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            Chapter 1

         
         
            July, 1871

            Griffin House, England

         

         Martha York stared down at the letter her sister had just handed her.

         
         For months she’d been trying to satisfy her father’s bequest. He’d asked her to see that his work was given to the Duke of
            Roth. That’s all. Except it hadn’t been easy, had it?
         

         
         She’d been writing to the duke for nearly a year and never received an answer. Not a note. Nothing dictated to a secretary.
            Not one small sliver of information. She’d kept writing and he’d kept ignoring her.
         

         
         “Aren’t you going to open it, Martha?” Josephine asked.

         
         She nodded, staring at the distinctive emblem on the reverse before removing the seal.

         
         Part of her never wanted him to write back. There, a bit of honesty. She hadn’t wanted to relinquish all her father’s precious
            diaries, all his prototypes, all his notes.
         

         
         “What does he say, Martha?” Josephine asked. “Has he invited us to Sedgebrook? Has he?”

         
         Martha frowned at her sister. “Of course he hasn’t.”

         
         “But what has he said? Are you going to read it to us?” Josephine asked, her glance encompassing their grandmother.

         
         Gran didn’t say a word, but she was looking over at Martha. Normally, nothing could divert her attention from her crochet
            work.
         

         
         “He says he doesn’t want Father’s bequest. He does send his condolences on Father’s death. A year late.”

         
         “He has to take it,” Gran said calmly. “Shall we just send everything in a wagon? He’d have no choice but to accept everything.”

         
         “I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if something happened to Bessie,” she said, referring to her father’s latest prototype.
            “Why he thought the duke would want it, I’ve no idea.”
         

         
         “They were friends,” Gran said. “Matthew didn’t spare the time for many people.”

         
         Martha only nodded. Gran’s son, their father, had been a hermit, but a happy one. He went to the cottage situated at the end
            of the lawn every day, content to tinker there surrounded by his inventions, and allowing his imagination to take him where
            it would.
         

         
         The unlikely friendship between Jordan Hamilton and her father had begun before the man had become the Duke of Roth. He’d
            been a naval officer then, curious about her father’s work, and writing with his questions. That had sparked an intense correspondence,
            one that lasted until pneumonia had taken Matthew suddenly and unexpectedly.
         

         
         “At least he finally deigned to answer my letter,” Martha said. “Which is the most he’s done all these months. He probably
            got tired of me writing.”
         

         
         “What are you going to do?” Gran asked, her crochet work forgotten on her lap.

         
         “I could simply keep writing him until he agrees to come here.”

         
         “Or we could take Father’s bequest to him,” Josephine said.

         
         Martha glanced up at her sister.

         
         “That’s out of the question,” she said, staring down at the distinctive handwriting. She knew it well. She’d read every one
            of the duke’s letters to her father.
         

         
         She hadn’t expected him to repudiate her father’s gift. Doing so was worse than a slap in the face. His ignoring her letters
            ridiculed the relationship that Matthew York had valued so much. She’d thought the Duke of Roth had felt the same, but evidently
            he didn’t.
         

         
         “Why is it out of the question?” Josephine asked.

         
         “Josephine, please sit,” she said, looking up at her sister.

         
         Each time Josephine passed in front of her, perfume wafted in her direction. Ever since her mother had departed Griffin House,
            Josephine had taken to wearing Marie’s favorite French perfume. It was, according to her sister, a sophisticated fragrance.
            Martha thought it was overbearing and too flowery.
         

         
         Perhaps Josephine wore it to remind her of Marie. No doubt that was the same reason her sister gravitated to the Rose Parlor.
            Her mother often sat here, staring out at the lawn, her gaze impenetrable and almost troubling to witness.
         

         
         The room was filled with all those things Marie loved, but evidently not enough to remain at Griffin House. Needlepoint sat
            in a frame, patiently waiting to be finished. Needlepoint pillows were arranged on the sofa. Footrests upholstered in needlepoint
            sat at their feet while needlepoint pictures of flowers framed in gold hung on one wall. Even the draperies had needlepoint
            tiebacks.
         

         
         She couldn’t help but wonder if Marie truly had an affinity for needlepoint or if it was only an outlet for other feelings.

         
         The Rose Parlor had been decorated by her stepmother. The sofa and love seat, as well as the curtains that framed the view
            of the back lawn and the lake were pink. The pillows that weren’t covered in needlepoint were pink as well. The round carpet
            beneath her feet consisted of overblown lush roses—in pink, of course—with a contrasting green border.
         

         
         Josephine loved the room. Martha felt slightly bilious in it. Gran didn’t seem to mind, being as involved in her crocheting
            as Marie had been in her needlepoint.
         

         
         As for herself, when she wasn’t in her own room, Martha was in her father’s cottage. Although not quite a laboratory, it truly
            wasn’t an office, either. Instead, it was a combination of the two with tall skinny windows looking out over the lake.
         

         
         She was his assistant and one of her tasks was to record his thoughts and experiments for the ages as well as to serve as
            his sounding board.
         

         
         He’d been a good man, a truly inventive one. If he was more involved in his pursuits and less his family, perhaps that was
            to be expected.
         

         
         No one, least of all her, had been that surprised when Marie had hied off to France six months after his death. According
            to the letter she had written Josephine, she was madly in love with a French count.
         

         
         Of course I will send for you, my love, she’d written. As soon as Pierre and I are settled at his estate. You will love the château. It’s so much more to my taste than Griffin House
               ever was.

         
         Marie was French, a fact that Josephine seemed to recite more and more often of late. As if being half-French was something
            preferable to being completely English.
         

         
         “Well?” Josephine asked. “What are you going to do?”

         
         Martha looked out at the lake, placid in the July morning, remembering her father’s words. “Wherever there’s a mystery, you
            can’t help but feel excitement. Always seek to find a mystery. The sheer act of solving it will keep you happy.”
         

         
         The mystery that had occupied her mind ever since his death was finding how that final experiment had been successful. He’d
            been so happy when he’d come in from the storm. He’d been drenched but ecstatic, telling her that his vessel had leveled off,
            heading directly for the target.
         

         
         But he hadn’t told her how.

         
         In this instance there were no notes. No thoughts or idle speculation. Nothing to give her any clue.

         
         She was determined that his life’s work would be finished, even if she had to turn over all his notes and work to the duke.

         
         “We have to go,” Josephine said, interrupting her thoughts. “It’s what Father would have wanted. Besides, it’s the Duke of
            Roth! Can you imagine, Martha? We could see Sedgebrook!”
         

         
         She stared down at the letter again.

         
         Jordan Hamilton, the Duke of Roth, had a great deal to answer for, not the least of which was putting their household into
            disarray. His words were curt, almost to the point of rudeness, and made her even more determined to fulfill her father’s
            wishes. Like it or not, Matthew York had wanted the Duke of Roth to have his notes and Bessie, his latest invention.
         

         
         For years she’d been her father’s assistant. She was the only one who knew what he wanted, who could pull the exact notes
            he needed from the volume of his work. She’d been the only one to help him with his experiments. No one else could take apart
            the reciprocating engine he’d devised, a clever thing run by compressed air, or the hydrostatic valve, and the most important
            piece of all—the pendulum balance that kept the ship at a certain depth.
         

         
         She’d spent months categorizing all the parts, carefully labeling the inventions. With the help of the footmen, she’d packed
            everything away in wooden crates, ready for the duke to come and get them. Several of her father’s devices had shown promise,
            like the light that followed the path of water and the photographs capable of absorbing the colors of its subject.
         

         
         But it was the York Torpedo Ship that had fascinated her father and the once naval officer Jordan Hamilton.

         
         “What are you going to do, Martha?” Gran asked.

         
         Martha glanced at Josephine, who was practically dancing in place in front of her then over at her grandmother.

         
         “I see nothing else to do, Gran, but to take Father’s work to him.”

         
         “You can’t mean to do it alone, Martha,” Josephine said. “You can’t do such a shocking thing.”

         
         She looked up at Josephine. “No less shocking than all of us descending on Sedgebrook.”

         
         “Nevertheless,” Gran said, packing up her crochet work in the special bag designed for it, “that’s exactly what we shall do.
            I’ll not have you go alone.”
         

         
         She frowned down at the letter again. The penmanship was perfect. Yet the duke had not explained why he’d ignored all of her
            letters. Evidently he hadn’t even opened them. Otherwise, he would have known that her father asked for him, even on his deathbed.
         

         
         She didn’t want to visit the Duke of Roth. She couldn’t forget all those occasions when her father had weakly asked, “Has
            he answered yet? Is he coming?”
         

         
         Each time she had to tell him the news that there hadn’t been any response. All she could do was hold his trembling hand in
            hers and will him to be stronger.
         

         
         Wishing for something doesn’t make it come about; she’d learned that lesson in those terrible days. She’d been powerless to
            prevent his gradual fading away until the last breath had almost been a relief.
         

         
         “Very well.”

         
         “Does that mean we’re going?” Josephine asked.

         
         “Yes,” she said, the word uttered reluctantly.

         
          

         “Did you lose it?” Unspoken was the word again.
         

         
         “Yes, I lost it, Reese,” Jordan said.

         
         There, a fair attempt at an equitable tone. No one needed to know he was furious.

         
         Another failure. Just one more to add to the stack.

         
         The damn thing had sunk like a rock to the bottom of the lake. Just like the other two.

         
         “Shall we call it a day and have a whiskey?”

         
         He glanced over at his friend.

         
         Reese Burthren had unexpectedly descended on him two weeks ago and didn’t look to be in a hurry to leave. Normally, Jordan
            wouldn’t object to his friend’s presence. In fact, it had been enjoyable having another person to talk to at Sedgebrook. The
            footmen always looked a bit uncomfortable when he talked about gyroscopes and fin angles. Lately, however, Reese had begun
            to watch his experiments and offer criticisms about his toy—Reese’s word.
         

         
         “Be my guest,” he said now. “I’ll join you when I’m finished here.”

         
         Reese didn’t budge from his stance at the end of the dock, which meant he was going to stay there as long as Jordan did.

         
         Turning, he forced a smile to his face and addressed Reese. “But not necessarily today,” he added. “We’ll have that whiskey.”

         
         Jordan made his way to where his majordomo, Frederick, stood.

         
         The man was blessed with a stubborn nature the equal of his own coupled with an English bulldog’s tenacity. Because of Frederick,
            no one bothered him. No visitors interrupted his study. No solicitation of any sort ever reached him. No staff problems hounded
            him. Nor did any shop owners, desirous of their payments. For that alone Frederick was worth his not inconsiderable annual
            salary.
         

         
         Frederick had been with the family for most of his life, beginning his apprenticeship as an eager footman. What Frederick
            had lost in height over the years he’d gained in girth. The man was a living example of John Bull, stout, middle-aged, affable,
            and a pragmatist. His face was almost always florid, his hair graying but kept rigorously in place by a concoction the housekeeper
            had devised for him.
         

         
         Frederick was one of the few people among the staff who knew how dire his financial situation was, yet Jordan knew he would
            never divulge the information to anyone.
         

         
         “Ask for volunteers among the footmen,” he told Frederick. “Tell them there will be a reward to the one who locates the ship.”

         
         Frederick nodded. “Yes, Your Grace.”

         
         He knew he’d get enough volunteers, footmen eager to get out of polishing the silver. Not that there was much left of it.
            His father had managed to keep Sedgebrook solvent by selling a great many portable items.
         

         
         He, himself, was getting rid of the horses his brother had worked to acquire. One sale a month was enough to keep the staff.

         
         He stared out at the lake, intent on the ripples the wind was creating, anything but think about money at the moment.

         
         “What do you think went wrong?” Reese asked.

         
         “Something in the guidance system. I need to review my calculations.”

         
         One of Reese’s eyebrows winged upward. “Will it help?”

         
         “In other words, do I know what the hell I’m doing?”

         
         “Not quite,” Reese said, smiling.

         
         “The answer is evidently not,” Jordan said.

         
         He’d refer to his notes, find out where he’d gone wrong. For now, however, he’d pretend a conviviality and bury his disappointment
            somewhere Reese couldn’t see it.
         

         
         They’d been friends at school, had renewed their friendship later at the War Office. He and Reese had both been assigned to
            the Topographical & Statistics Department, he as a naval officer and Reese as a civilian. His duties were to collate military
            statistics, with a concentration on the Crimean War. Reese had been tasked with ensuring that the archival maps of the region
            were correct. They’d dreamed of glory in their respective posts but had never found so much as a hint of it.
         

         
         Yet his work had opened up another avenue for him, something in which he’d found an abiding interest. The Russians had come
            up with a small device they called a torpedo in the Crimean War that was used as a mine in the harbors. Rumors persisted they
            were inventing a mobile mine, thereby creating a devastating weapon. When he’d overheard a superior officer discussing York
            Armaments and the newest work by Matthew York, he’d been intrigued.
         

         
         Little did he know, five years ago, that the York Torpedo Ship—or his own invention, the Hamilton Torpedo—would keep him from
            going mad.
         

         
         “How many does that make?” Reese asked as they walked toward the boathouse.

         
         “Three,” he said.

         
         With any luck, Reese would cease questioning him. He’d give his friend the task of selecting a bottle of wine for dinner from
            his father’s wine cellar. Only one more example of a Hamilton spending money they didn’t have.
         

         
         “Don’t you have the material to build another one?”

         
         He debated trying to explain to Reese how much time it took to bend and hammer the copper to a smooth shape, build another
            engine, not to mention the guidance system and propeller. He might be able to make Reese understand, but the other man would
            never realize the emotional toll each failure cost him. It was better to keep his thoughts to himself.
         

         
         “Well, it doesn’t really matter, does it?” Reese said, his tone affable.

         
         Jordan grabbed his walking stick and began the slow and painful journey to the end of the dock.

         
         The past year had been difficult. When he’d been laid up in bed he spent hours occupied with plans and sketches. During the
            months of learning to walk again, he’d kept his mind from the pain with thoughts of leveling devices and timing mechanisms.
            The idea of developing a workable torpedo had taken on the importance of a quest.
         

         
         “Yes,” he finally said. “It matters.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “How much farther?” Josephine asked.

         
         Martha waited, but when Gran didn’t say anything, she spoke up. “You asked the question five minutes ago, Josephine. We’re
            supposed to reach Sedgebrook sometime this afternoon.”
         

         
         “It would have been faster if we could have taken the train,” Josephine said.

         
         Her sister had said that, too, at least three times since they’d started the journey this morning. She bit back her impatience.
            Josephine was excited, that’s all.
         

         
         They hadn’t left Griffin House during the past year because of the mourning period for their father. Josephine might also
            be anticipating seeing Sedgebrook, one of the great houses of England. Martha might have been enthusiastic about seeing it
            as well if she wasn’t nearly overwhelmed by regret.
         

         
         A wagon filled with her father’s notebooks, Bessie, as well as the other prototypes for the York Torpedo Ship, and the rest
            of the inventions he’d worked on for the whole of his life followed them at a slower pace. From time to time their coachman
            stopped on the side of the road to give the wagon time to catch up.
         

         
         Her father would no doubt approve of this journey. She could almost hear his words.

         
         Martha, I’m sure there’s a reason he never wrote. And one compelling him to refuse my bequest. You need only be patient for
               the answer to be revealed to you.

         
         She had a great deal of patience when it came to devising a tiny chain to stretch between the propeller and the gyroscope.
            She could sit for hours painstakingly forming the links with a tool and a magnifying glass. However, she didn’t have the same
            kind of tolerance for the duke’s actions.
         

         
         He’d harmed her father and she wasn’t about to flippantly forgive him.

         
         Although at one point he’d been interested in her father’s advances in torpedoes no doubt he’d changed his mind over the past
            year. Perhaps he was now involved in races, hunts, balls, and dinner parties. Something more fascinating to him than the product
            of a man’s mind and imagination.
         

         
         She’d never been more disappointed in one person in her entire life.

         
         The man she’d come to know in letters to her father had probably never existed. The eager young naval officer had disappeared
            to be replaced by a duke who looked down his nose at anyone of lesser rank.
         

         
         She didn’t want to meet the Duke of Roth. She certainly didn’t want to speak with him. Nor would she be burdened with corresponding
            with the man ever again.
         

         
         Josephine, on the other hand, looked ecstatic about the upcoming meeting. Excitement pinkened her cheeks and made her eyes
            sparkle like jewels.
         

         
         Her grandmother, dressed in black, which was the only color she’d worn for as long as Martha could remember, sat beside Josephine.
            Her sister was wearing a dark blue high-waisted traveling dress. Martha’s attire was similar but not as fashionable since
            her dress was at least three years old while Josephine had recently freshened her wardrobe. Martha’s bonnet was the match
            of her grandmother’s, not as flattering as the hat her sister wore, a small, attractive bit of straw and feathers set forward
            as if to accentuate the perfection of Josephine’s face.
         

         
         Josephine’s brunette hair was swept up and away, the better to reveal her beauty. Her eyes were deep green, the color of grass.
            Martha’s were a muddy brown and nondescript, a word she thought applied to the rest of her.
         

         
         She and Josephine were of a height, but her sister’s figure was perfect while hers was slightly heavier in the bosom.

         
         Marie had once made the comment that Martha was of English peasant stock, the perfect form for giving birth and suckling a
            dozen children. She’d been eighteen at the time and had only stared, hurt, at her stepmother.
         

         
         “Oh, Martha, we can’t all be beauties. Besides, we both know you’d be happier being your father’s assistant for the rest of
               your life. Balls and soirées are not your cup of tea.”

         
         She could still hear Marie’s trilling laugh and the words that had proven to be unfortunately prophetic. She wasn’t the type
            for a season. Look how disastrously it had turned out.
         

         
         She’d had three offers. The first was from a young man who’d been served up like a salmon on a salver by his mother. He’d
            spoken fewer than seven words during the whole of their acquaintance.
         

         
         Finally, in desperation, she had asked him, “Why do you want to marry me?”

         
         The poor thing had answered, “Because Mama says I must.”

         
         She’d prevailed upon her father to decline his offer immediately.

         
         Her second suitor had been a friend of a friend of the family. He’d been entirely suitable in many ways. He made a good income
            in the City. He was presentable and nearly handsome. He was, however, so dictatorial that she couldn’t tolerate five minutes
            in his company. When he wanted a glass of punch he decided she should fetch it for him. He wanted to go smoke a cigarillo
            and didn’t even explain why he abruptly left. He told her the colors he preferred in her dresses and how her hair should be
            arranged.
         

         
         She was not going to be dictated to by a husband. Her father had raised her to believe her mind was the equal of any man’s.
            She didn’t have to be subservient. Unfortunately, her suitor didn’t understand the idea of a woman refusing him.
         

         
         “Of course we’ll marry,” he said. “You’re not entirely a beauty, Martha. Plus, I understand you’ve put your mind to things
            not womanly in nature. However, a house full of children will rectify that, I think.”
         

         
         She’d come close to coshing him over the head with something heavy. It was Gran who’d saved her from doing bodily injury.

         
         The third supplicant for her hand had made no effort to conceal the fact that he was penniless. He was an earl, quite lovely
            to look at and charming. She was almost inclined to accept his suit, but for the fact she caught him with a maid on the terrace.
            The discovery had added to her knowledge in two ways. She evaluated men with a jaundiced eye now and she’d seen the actual
            act. He hadn’t been the least discreet and she’d been an unwilling voyeur.
         

         
         But for a chance encounter, she might have been married to the lecher.

         
         Josephine had ignored everything she told her about a season in London. Her warning about it being boring, endless, and painful
            from time to time, given that her shoes pinched and her corset was laced entirely too tight, had fallen on deaf ears.
         

         
         Her sister would probably enjoy London since she was Martha’s opposite.

         
         Josephine was beautiful and personable, exhibiting no hesitation when it came to social situations. Granted, the past year
            had been devoid of most encounters outside of the family, a complaint Josephine uttered often.
         

         
         Her sister seemed to have resented their father’s death—or its timing—especially since it coincided with what would have been
            her introduction to London. Save for that tragedy, she might already be engaged at the moment. Or, at the least, sighing over
            some young peer.
         

         
         It would be only a few months until Gran took her sister off to London to be paraded in front of the wolves of the Marriage
            Mart like a wealthy sheep. Josephine would, no doubt, handle herself well. Her sister had a great deal more inclination to
            flirt and to charm than she did.
         

         
         She was, perhaps, too literal, a fault she shared with her father. When someone told her the world was crashing down around
            their heads, she looked up at the ceiling. She didn’t speak in hyperbole. Nor did she understand the need for drama. Just
            state the facts, add some research to back up your hypothesis, and a solution would become obvious.
         

         
         “I really don’t see why it takes so long,” Josephine said.

         
         Her grandmother closed her eyes. Martha couldn’t help but wonder if Gran was trying to ignore Josephine.

         
         Amy only clutched the handle above the window. Poor thing was looking increasingly pale. Her grandmother’s maid had been with
            her for decades and was considered as much a friend as a servant. Amy also had a sunny nature, one that went perfectly with
            her round face and cute nose. She was most often smiling, at least when she wasn’t traveling. The rocking motion of the carriage,
            even their well-sprung vehicle, set her stomach to rolling.
         

         
         Martha sent her a bracing smile that Amy returned wanly. She’d accompanied them on this journey for Susan’s benefit, another
            fact about which Josephine complained. The two girls shared a maid, Sarah, who’d been left at home.
         

         
         “It’s not as if Amy is proficient at hair, Gran,” Josephine had said.

         
         “She doesn’t need to be,” Martha interjected. “We aren’t remaining at Sedgebrook. We’ll be there long enough to deliver Father’s
            bequest and that’s all. We’ll remain overnight at an inn, then turn around and come home.”
         

         
         Regardless of the initial plans, Josephine had packed not one valise but three, insisting she needed everything, even for
            an overnight journey.
         

         
         Martha blew out a breath and concentrated on the scenery. They were crossing a bridge now, quite a wide structure with a slight
            arch. She sat up, trying to peer through the struts for a view of the river. She’d expected a calm, easy-flowing stream and
            was greeted by a rushing torrent cascading over the rocks bordering it and looking as if it was racing to be somewhere on
            time.
         

         
         “Are we almost there, Gran?” Josephine asked, her voice sounding petulant.

         
         “How should I know, child?” her grandmother asked. “I’ve never been to Sedgebrook, either. Charles said we should reach it
            shortly after midday and since it’s about that time, I would think we are close.”
         

         
         Martha had heard her father talk about Sedgebrook in rapturous terms quite unlike him. He’d seen the Duke of Roth’s seat once,
            as a boy, but he’d never forgotten the sight.
         

         
         “It isn’t simply the size of the place, Martha. There’s its dominance over the countryside. You can see the house for miles
               before you reach it.”

         
         He was right. As the carriage came over the rise, Sedgebrook appeared on the horizon almost like the sun at dawn. According
            to her father, work began on the house in 1653. It took a hundred years to finish Sedgebrook, or the lifetimes of three Dukes
            of Roth.
         

         
         Sedgebrook was built of a yellowish stone that had mellowed over the centuries. Near the roofline the color was deeper, almost
            brown. The house was an open square, with wings to either side, the baroque design adding a flamboyant touch. The main section
            was adorned with an enormous and opulent dome that was duplicated in smaller proportion on each of the wings. Statues of knights
            adorned the roof edge, appearing like a frozen army ready to defend.
         

         
         The Hamiltonian Hills behind the house had been named for the family and shone bluish gray as they approached. According to
            her father, the thousand acres surrounding Sedgebrook were comprised of paved walks, and two temples fashioned in the Greek
            style—the Temple of the Four Winds and the Temple of the Muses. Woodlands flanked the house, leading up to the terraces beside
            Hamilton Lake, a good distance away.
         

         
         From here she could see dramatic swaths of blue-and-yellow flowers planted in seemingly random fashion. Although she wasn’t
            familiar with some of the names, she knew bluebells and rhododendrons well enough to identify them. No doubt the formal gardens
            that had so impressed her father were behind the house.
         

         
         Josephine gasped beside her. Even Gran looked surprised, and she was rarely impressed by anything.

         
         Her own home was as much a paean to her family’s success. In the case of Sedgebrook, however, she thought the Hamilton family
            might’ve gone a bit overboard.
         

         
         It took an hour to reach the graveled approach, the carriage slowing as they entered the open square before the main building.

         
         Twin staircases met at the top landing in front of double doors that looked like hammered metal. The urns situated on every
            other step on both staircases were filled with bluish flowers.
         

         
         Beside her, Josephine sat up straight, her eyes sparkling with acquisitive interest.

         
         Their father had refused Josephine nothing. She wanted for no bauble, gown, slippers, toy, or amusement. Anything she desired
            was instantly hers. More than once Martha had wondered what Josephine would have done if they’d suddenly become penniless.
         

         
         Matthew York’s death had no effect on the family fortune. There was no title to go to a remote second cousin. No long-lost
            relative stood in the wings announcing he’d been given the brunt of the inheritance. No, it had been divided into four parts,
            equally shared by Gran, Josephine, Marie, and Martha.
         

         
         Perhaps Marie expected to inherit the majority of the fortune. On learning of the contents of the will, her stepmother had
            what she could only describe as a temper tantrum. To say Marie was disappointed was to vastly understate the obvious. After
            her emotional outburst was over, she sulked for days and would hardly speak to anyone.
         

         
         “It’s not the money,” Gran said when Martha expressed her confusion. “It’s the power. Now she can’t force anyone to do as
            she wishes.”
         

         
         Gran had smiled, then, and it occurred to Martha that the expression was a particularly triumphant one.

         
         Not long after that day Marie had decamped from Griffin House for France.

         
         Still, the sum they’d each inherited was more than they could spend in their lifetimes. With the freedom her father’s money
            would give her, she could finish his work. She needn’t get permission to hire the services of a clockmaker or obtain approval
            for more copper plates to be delivered to her father’s cottage.
         

         
         Josephine, too, had plans for her fortune. A magnificent, if delayed, debut in London and a husband. If necessary, she’d buy
            him.
         

         
         What a pity the Duke of Roth couldn’t be purchased. From Josephine’s gaping wonder, she’d quite fallen in love with the house.

         
         They pulled in front of the staircases, but no servant raced down the steps to greet them. In fact, it looked as if their
            arrival hadn’t even been noticed.
         

         
         She’d been so annoyed at the duke’s letter that she’d sent him a terse response in reply. The York family will be arriving by carriage on July the twelfth to deliver Matthew York’s bequest to the Duke of Roth. It was a perfectly bland letter, structured so as not to reveal her irritation.
         

         
         Would he remember they were to arrive today? Would he care?

         
         Josephine was using a handkerchief to dust the tops of her shoes. She’d already inspected her face in the carriage mirror,
            adjusted her hat, and ensured her appearance was as pristine as it could be after being in a carriage for the majority of
            the day.
         

         
         Her sister would always be beautiful regardless of the circumstances.

         
         As the carriage rocked to a halt, Josephine turned to her.

         
         “Don’t worry, Martha,” she said, smiling. “I shall charm the duke. After a few minutes in my company, he’ll be grateful we’ve
            come.”
         

         
         She didn’t know what annoyed her more: Josephine’s brash confidence or her suspicion that her sister was correct.

         
          

         “Your Grace, a carriage is approaching.”

         
         Jordan looked up from his whiskey to see Frederick standing at the door of his library.

         
         At the moment his majordomo was looking as disgruntled as he felt.

         
         “A carriage?”

         
         “Yes, Your Grace.”

         
         Damn, he’d forgotten.

         
         “The York family,” he said. “They said they’d be here today and they are.”

         
         “The York family?”

         
         He glanced over at Reese seated in the twin of the wing chair he occupied.

         
         “Matthew York’s family,” he said. “He and I conferred about the ship I’m testing. A brilliant man.”

         
         “I didn’t realize you knew York. The world lost a great inventor when he died.”

         
         Reese’s comment sparked his own interest. His friend had evidently been aware of the older man. Had Reese known about Matthew’s
            work on the torpedo ship?
         

         
         “Why is his family visiting?”

         
         He stood. “Hardly visiting. They’re bringing me Matthew’s bequest. Evidently, he wished me to have his notes and work. I don’t
            want them.” Reaching for his walking stick, he began the laborious and overly painful process to reach the door.
         

         
         Reese kept pace with him, no doubt thinking it a kindness. He wished the other man would go on ahead, but he was doomed to
            fail in that just like he’d done keeping the York family away.
         

         
         Walking was a horror for him, but at least he could do it now. The doctors had been doubtful he’d be able to from the beginning.
            He’d finally found a physician who was more optimistic. Or perhaps Dr. Reynolds had lied better than the others.
         

         
         “It’s a matter of time, Your Grace.”

         
         Time. How easily the physician had uttered those words. Time. It had taken time, all right. Ten months, two weeks, three days
            to get upright and shuffle one foot in front of the other. He still didn’t do it well. Nor would he, a judgment his ordinarily
            optimistic doctor had offered him on his last visit.
         

         
         “You’ve already accomplished much more than was thought possible, Your Grace. You should congratulate yourself instead of
            wishing for more.”
         

         
         “It isn’t more that I want, Dr. Reynolds. I want to be able to walk without a limp.” Without requiring a cane, or a walking stick as his
            housekeeper so quaintly phrased it. He wanted to be able to cross the room without people turning to stare at him, marking
            his passage, and noting how the effort to do so evidently pained him.
         

         
         “Your leg was shattered, Your Grace. There’s muscle damage and more. I consider it a miracle you’re not confined to a wheeled
            chair.”
         

         
         “Then your idea of a miracle and mine differ greatly,” he said.

         
         He would have consulted another physician, but Dr. Reynolds was his third and the only one who’d given him any hope. The man
            had also furnished a tall, burly Swedish sadist by the name of Henry who insisted on pummeling him on a daily basis, stretching
            his leg over his head until he wanted to scream from the pain. But if anyone deserved the credit for his walking again, it
            was probably Henry, damn the man. If he’d made that remark, Henry would have smiled and insisted on another session.
         

         
         He’d made Henry his valet, reasoning the man could learn another skill and he could save on the expense of a manservant. Henry
            was still learning how to care for his clothes, but since Jordan eschewed social events, he didn’t give a flying farthing
            if his cravat was tied correctly. In addition, most of the maids at Sedgebrook sighed after Henry. The man had a handsome
            face and a remarkable physique coupled with a ready smile.
         

         
         Jordan finally made it to the door.

         
         “Go on ahead and greet them,” he said, hoping Reese wouldn’t insist on remaining with him each agonizing step. “Otherwise,
            Frederick will send them away and I’ll have to sort through hurt feelings.”
         

         
         “God forbid,” Reese said, smiling.

         
         “They’re only staying for a moment,” he added. “As long as good manners dictate they remain.”

         
         He’d offer them tea, but hoped they’d decline. An hour at most and they’d be gone. In a few days Reese would leave and he’d
            finally be alone. He wasn’t in the mood for visitors or even a friend at this point.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         No one greeted them as the carriage stopped. Finally, Charles descended from his driver’s perch, came around to the door and
            opened it, holding out his arm.
         

         
         Martha left the vehicle first so she could help Gran.

         
         “What should we do?” she asked after Josephine joined them. “Do you think he’s home?”

         
         “Someone is,” Gran said, glancing up at the entrance to Sedgebrook.

         
         As a tall man came down the steps, Josephine pushed forward.

         
         The man who approached them had an agreeable-looking face, one disposed to smiling as he was doing now. Although his hair
            was brown, it was a lighter shade hinting at blond. His deep brown eyes were warm, making Martha wonder if his character was
            kind.
         

         
         He was certainly a fine specimen of manhood with his broad shoulders and long legs.

         
         “Good afternoon, Your Grace,” Josephine said, making a spectacle of herself by performing a deep curtsy better served for
            the queen.
         

         
         To her surprise, the man laughed. “I’m not the duke, miss.”

         
         “York,” Josephine said. “Miss Josephine York.”

         
         “I’m Reese Burthren, His Grace’s friend. May I escort you inside?”

         
         Martha looked up at the top of the steps. Now another tall figure stood there.

         
         Did he think himself too important to descend the staircase or could he simply not be bothered to greet visitors?

         
         She couldn’t imagine the man’s arrogance, standing as he was at the top of the steps, a pasha waiting for her to approach
            him.
         

         
         Very well, if the mountain would not come to her, then she would go to the mountain. Brushing past Mr. Burthren, Martha approached
            the staircase. After grabbing her skirt with one hand, her other on the wide banister, she mounted the twenty-six steps, her
            head bent to gauge her footing. She didn’t pay any attention to the landing, at least not until the last three steps. Then
            she raised her head to find him watching her.
         

         
         She almost fell down the stairs.

         
         As it was, she was certain her mouth dropped open and her eyes widened. The man standing there was the most handsome creature
            she’d ever seen.
         

         
         Her pulse was behaving in a bizarre fashion, leaping and racing. She felt as if she’d been running, not merely climbing a
            few steps.
         

         
         She wanted to be able to manage time, to keep the moments still so that she could study him. His hair was black and thick,
            cut shorter than was fashionable. He was clean shaven. His flashing blue eyes looked capable of shooting sparks of disdain
            at her. If she could really halt time, she’d press her fingers against his high cheekbones and the hollows they created. His
            face was stern, those full lips bracketed by lines, his jaw squared. Each feature was perfect, but together they formed a
            magnificent face, one as commanding as a bust of Julius Caesar, but far more attractive.
         

         
         Never once had she considered what a man might look like naked. Not even her three suitors. If she had, no doubt she would
            have been struck dumb with revulsion. But this man gave her thoughts of those scandalous statues in the London museum she
            visited last year. She’d almost wanted to reach out and touch the cold marble, feel the musculature of the thigh, cup a buttock
            with her palm. Her own reaction had been so scandalous that she’d been ashamed of herself, exactly as she felt right at the
            moment.
         

         
         Here she was, standing at the top of the steps of Sedgebrook, staring at a stranger and wondering if he was as handsome without
            his clothes as he was attired in a severe black suit.
         

         
         The color favored him, but Lucifer probably looked good in black.

         
         “You must be the Duke of Roth, are you not?” Josephine said breathlessly.

         
         Martha glanced to her left to find Josephine standing there. She must have raced up the steps in order to be the first to
            greet the duke.
         

         
         “How utterly delightful to meet you,” she said. “We’re here to bring you Father’s bequest,” she continued, further irritating
            Martha. “We couldn’t possibly send it by messenger, and although everyone employed at Griffin House is reputable, we would
            be beside ourselves if anything happened to all his work.”
         

         
         Josephine had not once expressed an interest in what their father did when he was alive. In fact, Martha was certain that
            if she mentioned the York Torpedo Ship Josephine would only look at her blankly and have absolutely no idea what it was.
         

         
         The duke bowed slightly. “Thank you, Miss York, but I don’t want your father’s work.”

         
         Was he truly the unbearably insufferable creature he seemed to be? What a shame to have such a loathsome character living
            inside such a delightful package.
         

         
         Martha stepped forward, her hand on Josephine’s arm, poised to pull her sister back if she dared to interrupt.

         
         “I’m afraid you don’t have a choice,” Martha said. “The wagon will be here shortly. I don’t know if you know this, Your Grace,
            but my father held you in great esteem.” She sent him a look she hoped he understood: she didn’t. “His last words were of you. He spoke glowingly of your friendship, yet you couldn’t be bothered to send condolences when
            he died.”
         

         
         “Miss Martha York, I presume,” the duke said, his voice a low baritone.

         
         She was not going to allow him to know that even his voice affected her.

         
         What was wrong with her? She was being as foolish as those girls she’d met in London during her season, giggling over a man,
            whispering about his attributes—and they hadn’t been speaking of his fortune.
         

         
         “I’m afraid His Grace was ill,” Mr. Burthren said from behind her. “For some time.”

         
         The duke shook his head. “It’s all right, Reese. I don’t need you to fight my battles for me.”

         
         What an odd way to put it. She was not engaged in a battle with the duke; she was just pinning his ears back because he’d
            been insufferably rude. In addition, his actions had hurt her father, which was unpardonable.
         

         
         Mr. Burthren stepped forward, Gran’s hand on his arm. Evidently, he’d been assisting her up the steps, something she’d not
            thought to do.
         

         
         “This is Mrs. Susannah York,” Mr. Burthren said. “Accompanied by her granddaughters Miss Martha York and Miss Josephine York.”

         
         “You’ve made an outing of it, I see,” the duke said.

         
         “Hardly an outing, Your Grace,” Martha said. “We’ve traveled one whole day to get here.”

         
         “A train trip is only an hour or so, Miss York. Are you given to much exaggeration?”

         
         Her grandmother disliked trains, thinking them a blight on the countryside, noisy, dirty, and beneath the dignity of York
            women. An irony, considering a great deal of their wealth came from railroads. Gran ignored that fact as well as the main
            source of their income: armaments.
         

         
         She was not going to explain her grandmother’s idiosyncrasies to the duke.

         
         “Regardless of the distance or the time,” he said, “the trip was wholly unnecessary.”

         
         “To you, perhaps, Your Grace. I am simply fulfilling my father’s wish. He wanted you to have his research, his papers, and
            the latest prototype of the York Torpedo Ship. Had I known he wanted you to have everything, I would have counseled against
            it. I would’ve added my powers of persuasion, such as they are, to change his mind.”
         

         
         “Do you not think me worthy?”

         
         Oh dear, why had she made that remark? Well, in for a penny, in for a pound.

         
         “You don’t even seem to care he died.”

         
         If she hadn’t been studying him so intently, she might have missed the slight change of expression in his eyes. Just for a
            moment it looked as if she saw regret behind the flatness of his gaze. Or she could simply be mistaken.
         

         
         “You must accept my apologies, Mrs. York,” he said, turning slightly to address her grandmother. “Mr. Burthren was correct.
            I was unwell and didn’t know your son had passed.”
         

         
         Gran nodded, but instead of speaking, she placed her hand flat against the middle of her chest and let out a slight gasp.

         
         “Gran?”

         
         Martha stepped closer as Gran moaned.

         
         “What is it?”

         
         She placed her arm behind her grandmother, supporting her.

         
         “She needs to sit down,” she said, glancing toward the duke.

         
         “I fear the stairs were too much for me,” Gran said, her voice sounding breathless.

         
         Her grandmother was looking entirely too pale, almost the same color as Amy who came up the steps behind her. Gran was not
            a young woman and the past year had been a difficult one for her, with her son’s death and her daughter-in-law’s abdication
            of any responsibility.
         

         
         Amy moved to assist her grandmother while Josephine still stood there smiling at the duke like a dolt.

         
         “Please,” Martha said.

         
         She half expected the duke to forbid them admittance to his home. Instead, he nodded toward Reese.

         
         “Would you see them to a convenient parlor?”

         
         Thankfully, Josephine stopped staring, goggle-eyed, at the duke. Reese offered his arm to Gran again and she placed her hand
            on it, allowing him to lead her into the house through the massive double doors. Josephine followed, smiling brightly up at
            a portly servant in a dark blue suit who stood as still and as straight as a statue.
         

         
         Martha followed, glancing back at the duke.

         
         A man’s character was revealed within moments of meeting him. The trick was to pay attention, listen, and make judgments based
            on what he said and how he acted. She understood everything there was to know about the Duke of Roth within seconds of their
            greeting. He was an arrogant, miserable person, rude, and unconcerned for anyone but himself.
         

         
         Unless she’d been completely wrong.

         
         The duke followed them, but slowly and obviously painfully. He was using a walking stick she hadn’t seen until now and leaning
            heavily on it. His left leg seemed to be fine, but his right dragged behind him.
         

         
         She stopped herself from offering help even as the words trembled on her lips.

         
         He glanced up to find her staring at him. His face firmed. He straightened, his shoulders squaring, but he didn’t look away.

         
         The glance they shared was strangely intimate, as if she’d come upon him at his most vulnerable. The moment elongated, became
            almost painfully awkward. She wanted to ask what had happened. He said he’d been unwell. Had he been referring to his leg?
         

         
         She wanted to apologize, but wasn’t sure why. For seeing him limp so badly? For misjudging him? The lines bracketing his mouth
            were evidently not caused by disdain as much as pain.
         

         
         “Thank you,” she said, wanting to connect with him in some way. “A few minutes is all we need. Just time for Gran to rest.
            The wagon will be here shortly with my father’s things. As soon as it’s unloaded, we’ll be gone.”
         

         
         He didn’t offer a comment in response. Instead, he only nodded.

         
         She understood, finally, that he wasn’t going to move as long as she was watching him. She turned and followed Gran and Josephine
            inside the house.
         

         
          

         Bloody damn hell and all the saints. The last thing he’d wanted was for Martha York and her family to show up on his doorstep.

         
         She’s an invaluable asset to me, Hamilton, her father had often written. Martha knows as much about the York Torpedo as I do.

         
         Bloody damn hell. He didn’t need her here. He didn’t need York’s work. Not his notes. Not his insight. Nothing. He’d do it
            on his own, damn it, or die trying.
         

         
         He stood there, his leg throbbing, forever reminding him of his limitations.

         
         Now he had four of them in his house. Plus Reese.

         
         One of the reasons he’d enjoyed York’s friendship so much was because the man hadn’t made any demands on him. He might write
            and suggest an answer to a problem Jordan was experiencing, but he wouldn’t expect an answer immediately. Nor would he have
            descended on Sedgebrook as his family had done.
         

         
         One thing he had to say about Martha York, she didn’t give up. When she’d first written him, he’d been surprised. He’d never
            corresponded with any of Matthew’s relatives. Perhaps he’d suspected the news she wrote and didn’t want to face it. Perhaps
            he simply didn’t want to be bothered with anyone else—recovering from his injuries had made him insular and centered in his
            own misery. He’d ignored each of her letters until he’d finally opened one. His immediate emotion on reading her words was
            shame. What he’d suspected was true. Matthew had died. His second feeling was a deep sadness. If anything, the older man was
            a mentor, understanding his need to know why, to create.
         

         
         Yet he didn’t want Matthew’s bequest. Perhaps part of it was a vague feeling he didn’t deserve to be the recipient of the
            man’s intelligence and talent. A greater part was a desire to accomplish the development of his invention on his own.
         

         
         He’d been labeled since birth, a spoke in a wheel, a cog in the whole. He was a Hamilton of Sedgebrook, a second son still
            expected to make a difference in the world, to matter. He was a naval officer with a purchased commission, but still required
            by his own sense of honor to accomplish and achieve.
         

         
         His invention was the one thing solely his, belonging to no one else but him. Granted, Matthew had steered him in the right
            direction several times, but he’d put in the long hours, redone the calculations hundreds of times, experimented with various
            types of pendulum devices.
         

         
         “Are you coming in?” Reese asked from the doorway. “I’ve settled them in the Rococo Parlor and ordered refreshments.”

         
         Jordan nodded and took another step. Reese couldn’t stop himself from sending him a look of sympathy. He didn’t know what
            was worse, pity from his boyhood friend or his home being invaded.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         “How are you feeling, Gran?” Martha asked, moving to sit on the odd-shaped sofa next to her grandmother.

         
         Gran was leaning her head back against the carved wood, her eyes closed. In that moment she looked older than her years.

         
         She should never have decided to come. If anything happened to Gran it would be her fault.

         
         “Tea would help,” Gran said, opening her eyes and smiling at Martha. “It’s nothing, child. I’m simply a little worn-out. That’s
            to be expected. If I could only rest for a bit, I’ll be fine.”
         

         
         Mr. Burthren had escorted them here, smiled broadly, and then excused himself saying he would order refreshments. If they
            weren’t delivered in a few minutes, she would go in search of something for Gran herself.
         

         
         “It’s an odd room,” Gran said, looking around her. “What did Mr. Burthren call it?”

         
         “The Rococo Parlor,” Josephine said, taking one of the chairs near the sofa.

         
         Martha stared up at the ceiling. An entire fresco was painted there, one of an elderly man leading a crowd of scantily clad
            women toward a mountain. Beneath the fresco, white stucco in fantastical shapes formed a border around the room, ending at
            columns on all four corners. The pale blue silk walls were decorated by a half dozen paintings, each a landscape filled with
            people either picnicking or resting beside a tree or near a brook.
         

         
         Everywhere she looked, the detail was slightly more than she expected: statues of shepherdesses holding their skirts high
            as they beckoned sheep with tiny little horns, fanciful birds with long brass feathers adorning the tools next to the fireplace.
         

         
         “It’s French, I think,” Gran said. After a quick look at Josephine, she didn’t say anything further.

         
         “I think it’s a delectable room,” Josephine said, looking around her like a child who’d been granted entrance to a confectioner’s
            shop and told she could have anything she wished.
         

         
         Would the duke join them? Martha doubted it. He’d not been pleased by their appearance and probably wished they’d disappear
            as quickly.
         

         
         The poor man. She doubted he’d be happy about her compassion, either.

         
         Gran suddenly moaned and slumped to her side.

         
         “Gran? Gran? What’s wrong?”

         
         She grabbed her grandmother’s wrist, felt a strong pulse, but wasn’t reassured because the older woman moaned again.

         
         “What is it?” Josephine asked, coming to stand in front of Gran. “Is she sick?”

         
         Her sister was always in command of the obvious. Martha bit back her annoyance and looked around the room.

         
         “Go summon someone, please,” she said to Amy, gesturing to where the bellpull hung from the ceiling.

         
         She bent and placed Gran’s feet up on the sofa. She rested her hand on her grandmother’s ankle, wishing she had a pillow and
            something to cover her. Wishing, too, that she wasn’t suddenly overwhelmed by fear.
         

         
          

         Jordan made his way slowly—since it was his only speed of late—to the Rococo Parlor.

         
         The room had been a present from his grandfather to his wife, who’d evidently cherished both the gesture and the place. It
            was one of the smaller rooms at Sedgebrook and the decorations only made it seem more crowded.
         

         
         Ever since he was a boy he avoided the room. Reese, for some reason, liked the parlor. Just because they were best friends
            didn’t mean they agreed on everything. Lately, they found common ground in precious little.
         

         
         The grandmother was on the ornate couch being fanned by her maid. Both granddaughters turned to look at him when he entered.

         
         Mary, one of the Sedgebrook maids, hesitated at the doorway. He moved out of her way, allowing her to enter with a tray of
            tea and refreshments. Mary was a good sort, an affable girl, someone who always smiled at him. Not once did she send him a
            glance of pity and unless he asked she didn’t offer to help him in any way.
         

         
         His passage through the corridors and rooms of Sedgebrook was done like an arthritic octogenarian, but at least his servants
            didn’t look as if they were going to cry when viewing him.
         

         
         Like Martha York was doing right now.

         
         “How are you feeling, Mrs. York?” he asked.

         
         She didn’t answer him. Instead, Martha spoke up.

         
         “She isn’t feeling well at all, Your Grace.”

         
         Martha had a curious voice. A little lower than normal, almost slumberous
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