iron pungent in the air. He needed help— needed to make sure Phoebe was safe— but when he breathed deep to try and call out, a deep, searing pain shot through his body, and sent him plummeting into the abyss.
Chapter Fifty Two
Phoebe paced the hall at the police station, trying to keep her panic from taking hold. Seth had been taken in for interrogation with his solicitor and Inspector Nelson over two hours ago. It was clear Victor had used his power to have the case pursued on less lenient terms. Their only hope was William had arrived a short while ago, and said he would do all he could.
Gavin stepped in her direct path, halting her progress. “Sit down, love. Ye’ll run yerself ragged and fall ill again.”
“Why’s Samuel taking so long to fetch Gabriel? He should either be at Viridis or his living quarters.”
“He’ll be here soon enough, aye?” He took her by the hand and led her to a nearby seat, taking the one next to her. “Ye really think Gabriel will ken someone who may have some sway here?”
She sighed, sinking into a chair. “It’s quite possible. We get quite a few important people coming through Viridis, and Gabriel has become friendly with a number of them. It’s not as though we have many other options.” Speaking the words made the reality of their situation seem all the more dire, her composure starting to crack. “I just want my brother here.”
Though she had always been the one to care for them when they were younger, she had grown rather dependant on Gabriel since Imogene’s death. She got up to pace the hall again. But when Samuel returned alone, a cold dread gripped her heart and squeezed until it felt as though she could not breathe.
“He weren’t there, Mum,” Samuel said. “Not at Viridis, and no one answered at the apartment above. Worst of it is, one of the girls at the club tells me he didn’t show up for work last night either. No one’s seen him, Mum.”
Each word felt like a punch to the gut. “I do not understand.”
Even if he had business that would prevent him from working, he would have let the employees at Viridis know that he’d not be coming in. Her world was spiraling out of control. What more could possibly go wrong? She barely felt the hands steering her into the chair.
Gavin crouched before her, and tried to reassure her. “I’ll head over to Viridis and see if anyone at all has seen him, aye? Is there anyone there that would have a key to his living quarters?”
Phoebe nodded, feeling numb, the words she spoke echoing in her head as if not her own. “There should be a set of keys in my office.”
“Dinna go worrying yerself, love. It’ll all be all right, aye? Stay put and I’ll be right back. I promise, I willna be long.” Gavin stood, then leaned over, cupping the back of her neck and kissed the top of her head. He then righted himself, and spun on his heel sending his kilt swinging as he dashed out the door.
Chapter Fifty Three
Seth watched as William and the new inspector on the case argued in hushed tones, their backs turned to him. From where he sat with his solicitor, he could only catch bits of conversation.
“… attempted murder is not a matter easily…”
“… assaulted his betrothed. Surely…”
“It’s a matter for the courts… must be taken seriously…”
His solicitor raised his eyebrows in question, but said nothing. Finally, Nelson approached. “Despite the lack of evidence, there is enough to hold you on the charge of attempted murder while we investigate the matter further. I do understand there were extenuating circumstances involving a theft and an assault of your betrothed; however those are separate cases and will be dealt with independently. I do assure you if Lord Fenwick is guilty of those charges, justice will be sought. However, your actions are your own and it is that with which I am currently concerned.”
John protested, and pleaded Seth’s case, but Nelson would not be swayed. Seth resigned himself to the fact that he would be spending quite a bit of time in a cell until the matter was either resolved, or the case went before a court and jury of Victor’s peers.
“May I have a moment to speak to my betrothed? She’s here, waiting in the hall.” Seth needed to speak to Phoebe one last time before they took him away.
Nelson nodded. “Yes, of course.” He motioned to the constable, but William stepped forward to deal with the matter himself.
It was not long before William escorted Phoebe into the room. The others in the room discreetly moved to a corner, to give them what little privacy they were able.
She would not look at him, her lashes wet with tears. Without saying a word, he put his arm around her waist and pulled her close, as Phoebe stepped into his embrace. He held her tight to him, breathing in the scent of her. He then tilted her chin up and kissed her as if it would be their last, before finally pulling away. Cupping her face, he brushed her tears away, and looked into eyes that shimmered like a pond during a spring rain. “I love you, Phoebe.”
“And I you.”
Chapter Fifty Four
William watched as Phoebe mustered all her courage, stepping to the side to let Nelson escort Seth away. He wished she did not have to go through it, but for now there was no other option.
He stepped to her side. “I’m sorry there is not more I can do at the moment; however I do not want you to lose hope. This is far from over.” Though he knew telling her about the latest development with Xavier Brown would help ease her mind, it was not information he could give her. He only hoped the situation would get sorted soon.
He escorted her out of the room to where her footman waited. “May I call you a hansom cab?”
Phoebe stopped and turned towards him. “Thank you, but I need to wait for my friend to return.” She looked away for only a moment. “I just want to let you know I truly appreciate all you have done to help us.”
He tilted his head in acknowledgment. “I only wish I could do more. I will keep you informed of any developments.” With a slight bow, he wished her a good night and then left to find Nelson.
William knocked on Nelson’s open office door, entering when Nelson looked up from his desk. “You found the notes I left you?”
“Yes, thank you. Have a seat. Terrible business.” Nelson waved his arm around to encompass all that had just happened. “Unfortunately, there isn’t much else to be done. For crying out loud, he waited for Lord Fenwick outside his club and then stabbed the man where no man should be stabbed. And not in self defense, either. I’m afraid there have been strict guidelines set for this case, allowing for no leniency.”
William was not surprised. “I’ve been working on Lord Hawthorne’s murder, and I can tell you Lord Fenwick is, at the very least, involved in theft and possibly blackmail. Not to mention the attack on Lady Hughes. I do hope Lord Fenwick’s status in society will not mean he’ll be treated any differently when it comes to the law.”
Nelson’s bushy eyebrows rose for only a moment. “Of course not, however it does mean we cannot afford to make any mistakes and our facts will need to be infallible and substantial. All leads will be followed; do not doubt if for a moment. Unfortunately, it does not change the fact that Mr. Elliott did assault the man, despite the accusations being made against Lord Fenwick.”
William shook his head in frustration. “Assault being the word of importance here, not attempted murder. I saw the lady myself after his lordship attacked the poor girl, and I will tell you, Mr. Elliott’s anger was not unjustified.”
Nelson tilted his head in acquiescence. “Perhaps not, but we cannot allow the citizens of London to be taking the law into their own hands, or anarchy and lawlessness will ensue.”
William wasn’t quite sure London wasn’t already headed in that direction, when the rich could use their power and influence to avoid paying for their crimes. Perhaps the Cause had the right end of the stick, after all.
Chapter Fifty Five
Phoebe did not want to linger now that they had taken Seth away. Still waiting in the hall for Gavin to return, Phoebe knew she should not tarry, her mind racing through her options. “It’s been a long day, Samuel. Would you mind terribly if I had you wait here for Gavin to get back from Viridis? I’m starting to feel unwell, and do not think I can bear this dreadful place a moment more.”
Samuel’s face scrunched with concern. “Surely a message will do. I’d hate to be leaving ye to find your own way home, this late at night.”
“Thank you for your concern, Samuel, but I’ll take a hansom straight home. I shall be fine.” Phoebe reached into her reticule, and handed Samuel some coin. “Here. To get yourself a ride home, once you’ve spoken to Gavin. I am not sure whether he has other business to attend to, but please let him know he’s a welcome guest at my home.”
“Yes, Mum.”
Phoebe’s mind raced during the entire ride home, her heart beating in her throat. She’d made up her mind. If she was going to attempt to get Seth freed, she needed to act quickly before Gavin got back, since she knew he’d not let her out of his sight. It was Seth’s only chance, for she knew once the case became public knowledge, Victor wouldn’t be willing to lose face by dropping the charges. And that was if Seth ever made it to trial. The conditions in prison were so horrible, most didn’t survive their stay while waiting for their case to be tried.
At home, the lights had been dimmed, and Martha had already retired for the night. Not bothering to turn them up, Phoebe went to her desk in the drawing room and pulled out the fuse gun Seth had insisted on purchasing for her. She’d have to thank him for that bit of foresight, though she was not sure she could bring herself to use it.
There were too many things that could go wrong with what she had planned, and the fuse gun was but a small insurance she hoped she would not need.
Making sure the lock was on, she dropped the fuse gun into the pocket sewn into the side panel of her skirt. She then jotted down a note to Gavin, letting him know she would be back soon, and to not worry.
Lastly, she verified the address she needed and hailed another hansom cab, this time, to Victor’s home.
Chapter Fifty Six
Gavin’s heart pounded with adrenaline as he unlocked the door to Gabriel’s apartment with Phoebe’s key. No one at Viridis had seen him since yesterday and Gavin was hoping beyond hope that Gabriel had just gotten himself piss drunk and was sleeping it off. But there was something about the stillness emanating from the apartment that made the hairs along the back of his neck stand up.
He did not have to go far to find Gabriel. Gavin’s stomach sank as he dropped to the floor beside his friend. He lay face down, his arms stretched out before him as if he had tried to drag himself to the door. There was so much blood. He turned him over and fumbled frantically around Gabriel’s neck, desperate to find a pulse. Was that it? He searched around again, pressing into cool flesh. There it was. The pulse was thready, but it was there.
“Gabriel, lad, stay with me, aye? Ye’re going to be fine, ye hear? I’m going to get ye help.”
The amount of blood made it hard to see where the wound was. Tugging Gabriel’s shirt open, Gavin was able to see a bloody hole in his upper shoulder, likely left by a fuse gun.
Gavin staunched the wound with a cloth. The bleeding had all but stopped, but he’d need to get a physician. “I hate to leave ye, mo charaid, but I promise I’ll not be long.”
Chapter Fifty Seven
Phoebe steeled herself with a silent prayer to what gods might be listening, and handed the footman her calling card, ignoring the incredulous look on his face.
“It’s quite late and his Lordship has retired for the evening. He’s not accepting visitors.”
“Quite frankly, I don’t give a rat’s ass if he has retired. Get him up and give him my card. He’ll see me.”
He glanced at her card with raised eyebrows, and then escorted her to the sitting room, leaving her there without a word.
Too nervous to sit, Phoebe walked around the room, and resisted the urge to pace. She resisted the urge to pick up one of the porcelain figurines lining the mantel and smash it into the fire. Resisted the urge to pull out the fuse gun. Because it would feel good to pace his Persian carpet bare. Because it would feel good to watch the porcelain figure break into a hundred little pieces. Because it would feel good to blow a hole the size of her fist through Victor’s chest.
“Phoebe, my dear. What an unexpected surprise.” At the sound of his voice, Phoebe took a moment to compose herself, and then turned to face him.
“Victor. Thank you for seeing me.” Her voice was cool and calm, a surprise given her sweaty palms and pounding heart.
“Please, have a seat. I recently acquired the most exquisite bottle of port. I do hope you will join me in a glass.”
“Thank you.” She took the seat in front of the fire and watched Victor go to a side bar and pour them each a glass. She took the glass he handed her and took a sip. “You are right. It is excellent.” She found it absurd to be sitting there civilly sipping port when she wanted to throttle the man into unconsciousness.
He took the seat across from her, crossing a leg over his knee and taking a sip himself. “So, my dear, what can I do for you? For surely, this is not a social call at this time of the evening.”
She took a deep breath and got to the matter at hand. There was nothing to be gained by delaying. “I would like you to drop the charges against Mr. Seth Elliott. In turn, I will be happy to drop the assault charges against you, and will not pursue the charges of theft.”
Victor’s eyebrows scrunched in thought, his lower lip sticking out as he pursed his lips. “I’m terribly sorry, my dear, but truth be told, I’m not terribly bothered by the charges, seeing as the police have very little evidence to go on. That’s not to say I’m not interested in striking a bargain with you. I’ve always liked you, Phoebe, and I would like nothing more than to help resolve this situation for you. However, your betrothed made a grave error when he decided to pursue me, and make no mistake, I do have enough influence to make sure he pays for what he’s done—and pay dearly, at that.”
“What do you want, Victor? The formula? The club? You can have them both.”
“As you may have noticed, I have no need for wealth, already having plenty of my own. No, I’m afraid that if I’m going to drop the charges, I will only do so for something I do not already have.”
His eyes traveled the full length of her body, sending a nasty chill down her spine. The meaning of his words was all too clear, and though she knew it to be a possibility even before she took the hansom here, it was not something she was prepared for just yet. She took a long sip of her drink, desperately needing what little fortification it could offer. Everything she had proposed, he had already rejected. Everything, but the one thing he was asking for.
She shifted in her chair, and felt the hard weight of the fuse gun up against her leg as her mind ran through her options. Short of shooting the bastard, she didn’t see another solution to the problem. And she was not quite ready to hang for murder. She did, however, believe he would hold up his end of the bargain, if she upheld hers, as horrible a thought as it was. The nightmares of him touching her were all too vivid in her mind, and her skin crawled at the thought.
Victor interrupted her internal debate. “Have you decided how you would like to proceed?”
She brought her glass to her lips and drained it in one long swallow. “If you would be so kind?” She held her glass up to him. If she were going to go through with this, she’d rather remember as little as possible.
As if reading her mind, Victor refilled her glass and handed it to her, adding, “Perhaps this should be your last? I would hate for you to be too far gone with drink to enjoy yourself.”
“No. We wouldn’t want that, now would we?” She glared at him. “Before we begin, you are to put your retraction in writing, signed and sealed with your signet.”
He tilted his head to the side in acknowledgment. “As you wish, though I would have hoped you would trust me to uphold my end of the bargain. Would my word as a lord not be enough?”
She took a long sip of her drink and said, “You’ll have to excuse me if I do not trust you after your bold-faced lie regarding Seth’s attack.”
Victor laughed, and for just that moment she saw the handsome young face of the man she had first been introduced to. It was a great pity he was a bastard.
“Fair enough, then. You’ll have your letter. However, I will be requiring your company and cooperation for the remainder of the night. Come morning, you are free to leave, letter and all.”
Phoebe swallowed hard at the thought of spending the night with him, not sure she could go through with it. It was one thing to tolerate a quick rutting around, but quite another for the torment to last hours. A cold shiver ran down her spine, her stomach tossing, ready to make her ill.
Taking a deep breath, she threw back the rest of her drink and then before her nerves got the better of her, said, “Fine. Write it.”
Chapter Fifty Eight
Exhausted, William looked forward to getting home and getting a good night’s sleep. He’d been up since five that morning, and it was now close to midnight. Though he was disappointed and frustrated that Seth had been charged, getting Mr. Xavier Brown’s testimony had been an amazing stroke of luck.
Finishing the last of his paperwork, he shrugged into his coat and grabbed his hat, then headed down the hall to hail himself a hansom.
“Sir! There ye are!” William spun at the sound of rapid footsteps heading towards him, and found Phoebe’s footman looking rather upset.
“Samuel, is it not?” The lad nodded in response. “Where’s your lady? Has she not gone?”
Samuel shook his head. “She bade me wait here for Mr. MacKay, since he’d gone to find the lady’s brother. I told her I could just leave ’im a note, but she wouldn’t hear of it, and I’m right worried ‘bout her being on her own.”
William got an awful niggling feeling in his gut. “Did she say where she was going?”
“Aye, she said she’d be going straight home, but truth of it is, I think she’s up to something.”
William sighed heavily. It seemed that sleep would have to wait. “I’ll pass by her home. If she is not there, I’ll go to the club to see if she went to help Mr. MacKay find her brother. I’ll need you to stay here however, on the off chance Mr. MacKay does return.”
“Thank ye, sir.”
William put his hat on with more force than was required and walked out into the cold, hoping with all his might that his gut was wrong.
Chapter Fifty Nine
The trade was a simple one. One whole night with Victor, and in exchange, he would drop the charges against Seth for attempted murder, his letter already written and signed. Just one night, and Seth would be safe. Free of the hangman’s noose. If she did not make this sacrifice, she had no doubt Victor would wield all his influence to make Seth pay for his insult with his life. And if she did not go through with their bargain now, she knew she’d not get the chance again. Victor would not be willing to have people question the event as a lie once it became public knowledge, and Gavin would never let her out of his sight again, for fear she might do exactly what she was about to do.
It was one night in exchange for Seth’s life. For how could she live with herself if she did nothing when she had the chance to save him?
Though Phoebe desperately wanted another drink to help her down the road to oblivion, she felt a panic grip her when Victor handed her a large glass of Viridis rather than port. “Drink it or the deal is off.”
“How the hell did you get my herbal?” She had never sold any bottles of Viridis, reserving it all for her club.
“My dear, money always finds a way, does it not? Now drink it before I change my mind.”
She glared at him, and took the glass. “You truly are a bastard.”
He just laughed.
By the time she had finished, her head was swimming, and every nerve in her body was electrified with barely contained energy. When Victor stood before her, offering her his hand, she took a deep breath, steeled her resolve, and took it, letting him pull her out of the chair.
He led her to his spacious sleeping chamber, elegant though elaborately done. It completely suited him, the ostentatious prig. A roaring fire was still going near a small sitting area, and the four-poster bed loomed just beyond.
Phoebe heard the lock on the door click over, and she turned just in time to see Victor remove the key and place it well out of her reach on top of the tall armoire. She swallowed her rising panic, and tried to concentrate instead on the reason she was there— Seth.
Victor strode towards her, a gleam in his eyes and just a hint of a grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. Wrapping his arm around her waist, he pulled her close, his cheek brushing against hers, his beard rough against her face. Her heart pounded and her skin crawled with his touch.
“I do believe I am going to enjoy myself immensely, dear Phoebe.” When he kissed her, it took all she had to not push him away, and her hesitation was clear. Victor pulled away to look at her, his voice cold and stern when he spoke. “I just want to make myself clear. If you will not willingly play your role, I see little difficulty in forcing your hand. Our agreement included your cooperation, and if you do not comply fully, I’m afraid it will result in the cancellation of our contract. Am I making myself clear?”
Phoebe’s jaw tightened but she said nothing. He grabbed her face in one hand, his grip firm.
“Am I making myself clear?” He spoke through clenched teeth. “Say it.”
Swallowing her pride, she spat out the words. “Yes. You’ve made yourself clear.”
He released his grip, his calm demeanor returning. Without another word, he stripped her of her garments, taking a bit of her strength with each layer of clothing he removed. As she stood before him naked, Victor circled her, looking her up and down. She couldn’t help but close her eyes, her mind drifting to Seth, his name a mantra in her head.
She flinched at Victor’s breathy voice in her ear. “I must admit you’re even finer than I’d imagined.” He pressed his body up against hers from behind, grabbing a fistful of hair with one hand, the other dipping between her thighs, his mouth making its way up the side of her neck. She couldn’t help but squirm to try and get away from his touch, but doing so had her pressed against his hard cock, straining against the fabric of his trousers.
He covered her mouth with his as he continued his assault, his fingers plunging past her defenses. When he finally let her go, she dropped to the floor, weak from his assault. She stole a glance over her shoulder and saw he was undressing, leaving her to swallow her panic.
He grabbed her by the arm, hauling her to her feet, as she tried to look away from his nakedness. She swallowed her fear as he pushed her towards the bed and adjusted her so that she still stood, but with her elbows and upper body propped on the mattress, her rear exposed.
Phoebe yelped when his leather belt snapped across her skin, her bottom stinging with pain. “Perhaps I should have warned you. You see, my dear, I do believe you’ve been taught little discipline throughout your life, and it’s time you got a lesson in respect.” He lashed her again and again, as Phoebe buried her head in the covers. “Of course, you need not subject yourself to any of this. After all, is that tinkerer of yours really worth your sacrifice?”
“Yes.” Seth was all she could think of. She needed to stay strong.
“Very well then. Shall we continue?” He waited, brushing the strap gently over her throbbing cheeks. “Well? Say it Phoebe. Say ‘yes’.”
She squeezed her eyes shut. “Yes.” Her body clenched as he hit her again, a little lower this time so that he caught the very top of her thighs and everything in between.
“Are you still sure, Phoebe? Is he truly worth your suffering?”
She wished he would just shut the hell up and get on with it, for she would never give him the answer he sought. Another crack, same location. “Yes!” She spat out the words.
“I wouldn’t have thought it to look at him. Is he an extraordinary lover, Phoebe?”
Her mouth and temper got the better of her. “Better than you could ever dream of being.” The strap hit her so hard, she fell forward onto the bed, her cheeks throbbing like someone took a torch to them.
“Still haven’t learned any respect? That’s perfectly fine, my dear. It’s a long night and I do not tire easily.” His hand brushed across the swollen curve of her bottom, first one cheek, then the other, before his fingers found their way between her legs. “Well, my dear, it certainly seems that you’ve enjoyed yourself more than you’ve let on.”
She had never been more mortified in all her life, and could only blame it on the herbal he’d made her drink. His fingers slipped inside her with little difficulty, as she squeezed her eyes shut, a tear escaping, as she lay there helpless, her body reacting to his advances. He pinned her to the mattress with his other hand, the energy inside of her building. With so much Viridis coursing through her body, it took every ounce of strength she had not to cry out.
“Will you tell him of our good times when this is all over?” Victor teased her, his lips against her ear. “Will you tell him how you spent at my hand?” With that, he pushed her over the edge, and the orgasm tore through her and tears streamed down her cheeks.
His hands mercilessly gripped her hips, lifting her into the middle of the bed so that she was on hands and knees as he knelt behind her. “That wasn’t so bad, now was it?” He patted her aching bottom. “Do not worry yourself, my dear. Things will only get better.”
As he moved about the room, she steeled herself for what would come next. Once again she thought of Seth, thought of him being freed, and steeled her resolve anew with another dose of courage. She could not fail him, for she knew it would surely mean his death.
She felt the tip of Victor’s cock slide up against her, the smell of fragranced oil in the air. And though she was prepared to feel his hard length, she had not expected what came next. She let out a sound that was half-whimper, half-scream.
“My, my. It’s clear that your betrothed does not appreciate all you have to offer. How very nice.”
Her teeth clenched against the pain. He eased out of her before slowly thrusting back in, leaving her head dizzy with sensations that overwhelmed her completely.
“Tell me how nice it is, Phoebe.” When she still did not answer, he pounded into her again, holding nothing back, as she fought against a scream and began to weep. “Tell me, Phoebe. Say it.” Another deep merciless thrust.
Ashamed, she said the words, hoping for some reprieve. “It’s nice.” Hearing what he wanted, he eased his pace.
He was forcing her to talk, to hold up her end of the conversation, so she was forced to stay in the present rather than escape inside her head, forced to agree to whatever he dreamed up, or have it all be for naught.
Victor leaned over her, one arm across her chest to hold her still as he worked her, his other hand now dipping to the throbbing pulse between her legs. She squirmed, desperate to get away, but his muscular form kept her pinned to him, overcome, as each thrust, each bite, each touch, pushed her back to the edge once again. But she thought of Seth, and knew it was one night in exchange for his life.
Victor’s thrusts quickened, the energy building not only for him but for her. When he finally jerked in his release, she felt herself slipping towards that miserable edge once more and fought it with every fiber of her being. But it was a battle she lost, weeping openly, shaken at her body’s betrayal.
She lay dazed, his heavy body crushing her, her lungs barely able to catch a breath. He finally rolled off her and went to the privy to clean up, leaving her with his hot seed dripping down her leg.
Phoebe could do nothing but lay there, trapped in her thoughts, teetering on the edge of consciousness, wondering what else she would have to endure.
She did not have long to wonder.
He rolled her onto her back and climbed on top of her, parting her legs wide with his knees. Turning her face so she’d be forced to look at him, Victor slapped her lightly when her eyes drifted shut, the pain just enough to bring her out of her dazed stupor and back to the present.
“There, that’s better, is it not? I wouldn’t want you to miss out on any of the excitement.” But when he kissed her, the immediacy of having him face-to-face, his body atop hers, was more than she could endure, despite all she’d already been through. She struggled to get away, but his lips were hard on hers, his tongue thrusting into his mouth to take what she would not offer, his beard scraping her delicate skin
He entered her in one go, his hard length tearing and bruising. Her struggles were in vain, spurring him on as he mercilessly thrust into her, time and again, with all his might. “You’re mine, Phoebe. Every time that worthless tinkerer touches you, you’ll think of me. Every time he looks at you, he’ll think of me— think of me fucking you, taking you, think of how you spent like never before, and all at my doing. I am right, am I not?” He laughed. “Yes, I thought so. Say it, my dearest Phoebe. Tell me that you’re mine. My little whore.”
When she spoke, it was through gritted teeth. “You can take what you want, you bastard, and I’ll uphold my end of the bargain, but I will never be yours. Never!”
He just laughed at her, a cold, evil laugh that sent a chill down her spine. “That, my dear, is where you are gravely mistaken, for the night is still young and you’re mine already.”
Chapter Sixty
William arrived at Phoebe’s home only to find she was not there. Martha had been asleep and had not seen Phoebe come home, what with her room being in the servant’s quarters. He assured a worried Martha he would send Phoebe home as soon as he managed to track her down.
Hailing another coach, he gave the driver the address for Viridis, hoping he would find her there, or in her brother’s quarters above the club. It was not a terribly long ride, though it felt like an eternity.
When William excited the coach, he heard voices and commotion drifting down the stairwell from Gabriel’s quarters, and took the steps two at a time. The door to the apartment was ajar and William walked through without knocking. Despite his dealings with death and bloodshed, the scene unfolding before him hit him hard. Two doctors were bent over Gabriel’s unconscious form, while Gavin stood to the side, covered in his friend’s blood. A quick look around the room told him Phoebe was not present.
“Inspector. I had nae been expecting ye, but I can tell ye, I’m right happy to see ye. I canna believe this. Phoebe’s going to be in a right state over it.” Gavin’s face was lined with worry and concern.
“Have the doctors given any indication to his condition?” William kept his voice low so as not to disturb the doctors working.
“He’s lost a fair amount of blood, and hasn’t remained conscious more than a moment at a time. I’d say it’s looking dire enough, though the doctors haven’t really taken the time to say otherwise. They’ll be moving him to one of their homes to sew the wound shut and tend to him as needed.”
As if on cue, a coachman knocked on the door to say the carriage had been pulled around to the door and was ready for them. William watched as they rolled Gabriel onto a thick quilt, his chest bare but for the thick bandage wrapped around his shoulder, covering a wound not far from his heart.
“Will you be going with them?” William asked. “There is something I need to discuss with you.”
“No, I’m afraid the coach willna fit us all, and I still need to tell poor Phoebe what’s happened. She’s still waiting to hear why her brother went missing.” He cursed under his breath, and William knew it would not be an easy conversation to have, made all the more difficult by the fact that Phoebe herself was missing. Gavin continued, “I’ll just be seeing him off, and then I’ll have a moment, if ye dinna mind waiting.”
Alone in the room with nothing but his anger, William searched for any evidence that may explain what happened here.
It was clear the door had not been forced open. The room showed some signs of a struggle—a broken vase, a plush chair shoved at an odd angle, but this could easily have happened as the doctors or Gavin rushed to Gabriel’s side.
The room was large and open, as the entry flowed into a sitting room, then to an office at the far end and a dining area to the right. The fireplace was located by the cluster of furnishings designed as the sitting room. Two glasses sat on the end tables. It appeared Gabriel may have been entertaining company at the time of the attack, or his guest was the attacker. Either way, William would love to know who that person was.
The desk was littered with ledgers and work from Viridis. As he shuffled through the paperwork, an unfinished work order for spirits caught his eye. William examined it closely, a surge of excitement now bolting through him. He couldn’t be sure, but thought the handwriting looked familiar. He folded the piece of paper and tucked it away in a pocket.
William turned just as Gavin entered the room. “They’ve taken him to Lord Grey’s home where they’ll tend to him. I dinna like leaving him alone, but I must tell Phoebe what’s happened.” Gavin ran a hand through his dark curls making him look a bit like a bear just awoken from its winter hibernation.
“Actually, that’s the reason I’ve come. I believe Lady Hughes may be missing.”
Chapter Sixty One
Phoebe had lost all sense of time, for it seemed her hell was destined to go on for an eternity. She did what was required of her but gave it no thought, just closed her eyes and blocked out as much as she could, retreating within herself. Indeed, it was as if she were not even within her own body, but instead floating away on a sea of darkness, her exhaustion allowing her some semblance of oblivion.
She was lying on her front, relieved that she did not need to look at Victor as he continued his torments, his imagination for indignity and pain knowing no bounds. Some distant part of her brain registered a commotion and then Victor was pulled away from her. There were shouts and the bed shook violently, but she did not have the will to even look over her shoulder.
“Phoebe. Phoebe!”
Through a haze, she heard the familiar voice, saw the familiar face, but could not reach out to him, the distance between them too great, even though he was just a breath away. Unable to muster the strength needed, she closed her eyes, and let herself drift back into the darkness.
Chapter Sixty Two
“Phoebe!” Gavin’s heart shattered to see her in such a state, her body battered and abused, covered in bruises and welts.
His anger left him in a blinding rage, his heart thundering with his need for destruction. In a fury, he punched Victor again and again and again, until he lay there barely conscious. The only thing stopping him from murdering the bastard was that he needed to get Phoebe away from this hell, and William was just downstairs. His revenge would have to wait.
“I’ve got ye, love. Ye’re safe now.” He could not keep the tremor from his voice. He wrapped her in a blanket, picked her up, and carried her down the stairs, leaving Victor lying there on the floor in a bloody heap.
“I’m taking her home.” Gavin did not wait for William to answer him, and without another word, he carried Phoebe into the dark of night and to the waiting coach.
He did not need to see her face to know she was crying and each tear that fell was like a knife in his heart. He had failed her. Failed Seth.
They should have killed Victor when they had the chance, dumped him in the Thames with no one the wiser.
Phoebe clung to him, wrapped in nothing but the blanket. Pulling his kilt off his shoulder, he wrapped it around to try and keep her warm in the drafty carriage. He said nothing while they made their way home, just murmured into her hair sounds of reassurance, rocking her back and forth to try and soothe her.
Once home, he sat her by the stoked fire in her room and ran her a hot bath. Kneeling before her, he said, “Phoebe, love. Please. It’ll do ye good to have yourself a long soak.” He held a glass out to her. “Here, drink this first. It’ll help.”
But she did not drink, did not speak, did not move. She just stared straight ahead, her limp curls hanging in her face. Gavin pressed the glass to her lips and helped her drink, knowing it would help to warm her. It was enough to get her started. Slowly she brought the glass to her lips once more, taking small sips of the whisky and the drop of laudanum he’d added to help her sleep.
He fetched her a clean nightgown and a thick towel and then left her to have a soak in the tub. Back in her bedroom, he poured himself a whisky, drank it, and then poured himself another, finally sitting in front of the fire to wait for her, unable to shake himself free of his thoughts.
He stood when she walked into the room. She looked so frail and broken, and her voice sounded hollow as she spoke. “Thank you.”
He immediately knew what she was thanking him for and it was not the bath. “Och, love…” He crossed the room in two strides, pulled her into his arms and held her tight. “Phoebe…”
Safe in his arms, she let the tears flow.
Chapter Sixty Three
Seth was surprised to find he had managed to drift off to sleep, and even more surprised to find William unlocking his cell door. He had lost track of time, but thought it couldn’t be much past four in the morning.
“Inspector.” Seth sat up on the hard bunk, and swung his legs down to the ground.
“You are free to go, Mr. Elliott. Lord Fenwick has dropped the charges.” William stepped to the side so as not to obstruct the cell door, his face haggard and drawn.
Seth’s stomach sank. “Is something wrong? What’s happened, Inspector?”
“It is best if you go home,” was the Inspector’s only reply.
Without saying a word, Seth threw on his jacket, took his things, and made his way out of the cell under William’s weary gaze.
“Godspeed, Mr. Elliott.”
***
Samuel answered the door, his face grim until he realized it was Seth. His face then turned to one of panic and shame, and he spoke so rapidly, the words poured out in a jumble, none of them making sense. Seth pushed past him and took the stairs at a run, to Phoebe’s room. There was only one reason Victor Fenwick would ever drop the charges against him, and the thought of it filled him with rage.
Gavin met him at the top of the stairs, and the look on his friend’s face confirmed his worst fears.
Seth reached for the handle, but Gavin moved between him and the door, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Mo charaid, she’s had a rough night of it and only managed to fall asleep some little time ago.”
Seth’s emotions warred with themselves— anger, frustration, fear and despair, all in a tumult. “I need to see her, Gavin, and I’ll not have ye stopping me.”
Gavin nodded in acknowledgment.
Seth started to go, but Gavin stopped him again. “Is there something else?” He couldn’t keep the anger out of his voice.
“Aye, there is. ‘Tis Gabriel. I found him at his apartment, shot through the shoulder with a fuse gun. He’s lost a lot of blood, but he’s being looked after at a physicians. Phoebe doesna ken. Now that ye’re here, perhaps I’ll go and see how the lad is doing.”
Seth was shocked by the news. It seemed as though his world had gone crumbling down around him in just the few hours he’d been gone. Distraught with the enormity of all that happened, he said, “It’d be greatly appreciated if you could check on him, mo charaid. I thank ye for all you’ve done.”
Gavin let his hand fall from Seth’s shoulder and stepped aside to let him pass.
Chapter Sixty Four
William sat in his office, shaken by everything he’d seen that night. He poured himself a drink and pulled out the piece of paper he’d taken from Gabriel’s desk. He unfolded it and smoothed it out. He then went into the locked cabinet where he kept the evidence from the cases he was still working on, and found the wooden box which contained the evidence to Niles’s murder.
He took from the box the love letters, still wrapped with the red silk ribbon. Sitting down at his desk, he carefully unsheathed one of the letters, and laid it next to the work order.
He glanced from the one paper to the other, scrubbed a hand over his face, and looked again. Damned if the writing was not the same.
Chapter Sixty Five
Phoebe stirred, unable to escape the nightmares that plagued her. The laudanum kept her trapped in a restless sleep, forcing her to relive every moment with Victor, every touch.
Through the fog in her head, she heard a familiar voice call her name, felt hands shaking her, demanding she wake. She opened her eyes and found herself looking into Seth’s worried face. She then looked away, unable to face him after what she had done.
“You’re back.” Her throat was dry, the words catching in her throat.
“Aye, I’m here, love. It was just another dream.” He pulled her into his arms and held her to him. “It’ll be all right.” He tilted her head back and kissed her softly, sweetly, but try as she might, she could not help but pull away.
She felt him tense, but he said nothing, only laid her back down onto her pillow, taking care to cover her with the blanket.
“Sleep, a ghaoil. The rest will do you good.”
She closed her eyes, unable to keep them open, and slipped back into her world of nightmares, not sure her reality was any better.
Chapter Sixty Six
Seth had been sitting alone by the fire in the drawing room, trying, without luck, to get himself drunk. When Phoebe had refused to look at him, to let him kiss her, his worst suspicions were confirmed.
She should have let him hang for his crime, for surely it would have been more merciful than having to suffer through this hell. He felt empty, numb. No matter how hard he tried to block it all out, he could not help but envision Victor touching her, and the thought made him sick.
Gavin returned only a short time later, accompanied by the doctor and a still-unconscious Gabriel. The doctor had done all he could, and thought it would be best if he were around friends and family. Whether this was a good sign or bad, Seth was not willing to venture a guess. They got Gabriel settled in his room, two doors down from Phoebe’s, and left Martha to care for him until they could find him a nurse.
Back in the sitting room, Seth paced the room. “If Gabriel does not recover, this will kill her.”
Gavin ran a hand down his face. “How was she when ye saw her?”
Anger finally burst through Seth’s numbness. “How do ye think she was, man?” He shook his head with disbelief, the images supplied by his imagination, flooding his head. “What the hell happened?”
Gavin motioned to a chair with a tilt of his chin. “Sit yerself down I’ll tell ye what I ken, for I’m not sure of all that happened, and quite frankly, I dinna think I could handle knowing.” They settled in the chairs before the fire.
“I can guess what happened, aye?” Seth said through gritted teeth. “I just want to know how.”
Gavin gave him a pleading look. “Do ye think I dinna blame myself for what happened to her? Do ye really think that I’m not torn up about it? Well, I am, and if there were anything I could do to change what’s happened, I’d do it. As is I’m going to murder the bastard.” Gavin’s face flushed red with rage, his hands curled into fists, though it was his eyes that betrayed his pain.
Gavin hung his head low as he told Seth what happened, ending with how he found her at Victor’s. “I understand if ye blame me, for I ken I blame myself.”
Seth felt defeated. He wanted to blame Gavin, or Samuel, or even Phoebe, but in the end the only person he could truly blame was himself. “I do not blame ye, mo charaid, and ye should not blame yourself either, for if it were not for you, it could have been much worse, aye?”
“Listen, I know how it looks for me to be saying this to ye, and I know ‘tis not really necessary, but I feel I must.” Gavin gave his head a shake, cursing under his breath. “You werena there to see her, aye? Even I have no idea what she was forced to endure, but I can tell ye that whatever it was, it pushed her far enough into her own heid that she was barely there when I found her.”
Seth held his friend’s gaze. “And what are ye thinking I’ll be doing to her so soon after, aye? What do ye take me for, Gavin?” Truth be told, taking Phoebe to bed was the last thing on his mind, the thought of it not an easy one for him.
“’Tis not like that, and ye know it. I’m just trying to warn ye that she’s still in a fragile state of mind. This was no simple matter.”
Seth looked away, his heart torn. “Do ye not think I blame myself for all she had to endure? I would rather she had let me rot in that cell than sell herself for my freedom.”
“She’ll come around with time, aye? But she’ll need to heal first. Just be patient with her.”
“Aye. I will.” Some of Seth’s anger at Gavin had dissipated, only to be replaced by despair.
Gavin could not look him in the eyes when he spoke again, his voice thick with emotion. “Before she went to sleep, she had me fetch one of her herbal elixirs from the laboratory. At least she willna have to worry ‘bout carrying that bastard’s child.”
Seth had no words. It was little consolation. Putting his glass down on the side table, he said, “I’m going to bed.”
Entering Phoebe’s room, he was surprised to find her awake, standing before the open window, the cold pouring in. He crossed to her side and stood behind her, but said nothing.
Phoebe stared out the window at the winter garden below. Without looking at him, she said, “I thought the fresh air would help me stay awake. The laudanum keeps threatening to pull me under.”
He gingerly placed a hand on her shoulder, and though she flinched just a little at his touch, she did eventually lean back on him, pulling his arm around her. He breathed the slightest sigh of relief. If she could still bring herself to let him hold her, perhaps there was hope.
“I do love you so, Phoebe.”
“And I you.”
Chapter Sixty Seven
William spent the following morning with Nelson, questioning Mr. Brown regarding Victor’s involvement in blackmailing Niles and stealing Phoebe’s formulas.
It turned out Victor had not wanted to be directly involved with anything illegal, so he hired his solicitors’ office to take care of it, instead. Despite being unable to refuse one of their largest clients, his solicitors also wanted no direct involvement, knowing the consequences of getting caught to be dire if directly involved.
Mr. Brown, a clerk at the office, had been chosen as the one to meet with Niles, primarily because he was not only expendable and easy to control, but because he was also in no position to refuse. If caught, the head solicitors could claim ignorance with little evidence to prove otherwise. With poor parents too old to work and several younger siblings counting on him as their primary source of income, he could not afford to lose his position, and so he had done as he was told.
Going to prison, however, would have made it even more difficult for him to care for his family, so Brown had given in and answered William’s questions. Though Brown admitted to blackmailing Niles into stealing the formula on Victor’s behalf, he still swore he knew nothing about the Lord’s murder or any involvement that Victor may or may not have had.
The evidence had been enough for Nelson to issue a warrant of arrest and have Victor hauled down to the station on charges of theft and blackmail just later that afternoon. William sat in his office, flipping through his notes, and making sure all was in order for Victor’s interview, which would start as soon as his solicitors arrived. There could be no mistakes made.
Nelson came to the door. “They’re here.” With Victor’s solicitors now present, they would be bringing him to the interrogation room for further questioning.
On William’s way out the door, he passed Victor who turned to him with a sly smile, his voice filled with arrogance. “I’ll have you know that the charges, true or not, will never stand. But have no worries, sir, for I will not forget your role in this.”
Chapter Sixty Eight
Phoebe sat at Gabriel’s bedside, clutching his limp hand in hers. He was the only family she had left in the world, and she was perilously close to losing him.
Seth rested a comforting hand on her shoulder. Though she appreciated the gesture, she had to fight the urge to shrug it off, struggling to keep the images of Victor out of her mind.
“Phoebe, come and have a bite to eat. You’ve been sitting here for hours and it’ll do Gabriel no good if you fall ill yourself. Please, my love, won’t you join me?”
She managed to nod, but could not bring herself to leave Gabriel’s side. “Who could do such a thing? The man did not have a mean bone in his body.” She reached over and brushed her hand down his face, tears running down her own.
“He’s young and strong, a ghaoil. He’ll pull through.” He reached over and with an arm around her shoulders, pulled her gently away, and steered her towards the door. “Come on, love. We’ll send Martha to tend to him.”
Seth led her to the kitchen and sat her down at the table. Gavin was once again at the stove, though the light-hearted atmosphere of the night before had disappeared. Phoebe wondered if things would ever feel normal again.
“Here ye are, lass.” Gavin handed Phoebe and Seth their plates piled high with eggs, bacon and buttered toast before sitting down with his own.
The men ate in uncomfortable silence while Phoebe pushed her food around her plate.
“Is it nae to yer liking, love? I could make ye something else if ye’d like.” Gavin frowned with concern, worry etched in his face.
Phoebe could barely look him in the eyes, recalling the state he’d found her in at Victor’s. Forcing herself to take a bite, she said, “No, it’s fine, Gavin. Thank you. I’m afraid I’m just not terribly hungry. Perhaps I’ll go to the shelter and see if I can get Martha some help. She’s been alone since Sarah left and now with Gabriel here, I’m afraid she has her hands full.”
Seth gave her hand a squeeze. “Why don’t you let me take care of that for you? I’ll also see about getting Gabriel a nurse to care for him.”
“Perhaps, that would be best. I think I may lie down for a bit.” Phoebe wanted to hide under the covers of her bed and sleep for the next ten years. Perhaps then, when she awoke, she would not feel like she wanted to crawl out of her skin.
Chapter Sixty Nine
Seth headed to the shelter first, thinking he could find Phoebe a maid and send her over to the house, while he continued on to find a nurse for Gabriel. Once there, they sat him down with a steaming cup of tea as he waited for Mrs. Farthing.
“Och, there ye are.” She pulled up a seat next to him and put a work hardened hand on his arm, her face filled with concern. “How’s the Lady and her brother? We heard what happened to him, poor thing. ‘Tis tragic is what that is, such a nice young lad.”
“The doctors are hopeful that with time and rest, he will come to. As a result, Phoebe is short of help around the house.”
“Well, we’ve plenty of girls that’d be happy to have the work. Would ye like me to see who might be readily available?” Her eyes were already scanning around the room taking in the girls at hand.
She started to rise when a slim young girl approached them, her blond hair pulled back neatly from her face.
With a quick curtsey, she said, “I beg yer pardon, Mum, but I couldn’t help but overhear. Please, Mum, I could do with the work, and ye know me to be honest and hard working.”
Mrs. Farthing turned to Seth in question. Though the girl seemed nice, there was something in her demeanor that felt off somehow. Perhaps it was her forwardness or that she had been listening to their conversation, but he brushed it aside, happy to have found someone so he could finish his other errand and get back to Phoebe. “Sure, if you think it will be a good fit.”
Mrs. Farthing looked the girl up and down. “Och, she’s a hard worker that one, and smart enough, too. I’d say she’ll do. Her name is Anne.”
“Thank ye, Mum, Sir. I promise I’ll not disappoint.”
Chapter Seventy
Despite the fact that William had done all the work gathering the evidence against Victor, he would not be allowed to participate in the bastard’s interrogation. Murdock had personally made sure of that. Instead, he was left to spend the last two hours pacing the corridor, unable to control his anger and frustration.
William let his mind wander over the latest bits of evidence he’d found at Gabriel’s, trying to determine if the attack on Gabriel Hughes was in any way related to Niles’s murder. Up until now, he’d been working under the assumption that the murder was related to the blackmail and theft; however, Brown’s testimony had not implicated Victor in Niles’s murder. Could it be the evidence he had found was not actually evidence for the murder? But surely there would have to be some connection. After all it was Gabriel who had the spare key and combination. Could Gabriel have been put in jeopardy because the murderer thought he may have a way to decode the formula?
And then there was Lilly. He would need to try and find her again. She had been with Gabriel recently and might know who would wish Gabriel harm. As much as William liked her, there was a good chance she could also be involved in some way. He know wondered if she was aware of Niles’s relationship with Gabriel.
William’s thoughts were interrupted by footsteps making their way down the corridor. He looked up to see Murdock heading his way, accompanied by another man, who looked vaguely familiar. William’s heart sank as he placed the face.
“Inspector Thomas. I had not thought to see you so soon.” Alexander Barnes stood before him, a faint smile on his face. “I do hope you’ve been giving my offer some thought.”
William mentally cursed the sudden involvement of the SS in his case. “Why are you here, Mr. Barnes?” William had all too good an idea what he may be doing here, and if it were indeed the reason, he truly thought he may be capable of murder himself.
“Just tending to some business. Good day to you, Inspector.” Barnes tipped his head in farewell and walked on with Murdock in tow.
Murdock opened the door where Nelson was currently interviewing Victor. He then stepped out of the way so Barnes could get by, though he did not bother to go any further than the doorway. “I’m afraid this interview is over. Lord Fenwick, you are free to go.”
William heard Nelson protest, but Murdock barked at him to keep quiet. Only a moment later, Victor strode out of the room, his solicitors trailing behind him.
As he passed William, he paused to say, “Have yourself a good day, Inspector. And if you do see Phoebe, please be sure to give her my regards.”
Chapter Seventy One
Seth returned to Phoebe’s home, having hired a nurse to care for Gabriel. She seemed a competent and sturdy woman in her mid thirties, pleasant and polite. “Martha, would you please put Ms. Emily in the room next to Gabriel’s, and show her around?”
Martha nodded. “Yes, sir. Also, the new girl you sent, Anne, is already here and getting settled. The Lady is upstairs with her brother and Mr. MacKay.”
“Thank you.”
Seth headed upstairs and found Phoebe at Gabriel’s bedside, with Gavin sitting opposite her. “How is he, love?” Seth was happy to see Phoebe looking in better spirits. The distant look in her eyes was nearly gone, and some of the color had returned to her cheeks. He took a seat by her side and gave her a smile when she reached out and took his hand, giving it a squeeze.
“He actually awoke, even if it was for just a moment. That’s good, is it not?” She sounded desperate for some reassurance that her brother would be all right.
“That’s remarkably well, my dear. I’m sure he’ll be coming around any day now.” His heart lifted when she smiled at him, and he gave her hand a squeeze in return.
Once Gabriel’s nurse, Emily, came into the room, they decided it would be best to get out of her way. Leaving the room, they ran into Anne who was busy sweeping the hall.
“Anne?” Phoebe approached her with a smile, setting some of Seth’s concerns at ease. “I had not realized you were the new maid. I do hope you’re getting settled with little difficulty.”
“No problems at all, Mum. When I heard ye were looking for help, I jumped at the chance.”
“Well, I’m glad of it. How is your sister doing? I heard she was safe.”
Anne blushed a bit but said, “Lilly’s doing fine, Mum. I’ll let her know ye asked.”
So the girl was Lilly’s sister… Seth had not realized. Anne headed down the steps, leaving the three of them standing there.
“I think I might call it an early night.” Phoebe looked exhausted, and it would do her some good to catch up on her sleep.
Seth ran a hand down her arm. “Aye. I think we could all do with turning in early for the night.”
As they bid Gavin a good night’s sleep, Seth noticed Phoebe glance at Gavin.
Phoebe turned towards their room, when Gavin said, “A word if ye would, mo charaid.”
Seth gave Phoebe a gentle smile, and said, “I’ll be but a minute, love. You go on ahead without me.”
Gavin waited until Phoebe had entered her room and closed the door, before putting a hand on Seth’s shoulder. “Ye’ll give her time, aye?”
Seth cursed. “I ken ye’re just worried about her, but ye said it once, aye? ‘Twas enough.”
“There’s one more thing. If ye’ll not be needing me, I may head home for a bit. Maybe get a head start on seeing Moore and Clarke’s order settled.”
Seth looked away, knowing Gavin was leaving because of the tension between them. “I do wish ye’d stay, mo charaid. I know I’ve been a difficult bastard to deal with as of late, and I apologize for it.”
Gavin nodded. “I havena been any better, aye? I just dinna want to be overstepping my bounds with two of ye, and I’m afraid it’s been too easy to do just that with what’s happened. If ye’re sure I’ll not be getting in the way, I’ll stay a wee bit longer. Good night to ye.”
“And to you.”
Chapter Seventy Two
While Phoebe waited for Seth, she poured herself a large glass of Viridis and drank it in a matter of minutes, hoping it would be enough to settle her nerves. More importantly, she hoped by sensitizing herself, it would keep her anchored in the here and now rather than letting her mind retreat to what had happened.
Gavin said she should give herself time to heal and come to terms with what happened, but she knew herself too well. If she did not deal with the matter as soon as possible, she would let herself withdraw, and let the problem take on a life all its own, until it became too large an issue for her to tackle. No. As difficult as it may be, she needed to see this through, and needed to do so now. She needed to replace the images in her head with new ones— ones of Seth.
She heard Seth come in, and glanced over her shoulder at him, trying to look at him as if doing so for the first time, hoping her love for him would conquer her fears. He was more handsome than when she had first met him, some of his young boyish charms giving way to the strength of manhood; his jaw line more defined, a leaner look to his face, the skin a bit more weathered. However, his eyes were the same; kind and intelligent, his love for her a flame that lit them from within.
Though she was not fully corseted, and could probably loosen the laces of her dress enough to manage wiggling out of her gown on her own, she instead mustered her courage. “Love, I don’t suppose you could give me a hand getting out of my gown?”
“Of course.” He came over and stood behind her, tugging at the laces that criss-crossed up her back. Her heart beat faster with each lace undone, until the gown came loose, held up only by her arm pressed over her chest. Taking a deep breath, she turned around to face him, and then let her gown fall to the floor, so she stood there naked before him.
“Phoebe…” His eyes quickly ran the length of her body before looking away and refusing to look back. “Please. You need not do this, love.”
Her skin felt alive as the Viridis teased each nerve awake in the cool air of the room. She took a step towards him and out of her dress, so their bodies brushed against each other. “That is where you are wrong. I do need to do this, Seth, for I will not allow him to retain his hold on me.”
“Phoebe…” Though she could hear the despair in his voice, his hand did reach out to her, the tips of his fingers running down her arm, her skin rippling with goose flesh in response.
She forced herself to look him in the eyes, to hold his gaze, to keep herself in the moment. It would be too easy for his touch to turn into a nightmare if she did not anchor herself to him. She reached up and started to undo the buttons of his shirt, but he halted her progress by gripping her hands.
“Phoebe, please don’t. I cannot do this.” He looked down at her pained, sending her stomach plummeting.
“Oh.” She looked away, suddenly feeling desperately exposed, tears welling up and running over. “I’m sorry. I had not realized.” She had not thought that what happened with Victor would change what she had with Seth. But of course it would. How could it not? She was just too stupid to have not thought of it.
He pulled the blanket off the foot of the bed and wrapped her in it, pulling her into his arms despite her struggles to get free. “Och, love. I am so sorry. About everything, aye?” He sat her down on the edge of the bed, sitting by her side, and taking her hands in his. “Ye should not have done it, Phoebe.”
Phoebe pulled a hand free to swipe at her tears, her cheeks flushing with a spark of anger, her tone firm. “I did what I needed to do to keep you safe.”
With hurt in his voice, Seth said, “Letting me hang would have been more merciful than having either one of us go through this.” He got up to pace before continuing, his hurt now anger. “I want to murder the bastard for what he’s done to you. Try as I might, I cannot get the images of him touching you out of my head. And how can I when the evidence of what you endured is still there upon your person?”
She pulled the blanket tight around her, not realizing he’d been able to see the bruises and marks Victor had left, even in the dim light of the fire.
“Then you stand before me, offering me yourself after such sacrifice, and I cannot touch you without thoughts of the bastard coming to mind. I cannot stop it, Phoebe, and I’m right sorry for it, for I’m not worthy of you or your love.” Sounding defeated, he said, “Perhaps, with time…”
Seth gently took her hands in his. Tears were streaming down her face, but she could not bring herself to look at him.
“I do love you so, Phoebe.” She heard his voice catch, and knew if she were to look into his eyes, she would see tears there as well.
She let her hands slip out of his, then took the ring off her finger and handed it to him. Her voice was barely a whisper. “Get out, Seth.”
Chapter Seventy Three
Gavin had just poured himself a drink when there was a knock at the bedroom door. He was shocked to see Seth standing there in a right ole’ state, and could not recall having ever seen his friend looking so distraught. “What’s happened? Is it Phoebe?”
“She’s called off the engagement and has asked me to leave.” Gavin pulled his friend into the room and sat him down in front of the fire. He poured Seth a large whisky and handed it to him, before picking up his own glass and taking the seat across from him.
“What happened, mo charaid?”
Seth shook his head, unable to get the words out, drowning himself in his drink. Finally he managed to say, “I could not do it. She wanted me to, but I could not. I keep seeing that bastard take her, keep seeing the marks he left on her body.”
Gavin had a sinking feeling. “What exactly are ye saying happened?”
Seth finally looked up at him. “She wanted me to take her so she could stop herself from thinking of Victor, but I could not do it. I could barely bring myself to touch her. She gave me back my mother’s ring and told me to get out.”
Gavin felt a surge of anger run through him. “Are ye trying to tell me that after all she did for ye, ye canna touch her? Ye’ve rejected her because of the sacrifice she made?” He thought of the look on Phoebe’s face when he carried her from Victor’s, and could not control his anger any longer. Without waiting for Seth’s answer, he reached over, hauled Seth to his feet, and sent a fist flying at his face.
By the gods that felt good.
Then Seth’s fist connected with his nose with such force that he staggered backwards, seeing stars. They circled each other like two animals, happy to tear into each other. They were equally matched, Gavin having the advantage of size, Seth that of speed. Seth dodged a fist to the ribs, landing a grazing punch. Gavin lunged at him, knocking him back enough to send the two of them crashing onto the end table.
Seth landed several blows to his gut, as he struggled to roll out of the way, the furniture blocking Gavin’s path. Sheer strength enabled him to knock Seth back, and he hit him with an upper cut. Before Seth had a chance to recover, Gavin lunged at him and they once again tumbled to the ground grunting, cursing, and pummeling each other.
At first Gavin couldn’t hear the feminine screams over his own yelling, but when he glanced away from Seth, he saw Phoebe standing there in nothing more than a dressing gown, looking irate.
Seth followed Gavin’s gaze, a curse upon his lips. He scrambled to his feet, then turned and gave Gavin a hand getting up off the floor, a scowl on his face. “Feel better?”
Gavin ran his fingers down his nose to see if it was broken. “Aye. You?”
Seth nodded, shifting his jaw back and forth. “Aye. I’ll do.”
And then Gavin turned to Phoebe with a look of apology, hoping she could find it in her heart to forgive him.
Chapter Seventy Four
After sending off the staff who had gathered at the commotion, Phoebe dragged the two miscreants to her room. She retrieved a tray with clean bandages, ointment, a basin, and a bottle of distilled alcohol.
She first checked each for any broken ribs, ignoring their protests, muttering profanities under her breath all the while. She then sat them down and moved to the more obvious, starting with Gavin. “Hand.”
Sitting across from her, Gavin protested. “Och now, love. Dinna fash yerself. ‘Tis only a few bruises and skinned knuckles.”
“Hmph.” Still fuming, Phoebe grabbed his hand and checked for any broken bones. Finding none, she held his hand over the basin and not without a little satisfaction, poured the alcohol over his skinned and cut knuckles. He cursed, and she smiled sweetly. “Serves you right.” She patted his hand dry, dabbed it with ointment, and wrapped it in a bandage. She then took her tray and moved on to Seth.
She looked him straight in the eyes, daring him to say anything, as she took hold of his hand and got to work. Feeling for broken bones, she felt up and down the length of his hand and fingers, pausing over the small finger of his left hand. “I’ll likely need to splint this one.” Still holding onto his hand, she pulled it over the basin and cleaned it with the alcohol. Though Seth muttered a curse under his breath, he did not flinch or pull his hand away.
When she stood to go in search of a splint, he held onto her hand. “Gavin, would you mind giving us some time alone?”
Gavin looked to her in question, and she nodded that it would be fine. With a look of warning at Seth, he got up and left.
“Phoebe…” The sorrow in his voice made her own aching heart bleed, but she would not give into her emotions, knowing things would be far worse when he left and she was alone.
Her gaze locked on his, refusing to look away, as she sat back down, the chair still positioned so they were only inches away.
“What is it you want, Seth?”
He took her hand in his and ran his thumb over the back of her hand, the motion soothing her frayed nerves, even as he started to speak. “I’m sorry, Phoebe. I’m sorry if I hurt you. It was not my intention.”
Tears threatened, but she blinked them back. “It does not change the facts. There’s nothing to be done if you cannot stand to touch me. At the very least you were honest about how you feel.”
“Phoebe, please give me another a chance. I’m devastated by what happened and quite frankly it feels as if my heart’s been torn from chest. But you’re the only thing that matters to me. Could ye not find it in your heart to forgive me, my love?” He reached out and touched her cheek, sending her tears flowing.
She pulled away and swiped at her tears, furious with herself for crying and furious with him for putting through this. She got up and paced the floor, unable to sit still. “I did what I had to do, Seth— to see you home safe. Though I can understand the issues you are facing, they are nothing compared to the hell I went through or what I’m now dealing with.” She stopped pacing to pin him with a stare. “You have only your imagination to supply you with the images—and I can tell you now, they are nothing compared to the reality of the matter.”
Seth got up and came to her side, but stopped short of touching her, lines of pain and anguish etched in his beautiful face. “I’m truly sorry, Phoebe. Not only that you had to endure such a thing, but that I reacted selfishly. Please Phoebe…”
He took a step closer so he stood now only a breath away, his eyes searching for some sort of confirmation, some sign that he was forgiven. Having him so close only served to weaken her defenses, so that when he cupped her face she did not pull away from his touch. Leaning forward, he tenderly kissed her tears away, moving from one cheek to the other, before lowering his lips to hers. Her resolve and anger melted with each kiss, until she found herself kissing him back, the dark hold on her heart loosening just a little.
Pushing all other thoughts from her mind, Phoebe kept herself focused on the one thing that mattered— Seth. There was no room for anyone else.
His kiss deepened and she leaned into him. She was still wearing nothing more than her silk dressing gown, the flimsy fabric doing nothing to shield her from his touch. She felt his need for her, and knew he was trying his best to set aside any apprehensions he may have had.
But when his kisses slowed, and he pulled away, her fear that he would reject her yet again, left her heart sputtering.
He twined his fingers with hers. “I love you, a ghaoil. Will ye have me back?”
She looked down at their linked hands, but did not speak for the longest time. She wanted nothing more than to take him back, but she would not do it if it meant eventual heartache.
Finally, she said, “I do love you, Seth. More than life itself. But there is nothing to discuss if you cannot come to terms with what happened.”
“I can only try my hardest, and time will only help. We’ll get through this together, my love. ” He cupped her face and looked into her eyes. “I was mistaken to think that touching you would be any different than it has always been, for when I am with you, there is no one but the two of us.” He wrapped his arms around her as she returned his embrace, knowing they stood a chance.
Phoebe tried to calm her racing heart as Seth’s hand brushed her dressing gown off her shoulder, so it hung precariously, ready to slip to the floor. With an arm around her waist he held her to him, his head lowering to kiss the now exposed skin. Taking his time, he trailed his kisses up the slope of her neck, while he paused here and there to pay special attention to a particular spot or curve on his way to her lips. Her skin tingled from the Viridis she had consumed. Every nerve was dancing with energy, so that each touch, each breath left her desperately wanting more.
When his kiss deepened, her body tensed despite her attempts to keep herself from panicking. He felt it too, and eased back on his intensity so his lips all but brushed against her own.
Muttering between kisses, his voice was but a whisper. “’Tis all right, my love. You’re safe now. I swear upon my life, no one will harm ye again.” His kiss deepened once again, and she knew they must do this, for putting off the matter would only allow the problem to fester.
He rid himself of his clothing and then undid the tie of her dressing gown, letting it slip to the floor so she stood completely naked before him. The chill in the air had teased her nipples erect. Closing the distance between them, he slipped one arm around her waist to hold her close, as the other came up to cup her face, his fingers in her hair.
Their eyes met and he held her gaze with his own. When he spoke, his voice was hoarse with emotion. “Will ye have me, Phoebe?”
She nodded, blinking back tears. “I will. And you? Will you have me, Seth?”
He lowered his head, his lips brushing against hers in a whisper of a kiss. “You and no other, a ghaoil.”
Phoebe pushed all other thoughts from her mind and concentrated on the only thing of any importance at that moment— Seth, and Seth alone. There was no room in her head for anything else— no room for Victor or her nightmares.
They stood there naked in the warmth of the fireplace, her pulse racy and erratic from his gentle touch. Her arms went around his neck and she pulled him to her, meeting his mouth with her own.
Like a spark to dry tinder, the fire within her ignited. With all that had happened, she could not take things slow; she desperately needed to cleanse herself of Victor’s touch. Seth responded to her need, their kiss deepening as his hand trailed its way to tease her nipples pert, a moan escaping her lips.
Unable to leave their kiss, she murmured against his lips. “Please, Seth. I need you.” Reaching down, she stroked his hard length, making it pulse in response.
“Phoebe—” Seeking to erase all words from his mind, to erase all his fears and doubts, she pushed him onto the sofa and dropped to her knees before him.
She ran her tongue up his cock and he shuddered in response. As his fingers knotted in her hair, she continued to tease and take, pushing him towards the edge, her own need pulsing in beat with his own. When his moans reached a crescendo, she straddled his lap and with barely a moment’s hesitation, slid down the length of him.
“A ghaoil, ye’re going to be the death of me.” Her heart soared upon hearing his breathy response, and she covered his mouth with hers, allowing all control to slip away. He clamped an arm around her waist, and met her thrust for thrust, burying himself in her.
“Look at me… I need you to look at me, Phoebe.” Without breaking her rhythm, she met his gaze. “I need you to know it’s me. Me and no one else. You’re my heart and my soul, a ghaoil. Mine and no other’s.”
Their pace quickened until she thought she could take no more, her eyes locked with his. Her body tightened around him, his name but a whisper upon her lips as he pushed them over the edge, his claim on her complete.
***
The following morning, not only did Phoebe awake in Seth’s arms, but to a happiest surprise— Gabriel was awake and it looked like he would indeed recover. Sitting by his side, she tried to reassure him that his memory would return and even if it never did, she was just happy to have him back.
“I’m sorry. I really do not remember what happened.” He shifted, his face suddenly grimacing in pain, his hand going to his chest where he was shot.
“Let me get you something to ease your discomfort.” Worried, Phoebe started to stand, but he took her hand in his, preventing her from getting up.
“It can wait. I’m fine for now.” His eyes went to everyone in the room before settling back on Phoebe, a look of question in his eyes. “Did something else happen?”
Phoebe gave his hand a squeeze, and smiled at him, trying to mask any indication of all that had occurred. “Nothing you need to worry yourself about. As for your memory, it will take some time, but should come back to you soon enough.”
“I know. It’s frustrating though. I remember being at Viridis, and I remember going to the pub with Lilly, but nothing after that.” His color looked flushed and mottled, and Phoebe knew it would be some time still before he was back to feeling like himself.
“You must get some rest.” Phoebe stood and kissed his forehead. “I’m glad to have you back, my dear.”
“I’m glad to be back.”
***
Later that afternoon, Phoebe sat across from William in the sitting room, relaying Gabriel’s condition, but her stomach churned as she wondered why he had come. She knew by the worried look in his eyes that this was not simply a social visit.
“I’m glad to hear he’s well. Do you think it would be possible for me to question him?”
“I don’t see why not. The lads are with him as we speak, though I will warn you he does not remember what happened or who attacked him.” William nodded, then glanced at her hand, where she had yet to replace her engagement ring.
She quickly covered her left hand with her right blushing under his gaze. She could only imagine what he thought of her after what had happened at Victor’s.
Though William looked rather uncomfortable, his tone was business like, polite. “Mr. Elliott is here then? I do have some news I wish to discuss with the two of you, if you have a moment to spare.”
“Of course.” Phoebe stood and William followed her to Gabriel’s room.
Despite the room’s large size, it was now looking rather crowded. She couldn’t help but notice William start when he spied Seth and Gavin’s abused faces, the two of them looking like they’d been in a dockside brawl. Gabriel, was propped up in bed, and looking much better. Gavin and Seth’s constant company had greatly lifted his spirits.
After the niceties were taken care of, William took the offered seat and got to the business at hand. “I’m afraid the police department will be unable to pursue the charges of theft and blackmail against Lord Fenwick, and there is not enough evidence to show his hand in the murder of Lord Hawthorne. Unfortunately, our hands are tied regarding the matter.”
Phoebe felt numb. After all that had happened, it would have been a small consolation to at least have Victor charged with her assault and the theft of her formula. Now, she would not have even that.
“I am terribly sorry about the matter, Lady Hughes, and if there were anything I could do, it would already be done.”
She nodded in acknowledgment, before glancing to Seth, who glared at William. “Would you care to explain how exactly this could happen? You have Sarah’s testimony and the module. Is it not enough?”
William shook his head. “There was even additional evidence given by a clerk employed at Lord Fenwick’s solicitor’s further incriminating him, and yet Victor is a free man.”
Gavin stood there, arms crossed, looking far too much like the Vikings of his ancestors, his anger coiled and ready to spring. “The SS has had their hands in this from the beginning, aye? They’re the only ones with that type of authority, save the Queen.”
William sighed. “It’s true they’re somehow involved though I’m not sure what their role is in all of this. We knew Lord Niles Hawthorne had been working for Special Services, but it also appears that Lord Fenwick had blackmailed him into stealing the formula.” William shot a glance at Gabriel before continuing, and Phoebe’s heart tripped over itself as she tried to keep her thoughts from racing. “It was Niles who supplied Victor with a copy of the key and the code to your laboratory, which he then gave to Sarah, thus enabling her access to your formulations.”
“I’m so sorry, Phoebe.” Gabriel gave her a pleading look, his voice strained with emotion and guilt. “Niles must have gotten the key and code when he’d been to my home. I’m afraid I did not have them locked away properly.”
Phoebe took his hand and managed a smile. “Don’t blame yourself, my love. You could not have known.”
“Still. This would not have happened if it hadn’t been for my carelessness.” Gabriel hung his dark head, refusing to meet her eyes.
Phoebe reached out and cupped his cheek, forcing him to look at her. “Listen to me, Gabriel. They would have found another way. Why do you think Victor courted me? But quite frankly, it does not matter. None of it matters, as long as we still have each other.”
Frustration marked Seth’s face as he asked, “Do you still think Victor had something to do with Niles’s murder?”
William shrugged. “To be honest I do not know. I managed to find the man who was seen with Niles the night of his murder, a Mr. Brown. He admitted to arranging the blackmail and theft for Victor, but had no evidence to implicate him in the murder. Though it is possible Brown himself murdered Niles, he had no connection to Niles other than the business he was conducting on Victor’s behalf. I highly doubt he would take the fall for murder if it were something Victor had sent him to do.”
“So then, what happened? I do not understand why Victor isn’t being charged if you have the evidence.” Seth went back to pacing the room, trying to vent some of his anger.
“We brought Victor to the station and charged him based on the evidence and the confessions we had from both Sarah and Brown. Our case was strong, and quite frankly the evidence against him was quite damning. But I’m afraid his sphere of influence is even wider than I’d anticipated. All of the charges against him have been dropped,” he turned once again to Phoebe, “even your charges of assault. I’m afraid there’s nothing that can be done. I am truly sorry.”
Phoebe nearly laughed to keep from crying. “Somehow, I am not surprised in the least.”
Seth shook his head in disgust. “Ye then wonder why there’s revolution in the air.”
Chapter Seventy Five
Gabriel watched as everyone left the room, leaving him and William to speak in private. His heart felt like it would leap out of his chest, as his mind raced through the possibilities, a feeling of dread settling in the pit of his stomach.
William took the seat by Gabriel’s bedside. “Your sister mentioned you do not remember who attacked you, but is there anything else you remember from that night? I fear that you may still be in danger.”
Gabriel had been scouring his brain since he awoke. “I’ve been trying to remember, but I still cannot recall a thing. The last I remember is being at the club the evening before, and then seeing you with Lilly.”
“It is still early days, and I am sure your memory will return with time, though until then I do hope you will be careful.” A silence hung in the air between them.
William’s demeanor was serious, though his eyes were not without kindness as he reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small stack of envelopes wrapped in a red silk ribbon. “I believe these are yours,” he said, handing them to Gabriel.
Gabriel could feel all the blood drain from his face as he looked down at the envelopes, the handwriting all too familiar. He looked at William, unable to mask his panic and not quite sure what he should say. Everything in him was telling him to deny it, to be outraged at the accusation, to ask William to leave. In the end he could not say anything at all. He knew it would be futile to deny it, and was far too tired of pretending to be someone he was not.
His fingers ran over the silk ribbon as he blinked away the tears. Niles had kept his letters with such care. Though he had betrayed him, he now knew he’d been forced to do so. With his family’s status in society, Niles’s situation had been a precarious one, and he would not have survived it if his true nature had been exposed.
William gave a slight nod. “I am right then.” It was not a question but a statement. “Does your sister know?”
Gabriel sighed heavily. “I do not know. I’ve never told her, and have always tried to be cautious, but… Well, you’ll know a little bit about her by now, and she’s not one to have the wool pulled over her eyes. If she does know, she has never said.”
Gabriel held the letters to his chest. “How did you figure it all out? We had tried to be so careful.”
William nodded. “You were, and I’ll admit it hadn’t crossed my mind. I came across the letters when looking for clues to the murder, but had no idea who had written them until the night you were attacked. I was there at your home when Gavin found you. While looking around your home for any indication as to who attacked you, I came across the ledger on your desk and recognized the handwriting.”
Gabriel just shook his head. “It’s always the small details that give us away.”
“As careful as you were, could it be someone found out about Niles? I do not know what Victor was blackmailing Niles with, but I would think it a possibility.”
Gabriel shrugged. “I suppose it is possible, though he was trying his best to keep it a secret. He was even going to marry Lilly as a guise— no marital obligations— and in exchange he would make sure she and her sister would want for nothing. A poor marriage his father might forgive, but certainly not buggery. Being the second son, his inheritance wouldn’t be large, but he would lose everything if he were ever found out, including his reputation. He’d have nothing left.”
William nodded in acknowledgement. “I can see the difficulties, especially when you take Niles’s financial situation into consideration. The marriage would allow some freedoms you would not otherwise have.”
“I actually gave it a fair amount of thought myself, and even asked Lilly to consider a similar situation since it’s rare to find someone willing to enter into such a marriage. She seemed keen. Though Niles is dead, I’m sure there will come a time in the future….” Gabriel left the words unsaid, Niles’s loss still too painful.
“I can see how it would be a tempting scenario. It must be tiring to have to constantly hide who you truly are.”
Gabriel sighed. “Exhausting.”
Chapter Seventy Six
Phoebe sat by the fire, numb, her drink abandoned on the side table, staring blankly at the glowing embers and dancing flames. Even when Seth crouched before her, her gaze remained on the flickering light.
“Phoebe, love. Will ye not say something? You’ve barely spoken a word since William left.”
Phoebe pulled her gaze away with some difficulty and said, “There really isn’t much to say, is there? Victor will go free. It really is a simple matter.”
He frowned, the worry clear in his eyes. Reaching out, he took her hands in hers. “I swear to you, Phoebe, he’ll not come near you.” She saw his gaze flick over to Gavin for just a moment.
She shifted a glare between the two of them, pinning them to the spot, anger erupting within her. “If I hear either one of you has gone near him, so help me, I will never speak to either of you again.”
“Och, love—” Gavin started, only to be cut off.
“Don’t och, love me! It’ll get you nowhere. Now, have I made myself clear? If you so much as speak a word to the man—”
Gavin mumbled, half under his breath, “It wasna speaking I had in mind, aye?”
“I heard that.” Phoebe was out of her chair and at his side, looking up at his six feet and six inches from her five and two. “I swear to you, Gavin MacKay, if I hear he’s come to harm and you had a hand in it, I’ll cut your heart out.”
Gavin threw his head back and laughed. “And how were ye planning on doing that, love? Cause I tell ye, I willna be standing still while ye go and fetch a knife and a stepstool.”
Seth slipped an arm around her waist to pull her away, but she gained some satisfaction from landing a kick to Gavin’s bare knee before she was pulled out of reach.
“Bleeding hell, lass. I thought it might do ye some good to vent a bit of anger, but I didna ken ye’d be trying to break my leg.”
“Hmph! Serves you right.” Phoebe stood there, indignant, with Seth’s arm still secure around her waist. He turned her towards him and away from Gavin.
“Phoebe, my love,” he couldn’t quite conceal his smile, “I will not make promises I cannot keep, for circumstances may at some point dictate that I come in contact with the man. And though I cannot speak for my dearest of friends,” he tilted his head in Gavin’s direction, “I do promise ye, the man will not meet a horrible end at my hand.”
Phoebe glared at him suspiciously. Seth’s promise had more holes in it than a sieve.
“Aye, and I’ll promise ye the same, love.” Gavin took a step forward, a shit-eating grin on his face. “Now gives us a kiss,” he pointed to his cheek, “and I’ll forgive ye for nearly taking off me kneecap.”
Chapter Seventy Seven
With William gone and Gabriel resting, Phoebe slipped up to her laboratory to get another batch of Viridis distilled. She had just added the oils and started the distillation when Samuel knocked on the door.
“Pardon me, Mum. There’s someone here to see ye, though if ye’re busy I can tell them ye’re not receiving guests at the moment. ‘Tis Lilly, Mum. Anne’s sister.”
Phoebe pulled off her brass goggles and smiled at him. “No, of course not. Please show her to the sitting room, and I’ll be down momentarily. Have Martha bring us up a tray with tea and cakes, if you would, and also let Anne know her sister is here. I’m sure she’d like to see her.”
“Yes, Mum.” With a nod, he spun on his heels and walked out the door.
After making sure everything was running properly, Phoebe headed to the sitting room where she found Lilly pacing the floor. “Mum!” she cried, wringing her hands and on the verge of tears. “Is Gabriel all right?”
“He’s doing much better. He’ll be excited that you’ve come, though I’m afraid he’s asleep at the moment.” Phoebe took a seat across from Lilly, and tried to give her a comforting smile.
“I’m so sorry to hear ‘bout his injury, Mum. I just heard when I went over to Viridis. ‘Tis ‘orrible. There must be some madman going about. And yer brother no less— a kinder man ye’d have a hard time finding.”
“Thank you, Lilly. It’s looking as though he’ll make a full recovery.” Trying to lighten her mood, Phoebe changed the subject. “I do not know if you’ve spoken to your sister recently, but she recently joined our household here. Just yesterday, as a matter of fact.”
Lilly shook her head no, sending her red curls bouncing. Phoebe thought it must be wonderful to have such lovely hair.
“I’m afraid I have not seen ‘er in a few days time. I thought perhaps she’d spent the night at the shelter when she didna come home. I do hope she’ll work out for ye, Mum. She’s a hard worker.”
“Mrs. Farthing has only had good things to say about her.” Just then Anne came wheeling in the teacart, casting a nervous glance between Phoebe and her sister. “Thank you, Anne. Lilly’s come to pay Gabriel a visit, but I thought, afterwards, if you’d like, you can take your luncheon together.”
“Yes, Mum.” Anne pinned her sister with a look Phoebe didn’t quite understand, her small body stiff.
“Is everything all right, Anne?” Phoebe had only wanted to make the girls feel comfortable in her home, especially with Anne working here and Lilly over at Viridis. And yet Anne seemed unaccountably upset.
Lilly spoke up. “Pardon me, Mum. I don’t suppose I could speak to my sister for just a moment out in the hall?”
“Of course. Please.” Phoebe gestured towards the door, confused by the strange exchange between the two sisters.
Though they had moved outside the room and into the hall, Phoebe could still see them from where she sat, and could not help but hear parts of their exchange. Anne’s face had gone red with a fury that surprised Phoebe.
“What is the matter, Anne?” Lilly shifted so her back was now to Phoebe, so she could not see what was happening.
“…need to leave… not have ye…”
“…offer is a good… I’m accepting it.” It was clear the sisters were arguing, but the rest of the conversation was too muddled to understand. Finally, Lilly’s hands went defiantly to her hips. “We’re done, here, aye?” And with that, she spun around and came back into the room, her face flushed so red that her freckles were nearly invisible.
“I’m awful sorry ‘bout that, Mum,” she said, taking her seat. “Anne’s a good girl, but sometimes she gets these ideas in her head and there’s no ridding her of them. Stubborn is what that girl is, if ye’ll pardon my saying so.”
Phoebe went to the teacart and poured them each a cup, handing Lilly hers. “Here, this will help calm your nerves a bit.” Phoebe took her seat. “Lilly, I do not mean to interfere in your affairs, but if there is a problem with Anne being here or with you coming to see Gabriel, I do hope you’ll let me know.”
“No, no. ’Tis nothing like that.” Lilly took a deep breath while she fidgeted with her skirt. “I do want to thank ye, though. For everything. Ye’ve always been good to me and my own, and I’m right sorry ‘bout ye having to see Anne like that. I don’t know where she gets her odd ideas from.”
“No worries, dear. We all have our little idiosyncrasies. Would you like—” A deafening crack exploded from upstairs, and Phoebe jumped from her chair, her heart racing.
“Upstairs!” Lilly said, and together the women ran for the door.
Another shot split the air as they hit the stairs running, holding their gowns high above their ankles so as not to trip. As they came into the upstairs hallway, they ran into Seth and Gavin.
“Get back downstairs!” Seth shouted at them.
She struggled to get past Seth. “Gabriel! G—” but her brother’s name was torn from her lips by the thundering sound of Gavin crashing down the bedroom door.
Phoebe watched in horror as Gavin rushed through the door, dirk in hand, ducking so as not to get his head blown off, with Seth following right behind him. The fuse gun cracked yet again, sending them scrambling for cover. She could see her brother through the doorway, blood gushing from his chest.
Screams tore from her throat as she lunged forward, desperate to save her brother, but Samuel grabbed her and held fast. She struggled against him, watching as the scene unfolded before her in slow motion.
Anne stood in the center of the room, eyes wild, holding the fuse gun in her wavering hands and turning on Seth. There was a flash and a thundering boom, just before Seth cried out and the shot hit him in the arm. Phoebe screamed and broke loose, running into the room just as Gavin vaulted over the bed, grabbing Anne and burying his dirk to the hilt.
Phoebe stepped into Gabriel’s room and felt her world tilt out from under her. There was blood everywhere she looked, the blood of those she loved.
Lilly screamed in despair as she threw herself on the floor next to her sister. She pressed her hand against the wound in Anne’s chest, but the blood poured through her fingers, drenching Anne’s clothing. Anne’s face grew pale, and she looked far smaller and younger than her years.
Phoebe rushed to Gabriel’s side and took his hand in hers. She whispered frantically to him that everything would be all right, but even as she uttered the words, she knew that they were just a lie. Blood bubbled over her brother’s lips, trickling over the pale skin of his cheeks.
Seth and Gavin both came to his bedside, but there was little to be done. Phoebe cradled Gabriel’s head in her lap, just like she had when he’d been just a young lad weeping in her arms after their mother’s death.
He looked up at her, struggling with the words. “I love you, Phoebe. ”
“And I you, my love. Always.” She lowered her lips to his forehead, and the light went from his eyes.
Chapter Seventy Eight
William stood in the middle of the sitting room, stunned by what had happened. None of the evidence had pointed to Anne, yet he could not help but blame himself for not figuring it all out.
He walked to where Phoebe sat, crouching before her. “Lady Hughes, I’m so terribly sorry for your loss. I wish there were something…” He sighed, feeling defeated. “I’m sorry.”
She turned a tear-stained face on him, and said, “Why did she do it? Did she say?” Tears welled up in her eyes, and Seth reached out and put a hand on her shoulder.
William took a seat across from Phoebe, not sure how to approach the matter. He did not know if Phoebe was aware of the nature of her brother’s relationship to Niles. Deciding the poor girl had enough to deal with, he said, “Mr. Elliott, if I could speak to you in private?”
Phoebe looked at him furious. “No. If this has to do with Gabriel, than you need to tell me. I need to know why.”
William looked at Seth in question, but he said, “She has a right to know, Inspector.”
William resigned himself to the difficult task. “Very well. Before Anne slipped into unconsciousness, she did confess to not only the previous attack on Gabriel, but also to murdering Lord Hawthorne.”
Phoebe looked stunned. “I don’t understand.”
“You see Niles had asked Lilly to marry him, but Anne got suspicious as to why a young man of family would want to marry someone as poor as Lilly with no name or prospects. She followed Niles and found out the reason he wanted to marry her.” William stopped there, knowing how difficult the next part would be.
“Inspector, I want the truth.”
William nodded, knowing it was unavoidable. “She found that Niles needed a wife to act as a guise for his relations with other men.” William paused to give her a chance to take it in, not sure if she would make the connection to her brother.
Phoebe managed a rueful smile, despite the tears still streaming down her face. “Is that what’s been worrying you, Inspector? I can tell you it made no difference. It did not change the man my brother was, did not change the goodness of his heart or his soul.” She choked back a sob, but managed to pull herself together enough to continue. “Tell me the rest.”
William let out a weary sigh but continued on. “It turns out Lilly also knew about his inclinations, though it did not matter to her. Anne, however, thought Lilly was being taken advantage of, since she’d be marrying someone who would not only be unfaithful, but, in her opinion, would be sinning, the acts not natural.”
Phoebe swore under her breath, her anger lashing out. “Sin! How can loving someone be sinful? Of all the ridiculous things. Can it not be enough that two people love each other?”
William nodded in sympathy. “When Anne was unable to persuade Lilly, she decided she’d keep them apart at all costs. Lilly hadn’t any idea of her sister’s role, and indeed did not suspect her. To be honest, I do not think they spent very much time together, what with Lilly working nights at Viridis, and Anne working days at the shelter.”
Phoebe shook her head. “So she killed Niles and then tried to kill Gabriel because of their relationship?”
William shrugged. “I do not believe that to be the case. Her motive was always to protect Lilly. She did not attack Gabriel until he made Lilly a similar offer, one she was going to accept. Though Niles was dead, your brother knew there may come a time when he would pursue another relationship. It would be difficult to find someone as willing and understanding as Lilly.”
A fresh wave of tears fell, as she shook her head. “The conversation… it all makes sense now. I could have stopped her!” Seth looked over at Gavin and he stepped forward, gently pulling Phoebe to her feet with an arm around her shoulder. This time, she did not resist, and was escorted out of the room.
“I am sorry, Mr. Elliott. I wish there was more I could do— more I could have done before this tragedy occurred.” William had never before been so affected by a case.
Seth sighed, his hand absent-mindedly going to his bandaged arm. “What has happened to Anne?”
“She’s been taken to the infirmary, though I will say, her prognosis is not good. She lost a lot of blood; the knife wound was deep and hit vital areas.”
“I guess her judgment is in the hands of the gods, then.”
Chapter Seventy Nine
It had been three weeks since they’d buried Gabriel, and Lilly had buried Anne, her death coming only a day after the attack. And now Phoebe would say goodbye to another friend, though on a more temporary basis. She could not keep back her tears, as she stood there with Gavin’s arms around her.
“I will miss you something terrible. Promise me you won’t be gone long and that you’ll stay safe.” Phoebe looked up at Gavin, the wind tugging free her hair from its pinnings as they stood on the aerodock. He reached down and brushed the curls from her eyes, then cupping her cheek in his hand, bent his head to hers and kissed her, just a brush of the lips.
“Be well, my love. I willna be but twice a fortnight.” Gavin let her go with a final look, then turned to Seth pulling him in his arms for a hearty embrace.
“Take care, aye?” Gavin took a step back, and though there were no more words spoken, there was plenty being said between the two of them.
“Aye, and you. Stay safe and we’ll see you when you return.” Seth took a step back, to stand at Phoebe’s side. Together they watched as Gavin gave them a final wave in farewell, and then climbed aboard the airship.
Phoebe’s spirits were low as they rode back to Seth’s house. If it had not been for Seth and Gavin, she did not know how she would have coped—if at all.
Back in the drawing room of Seth’s home, he pulled her close and frowned a bit, his empty hand brushing her cheek. “You worry me, my love. What can I do to bring your smile back? I miss it something awful.” His arms went around her waist and she leaned into him, her head on his chest as he held her tight.
She looked up at him. He had aged in the last month, new lines around his eyes and mouth. He’d been through a lot— they both had. Still, she managed a smile to keep him from worrying. “I do love you something terrible, Seth Elliott.”
“Phoebe, have you given it any more thought?”
He had been so patient with her since Gabriel’s death and the incident with Victor. Only once had he broached the subject of marriage, and then only to let her know he still wanted her to be his wife.
Her stomach clenched at the sight of him, her hand drifting over the curve of her belly to try and soothe her nerves. Looking into eyes that still made her heart trip over itself, she reached up and touched his face, taking comfort in the familiar feel of his stubbled cheek. The memories of their times together came flooding back, the good drowning out the bad, until all she could remember was the love they had for each other.
“I could not love you more, Seth Elliott. Will you have me?”
“Aye, that I will.” Reaching into his jacket pocket, he pulled out his mother’s ring, slipped it onto her finger, and then kissed her like he never had before.
“I do love you so, Phoebe.”
“And I you.”
Chapter Eighty
He waited until all the lights in the house were out, his Lordship having already retired some hours since. The weather was mild enough that he did not mind the wait in the garden, his mind busy with the task at hand. It had been some time since he’d put his skills to use, not having the need in recent times, but he was not worried. It was second nature.
He picked the lock to the servant’s entrance with ease, then slipped past the doorway and into the shadows. Having watched the home for the last week, he knew which bedroom he needed, slipping up the back stairwell. With everyone turned in for the night, he reached his destination will little difficulty.
The door was not locked, and even if it had been, it would pose little problem. Careful to open the door only enough to allow him passage, he closed it behind him and made his way quietly to his Lordship’s bedside.
He took a deep breath to steal his nerves and mark the moment of his revenge. For revenge he would have. Even if he were caught, it would not matter as long as he completed the task he set out to do. For he would make sure the bastard paid for what he did to Lady Phoebe, and pay he would with his life.
It was done in a matter of seconds, his neck sliced open while he still slept. Pity his death was a quick one when he should have suffered, and that he died without knowing the reason for it.
He wiped his knife clean on the covers, her honor restored. “For you, my dear Lady.” With his mission complete and his vengeance taken, Samuel slipped back into the shadows and off into the night.
THE END
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Book 2 in the Viridis Series
Chapter One
Edinburgh, May 1866
Phoebe stood there at the helm of Gavin’s airship, arms crossed and her temper up, as Seth argued with her.
“It could be dangerous and I’d rather not have to worry about ye. I cannot concentrate on the matter at hand if I’m distracted by trying to keep ye safe. Gavin,” he turned to his friend for support, “can ye not talk some sense into her?”
Gavin balked. “How am I to talk sense into the lass, when she’s your wife?” A teasing smile crept across his lips.
“I’ll not have you talking around me as if I’m not even here.” Phoebe’s cheeks flushed with her annoyance. Nothing was more infuriating than having others make her decisions for her. “And it makes no difference whose wife I am. Do you hear me, Seth Elliott? Wife or no, I’m still my own person, and I’ll not have you dictating whether or not I’ll be allowed to go to a meeting regarding my herbal.”
Seth reached out and ran a hand down her arm, diffusing some of the tension between them. “Can ye blame me for wanting to keep you safe, a ghaoil? Of course we’re here because of the Sanctis, but it does not change the fact that this could be a dangerous situation. We’re meeting with the heads of Am Freiceadan for the first time and I cannot be sure of the situation.”
Am Feiceadan, known as The Watch, was the group responsible for giving Scotland the edge it needed to win its independence from England, its members notorious for their fighting prowess.
However, Phoebe was not swayed by his argument. “So you think they’ll assault and murder my person in the middle of the tavern?” Her eyes perked up in question.
Gavin finally spoke up. “Let her come, mo charaid. No harm will come to her. I’ve been dealing with these men for years, and they’d nae hurt her, aye?” Gavin winked at Phoebe, and she couldn’t help but smile. “Besides, who knows what she’ll get up to if we leave her here alone.”
Seth shook his head, cursing under his breath, accepting defeat. “Aye. Ye can come then.”
As if he had a choice in the matter. Phoebe threw her arms around his neck and gave him a kiss on the cheek, before whispering in his ear with a nibble. “Well, I’m glad you’ve come to your senses. I promise, you’ll barely know I’m there.”
“My love, ye could walk into a room with a hundred other people, and I would instantly know ye’re there.” His arms went around her waist, kissing her full on the lips. “Since I knew ye’d likely insist on joining us, I’ve made ye a little something. If ye’ll excuse us a moment, Gavin.”
Once in their room, Phoebe watched as Seth rummaged under the bed, returning victorious with a silk wrapped package. He handed it to her with a grin on his face and a sparkle in his eyes. “For you, my love.”
The delicate rose ribbon fell to the side as she peeled away the cream colored silk. “Seth, what have you done?”
“Do ye like it?” He stepped up behind her to peak over her shoulder, his body so close, it was all she could do to not lean against him.
She held it up to take a better look. “It’s a leather corset?”
He laughed. “Not just a corset, a ghaoil. I’ve designed it to withstand charges from fuse guns, and even a knife or traditional gun would have a hard time penetrating it.”
Spinning to face him, she could not help but laugh, his arm going around her waist. “What would I do without you, my dearest tinkerer?”
An eyebrow perked up. “One can only imagine.” A laugh escaped him. “Here. Let me give ye a hand getting into it.”
Phoebe loved that the recent months spent in Gavin’s company and traveling to Scotland had Seth’s words falling back to their more natural Scots, the lilt in his voice melting every fiber in her being. She could hear him talk all day long and never tire of it.
“Ye see, it can be worn both under a gown or over it. And knowing ye often travel without a maid, I designed it so it doesna lace like a traditional corset. Ye’ll be able to get yerself in and out of it with few problems.” He showed her how the corset buckled on each side.
It was actually quite heavy. Though the exterior was made of a deep brown leather and the inside was lined with a burgundy silk, there was another thick layer in between the two. The leather pieces had been riveted together with hundreds of little brass rivets, making the corset quite unlike anything she’d ever seen.
She went to her wardrobe and chose a silk burgandy gown with a nicely bustled back. Seth stepped to her side to help her out of the corset she was currently wearing, but when he started to trail kisses down her bare shoulder, she forced herself to take a step away from him, before slipping into the gown. “We will be quite late if you keep up your antics, my love.”
“Ye canna blame me, aye?” Seth snaked his arm around her waist, pulling her close for a kiss.
“Could you give me a hand, please?” Ignoring Seth’s look of disappointment, she handed him the corset.
He wrapped the corset around her waist. “Ye see, ye adjust the buckles like so, starting with one side and then adjusting the other.” He fastened the buckles, and then turned her towards the full-length looking glass.
“Oh Seth, it really is stunning.”
“Ye’re the one that’s stunning, my love.”
***
Phoebe now sat happily sandwiched between Seth and Gavin, as Seth maneuvered his steam coach down the cobbled streets and into the center of Edinburgh. Busier than she had expected, the walkways were teeming with people coming and going.
It was quite fascinating to see the revival the city had undergone, now a tinkerer’s haven, the city transformed from its traditional past. It was truly remarkable to see all that had been accomplished, and she knew Seth was sorely tempted to move his shop here and away from London.
Phoebe put a hand on his arm. “I’ve never seen anything of the like. Perhaps one day we could live here. It really would be the perfect place for you to be tinkering.”
Seth looked at her and she could see he was surprised she’d mentioned it. “We couldna do that when ye have Viridis back in London.”
Viridis, Phoebe’s club back in London, was named for Phoebe’s first herbal concoction, bearing the same name. Much to her surprise, Phoebe and her drink had taken London by storm and become an instant success.
“I could always leave it in someone else’s care, though I’ve no doubt the revolution may very well alter even the simplest of plans.”
Seth glanced away from the road again. “Phoebe, I’d never ask ye to do such thing.”
“I know love, but we could always open a second club here, could we not? I’ve never seen a more amazing city.” Phoebe was excited to see all the marvels as she looked around the city. “It’s truly fascinating what they’ve done with the tinkerings. Look over there!” Phoebe pointed to a large brass and glass coach dangling from a metal rail as it sped along between the buildings, leaving a trail of steam dissipating behind it.
All around them tinkerings abounded. A glass tube on the exterior of a rakishly tall building carried people up its side, airships dotted the sky, and towers reached towards the heavens. There was even an abundance of other steam coaches on the road, in a multitude of shapes and sizes. Their ride through Edinburgh was remarkable, but it was not long before they arrived at the tavern where their meeting was to take place.
“Here ye are, love.” Gavin gave Phoebe a hand out of the steam coach as Seth came around to join them.
Seth tucked her hand in the crook of his elbow, a sultry look in his eyes. She had chosen the burgundy gown to complement her mahogany locks and porcelain skin, and though the corset showed off her waistline, she had not realized it would have such an effect. Both men’s gazes seemed to linger, and though she may expect it from Seth, not even Gavin had been able to resist looking back at her.
“Are ye ready, my love?” Seth’s voice held a hoarse edge of need, making her want to abandon the meeting all together and drag him back to the airship.
“I am.” Smiling at him, she gave his arm a squeeze.
He leaned down and kissed her quickly, before turning his attention to Gavin. “This is yers, aye? Ye’ve had dealings with them before, and it’ll probably be best if ye do most of the talking.”
Gavin gave Seth a quick nod in answer. “Aye. Will do.”
They followed Gavin into the tavern, and after a preliminary glance around, headed towards the back of the room where two men stood upon seeing their approach.
One man couldn’t have been more than thirty-five, strong and fair of face, with an unruly thatch of red hair. The other man had to be in his late forties, with a weathered face and brown hair streaked with grey. The thing that caught Phoebe’s attention; however, was the tinkering the man wore in place of his left arm, the shirtsleeve rolled up and out of the way to allow for the metal joints and mechanics to operate freely.
It was remarkable. Like nothing she’d ever seen before, it was difficult to not look. The hand was made of wood and metal, each joint articulated. The fingers moved independently from each other, most likely by a series of thin wires and pulleys hidden within, if she were to guess based on its movement.
Neither looked like the type of man you’d want to go up against in a fight, good hand or no, and both men were kilted in their plaids, as were Seth and Gavin. Since Scotland had gained their sovereignty from England, the kilt had become a symbol of their pride and independence. Phoebe had never seen Gavin, a full-blooded highlander, in anything but a kilt. Seth, who happened to be half Scot, normally wore breeches when in London, but when he came north, he always wore the tartan of his mother’s clan.
Gavin made the introductions, starting with the older of the two men. “Niall Campbell and Conall MacAllister, I’d like to introduce ye to Seth Elliott and his wife, Lady Phoebe Hughes Elliott.”
The men shook Seth’s hand, and then turned their attention to Phoebe. Niall took her hand with his good one and bowed over it, but Conall was far more forward, kissing her hand with a lingering touch.
Phoebe blushed, and though she felt Seth shift at her side, she hoped he’d not make a fuss. It could ruin their chances to secure help for the Cause, an underground movement trying to better the lives and circumstances of London’s poor. With the revolution looking as if it might erupt at any moment, they desperately needed to secure weapons and men if the Cause was to be successful.
Pulling out a chair for Phoebe, Seth took the seat next to her, Gavin once again sitting on her other side. They ordered a round of ale for all, still too early for a meal.
Conall smiled at Phoebe. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet ye, m’ lady, though I’ll admit, I hadna expected the creator of such a revolutionary herbal to also be one of such beauty.” His eyes ran over her figure before flicking over to Seth for a moment. “Yer husband is a verra lucky man.”
Phoebe’s back stiffened, not quite sure how to react, but before she could speak, Gavin came to her rescue. “Conall, it’d be greatly appreciated if ye’d stop being a shite and concentrate on the matter at hand, aye?”
Conall let out a hearty laugh, and then gave Phoebe and Seth a bow of his head. “My apologies. I meant no offense.”
Niall glared at Conall, before continuing. “Yes, ye’ll have to forgive my companion. It seems he lost his manners when he crawled out of the gutter this morning.”
He shifted in his seat before continuing, his eyes now focused on their group. “I’d like to get to the matter at hand, and will speak frankly with ye, aye? Our group fully supports what the Cause is doing but I’m afraid we’ll nae get involved in another war with England if it willna benefit us in some way.” Holding up his mechanical hand, he added, “The cost of it is still too fresh on the minds of those who were there, aye?”
“Aye,” Gavin added. “We’d nae be bothering ye if we didna have something to offer in return. When we spoke, I told ye about the herbal. We’d be willing to exchange ten barrels for yer help in the way of arms and experienced men.”
Conall motioned to Phoebe. “If the lady would be so kind to explain the effects of the herbal— Sanctis, is it?— it would aid us in our decision.”
Phoebe nodded. “Of course. It’s an herbal elixir that’s mixed with spirits, derived from an alteration of my formula for Viridis. Are you familiar with Viridis, sirs?”
It was quite obvious by Niall’s blush, if such a man could, and by the smile tugging at Conall’s lips, that they had at the least heard rumors. It was Conall that answered her question. “If ye wouldna mind telling us about it, it’d be much appreciated.”
Ignoring the men’s reactions, Phoebe continued, very matter of fact. “Viridis is derived from a combination of herbal extracts, and tends to leave one with a feeling of euphoria while sensitizing the skin.” She would not add that the rumors were indeed true, and that when taken in its undiluted form, an orgasm could be brought on by a single kiss.
Niall’s blush now extended to the rest of his face. “And the difference between Viridis and Sanctis?”
“The alteration to the original formula resulted in an enhancement of the senses, sight and sound being primarily affected, though you probably would not want to experience any extremes in temperature.” She tucked a stray curl behind her ear before continuing. “I was able to eliminate most of the skin sensitivity and euphoria inherent in Viridis, though not completely. You may also experience an increase in strength and stamina, though it tends to come about once you’ve used it repeatedly.”
Niall sat forward, running his hand over his chin. “Are there any unwanted effects that ye ken of? I’d hate for my men to drop like flies, aye?”
Phoebe shook her head, no. “Not that I’m aware. I cannot say for sure, though I doubt it would cause anyone to drop, as you so put it, like a fly. The herbal is still relatively new. Viridis does not have any unwanted effects, and I’d be tempted to say the same will prove true of Sanctis, based on the fact that they are similarly derived. I have brought some with me, if you would like to try it firsthand.”
Niall nodded. “We would love for ye to join us in a drink.” Phoebe knew it was his polite way of ensuring they would not be poisoned, and could not help but smile.
Seth reached into his leather bag, and pulled out a dark blue bottle as Niall waved to the serving girl for some glasses. The empty glasses were placed on the table along with the ale they had ordered. Seth poured out a small amount of Sanctis as Phoebe passed out the drink.
Gavin lifted his glass. “To a successful partnership.”
Niall, nodded his head in their direction. “May the gods be willing.”
They all drank the herbal, conversation drifting to nothing of importance as they waited for the herbal to take effect. It did not take long— no more than ten minutes— when Phoebe noticed her eyesight had sharpened and she could now hear things clear across the tavern. Even the taste of her ale seemed more pronounce, the hops and yeast distinct in their flavors.
“I’ll be damned. It actually works.” Conall tilted his head to the side. “Ye can sort of focus on what ye wanna hear, aye?”
Gavin nodded. “It takes a little getting used to, but ye’ll have it down in no time.”
“Aye. And how long does it last? Do ye ken?” Niall was looking at the liquid remaining in his glass.
Phoebe answered him. “It depends on the quantity you’ve had and whether or not the drink has been diluted. At its full strength, I’d say two ounces of Sanctis should keep the effect going for close to two hours. If you cut it by half, you’ll cut its effectiveness by half and will also affect its longevity some.”
Niall nodded. “I’d be willing to send two hundred weapons with ammunition— the latest tinkerings, mind— and another twenty men, all well trained and capable of training others. What do ye say?”
Gavin gave it a minute and then said, “Make it two fifty and twenty five, and ye’ll have yerself a deal.”
“Aye. Agreed, if ye’ll also throw in two barrels of Viridis.”
Phoebe smiled. “Agreed.”