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WHEN VESTA BARTLETT, a wealthy alchemist and inventor, arrives in England to finalize an arranged marriage and help overhaul a family friend's outdated ironworks, she never expects to find the family so secretive, nor to develop feelings for her fiancé’s younger brother, Henry.

But the growing attraction between Vesta and Henry is just the beginning of their troubles. Things really heat up when they're drawn into a secret project for Queen Victoria's military, one that requires Vesta's knowledge of clockwork and Henry’s iron.

An epidemic has wiped out all the dogs in Britain, and beyond. If the military fail in their effort to restore the species, a clockwork creation may be all that stands in the way of a world without canine companionship.

Are Vesta and Henry up to the challenge?
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Britain, 1887
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WET CLUMPS OF LEAVES scattered like meandering slugs along the sidewalk. Spring was months away yet Henry already wished for its beginning. As if your hopes have any impact on the weather. The crowd around him took little notice of him, but he wasn’t looking for any one person.

Near the corner, he spied a friendly face. Acton Wren, a man he’d known from childhood.

How friendly Acton was with him, these days, depended on what he owed—and to whom.

“Hoy there, Colchester! What brings you away from home this fine afternoon?” Acton grasped Henry by his lapels, angering the healing cuts on his thick knuckles. “Got the money you owe me?”

He smelled like smoky dark rooms—a place in which he spent most of his time.

“As I remember it, Wren, you owe me.”

“Do I now?”

“Twenty quid, was it? Truth of the matter is, don’t you owe me more?” For so he did.

“I don’t recall any such agreement.”

“Let me see.” Henry made a show of looking around. “We can ask that constable to sort it out.”

His vise-like grip loosened. He smoothed down Henry’s lapel. “Oh now, don’t be unneighborly, Henry. What’d I ever do to you?” Acton’s cheeky grin lit up his oblong, scruffy face. “I didn’t offer your mama a job with my girls, now did I?”

“I don’t want to beat a friend to death, so I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.”

Acton nodded down the street and they resumed their course. He was slim, with dark eyes and unruly light brown hair. “So what’re you doing out here? Say, didn’t your family have a visitor to greet?”

“We do.”

“And? The fella might not be a gambler, mightn’t he?”

As Henry considered what he knew of Mr. Bartlett, he shook his head. “Not that I know of.”

“He’s a pauper?”

“Definitely not.”

“And so they came to you why?”

Henry shrugged. “They’re not here yet, but he thinks his daughter needs a little culture.”

“Here?” Acton laughed. “Good luck to her.”

“If she has any luck, Mother will marry her off sooner, rather than later.”

“Is that so?”

Hoping to avoid the subject of marriage, he resumed his explanation of Vesta and Johnathon Bartlett. “The main reason they’ve come is about the ironworks. Her father has a smelting technique he’s offering to share with us.”

“Fine objective. Your mother will be planning one of her famous dinners, then?”

Henry cursed under his breath. “I think so.”

“Will I garner an invitation this time?” Acton asked, tipping his hat to a passing young lady and her chaperone.

Henry opened his mouth, closed it.

“Don’t answer that,” Acton said. “I know what you might say.”

“If I could persuade her, I would.”

Acton slapped his shoulder. “Aye, and the Lord will return first. So you came out to escape the fuss? I can’t say I blame you.”

“Had to, else I was bound to thrash Percy.”

“You need a drink, I see.” Acton nodded to a sign over a door. The Mewling Cat tavern.

“Not at the moment. I think the anger is subsiding. I believe the fresh air is doing me well.”

“Are you certain?”

A hand went to his pocket. He’d left in such a rush, did he bring enough for a stop at the tavern?

His friend pressed a little more. “Rosemary is singing tonight.”

“Rosemary?” Henry pursed his lips, thinking of the beautiful brunette singer. “It’s almost free to listen, and look.”

“Ah, I see you can be persuaded to stay with friends.” Acton grinned at him and opened the tavern door. “Good. I have a proposition for you.”

The interior of the lively place sported the latest in gas lamps. The flames threw a pleasant amber glow across the room. Men of various ages and builds filled the space. Some sat at tables, cards in hand, peering at the small slips of paper as if their lives depended on it. Others shared bottles of the cheapest gin, some alone, some arguing with each other. At another, men threw dice and scrutinized their fall. Threads of a jovial piano piece weaved itself around like unseen coal smoke.

Acton led him through this to another room, a door marked “Linen Supplies only” barring their way.

“You’ve added another room?”

“You could say we renovated one for a different purpose.”

“If you’ve a new supply room, what would I care?”

“That’s a good man. Don’t ever ask about another’s supplies.”

He had no care for what it took to feed and water this crowd. He’d partaken of it often, in the past. If his friend now supplied outlawed smoke and drink, that too was none of his concern.

Acton inserted a key before pushing the door open a little. He slipped through and shut the door between them. Henry opened and closed his mouth then leaned against the jamb to the right. Why bring him back here only to shut him out?

After a moment, Henry felt a tug on his sleeve and found himself dragged into the “Linen supply” room.

“Now, then.” Acton loomed over him, earnest concern twisting his features. “I’ve your word. You will tell no one of what you see here? I can trust you?”

“Of course, Acton. Have I ever given you reason not to trust me?”

Acton nodded to the side as if to acknowledge the truth. “Just checking.” He opened the curtain behind, then pointed Henry inside the cramped room. Henry scanned the small space and marveled at a peculiar new sight. Acton’s men had cleared away all the boxes and barrels, sacks and mountains of the supplies on which the Mewling Cat ran. In their place, they’d crammed fifteen cots inside. On each cot lay a man, some hooked up to odd tubes which themselves hung from bottles atop standing metal rods.

“Yes, that was what I thought you might say,” Acton said.

“What’s this all about? It looks like a typhoid ward.” He glanced to his friend. “Am I contagious now?”

“Would I put you at risk like that, my friend? No. This is a different kind of ward.” Acton strolled to the nearest man. He introduced Henry as a colleague, a student of the sciences. Henry didn’t correct him. “How are you feeling today, Taggert?” Acton asked the man. “How’d the night treat you?”

“Better, until about four in the morning.” The man scratched his forearm and Henry noticed some of the hair there was missing. “That was my worst hour.”

Acton patted his shoulder. “Better than waking at two A.M.”

Taggert nodded. “I wouldn’t have slept so long without your help.”

“Tomorrow, we’ll have you sleeping until noon.”

“I can only hope.”

Acton wished him well and they moved on to another bed.

“How about you, Bishop?” Acton asked.

Dark circles ringed this man’s eyes. His cheeks appeared hollow, as if he hadn’t slept or eaten in quite a while. “S’no good, sir. The dreams kept waking me up, every two hours or so. Every time the shells dropped.”

Shells?

“We’ll try a different concoction tonight,” Acton promised, and excused them. When they’d moved out of the man’s earshot, Henry noticed Acton’s attention on him again. “You have questions for me?”

“I do. If those men aren’t contagious, what’s wrong with them? Why did that one—” He gestured in Bishop’s direction. “—say his dreams kept waking him up when the shells dropped. What shells?”

“The battles they’ve seen. You know what’s gone on in India. The battles may’ve ended with our victory—”

“Barely, from what I recall.”

“But some of the soldiers still suffer with the memories. No matter how many months have passed subtle little reminders can bring it all back.”

“And you’re helping them? You? I thought you had no other ambition than your gambling dens.”

Acton shrugged. “We all have our dark sides, Colchester. I’ve done my part. I had a hunch you might have some ideas too on how to help them.”

“I’m no doctor.”

“I know, but you do have other resources.”

“Are we making medicines with iron, now?”

“Some might, after a fashion.”

Henry pondered the possibility. “If that’s the case, I’d like to meet such a person.”

“I’d hoped you’d say so.”

“Did you?”

Acton didn’t reply and Henry turned his attention to the crowd. “You said Rosemary’s here tonight?”

Acton laughed and pointed him to a spot in front of the tavern’s stage.
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THE CAPTAIN TIPPED his hat to her. “I want to thank you once again, Miss Bartlett, for your help with our anchor.” He offered her father his hand. “Both of you, Mr. Bartlett.”

Vesta admired his charm, as much as she did the designs on the brass patch covering his right eye. Scars crisscrossed his suntanned face.

“Think nothing of it.” Her father shook the captain’s hand. “It was our pleasure to be able to assist you.” He touched her elbow and pointed her to disembark.

Vesta alighted on the terminal’s arrival platform and stood back, watching her father collect their luggage.

“I don’t want to be here,” she muttered as a man jostled past her toward the gangplank of the hovering airship. The anchor of the HMS Merry Knight dangled from a thick iron chain. A crewmember down below caught it and hooked its arm around a bracer fastened to an iron pylon.

Her feet on solid ground, she sighed and took in the scene. Around her, all manner of humanity swirled. One man here, with a brass plate covering part of his throat, stalked away from the airship. He struggled with the small case tucked under his arm as if it were the heaviest burden in existence. A woman flowed past as if she glided over the terminal’s marble floor. Vesta even saw a hint of steam coming from underneath the woman’s rust-colored skirt.

The sight didn’t change Vesta’s opinion that she had no business in Britain. At least not in staying over the long term, as her father hoped she might.

Her father clucked his tongue. He was a man of forty-two, strong and tanned from years of work on his Queen City ranch, with honey brown hair, bleached at the temples from the sun. A few lines marred the corners of his eyes, a constant reminder of the stress he had over raising her alone, since her mother’s death. Not that he ever claimed she, his daughter, was his source of stress, but Vesta knew the truth.

He worked hard for what they’d saved, and for the reputation he’d built up since the war. A wealthy ranch owner, metallurgist and alchemist, he need do no work. But as some people blamed alchemists for the outbreak that killed the world’s dogs, he told very few how he did his work. But here he took time to help this crew. None of this did she address, just the thought that she wanted to go home.

“Oh, now, Vesta,” he said, more interested in securing their trunks than in her complaints.

Thunder clapped overhead. Vesta watched the people move down the gangplank. Though the scent of fresh ozone stuck in her nose, and her stomach was tired of the sway of the ship, she didn’t feel ready to step onshore. What awaited her in Nottingham? All her life, her father had talked about visiting the village. Now that she was here, she felt out of her element. Like a dream far removed from reality. Despite the fact that they came to help Mr. Colchester with his ironworks, did she belong here?

No, she belonged back in Texas.

“Vesta,” Father said, “I believe you will love Nottingham.”

“How do you know?”

“Don’t you remember the stories? Robin Hood made his home there.”

“Yes, but I recall the trouble it brought him, too. On the bright side, if we ever need kindling, the forest will be within reach.”

“I see I raised a realist.” He opened an umbrella, and took her arm. “You’ll see. Once you’ve got your land legs back, you’ll see.”

The area had such a romantic history, why should she doubt? “It won’t live up to its publicity.”

“It may.” Father led her through the crowd, out of the terminal, to the busy street. He soon procured a carriage, loaded their luggage on top, and bundled her inside. “Tomorrow, once this rain clears, you’ll see.”

The tiny carriage was uncomfortable, though Vesta fussed around in her seat trying to settle. “My darned skirt’s wet,” she complained.

Father chuckled under his breath. “My poor princess.”

Vesta glared at him.

“When we reach the Colchesters’ house, everything will be different.”

“I don’t care, so long as I’m dry, and going home.”

Father frowned. “When you’ve married well, you can go anywhere you please.”

“It seems to me, it would be easier to go straight home without a husband in tow.”

“You might find someone here who will change your mind.”

“Perhaps Colchester’s dogs alone will be worth it.”

“I hoped you’d find a two-legged love.”

Vesta frowned, turning her attention to her gloves. “With all that’s going on at home, do you still believe this is the best place for us to be?”

“Vesta.”

She sighed in frustration. “You couldn’t have moved us to Washington DC?” she said. “You can make a difference there.”

The light in his handsome face darkened. “You know why we couldn’t.”

Vesta bit her nail. She knew he thought the United States wasn’t pulling itself together as much as everyone hoped. That in turn fueled his belief that Britain would have the best prospects for his daughter’s future.

She herself didn’t care at all for prospects. She’d been happy in Texas. She’d thought her father had, as well, except for worrying about her future. But here they were.

Her father stiffened. Was it because of the thunder?

“I won’t fit in with the Colchesters.”

“You underestimate yourself. I named you Vesta for a reason. You’ll make a fine home with them.”

Vesta sniffed. “We’ll see. Maybe I’ll go home by myself.”

“Vesta.”

She tugged a small brass watch from her reticule, and checked the time, as if to end the conversation. Returning the timepiece to her bag, she caught sight of the landscape.

Stone houses ran along the avenue, looming over the men and women rushing for cover from the sudden rainstorm. Father touched her hand and she frowned at the windows. If not for him, she might follow through on her compulsion to go home.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine, my dear.”

The carriage turned left and down a long, tree-lined lane. Dripping willow branches splattered rain upon the carriage roof. At the end of the drive, a massive house stood.

Vesta sucked in a breath. “Beautiful!”

A crooked smile curved her father’s lips. “Something worth leaving Texas for, at last?”

She blinked, taking in the two-story house. “This is the Colchesters’ home?”

“Unless we’re lost. Henry and Percy never sent you drawings of the house?”

“Did Mr. Colchester ever send you one?”

“I take your point.”

The carriage stopped and the carriage driver lowered the box to the ground. Father opened the door. Vesta blinked at the sudden influx of light.

“Now then.” Father slipped out the door ahead of her. He reached back inside and pulled forth her umbrella.

She fastened her cloak around her neck, took his hand, and traversed the wet steps.

The carriage driver ran up the porch stairs to knock thrice on the door. The third knock coincided with a clap of thunder. The coincidence rang in Vesta’s head like a church bell out of a Gothic novel.

Rain spattered her hair for a mere second, then Father lowered the umbrella over her head. The scent of wet grass and jasmine filled her senses. Her nose wriggled as some phantom tickled it. “Great.”

“Oh, come now, darling. Smile,” Father said. “The Colchesters love you. And once this rain stops, you’ll see how beautiful their home is.”

I wonder...

“Is it?” she asked, glancing over at him. “How do you know?”

“Your mother and I came here years ago. You remember, I told you. When she was pregnant with you.”

The front door opened and golden light poured out onto the porch.

A plump gentleman about her father’s age stepped out. “Johnathon, welcome! Miserable day, isn’t it?”

A young man emerged through the door behind him, then a second. Vesta blinked through the rain.

“Good to see you again, George.” Her father led her around a puddle to the porch. Once at the top, he shook George’s hand, and slapped him on the back, greeting him like an old friend. “You remember my daughter, Vesta.”

“I do.” Chubby George Colchester took her hand and kissed her cheek. “Welcome, my dear.”

George turned to the two younger men. “You probably remember my sons best covered in mud. Neither one of them have quite outgrown that phase.”

Henry was already offering his hand. “Don’t mind our father.” He leaned close to her, his deep voice tickling her ear. “He’s over-joyful.”

A servant slipped past the group, carrying one set of their bags inside. More waited to be unloaded.

“Usually for no good reason,” muttered his brother. Thin and dark haired, Percy stood a few inches shorter than her father, Vesta noticed.

Henry shared his dark hair, but his face was of a classical sort. His thin cheeks sported some dark fuzz to prove he hadn’t shaved this morning. He had fierce eyes, especially when he shot his brother a frown. “Stop complaining and help them.” He pointed to the carriage.

“Percy,” his father bellowed, “if you’ve nothing to do but grumble you can bring in Mr. and Miss Bartlett’s things. Forgive my son, Johnathon. He hasn’t quite learned his manners.” He frowned at Henry too. “Neither one of them. Help the lass inside, Henry!” Henry colored then turned back to her. “Don’t mind either one of them. Welcome to Nottingham, Miss Bartlett. We may not be in London, but don’t worry, we have amenities enough.”

“Don’t lie to the woman, Henry,” said his brother.

“I’m not, Percy!”

Now that she saw Percy again, she saw he’d not grown into his features. Or if he had, they’d stayed put while the skin around them grew. Unlike his brother’s more symmetrical look, Percy’s face pinched in a way that reminded her of a mole who found itself shoved into the light.

“I trust you enjoyed your voyage?”

Henry tugged a steamer trunk into his arms. The weight of the trunk caused his jacket to tighten over firm muscles. “Packed light, did you, Vesta?”

She turned her head, meeting Henry’s deep blue eyes. “Only the necessaries.”

Percy struggled with another of her trunks and proved weaker of the two. If he had any muscle mass at all, the jacket he wore concealed all. “By God, Miss Vesta, what do you have in here, an entire blacksmith’s forge?”

Her father winked at her. “Give or take an anvil or two.”

In truth, she knew the size of the tools she’d packed might surprise them. Her father’s tools, filling one of his trunks, were even heavier.

“My kiln. A small one.” Along with a vial of aether or ten, plus a few other tools she’d need when she set to work. She wondered where they might procure more aether, when they needed it. Best not to ask and reveal their secrets so soon.

“Don’t listen to their complaints. Come in.” The elder Mr. Colchester rumbled past them.

Henry followed, while his father led them around the main house to a second, smaller, stucco-faced house behind the Colchester’s residence. “We thought you’d like this to yourselves. For a little more privacy.”

In the short foyer, Vesta noted the potted lilies in a vase under a mirror in a white oak frame. To her left, an entryway opened up onto the small drawing room decorated in drab yellow wallpaper. Coffee-colored velvet curtains opened over double windows let the day’s weak light in.

Mrs. Colchester soon joined them. She was a little younger than George, with dark hair, thin and graceful, despite her voluminous emerald skirt, handmade, Vesta guessed.

Henry said, “Miss Vesta, do you remember my mother?”

“Of course.” Vesta curtseyed. “Mrs. Colchester, thank you for your invitation.”

“My dear Miss Bartlett.” The woman embraced her as if they were lost cousins. “Welcome to my home.” She took her arm. “You must be tired, my dear. Tea will set life right again.”

“I rather doubt that,” she muttered.

“I think my daughter would prefer to freshen up first.”

“Oh!” Her host unwound their arms. “Right. Annie!” she called over her shoulder. “See you bring her some tea and whatever else she requires.”

The maid took her coat. “Miss, would you like to get into some dry clothes?”

Vesta looked down at her olive green skirt, rumpled, the hem smudged with a hint of mud. “No, I think I’m fine. May I wash my face?”

“Of course, miss.” The maid entered the bedroom and soon, water gurgled into the porcelain washbasin.

As Vesta followed, she noted a matching mustard drape in this bedroom encircled a bed with oak headboard and thick down pillows and patchwork quilt. Perfume bottles and an ivory comb sat atop an oak dresser. Judging by the thin layer of dust on them, no one had used them, lately. A wardrobe stood open and empty in the corner. Vesta found someone had situated her steamer trunk by its side.

Vesta opened her trunk and retrieved an embroidered pouch containing her brush and toiletries.

“Vesta?”

Her father’s voice came from the hallway.

“Just a moment, Father.”

“Come join us when you’re finished freshening up.”

She pulled the brush through her hair, and considered the filled basin. The water’s temperature a little chilly for her taste, she dipped a finger in. Warmth. Not too much. I don’t want the Colchesters to see steam on the window.

As her father had taught her, she took a deep breath, and mentally reached for any heat in the air, willing the water to warm. A small pain surfaced in the base of her skull. The water remained cool.

Still can’t do it. Scolding herself, she finished washing. She’d hoped the trip by airship, or Nottingham itself, would ignite in her a bit of her father’s skill with alchemy. The cool water proved otherwise.

Right now, warm water was the least of her worries.

How can I be happy here? What an odd place this is. What an odd time.

Memories of her friends and loved ones in Queen City flashed in her mind. She took a moment to begin a letter to two friends back home detailing her woes:

Dear Heddie,

You’ll fault me for saying this—and so will Eve, I suspect—but I want to come home.

The first of many reasons why had flowed out of her pen, when a knock came at the door.

She supposed she’d said everything she wanted to. Two or three lines would suffice for now, and make it easy to send the message through the town’s telegraph system.

She signed her name as the maid opened the door to peer in. “Are you all right, miss?” the maid asked.

“Yes, I’m fine,” Vesta said. “I’ll just be a few more minutes.”

The maid curtseyed and stepped away from the door. “Very well, miss.”

She donned a fresh dress, wondering what this new life would bring, hoping she’d left worry behind her in Texas. For good.
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VESTA TOOK A LONG TIME changing and Henry followed her father’s frown. “I’ll see what’s keeping her.” They waved him away and he exited, headed for the guesthouse.

No sound came from inside and at first, he wondered if he’d misunderstood Vesta’s whereabouts.

She’d take an age to get ready for dinner, if he knew women. But right now, he couldn’t say the Vesta he knew was ever like most women. Of course, he hadn’t seen her in years. Who knew why she lingered?

Screwing up his courage, Henry knocked. “Miss Bartlett?”

No answer. Henry checked his watch. After waiting another fifteen seconds, he knocked again. “Miss Bartlett, are you in there?” Silence. Annie had finished with her duties, it seemed. He wondered if Vesta might be taking a moment of privacy.

If that wasn’t the case, where had the chit gotten to? This house was only so big: two stories, one of which being the attic. Then Henry remembered the time she promised to show them werewolf tracks, and talked them into sneaking into the pasture at midnight. Only a small amount of coaxing revealed she’d escaped the punishment they got.

Wondering if it might not prove another escape, he turned the handle and found the door unlocked.

“Vesta?”

There she stood on the back porch, looking like she wanted to run. Henry cleared his throat, loudly.

Miss Bartlett peered at him like a startled owl.

“Um,” she said.

Henry tried to hide his smile. He crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe. “I don’t think we have any werewolves around, but if you want to go hunting for them, can I come along?”

“Well...”

“After all, I wouldn’t want you to get lost.”

Vesta sighed hard.

“Escape might be easier if you wait for nighttime. Although, to my knowledge, brigands are a bigger worry around here than werewolves. Especially if you’re headed toward the forest.”

Rain trickled down her chest, past the gold feather necklace she wore, to disappear into her bodice. Henry’s breath caught in his throat and for a moment, he forgot on what the conversation turned.

“Brigands?”

“Not quite as polite as Robin Hood.” Although, he knew one who might qualify. “So, are you going to stay out there all afternoon?”

“Well, I—”

“My mother would say you’re in jeopardy of catching your death of cold.”

Her eyes narrowed and her southern accent thickened when she spoke, “I can take care of myself.”

“I remember. Still, there are easier ways to see our town. You should’ve asked. I’d be glad to give you the tour.”

“Back to the airships?”

He clucked his tongue. “Before you see our foundry?”

“Well—”

“I thought you would’ve had enough of airships but if you insist. Although, don’t you want to visit our foundry before you leave?”

A glance to the side yard and she frowned. “All right. Can we go now?”

“Well, it can wait until tomorrow.” How should he explain? I’m sorry, Vesta. There isn’t much to see. How angry would his father be if he told her the truth here and now? He wasn’t sure he wanted to know. “Our men informed us that their day is due to be quite busy. By Monday, things should’ve calmed down.”

Her lips pulled in a tight mew as he led her back inside. A quick glance around and he spied a towel hanging from a bar on the washstand to one side of her room, near a wardrobe. Her trunks waited where he’d set them down beside the bed. One of her bags was partially unpacked. A pair of stockings and a frock lay across the bedspread.

“Which will give you time to go shopping, Saturday, if you need anything.”

“Saturday isn’t so far away,” she agreed. She paused and rubbed the towel over her face. “I’ve heard there are a few posh dress shops around town.”

Water dripped from her hair and stained her bodice.

“Meanwhile, what are we going to tell your father about your dress?”

Vesta glanced down at herself. “I look like a drowned rat, don’t I?”

“A pretty one.”

A laugh escaped her and she looked around the room.

She advanced to the trunk and rummaging inside, soon pulled a brown and white gingham dress free. This, she carried behind the privacy screen. “I suppose it wouldn’t be too hard for Father to believe I wanted to change.”

Henry blinked at the screen, pushing the picture of her undressing from his mind. He turned his attention to the trunk. A shelf inside held a box of, he assumed, her jewelry, and underneath that, a book. “After your trip? No. I daresay not. He might question how long it’s taken you, however. Though we could get away with saying you wished to wash away the grime.”

“A lot of grime?” she asked. “Do you think he’d believe that?”

“I think so.”

A knock came at the door and, sighing his relief, Henry crossed the house to answer it. His brother stood outside, a questioning scowl on his pinched face. “Where the devil is Vesta?”

Vesta squeaked in surprise from behind her screen.

“She’s changing.” Henry forced his brother a step back into the yard and shut the door. “She’ll be a few more moments, but she says she’ll be along soon.”

“Women,” Percy drawled and turned on his heel. “Didn’t figure Vesta had become vain.”

Henry glanced in the direction of her bedroom. “I don’t gather she has.”

Percy met his gaze and drooped. “What was she doing?”

“Getting a closer look at the back gate, or hoping for one, I gather.”

Percy shook his head. “Poor girl. Does she hate us, yet?”

“I’d say so.” Henry smiled suddenly. “You, anyway.”
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VESTA ADJUSTED THE soft, much-worn skirt as she stepped from behind the screen. Father hadn’t wanted her to bring the gingham, but she loved it too much to leave it behind. The sewing circle run by one of the ranch hand’s wives helped her make it. She’d altered the pattern twice as she grew taller. Still, she didn’t expect to open her own dressmaker’s shop, anytime soon.

Maybe it would’ve helped her run faster. Then she would’ve escaped before Henry caught her.

The memory of the distance from here to the airship port flitted through her mind and she sighed. Oh, well. One dinner here wouldn’t hurt. And surely, Mrs. Colchester wouldn’t mind if she wore the gingham to one dinner. She’d soon put the gingham away and see about procuring a few new outfits. Henry had promised her a weekend outing to the local shops, she recalled, tying her hair back with a thin ribbon. Without a last look around the room, she stepped into the hall and sighed.

A shopping spree was never one of her favorite pastimes. But if she were doomed to stay with a family like the Colchesters, she’d have to, at least, pretend to the part.

Father and the Colchesters awaited her in the drawing room of the main house. Up the staircase ahead, pictures lined the wall. Two young boys, Henry and Percy as children. Another with their mother sitting between them.

When she emerged into the room, her father offered his hand and helped her to the love seat. “Vesta, my dear, sit by me. Mr. Colchester was just saying he’s going to take us to his ironworks, aren’t you, George?”

“Tomorrow,” George Colchester said. “Wouldn’t you rather settle in, first?”

Vesta shared a glance with her father. He sighed, “Very well.”

It wasn’t long before Henry entered the room and leaned close to his father’s ear. After a moment, George asked, “Do you sing as lovely as you look, Miss Vesta?”

Vesta glared. Henry had the nerve to smile. “I’m sorry, no. I couldn’t carry a tune in a feed bucket.”

“Oh, well. Perhaps you can fill in the blanks in your father’s story, then.”

“Story?” She eyed her father out of the corner of her eye. “Father, what did you confess?”

“How sick I was on the voyage over.”

Color flared in Vesta’s cheeks. “Don’t listen to him. He was the picture of health. I was the one staying close to the railing.”

“I doubt that,” Percy said.

“I don’t,” Henry said. “I remember a jaunt to France where you saw more of the railing than anywhere else on the ship.”

Percy snorted with derision. “He remembers wrong.”

Henry winked at her. Even before he did so, his gaze didn’t leave her; in fact, not once in the whole conversation did he look away from her. “If you want to tell yourself that, who am I to stop you? Miss Vesta’s smart enough to discern the truth, am I wrong?”

Vesta nodded. “I would never believe it of either of you.”

“Nonetheless, I suspect airship travel is even worse on the stomach. If you prefer, I shall tell the cook to hold back on our portions tonight.” George rubbed his stomach and chuckled. “Lord knows, Annie does try to keep us overfed.”

The discussion then turned to their home in Queen City, Texas. The Colchesters listened, as if enraptured, to her father’s stories of their land, and the earlier days when he first settled it. Vesta sighed as he continued, picturing the green fields and purpling sunset skies.

“You will get over your homesickness soon.”

Henry’s voice startled her out of her thoughts and she stared up at him. His gaze radiated concern. “I’m not much for wide open space, but I confess, I would like a glimpse of these sunsets he speaks of. Have you never been away from Texas before, Vesta?”

“Not for very long.” She rose and went to the window to spy the sun dipping lower in the sky. A brilliant golden glow floated over the Colchesters’ property. “I visited New Mexico for a summer, once.”

“And what did you think of it?”

“Truth to tell? It’s not so neatly-kept as your fine lands here.”

“Well, one can grow bored of such sights.”

She met his gaze. “Have you?”

He shrugged a strong shoulder. “I confess I wouldn’t mind a glimpse of desert.”

“You might get one, some day. Though I do warn you, it can be dusty.” She eyed his fine dark suit coat and light breeches. “You’re liable to stain your clothes, I warn you.”

“I’ll make a bargain with you. If you allow me to change your mind about Nottingham, I’ll let you show me around Texas and New Mexico.”

Vesta nodded. “Agreed.” And then, her mood plummeted as a thread of homesickness washed through her. “I don’t know that we’ll ever be going back.”

“What did bring you out here?” Mrs. Colchester asked.

“What?” Vesta and her father looked at each other.

“I’m not sure what you mean, Linda.”

The plump woman plucked at the lace decorating her sleeve. “You and your daughter speak so highly of the place I wonder why you accepted our invitation at all.”

****
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HENRY SHOOK HIS HEAD wishing his mother didn’t pry so. “Mother, if they left for any other reason than to visit us, I’m sure the savages drove them away.”

“On the contrary,” Vesta said, “it is the most peaceful, beautiful place I’ve ever seen.”

Henry listened to Vesta talk about her friends in Queen City and the more she talked, the more he wondered if she didn’t love the wilds of Texas too much. How would she do here? They may be just as rural, but Nottingham didn’t seem quite as exciting to her.

“There is more to life than cattle and prairie rats, Miss Vesta,” Percy said.

Vesta narrowed her sea blue eyes at him. “There is far more to our home state than that, Percy.”

She met Henry’s gaze and he shook his head. “You must show it to us, sometime.”

“How, pray tell, is she to do that?” Percy asked. He tugged at his sleeve. “It seems far easier for her to come to know Nottingham. If you will allow me, Miss Vesta, I’ll escort you around.”

“Not tonight, Percy,” her father said.

“Yes, I’m much too tired, right now,” she agreed.

A look of sympathy filled Percy’s face. “Well, I meant tomorrow, of course. After you’ve recovered from your trip.”

Vesta yawned and covered it with her hand. “Excuse me!”

“We understand.” Henry winked. “My brother bores everyone he meets.”

“Oh, dear,” Mother said. “And here I’d planned a fine family dinner.”

“Forgive me, Mrs. Colchester,” Mr. Bartlett said. “I fear this isn’t the night for it.”

“I understand.” Mother began fussing over Vesta until the young lady came to a question that flustered her. Mother opened her fan and swished it hard, as if she might faint without the relief its small breeze gave.

Vesta peered at it, a look of curious inquiry lighting her features. “What an adorable fan! The bird.” She pointed it out to her father. “Look, Father. Why, that golden bird seems almost lifelike.”

“This?” Mother turned the fan, a quick glance only, then turned it back. The golden creature rotated its head towards her, the gold giving off a faint squeak of the stiff metal embedded in its threads, and peeped.

“Oh my!” Vesta scooted closer to the edge of her seat. “How beautiful! Wherever did you get it?”

“From the Orient, I expect,” Mr. Bartlett guessed.

“A neighbor of ours made it,” Mother said. “Mrs. Blinkhorn.”

“A female craftsman? Here?”

She hadn’t expected that, had she?

“Fascinating. It’s the most lifelike chirp I’ve heard from a piece fit for a music box.”

“Now, now, don’t get too enthralled,” Mr. Bartlett said. “I don’t doubt the fan cost far more than your pin money allows.”

Vesta scoffed. “I don’t see why I can’t ask, though, Father.”

“No, indeed,” Henry said. “I’m sure Mrs. Blinkhorn has some inexpensive pieces.”

Percy leaned closer to her and Vesta sat back. “I’m sure. Would you like me to introduce you to her?”

“I ... yes.” Vesta looked to her father and he finally nodded. “I would love to meet Mrs. Blinkhorn.”

“Come with me,” Mother said. “We’ll let her know we wish to stop in on her and ask what day would be best.”

Vesta agreed and Mother led her into his father’s study.

Henry turned back to the men, only to watch Mr. Bartlett too excuse himself. As soon as their guests were gone, Father glared at him. “Well, you made a mess of that.”

Percy blinked. “Me? What do you have to accuse me of? Henry’s the boring git, not me.”

“They are our guests, younglings. You shouldn’t goad and fluster them.”

“We did nothing of the sort,” Henry said. “Did you not hear me agree with Miss Bartlett?” He rose and went to the tea cart across the room. Only a few dribbles of tea remained in the pot. Dash it all.

“You insulted them, is what you did.”

“You’re thinking of him.” Henry jerked his thumb toward his brother.

“What did I do?” Percy asked.

“Let’s think.” Henry flopped into an empty chair. “You insulted her homeland. Don’t you recall America’s history? They’ve been free of our rule for over a century now, my brother.”

Percy poked out his bottom lip. “Hence, why the young lady needs some culture.”

Henry scoffed and rose again. “Don’t think I’ll stand by and listen to you insult her more. I’m leaving.”

“Where are you going?” Father asked.

“Yes, where?” Percy asked, a mocking tone in his voice. “The brothel?”

Henry jammed his hands into his pockets. The better not to beat his brother. “Out, if you must be so nosy.”

“Son, you’d do well to stay in, this evening. It’s time to get your priorities straight.”

“What do you think I’m going to do?”

His father leveled his dark-eyed gaze at him. “Not go there.”

Henry stalked to the parlor door and to the foyer. The maid scurried forward to help with his coat. Henry refused it and yanked the door open, slammed it behind him. He ran down the steps and a groom approached to ask if he needed his horse. Henry waved him away and stalked through the vast yard. He paused at the gate.

Poor girl. With one last look over his shoulder, he headed for the Mewling Cat.
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VESTA CHANGED INTO a light blue cotton gown, tied her long dark hair back into a braid, and returned to the main house. Her father, Percy, and Mrs. Colchester waited in the parlor.

Her father approached her and kissed the top of her head. “Do you feel better after your nap, my dear?”

“I do, Father.”

“Excellent. But don’t keep me in suspense. What do you think of the Colchesters?”

Percy feigned interest in his cuff.

“I see the boys have some spirit.” Vesta hoped her tactful answer wouldn’t offend the young man.

“Then Percy should be a good match for you.”

“Father, we’ve only just arrived. Give me time to breathe before you seek to marry me off. What if your business with Mr. Colchester falls to pieces?”

He tweaked her cheek. “You can always hire out as a card reader for us.”

“Which won’t pay our bills.”

“Nonsense. I’m sure young men will flock to have their fortunes told, should you tell them.”

“Then why are we here, again? I can tell fortunes in Queen City, just as easily.”

He winked at her and arranged himself in the nearest chair.

Percy rose and offered her his seat. “Would you like to sit by me?”

She hesitated.

“Or, will you play for us?” He nodded to the spinet waiting under the wide windows, top down.

Vesta let her gaze flit over the drawing room. Henry was nowhere in sight, so she took Percy’s arm. The brilliant shades of dusk danced over the fine silver. A vase of greenery and a single yellow flower took up the corner of the buffet and reminded Vesta of home. A plate of cherries waited before them. A single maid bustled around filling cups with tea.

Her feeling of unease rose, the feeling that she didn’t belong here, that she wanted to leave. This family and their fine house was no place for her.

“What do you play at home?” Percy asked, presenting her with some sheet music. “Bach?”

She thumbed through the pages. “No. He’s too complicated.”

Her father engaged Mr. Colchester, “George, I’d like to know more about those dogs of yours. Forgive me, but I don’t see your kennel here any longer.”

Vesta had noticed that, as well. “I’ve not heard a single howl, either.”

“Oh no. The kennels would be on my land in Netherfield.” George waved her father to a bookcase from which he tugged down a large tome. He set this on the bookstand and opened it. “You see here, I’ve five acres outside town.” Vesta lowered the sheet music. “Not inside Nottingham?”

“No, dear,” Mrs. Colchester said. “You need not worry about the men and their talk.”

“I’d like to see your dogs myself, sometime. We miss them, back home.”

“As do we.”

Vesta’s father glanced at her. “You do? But I thought you had at least a few.”

“Not recently. You recall their low numbers after the—” Percy paused and met his father’s gaze. “You know what’s happened to them.”

“Unfortunately, it’s a common problem in the states, too.”

“Well, the queen asked us to donate some of our dogs to her dying soldiers,” Percy explained. “By us I mean, her subjects.”

Her father nodded.

“So, I sent them along.” George shook his head. “It wasn’t until later that I realized Moppet wasn’t fertile any longer.”

“She isn’t?” her father asked.

“No,” Percy said. “Not only could the bitch not produce a litter, she up and died on us.”

Vesta squeaked in surprise. “Oh, my!”

Mr. Colchester turned back to the book and pointed out a passage to her father.

They didn’t return to the subject so Vesta introduced her own, out of curiosity. “Where is your son, Mr. Colchester?”

“Henry?”

“Yes. I thought he would be with us this evening.”

George and Percy looked at each other.

“He had other visits to make,” Percy said. “But I would be happy to help you practice, if you wish.”

She wondered if he teased her and lowered her gaze to her fingers. “Do you fancy yourself a music teacher?”

“Alas, no. But I am willing to teach you what little I know.”

Vesta glanced to her father, who nodded. “Very well then.” She crossed to the instrument and gave a quick glance to her fingernails. Black stood out beneath them; she’d missed a bit of soot when she’d cleaned her hands this afternoon. Did the Colchesters notice?

Percy laid out a few leafs of sheet music. “This Debussy piece should be an easy one to start with.”

The score set out before her, she found the notes swam in her vision. Middle C, A... Yes, she knew these. She began to peck out the tune, hesitant fingers fumbling over the progressions and chords. When she hit a wrong note, Mr. Colchester winced. Mrs. Colchester scolded him in a whisper and politely tapped her foot.

Vesta played the first phrase a few more times until she felt confident enough to stumble over the next and the next. Sweat tickled the back of her neck but before she knew it, she’d reached the bottom of the page. Pausing, she let out a sigh of relief.

“Shall we try another?” Percy rose and went to a cabinet to rummage through more of the family’s sheet music.

Mr. Colchester closed his
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