
  
    [image: A Gentleman of Means]
  


  
    
      A GENTLEMAN OF MEANS

      A STEAMPUNK ADVENTURE NOVEL

      
        MAGNIFICENT DEVICES

        BOOK EIGHT

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        SHELLEY ADINA

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Moonshell Books, Inc.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2015 by Shelley Adina Senft Bates.

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

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

      Cover design by Karen Phillips at phillipscovers.com. Character art by Claudia McKinney at Phat Puppy Studios. Images used under license. Author font by Anthony Piraino at OneButtonMouse.com.

      A Gentleman of Means / Shelley Adina—1st ed.

      978-1-939087-28-7 R101524

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        In this series

      

      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also by Shelley Adina

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IN THIS SERIES

          

          MAGNIFICENT DEVICES

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lady of Devices

        Her Own Devices

        Magnificent Devices

        Brilliant Devices

        Magnificent Devices: Books 1–4 Quartet

        A Lady of Resources

        A Lady of Spirit

        Magnificent Devices: Books 5–6 Twin Set

        A Lady of Integrity

        A Gentleman of Means

        Magnificent Devices: Books 7–8

        Devices Brightly Shining (Christmas novella)

        Fields of Air

        Fields of Iron

        Fields of Gold

        Magnificent Devices: Books 9–12

      

      

      
        
        Carrick House (novella)

        Selwyn Place (novella)

        Holly Cottage (novella)

        Gwynn Place (novella)

        Manor House Quartet

        Acorn (novella)

        Aster (novella)

        Iris (novella)

        Rosa (novella)

      

        

      
        The Mysterious Devices series

        The Bride Wore Constant White

        The Dancer Wore Opera Rose

        The Matchmaker Wore Mars Yellow

        Mysterious Devices: Books 1–3

        The Engineer Wore Venetian Red

        The Judge Wore Lamp Black

        The Professor Wore Prussian Blue

        Mysterious Devices: Books 4–6

      

        

      
        The Lady Georgia Brunel Mysteries

        “The Air Affair” (prequel short story)

        The Clockwork City

        The Automaton Empress

        The Engineer’s Nemesis

        The Aeronaut’s Heir

        The Texican Tinkerer

        The Wounded Airship

      

      

      
        
        The Regent’s Devices series with R.E. Scott

        The Emperor’s Aeronaut

        The Prince’s Pilot

        The Lady’s Triumph

        Ladies of the Air: Books 1–3

        The Pilot’s Promise (novella)

        The Aeronaut’s Heart (novella in anthology)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR SHELLEY ADINA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “A daring rescue, women more than capable of rescuing themselves, cunning inventions and a dark, dangerous conspiracy … one of my favourite steampunk series now has nearly infinite scope for continuation and expansion.”

        FANGS FOR THE FANTASY ON A LADY OF RESOURCES

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “I have to repeat how excellent this series is with the female characters. Not just because they’re good and capable and interesting, but because they’re also different.”

        FANGS FOR THE FANTASY ON A GENTLEMAN OF MEANS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Adina is a literary master in her field.”

        BOOKLOONS.COM

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

          A GENTLEMAN OF MEANS

        

      

    

    
      How much must one sacrifice for the sake of friendship?

      Lady Claire Trevelyan has had to deal with betrayal before, but none is quite so painful as the belief that Gloria Meriwether-Astor deserted her and her friends and left them to die under the waters of Venice. But when she learns that Gloria has vanished, can she do the right thing and attempt to find the missing heiress? Of course she must. But this does not sit well with the gentlemen in her life, who had every reason to believe she planned to settle down at last. Suddenly Claire finds herself without a career, a fiancé, or the confidence in her own abilities that has carried her this far.

      Worse, Captain Ian Hollys is suffering from the megrims and cannot seem to recover from his dreadful experience as a prisoner. Alice’s dream of captaining her own ship in England is scuttled. Tigg is struggling with a revelation that has turned his life upside down—and may result in a betrayal more harrowing than any the flock has yet seen.

      Will the bond of friendship that has brought Claire and the flock together be the very thing that separates them for good? Or will love tip the balance and prove that what really defines a gentleman of means is none other than a lady of resources?

      
        
        “It’s another element I love about these books; from Claire to Gloria to Alice to Lizzie and Maggie to Lady Dunsmuir, the women in this series generally like and respect each other. Other women are not required to be lesser—weaker, more cowardly, less intelligent—in order for Claire to be awesome. She is not an exceptional woman, she is an awesome woman among awesome women.” —Fangs for the Fantasy: The latest in urban fantasy from a social justice perspective
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          VENICE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        October 1894

      

      

      Upon her graduation from St. Cecilia’s Academy for Young Ladies at the age of eighteen, Gloria Meriwether-Astor had returned to the Fifteen Colonies believing herself to be the epitome of feminine charm, wealth, and beauty, and had been launched upon Philadelphia society with enormous success. When considerable expenditures of money and energy had not resulted in applications for her hand by either the scions of political families or barons of industry, she had swallowed her chagrin, boarded one of her father’s airships, and been conveyed back to London.

      When the following glittering Season bore similar fruit—or lack thereof—Gloria’s father Gerald had expressed his disappointment in no uncertain terms.

      “I’ll not have you frittering away my money for anyone of lower rank than a baron,” he said one morning as she was pulling on her gloves in preparation for making that day’s calls. “You’re to be a ladyship and that’s that. If you can’t pull it off by the time the Season ends, you’ll go into the business with me and make yourself useful that way. I’m not throwing good money after bad, missy.”

      Gloria could think of nothing more appalling than accompanying her father from boardroom to warehouse to ship’s deck and back again, but despite her best efforts and an attempt to elope with the third son of an earl, she was no closer to a wedding by the age of nineteen than she had been at birth. Indeed, she was much farther away, for the successive waves of Buccaneers, young ladies of wealth from the Fifteen Colonies, that had washed up on England’s shores dressed to the teeth and ready to bag a peer had become increasingly younger and the competition consequently more intense.

      So Gloria had boarded another of her father’s airships and commenced a world tour with him, which had taken her to the Canadas and brought her into renewed acquaintance with her former schoolmate, Lady Claire Trevelyan.

      She had not paid much attention to Claire at school. Despite her title and distinguished family, Claire was a brainy, mousy thing who hardly ever spoke, and when she did, it was to say something odd or so distressingly practical that one wondered what kinds of books her father kept in his library. Julia Wellesley, Catherine Montrose, and the other girls in their set despised her, and so Gloria had been content to despise her as well.

      Until the Canadas. Until a young man called Jake Fletcher McTavish had held the merciless mirror of his opinion up to her, and she had been found wanting for the first time in more important ways than merely looks or wealth.

      And Gloria’s life had changed irrevocably.

      If she did not know the full extent of her father’s web of intrigue and political aspirations, it was only because he hid them from her. She had been willing to be blind, for to see the truth would have destroyed her world. Or so she had thought, until Lady Claire had drawn her into her confidence and she had helped to save a man’s life in the Canadas. And now, more than four years later, as she stood at the viewing port of Neptune’s Fancy, one of the Meriwether-Astor fleet of undersea dirigibles, she was helping to save a man’s life once more.

      Two, in fact: Captain Ian Hollys, of Her Majesty’s Royal Aeronautic Corps, and that same Jake Fletcher McTavish, navigator aboard a former pirate vessel called the Stalwart Lass.

      She owed him one, and she was determined to see this rescue through.

      The tension inherent in doing so, however, was making her nerves vibrate like the strings of a cello.

      “Is it not awe-inspiring?” Captain Barnaby Hayes gestured to the undersea view before them—the great gearworks upon which the city of Venice turned, its moving neighborhoods changing places in a clockwork dance of massive proportions every few days. It was Leonardo da Vinci’s masterwork, she had been informed by more than one man as they drifted under gears and arms the size of Buckingham Palace. But Gloria couldn’t concentrate on feats of engineering. Her ears strained for a sound from the torpedo tubes that would tell her that Lady Claire and her fiancé, the renowned scientist Andrew Malvern, had returned from their rescue mission. Her anxious gaze probed the wavering green depths for a sign—swimming figures, perhaps, or a stream of bubbles that would tell her they were on their way back with Captain Hollys and Jake.

      Her present company, of course, did not know they and their ship were being used for a rescue mission. Captain Hayes believed Lady Claire to be recovering from a faint in her cabin, Andrew at her side pressing a cold compress to her forehead. Now he gave a quiet command and the vessel changed direction, thrusting gently through the water as though it meant to investigate a gargantuan piece of machinery whose vague outlines she could see in the distance.

      She caught at his arm. “Oh, no, let us not go yet. Lady Claire will be recovered in just a moment, I am sure, and I would not wish her or Dr. Malvern to miss such a sight.”

      “I am afraid we must, Miss Meriwether-Astor. I have strict instructions to convey you out to the fleet until the danger of the acqua alta is past and you can go back to your hotel.”

      Gloria threw a desperate glance over her shoulder. “No, please, we must not leave.”

      “Are you so interested in Renaissance engineering, then?” he asked with some interest. “If so, you are the most singular female of my acquaintance.”

      He must have a very narrow acquaintance among the gentler sex, then, for her immediate circle here in Venice numbered no fewer than four who possessed an interest in engineering. But this was no time for small talk.

      “I must insist, Captain. Let us return to our previous location so that Lady Claire and Doctor Malvern may see it. I wish to share the experience with my friends.”

      Before she could stop him, he had jerked his chin in the direction of the crew’s quarters, and a middy leaped to obey. “We shall inquire as to her health, then,” he said cheerfully. “I would see your mind at rest.”

      Her mind would not be at rest, now or in the future, if they discovered the cabin empty. “Goodness.” She hurried after the middy. “How shocking for her to have two males in the cabin.”

      But it was already too late. The middy stood in the open door, staring at the empty valises that had contained the breathing apparatus worn by each of her friends.

      “They’re not here, miss,” he said. “I’ll have to call a search—can’t have civilians wandering about this vessel unescorted.”

      “They are both engineers,” she said sharply. “I am quite certain they won’t pull at the levers just for amusement. Come along. I am missing the view.”

      “Begging your pardon, miss, but I must do my duty.”

      He slipped past her white linen skirts like an eel and before she could remedy the damage, a search party had been organized and sent out.

      The inevitable result, of course, was that her fibs and falsehoods were exposed for exactly what they were. But this did not signify, because in the ten minutes the search had taken, they had traveled even farther out to sea. Gloria took the cool cloth from the basin, applied it to her own forehead, and sank onto the bunk, her knees incapable of holding her up any longer.

      She had sent her friends to their deaths.

      At the moment of their greatest happiness, when they were looking forward to a rewarding life together—when they had achieved that which Gloria herself wanted most in the world—she had failed at the single task they had set her.

      Failed abysmally. Fatally.

      Sick, with cold chills of horror running through her veins, Gloria lay on the bottom bunk and wished for the first time in her life that she could die, too. Perhaps she would. Perhaps the shame and the grief would eat at her until she wasted away like a consumptive.

      She would deserve nothing less.

      A knock sounded at the door. “Miss Meriwether-Astor, are you quite well?”

      It was Captain Hayes. With a sigh, she curled up, her face to the iron wall and her back to the door.

      “Miss Meriwether-Astor, I am coming in. I am quite taken aback.”

      Bother the propriety of it. He was captain of this vessel and if he only knew, shared some small part of the murder that lay so heavily on her conscience. She couldn’t care less whether he came in or not.

      “My dear girl, are you quite all right?” He crossed the cabin to the bunk, but left the door standing open as propriety dictated. “What is the meaning of this merry chase you have been leading us?”

      There was nothing for it. She was going to have to tell him. But she must do it like a lady of spirit.

      She must do it as Claire might.

      She rolled over and sat up, swinging her legs over the side of the bunk and looking up at the porthole just in time to see a kraken’s curly tentacle caress the glass and slip off.

      “Oh,” she choked, and turned to face him as he knelt next to her, tears springing afresh at the reminder that there could be more than one fate for an underwater swimmer in this most dangerous of cities.

      “Do not be afraid,” he said, clearly misunderstanding her behavior. “The kraken are curious creatures. Once they realize we are not edible, they tend to leave us alone. But please. You must tell me what is going on, for I am quite at a loss as to how to account for my missing passengers.”

      She took a deep breath. And then she told him.

      Not all of it. Not about the part her father had played—his deal to import convict labor from English transport ships to increase the population of convicts who scrubbed and cleaned the gearworks as the sentence for their crimes. That was too shameful for a word of it ever to cross her lips. But about Jake’s and Captain Hollys’s wrongful imprisonment … and the rescue that Claire and Andrew had attempted … and their certain deaths? Oh yes.

      While she felt a thimbleful of compunction that she was forced to cast him in such a dreadful role, he had brought it on himself. If he had only listened and done as she asked, both of them would not now have the deaths of two—four!—innocent people on their hands.

      Captain Hayes groped behind him for a chair and, finding none, folded himself onto the bunk next to her. “I cannot believe it.”

      “It is quite true. And now also quite impossible to rectify. They are almost certainly dead.”

      “And if they are not, they will be long before we can turn the ship about and retrace our course. We are ten leagues at least from Venice now.” He lifted his head, his eyes wide with shock, his face pale. “Why did you not tell me the truth?”

      “Would you have believed it any more readily than the lie?”

      Her honesty seemed to shock him, and it took a moment before he could reply. “Possibly not. I am frankly still not quite ready to credit you, my employer’s daughter, gently reared and educated, with breaking condemned men out of a Venetian gaol.”

      “I was not, in fact, to break them out. I was merely to provide the conveyance. And now I must live with the knowledge that my friends’ last thought before dying was that I had betrayed them and left them to drown.”

      He winced, and she instantly regretted the childish urge to lessen her own pain by increasing his.

      “I am sorry, Captain. That was unfair when you had no reason to imagine what we were concealing from you.”

      “Is there anything else?”

      “That I am concealing? No,” she said bitterly. “Only my own shame and horror, which I will have to live with for the rest of my life.”

      He was silent a moment. “Then let us have perfect clarity between us,” he said at last. “I must tell you in my turn that we are not joining the fleet out in the Adriatic.”

      “We are not?” Gloria’s heart bumped against her ribs with a sudden rush of hope. “Then may we return to Venice? At least we might recover the bodies of my friends and have something more to tell their families than—than⁠—”

      “We cannot return.” He got up slowly, as though testing his legs’ ability to hold him up. “I am very much afraid that we will be taking you to Gibraltar, where an airship is waiting to take us to England.”

      She stared at him. “England? ‘Us’? Are you mad? I have no desire to go to England with you or anyone. Father and I are to return to the Fifteen Colonies once his business here is concluded.”

      At last the captain’s gaze met hers, and in it she saw that he had left horror and shock behind with an effort of will, and had allowed resolve to flow in. “I am afraid not.” He reached into the jacket of his uniform and for a frozen moment she thought he would withdraw a gun.

      But it was merely a handkerchief, with which he wiped his brow.

      “Please make yourself comfortable for the journey,” he said. “You will not be locked in, for we have secured the torpedo tubes, and there is no other means of escape.”

      “But why?” she managed. “What is the meaning of this—this abduction?”

      “I am not at liberty to say,” he told her. “But rest assured that you have committed no crime and will not be harmed in any way.” And with this mystifying pronouncement, he bowed to her and returned to the bridge.

      At an utter loss, Gloria sank onto the bunk and wished, not for the first time, that she had never been born.
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          MUNICH, THE KINGDOM OF PRUSSIA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        All Souls’ Day, 1894

      

      

      Lady Claire Trevelyan clasped her velvet handbag in front of her and turned slowly, taking in the drawing room with its white moldings and cool green walls. The agent, a tweedy gentleman given to smoothing his hair as he passed a mirror—any mirror—gazed at her hopefully.

      “Is madam pleased?”

      “It is very nice,” Claire told him gently, “but I am afraid the drawing room is too small for our purposes. If we were to gather here with twenty friends, we should have to seat some of them in the bookcases.”

      He gazed at her, perplexed, and she realized his grasp of the Queen’s English might not extend to the whimsical. She repeated her remark in German and his brow cleared.

      “Ah, I see. So madam expects to entertain extensively?”

      “Not extensively, no.” She glanced at Andrew, who was prowling about in the dining room. “But fairly often, I should think. And to be quite honest, I see no possibility of a laboratory in which Doctor Malvern might conduct his experiments. The cellar is damp and the attics too low. I suppose that is the price one pays for being so close to the river.”

      “Experiments!” The agent looked horrified. “You cannot conduct experiments in the house, madam. What if there should be an explosion?”

      “Precisely,” Andrew said, coming in. “For the safety of the neighborhood, we must decline this fine domicile and direct our attention to the outskirts of the city. Perhaps a farm?”

      The man’s face turned pale. “A farm, sir? I do not know of any farms. I am the foremost purveyor of houses in Munich. If you desire a town house, I am your man. If you desire a palace, I know of no fewer than three, any one of which I might show you instantly. But a farm?” His expression wrinkled in disdain, as though a cow pie had been deposited at his feet on the gleaming expanse of empty floor. “I do not transact with farms.”

      Claire glanced anxiously at Andrew. “Perhaps we ought to consider living in town and driving to a laboratory.”

      But Andrew shook his head. “I am not a gentleman of unlimited means, and your income is earmarked for Toll Cottage, Carrick House, and the girls’ education.” He slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her to his side. “I am afraid that I may have been rather rash in promising a salon and laboratory when I proposed, having never actually looked into what might be available here.”

      “Never mind.” He should not be downcast on her account. She would live in the attic of a warehouse, as he had done in London, if it meant their being together. “Perhaps there is something closer to the girls’ lycee, so that they might walk to school.”

      But the agent was already shaking his head. “I have shown you every available property suitable for a gentleman and lady of your position and connections. There are no more houses.”

      “What about the unsuitable ones?” Claire asked with interest. “What about Schwabing? It is within the city limits now. And I should love to look at something in the Hohenzollernstrasse.”

      Oh, dear. She should not have mentioned that bohemian quarter, though she had only been half serious. For he ushered them out with the air of a man seeing his duty through though it killed him, was silent during the ride back, and decanted them outside the gates of Count von Zeppelin’s palace with rather more efficiency than completely necessary.

      “I believe we’ve been given the bum’s rush,” Andrew remarked as the agent’s steam landau puffed rapidly away. “Never mind. We shall find someone who specializes in farms. Then I may cause explosions to my heart’s content.”

      “So you shall, without let or hindrance,” she told him fondly. “Come, let us have some tea. The girls will be home soon and I want a piece of cake before Lizzie commandeers the lot.”

      After she removed her hat and gloves, Claire picked up the post from its silver tray in the hall, and followed Andrew into her little sitting room. Count von Zeppelin had allowed them to stay here in this comfortable suite on the ground floor of Schloss Schwanenburg for the past four years while she had attended the University of Bavaria in pursuit of her education. Now that she wore the tiny steel ring on the smallest finger of her right hand that told one and all she was in possession of a degree in engineering, and a trio of pearls set in gold on the fourth finger of her left that informed the observer she had entered into an engagement, it was time to fly the nest and find a place in which to make their home.

      Her first home as a married woman. It was a good thing they’d begun the search early. She’d had no idea it would be this difficult.

      Had they only wanted to entertain, there were houses aplenty with large, airy rooms. Had they wanted merely a laboratory, there were legions of those in a city that was the intellectual capital of Europe, second only to Edinburgh for the number of engineering minds needing space for experiments.

      But a house with both these requirements? That narrowed the pool of possibilities to … well, they had just frightened off the third agent.

      So distressing. She and Andrew were to be married at Christmas. They needed a home by then or they would be reduced to living on her airship. Not that Athena wasn’t comfortable. She could accommodate a fair number of visitors. But an explosion was not to be thought of.

      She poured Andrew’s tea, and while he settled in with the newspaper and the estate listings, she secured a piece of cake and sat back to open the post.

      An envelope bearing a cramped, spiky hand that she had only seen once before, more than a week ago, made her sit up. A chill settled in her stomach that even a sip of tea did not help.

      
        
        Dear Lady Claire,

        Thank you for your prompt response, which, if it can be possible, has made me more anxious and perplexed than ever.

        Upon receipt of your letter informing me that you, Dr. Malvern, and my daughter Gloria briefly voyaged aboard Neptune’s Fancy, an undersea dirigible belonging to my fleet, I immediately sent a message to its captain. The message was returned unopened. I consulted with my other captains and learned that Gloria had requested a small ship in order to take a short sightseeing trip to see the gearworks. Thus far, happily, your accounts match.

        They diverge, however, following your departure from the vessel. No one has seen or heard from Neptune’s Fancy, and repeated hails by all members of the fleet have had no response.

        I issued instructions to the fleet to comb the Levant for any sign of her, to no avail. If she had been vaporized by a lightning strike, she could not have disappeared more completely. I am at a loss. Further, I fear something nefarious may have taken place.

        Once again I must ask for your help. Is there a location where you, a young lady of respectability and some fortune, believe she might go? Even if it is only a guess and not a certainty, I beg you will impart the location to me.

        Lady Claire, if you can assist in any way in allowing me to discover my daughter, I will be in your debt forever. You have merely to ask and, if it is remotely in my power, your smallest wish will be granted instantly.

        I remain your servant,

        Gerald Meriwether-Astor

      

      

      She must have made some sound, for Andrew lowered the paper and frowned. “Is it bad news, dearest?”

      “I cannot say.” She handed him the letter, and when he reached the three-quarters mark, he made a similar sound. Disbelief. Distress. And perhaps a little confusion.

      “Nefarious?” He handed the letter back, and she folded it up. “This from the man who has taken the word to unheard-of depths?”

      “My sentiments exactly.” She hesitated, then made up her mind. They had been through so much together, had seen each other in the best and worst of circumstances. It made no sense to be anything but utterly honest with the man who was to be her husband. “I must confess, Andrew, that I have been struggling with Gloria’s desertion for some days now—since we left Geneva, in fact, and the full import of those moments under the sea was increasingly borne in upon me.”

      “I can hardly blame you.” His hazel eyes, usually so full of humor, held hers with some solemnity. “If we ever see the girl again, I hardly know whether I ought to embrace her, cut her dead, or have her arrested.”

      Claire nodded. “On the one hand, I cannot believe it of someone who gave her help so unstintingly, without hesitation, when she saw the need. She was just the same in the Canadas, once she realized that a man’s life was at stake. On the other hand, we must remember whose daughter she is, and that blood will out.”

      “But our lives were at stake in Venice,” Andrew objected. “The last we saw of Neptune’s Fancy was its stern, vanishing into the gloom and leaving us at the mercy of the diving bells—and the kraken. Blood notwithstanding, I cannot believe that the girl who could commandeer an undersea dirigible for our benefit would allow it to leave without us unless she was under some form of duress.”

      Here was the unhappy conclusion Claire herself had reached. For the girl she had gone to school with had grown into a young woman who could be counted on in a pinch, as Lizzie might say. She had given every appearance of sincerity and friendship—so much so that both Claire and Alice Chalmers had offered her theirs in return, though with perhaps a little more reserve on Alice’s part.

      “I wonder what Alice would make of it?” she mused, finishing up her cake and wiping her fingers on a napkin.

      “You might walk out after dinner and ask her,” Andrew suggested. “With Ian on medical leave, Alice is finding far too much amusement in bossing him unmercifully. He would likely thank you for a few moments of respite.”

      Claire smiled at the thought of dignified, lordly Captain Hollys allowing himself to be bossed by an air pirate’s daughter. But she could not help but see that it seemed to be having a good effect on him. He was certainly not the man he had been after he emerged from the dreadful experience in the Venetian underwater prison. No one could. Even Jake, whom Claire would have expected to brush off the months in gaol as being nothing worse than being on the wrong side of the Cudgel, their old nemesis on the south side, was uncharacteristically silent and moody, and given to violent starts at sudden noises. He was just as happy to scrub and strip and paint as the captain, as though the simple, homely actions of bringing Swan, Alice’s ship, back to life and beauty again were like a tonic for his own harrowed soul.

      Claire could not speak of the nightmares that brought her awake in the small hours, gasping, her face wet with tears. She and Lizzie had been within a breath of death in the kraken’s coils, and the memory of it plagued her still. She could hardly blame Jake for keeping mum about the horror of his own trials, which had lasted much longer.

      Eventually, she hoped, he would speak. Perhaps to Maggie, to whom he seemed closest, or perhaps to Tigg, his old comrade in arms. That would be the best thing to lance the boil and let the poison out.

      The door banged closed and Lizzie and Maggie came in, taking off their coats and hanging them in the hall, chattering like magpies about classes and their friends. Lizzie was making a joke about her antigravity corset as they came in.

      “—see her bouncing off the Victor Tor before I’d let her—ooh, is that cake?”

      “Poppyseed and lemon,” Claire told her. “Do have some. I hope you are not bouncing people off the Victor Tor—your shoulder has only just healed.”

      “Oh, just one of the girls in my mathematics class. She is more annoying than a mosquito at a picnic. And my shoulder is perfectly well.”

      Maggie, true to form, had taken in the tenor of the room under Lizzie’s chatter, her amber eyes moving from Claire to Andrew and finally lighting upon the folded letter in Claire’s lap. “Is everything all right, Lady?”

      Claire had never kept anything from them save her most personal moments with her intended. A woman’s greatest aid was often the truth, so she did not withhold it from these girls, even to protect them. They had proven up to the task of absorbing and understanding the most shocking things, and she would not leave them ignorant now.

      So she handed over the letter, which Lizzie read in one hand while she demolished a piece of cake with the other, Maggie hanging over her shoulder from the back of the sofa.

      “Do you think something has happened to her?” Maggie took the first cup that Claire poured and handed it to her cousin, then accepted her own. “For I have never believed that she would just abandon the four of you in that dreadful place.”

      “I know what happened,” Lizzie said with such confidence that Claire lifted an eyebrow in surprise.

      “You do? Enlighten us at once.”

      After a swallow of tea, Lizzie said, “It’s obvious. She has eloped with the captain of the vessel. You said yourself he was very handsome.”

      Claire narrowly prevented herself from throwing the contents of the sugar bowl at her ward. “Honestly, dearest. I am half tempted to forbid your seeing Tigg in any capacity but that of friends and comrades if you are to bring such spoony comments into the conversation. We are trying to be serious.”

      “I am perfectly serious.” Lizzie reached for the cake once more, and Claire moved it out of her reach. “Lady, just one more?” she wheedled. “It’s my favorite.”

      “Anything with frosting on it is your favorite,” Maggie observed. “Your corset won’t meet in the back anymore if you keep this up.”

      Sulking, Lizzie subsided into the corner of the sofa with her tea. But she was not yet finished with her theory. “It makes perfect sense, Lady. What else but a handsome man would cause a woman to abandon her friends?”

      “You do Gloria a grave disservice, my dear,” Andrew said, taking for himself the last piece of cake, thereby forestalling all arguments on the subject. “She is made of finer stuff than that. I would no more believe her capable of such a thing than I would believe you capable of abandoning Claire for Tigg.”

      “I will someday,” Lizzie muttered, clearly unwilling to concede the point.

      Claire smiled at her to let her know she had not taken offense. “But it is not likely that you would do so if my life hung in the balance. If indeed you and he are to make a match of it, it will be less a case of abandonment than of a joyful leave-taking, with a lot of cake and throwing of rice besides.”

      Which sent Lizzie off into a romantic dreamland and made Maggie sigh and roll her eyes. “You should not encourage her, Lady. She is difficult enough to live with when Tigg is right here with us. Heaven help us when he returns to the Dunsmuirs. It will be all dramatic sighs and melancholy gazing at the moon until we are all fit to scream.”

      “Just wait until your turn,” Lizzie said, snapping out of her reverie with vigor. “I shall take great pleasure in pointing out each of your sighs and vapors—preferably in public.”

      Maggie seemed unperturbed at this dire threat, though Claire wondered if she was, in truth. “I hope you do not expire of old age while you’re waiting. I have nary a prospect in sight to entertain you with, thank goodness.”

      The pink that stained her cheeks made Claire wonder if there was indeed someone who made Maggie sigh, or if it was simply brought on by general feminine modesty about speaking of such things in front of Andrew. She herself had been both unkissed and untried at the age of sixteen. By the next year, however, her life had been turned upside down, not the least because Andrew had given her her very first kiss.

      What might the next year bring for Maggie? Claire could only hope that there would be much more peace and far less adventure—if only for her own sake. Claire did not think she could survive another summer like the one just past.
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        Dear Mr. Meriwether-Astor,

        I was saddened and perplexed to receive your letter with its news—or lack thereof—of Gloria. I had absolutely no idea of her leaving when last we spoke—in fact, we had made plans to see one another again following our brief sojourn to see the gearworks in Neptune’s Fancy.

        I am very sorry to inform you that I have no idea where she might have gone. Did she take luggage with her? A change of clothes? She carried only a reticule onto the vessel, which might have held a change of unmentionables at best, a little money, and perhaps her sketchbook and some pencils.

        One member of our party seems to think there may have been an attraction between Gloria and the captain of the vessel, who introduced himself to us as Barnaby Hayes. I cannot vouch for this myself, as the interaction between them was as civil and cordial as might have been expected between any two persons only recently introduced. He showed no signs of dishonorable conduct in our short acquaintance, and certainly no propensity for kidnapping.

        I find myself distressed at the idea that she may not have left of her own volition. But we must keep a positive view of the matter. I will write to some of our school friends in London. There is a possibility, however remote, that she may have contacted one of them and they may be willing to confide in me. If this turns out to be the case, I will inform you immediately.

        Gloria is a young woman of resources and intelligence. Whatever has happened, you may be sure that she will do what is right.

        Yours sincerely,

        Claire Trevelyan

      

      

      Claire laid down her pen, folded up the letter, and sealed it. A pigeon waited on the balcony outside for it, but she took a moment, in the stillness of her room with its lace curtains and Baroque writing desk, to consider what she was doing.

      It felt decidedly odd to be offering comfort, however small and stilted, to Gloria’s father—a man who had backed a French invasion of England—who was so evil and heartless that he did not balk for a moment at the prospect of trafficking in human lives and misery. Surely a man who owned one of the largest fleets in the world, who had business connections on every continent—though England and Prussia were forbidden to him—had the resources to find his own daughter.

      Why should he waste his time inquiring of Claire? She could only hope that once she had heard from Catherine and Julia in London, their correspondence would come to an end and he would turn his investigations elsewhere.

      Certainly she was concerned for her friend. But there had to be a reasonable explanation for her behavior. Perhaps Lizzie might even be right. The memory of the dirigible swimming away and leaving her and her friends in abject peril triggered a bubble of anger in her chest, swiftly doused by a surge of compassion.

      Gloria could not have left them voluntarily. Their friendship and regard for one another would not have been abandoned so utterly. She was sure of it.

      Her father would find her eventually, and in the meantime, she would do what little she could. She enclosed the letter in the pigeon’s glossy body, set the numbers and letters of the code for his vessel, and released it into the sky.

      Under her breath, as she watched its running lights disappear among the stars, she whispered a prayer for Gloria’s safety.
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        * * *

      

      The letter that came back from Catherine Haliburton (née Montrose) a week later was unenlightening at best.

      
        
        What a surprise to hear from you, Claire. I had not supposed you interested in continuing your acquaintance with any of your old friends now that you are forced to earn your living by the sweat of your brow. You are working in a factory, I hear. That must be terribly distressing for your mother. We have not seen her in town for an age, so I imagine that is why.

        I was just remarking to Julia the other day as we were lunching at the Orangerie how amusing it is that our old set seems to have done rather well in society—and the roots of our success were clearly visible even in the classroom.

        In answer to your rather odd questions, no, I have not seen Gloria. I
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