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Chapter One
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Atop the gallows of Newgate, the noose choked Ruby with alarming speed. The noise of the crowd faded to an incoherent rumble. As she struggled to inhale the dwindling flow of air into her sore lungs, the white cap covering her head stuck to her open mouth.

Can’t breathe!

The ropes lashed to her body limited her movement, intensifying her suffocation. The pressure in her jaw mounted. Then her teeth cut into her tongue. Blood from her mouth mixed with the spittle dripping down her lips and chin.

Her heart thumped a slow, pounding rhythm, beating in time to an indescribable terror. She fought to keep her last memory of Nathan alive in her head, but an unknown force yanked it away.

Darkness clouded her vision at the same time a weightless sensation overtook her. Then the hazy, hooded specter of Death appeared, tattered black robe flowing as it reached for her with skeletal fingers. The macabre vision looked horrifyingly real. Her soul seeped bit by bit into the phantasm who stood ready to devour it, like rainfall washing away the colors of a painting. Sapped of energy, she lost the will to fight. Easier to surrender than resist.

Nathan...forgive me.

A loud crack shattered the air.

She plunged downward with a stomach-roiling jolt, bouncing against the edge of the drop before slipping through it into the box below. Her legs had no time to tense, which softened her landing as she crumpled to the ground. As she lay there, she could barely breathe, let alone fathom what had happened.

The crowd roared back to life, shouting and gasping in shock. Pounding footsteps rattled the gallows stairs. Then the groan of a hinge, as if a door was opening. Clothes rustled as someone entered the box. Had Billy come to finish the job with a knife to her heart? Unable to move a muscle, Ruby broke out into a cold sweat.

The person placed their mouth at her ear. “Play dead if you want to live.”

She wanted to sob in relief after hearing Billy’s gravelly command, but given the high stakes she heeded his warning. He removed the noose so she could breathe. She fought like hell to control her wheezing.

His boots scuffed against the ground. What was he doing?

“She’s dead,” he announced from above. He must have been speaking to someone through the opening.

Cheers from the crowd. More stomping feet above.

“What the bloody hell happened?” asked the Under Sheriff.

“Sabotage, I reckon.”

“Christ! You think someone attempted to rescue her by weakening the crossbeam?”

“Could be, uh...when you think about the company she kept. Must be plenty of folks with motive.”

She choked back her gasp of surprise. Had Billy-the-executioner orchestrated her rescue overnight? Bloody brilliant, not to mention the noblest gesture of the century. Risky, too. No wonder he was bluffing his way through the conversation as though his life depended on it.

“Thank goodness their plan didn’t work, but this cannot be allowed to stand. We must investigate immediately.”

“Yes, sir. Soon as I...dispose of the body.”

“Make it quick.”

“Aye.”

The Under Sheriff barked orders at the guards to take up defensive positions around the gallows. She went limp as Billy hooked his muscular arms beneath her shoulders. He dragged her out from beneath the gallows. Worried the others might be watching, she held her breath. It hurt to the point of tears, but better the pain than Billy swinging from the rope right along with her.

He picked her up and then dropped her onto a hard, flat surface. She ended up on her back. The nightcap let in some light but otherwise blocked her vision. Made it easier to play dead, though. How very ironic since she was alive. All was not lost. She’d reunite with Nathan soon. Then she would kiss him. Hug him. And never let him go.

She squashed her relief lest it cloud her judgment. She may have survived the hanging, but danger still surrounded her. Fear curled in her belly. How would Billy smuggle her out of Newgate without raising suspicion? Hanged murderers were often dissected before being buried in quicklime beneath the prison. The bodies of all others were sent home to relatives whenever possible. Which category did the authorities think she belonged to?

With a jerk, the object beneath her moved. It must have been a cart for transporting corpses. The wheels clattered against the flag stones. Then the noise of the crowd faded away. Was Billy taking her back inside Newgate? Her pounding heart threatened to expose the ruse any second now.

After a short trip, they stopped moving. The jangle of keys and the scrape of shoes upon stone informed her other people were in the vicinity. Billy—she assumed the person grabbing her arm had to be him—picked her up and slung her over his shoulder. Then he unceremoniously dropped her onto another flat surface. A heavy covering landed on her.

“No...Darling’s over there,” Billy said.

A muted conversation followed. She strained to listen as sweat pricked her underarms. What was happening?

Nearby, a horse nickered. The surface beneath her shifted as if something heavy was settling onto another part of it—most likely a wagon. A moment later, the snap of reins split the air, followed by the clopping of hooves. Her body swayed as the conveyance rolled forward amid the sound of creaking wheels. Dare she hope that Billy was rescuing her? But they didn’t seem to be out of Newgate yet, so over the objection of her ravaged lungs she kept her breathing quiet and shallow.

Only when the sounds of the city replaced the relative quiet of Newgate did she breathe a sigh of relief. Perhaps there was hope for her yet.

Hours passed as the wagon traveled through the city toward an unknown destination. The constant jostling made her tail bone bump painfully against the wooden plank beneath her. Finding a more comfortable position was impossible because of the confining ropes. The pain in her mouth drove her to tears—tears she couldn’t blink away because of her swollen eyes. She needed medical care but wouldn’t be able to access it anytime soon. Billy might not know where to go, and it was best to avoid visiting an underworld surgeon who might recognize her. As an escaped criminal, she’d be worth plenty of reward money.

Between the wintery chill numbing her extremities, her injuries, and the need to remain hidden, every minute spent in this state required ruthless discipline. Yet she would endure pain a hundred times worse if it meant a chance to reunite with Nathan. The devil only knew what kinds of torture Christopher was putting him through at the Hall of Science. She’d been granted a second chance and would use every ounce of it to free her beloved husband.

She fought her exhaustion because if she fell asleep she might snore, risking discovery. Neither could she rule out the possibility that Billy had an ulterior motive for rescuing her. Staying alert was the only advantage she had.

As the wagon lumbered onward, new worries surfaced. What if the authorities had discovered her disappearance by now? Every second on the run increased the odds of the police accosting Billy. Had he disguised himself? Properly covered his tracks? One concern after another crowded her brain like a horde of rats competing for a sliver of meat. Too many at once...overwhelming....

Everything jolted to a sudden stop, rousing her from a deep fog. She forced her crusty eyelids open. Damn it, had she fallen asleep? For how long? Hours must have passed because she’d gained some energy, if not respite from her pain. Where was Billy? She silently cursed the need to remain silent.

A church bell cut through the sounds of huffing steamcoaches and warbling costermongers. Nothing sounded familiar and she still couldn’t see a damn thing. A whimper escaped before she could stop it. Where the bloody hell had Billy taken her?
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Chapter Two
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The covering slid away, ushering in colder air. Ruby froze, holding her breath.

“You’re safe now,” Billy said.

Thank goodness. She exhaled in relief as he removed the ropes binding her. She extended her hand and he helped her sit up. Her bare legs splayed open like a frog’s, but she was too tired to give a damn about propriety.

He removed the nightcap. She took a grateful breath of the smelly, sooty night air. Or maybe she was the smelly one, having spent several days in grueling captivity. As her eyes adjusted to the light of Billy’s lantern, she noticed the rubbish-filled alley they currently occupied. Plenty of blame to go around.

He handed her a bottle of water. “Here. Drink.”

She pressed it carefully against her cracked, puffy lips. Cool liquid spilled into her mouth, soothing her injured tongue. Billy must have spent a pretty penny to obtain such decent water. She drank until her throat turned moist again. Then she used some of the water to rinse her bloody lips and nose. “Much obliged for the rescue. Where are we?”

“The Nichol. I rode around, um, all day to make sure nobody was followin’ us. I wouldn’t tarry here too long, but you have a solid lead now.”

“Smuggling me out of Newgate is the best lead a person could ask for. Never saw that one coming.”

He chuckled. “Nothin’ like an inside job to throw the hounds off the scent.”

She hugged the bottle to her chest. “I’m more grateful than you’ll ever know. But why risk your life for me?” They’d been friendly during their time in Jenny Driver’s gang, but that was as far as it went.

He ducked his head. “I never forgot how you took that punishment for me. Always wanted to repay you, but since we lost track of each other I never had the chance. Until today. Ain’t no way I was gonna let you hang after the...after what you’d done.”

“Oh, Billy.” Her throat tightened. What an incredible sacrifice he’d made. She’d thought nothing of covering for him, but it had obviously made a big impression. “I don’t know what to say. Thank you.”

“No thanks needed. ‘Twas the right thing to do.”

“They probably suspect you by now. I’m so sorry. I doubt you’ll be able to work there again.” Or at any respectable business. He’d be blacklisted for sure.

He shrugged. “Believe me, it was worth it.”

She drank more water. “Won’t they wonder where my body went?”

“I took care of it. Someone else filled your spot.”

By “spot” he meant the graves that were dug within Newgate to bury murderers. She shuddered at having so narrowly escaped that awful fate. “You ought to lay low for a while. Do you have anywhere to go?”

He waved her off. “I’ll be fine.”

“You’re a fugitive now. Best to hide.”

“Can’t go back home, that’s for damn sure.” He scuffed his foot against the ground.

Insight dawned. He likely didn’t have much coin, nor could he risk retrieving his belongings.

“Go to the Forty Elephants. They’ll keep you safe. Ask for Priti. Speak to her, and only her, about what you did for me. Tell her I said to give you refuge and coin to hold you over. And both of you must keep my escape a secret until you hear from me.”

Then she relayed the address of their headquarters in Elephant and Castle, advice on how to travel there, and confidential information Billy couldn’t have obtained from anyone except Ruby to guarantee Priti’s help.

He nodded. “Much obliged, and mum’s the word. But what’re you gonna do? Do you have...a place to go?”

“Yes, but I can’t say where.” Nathan needed rescuing, and she needed him more than anything or anyone else. “I’ll be away for a while, but I will return.” The Mudlark Queen would never abandon her people.

“Take the wagon,” he said.

She shook her head. “I’m in no state to drive.” Even if she was, her facial injuries would invite unwanted attention. Easier to keep to the shadows while on foot.

He helped her disembark. She landed on wobbly feet. Billy held her steady until her balance returned.

“You sure you’re well enough to travel alone?”

“Yes. I feel much better now, thanks to you.” Emotionally, at least, since he’d given her a new sense of hope. Every part of her body was screaming in agony, but she wouldn’t worry him about it. She clasped his hands in hers. “Take care. We’ll see each other again soon.”

“I’d like that. Safe travels.”

They parted ways. He rode off in the wagon while she shuffled along in the opposite direction in her ill-fitting shoes. She laid her palm against the nearest building to confirm the reality of her precious freedom. Peril lay ahead, but to be with Nathan again she would march through a burning forest, scale a hundred mountains, and face a thousand armies—whatever it took.

I’m coming, my love!

Wrapping her arms around her for warmth, she headed off into the night.
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Panting after her long walk from the Nichol to Bethnal Green, Ruby searched frantically in the dark for the lock that sealed her cellar door. Though she knew the combination by heart, her compromised state and icy fingers were playing havoc with her concentration.

Time was of the essence. Nathan was still in captivity at the Hall of Science. How long would Christopher Harlow consider him a useful asset to exploit before killing him?

After the third try, she released the lock. The trapdoor creaked upon opening. A musty smell drifted from below. She’d gone to the cellar periodically to add to her hidden stash of supplies, but her last visit had been five months ago.

Buying the tenement building had been one of the best investments she’d ever made. Shortly before the Christmas Eve ball, she had raised the landlord’s salary and, through him, had given the current tenants a year’s worth of free rent. As far as they knew, it had been a holiday gift. Otherwise, she had left the building alone. This hideout only worked to her advantage if the building appeared as decrepit as every other building in the rookery.

She climbed down the ladder, wincing as the effort pulled her sore muscles in all the wrong directions. Desperation alone drove her because her body was running on fumes. It’d been days since her last decent meal.

While feeling along one of the makeshift shelves for her matchbox to light a lamp, she accidentally knocked the container off. Cursing up a storm, she searched the floor for it. Wrinkled her nose as her hand landed on something cold and squishy. Though grateful the cellar had served her well, she didn’t miss her former life.

After fumbling about in the dark, she located the matchbox. The lamp cast a wan light upon the familiar surroundings. She opened one of the newer false doors, behind which she’d stored a fully powered aether suit. At her request, Nathan had built her an extra one in the event their Battersea home or the Leviathan were compromised. Unfortunately, that scenario had come to pass.

From another storage cubby, she retrieved undergarments and a pair of stockings to wear beneath the suit as well as a hooded cloak to help conceal it. After ensuring her brooch was safe, she grabbed some coin. Her stomach growled for the tenth time that hour and she was dizzy from lack of food. She had to eat before she fainted from hunger. Sleep would be nice, too, but that wasn’t an option until after she rescued Nathan. Then they could rest together. She wanted nothing more than to hold him in her arms for at least a week.

She put on the suit. Tugged on the cloak. Doused the lamp.

In her weakened condition, the armor’s weight made climbing the ladder ten times more arduous than it should have been. After locking the trapdoor, she sat until she caught her breath and mustered enough energy for her next trek.

While navigating the rookery, she kept her face hidden within her hood. Hoped the usual nighttime costermongers of the area were still in business. Her gait turned unsteady at times. If anyone mistook her for a tosspot and not the infamous Mudlark Queen, all the better.

The first costermonger Ruby approached side-eyed her but didn’t object to her business after she slapped down a generous handful of coins. She ate a bowl of jellied eel and two warm potatoes where she stood. Because of her mouth injuries, soft food was all she could tolerate. Then she slaked her thirst with a large mug of tea.

She breathed a sigh of relief upon resuming her journey. The food had made a big difference. Now all she had to do was rescue Nathan before collapsing from her injuries. She expected resistance at the Hall of Science in the form of Leaguers or police officers, but the aether suit would give her plenty of advantages.

Ruby slipped into an empty alley. After activating her suit, she launched herself skyward.
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Chapter Three
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Several hours before dawn, Ruby arrived in Fitzrovia. Hovering in the cold air high above the Hall of Science, she surveyed the tall, stately building and surrounding terrain. The grounds were suspiciously well-lit given the late hour.

League of Vigilance agents formed a human barrier before the main entrance while others patrolled the rest of the area in small groups. A line of peelers stood outside the closed main gate. The heavy security could only be explained by Christopher’s possession of both Nathan and an aether generator.

Ruby had to fetch Nathan while avoiding the guards. How could she best use the darkness to her advantage?

She glided around the building, searching for a place she could secretly enter. There...that octagonal window on the attic floor. Shadows obscured it on the outside and the dark interior would also help conceal her entry. Maybe everyone truly believed she was dead. Otherwise, they would have posted sentries on every floor and stationed an airship above the building.

She floated down and perched on the window’s outer ledge. Listened for noise inside but heard nothing. Then she peered inside, but it was too dark to see anything.

Breaking the glass would be loud and messy, so she punched a hole in the wall next to the window. Caught an errant piece of wood before it could tumble to the ground or worse—land on a guard’s head. Two more punches created a space large enough to climb through. She grimaced as the exertion sent fresh pain through her torso.

She scrambled inside, wincing as every noise she made echoed like thunder in the stuffy room. Storage containers and sheet-covered objects made for hazardous footing. As she crept forward, her movement stirred up a wave of dust. She clamped her hand over her mouth as a sneeze threatened. She had to move quickly in case anyone had heard her footsteps. Her element of surprise wouldn’t last long in a building where people worked around the clock.

At the door, she braced herself. Chances were low she’d encounter a guard on the other side, but she had to be ready nonetheless. She tried the knob. The door was locked. She punched it open and then checked the dim hallway. Empty.

The Hall of Science had five floors, including the attic. The laboratory where she and Nathan had been held captive was on the ground floor. Ruby descended two staircases before encountering anyone. When she did, the pair of smartly-dressed young white men glanced over from their conversation in the hallway to stare at her. She rushed past them while avoiding eye contact. She also ignored their sharply-worded inquiries. Now she had even less time. Her heart pounded as she barreled down the next staircase.

After traversing the disorienting maze of hallways, passing a handful of startled staff, and making three wrong turns, she found the laboratory where Nathan was being kept prisoner. If the Leaguers who’d been guarding her had been the savvy sort, they would have covered her eyes to prevent her from learning its location. She couldn’t help feeling smug. Even the great Eleanor Marson had overlooked that important detail.

Ruby glided through the open, oddly unguarded doors on a burst of aether. With the press of a knob, she activated her aether cannon. Nathan was going to be thrilled when she rescued him in a blaze of glory! She scanned the room, looking first to the chain holding him prisoner.

It was gone. So was Nathan.

Her triumphant smile faded as she came to a stop. Where could he be?

Movement flashed in her peripheral vision. She blanched upon discovering Christopher Harlow seated at a work station. He was tinkering with an elaborate brass device whose purpose escaped her. The new aether generator was perched beside it. Steam rose from a cup of hot liquid at his elbow.

Bloody, bloody hell.

“Yes, what is it?” He looked up and flinched upon catching sight of her. And no wonder—between her black cloak, tangled hair, and mashed face, she was a nightmare come to life.

His nightmare.

“Where’s Nathan?” she demanded. Her only chance of finding him before the guards discovered her presence was browbeating the information out of his uncle as quickly as possible.

“I say, what is the meaning....” Then recognition lit his face. “Damnation. How did you—”

“Where is he?” With a burst of aether, she shot toward him.

Christopher threw a long, sharp tool at her. Missed by a mile.

Looming above him, she fisted his collar. “Tell me where he is!”

Christopher rolled his eye up to look at her, the artificial one following the same course a  split second later. Irritation spilled from every pore on his face—or was that condescension? “He’s dead, cause unknown. I sent the body to his parents last night.”

Ruby’s heart thumped painfully amid a bout of acute tunnel vision. Then anxiety tightened its fingers of iron around her lungs. Her breath came out in short, desperate bursts. Dead? Impossible. Nathan had been in perfect health. Exhausted, perhaps, but not sickly. How could he be dead?

Keep your wits about you. It had to be trick. Christopher was only spouting that nonsense to mislead her. Of course he would conceal Nathan’s whereabouts after acquiring an aether generator of his own. Nathan had told her about rival scientific societies from other countries who engaged in espionage and sometimes even kidnapping. To minimize such a threat, Christopher must have put Nathan in hiding somewhere deep within the Hall of Science.

She boxed him on the head. “That’s a lie. What have you done with him?”

“For Christ’s sake, I’m telling the truth,” he said in a tinny, labored voice. “Don’t you think...I wanted to extract every bit of knowledge he had about aether? Give me some credit...for being self-serving regarding my goal...of expanding the Council’s power. I scarcely intended to kill my greatest resource.”

“I know for a fact you’re lying because he was in perfect health. A person like him doesn’t simply drop dead.”

“In this case, one did.” Christopher picked up a brass speaker and set it against his mouth. “Guards! Intruder!”

She knocked it from his hands. “I ain’t gonna fall for your tricks. Where is he?”

“Guards!” He threw more tools at her, which she promptly deflected.

Nathan couldn’t be lying dead at his parents’ house. He simply couldn’t. “Answer me, damn it!” She jabbed his artificial eye, pulverizing it.

Christopher froze as blood welled in the nest of glassy shards. Seizing his chin in a tight grip, she forced him to look at her. “Where...is...Nathan?”

His incessant wheezing amplified the tension between them. Blood dripped down his cheek. Then the left side of his mouth twitched, as if he were attempting to smile. “I expect you know exactly where he is—burning in Hell.”

He grabbed the aether generator, aimed it at her, and fired.

Jerking back, she activated her shield with only moments to spare. It stuttered with flashes of blue-tinged aether as the blast struck her. Her shield stopped working at the same time she landed painfully on her back. But she welcomed the discomfort with open arms because she was still alive. Nathan needed her more than ever. Burning in hell, her arse.

Christopher kept firing with jerky, unpredictable movements. Equipment shattered as the blasts hit random parts of the laboratory. Her shield refused to activate, but she could still dart around fast enough to avoid being shot.

Three evasive maneuvers later, she raced to his side and wrenched the generator from his hand. It spun across the floor, out of reach. She seized his wrist and squeezed hard.

“Where have you put Nathan?” Her chest tightened into a knot of panic. If Christopher wouldn’t come clean before the guards arrived, she might never rescue Nathan in time.

“Why are you being so pigheaded? I told you the truth.” His other hand dove into his frock coat pocket.

“Keep your hands where I can see them!”

But he had all the leverage and they both knew it. Her gaze locked onto his pistol at the same time he aimed it at her head.

She sped backward through the air in a hasty retreat. But she hadn’t yet cleared a dozen feet when Christopher fired.

The bullet hit her chest and then she slammed into a table. No, this couldn’t be happening! Not when she’d been given a second chance at a life with Nathan. Fury electrified her voice as she poised for a last, desperate defense of her life. “Fucking rotter!”

She lunged forward. Her vision swam as white hot rage clouded her mind. Then...nothing.

Sometime later, she found herself standing over Christopher. Or rather, over his prosthetics. They were scattered across the floor in a gory mess, having been ripped from his body. Panting, she followed a long trail of blood, which ended where the remains of his artificial eyeball lay on the floor.

What had happened? She had no recollection of the last few moments. Christopher was slumped against a storage cabinet, a river of blood streaming from the gash on his skull. Likely playing dead so she would go away.

Then she recalled having been struck by the bullet. Glancing down, she discovered it lodged in her breastplate. Once again, Nathan’s brilliant invention had saved her life.

Could she reach him fast enough to save his?

She gave Christopher Harlow a final once-over. He wouldn’t be a threat to Nathan anymore. She swallowed past the bittersweet ache of having fulfilled her part of the bargain.

Running footsteps approached the laboratory. Time for her to leave.

She shot upward, blasting the nearest window with an aether cannon to clear her path. She soared through the jagged opening and into the cold, dark night. The shouts of the guards faded as she fled the Hall of Science. An icy wind scoured her face as she soared above the rooftops.

Christopher had probably lied about Nathan’s death to save his sorry skin, but Ruby still needed to investigate the situation. She had to know if he was truly...no, she wouldn’t think about such a disastrous scenario. He must be stuck in one of those unresponsive states, the kind caused by trauma. Easy to mistake that condition for death. Yes, that explanation made far more sense. But if that was the case, why did her chest hurt so much?

She flew like the wind to 54 Harley Street in Marylebone.
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Chapter Four
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During the final part of her flight, Ruby groaned upon realizing she’d made a mistake with dangerous consequences. In her haste to escape the Hall of Science, she had forgotten to seize the new aether generator. No matter. She’d plan a heist to steal it later because her only concern at present was Nathan.

Number 54 came into view. Oddly, every curtain had been drawn. A half dozen coaches and pedestrians populated the street, but they weren’t close enough to pose a problem. She landed before the Harlow house, grimacing as her injuries flared.

Her face hidden in the shadow of her hood, she strode to the front door. She dreaded having to interact with Nathan’s parents, mainly because the nature of her visit was exceedingly risky. If Dr. Harlow was the supportive type instead of a prig, he would use his medical skills to help her recover after she reunited with Nathan. Instead, she had to worry about him reporting them to the police.

She reached for the door handle and then stopped short. Why had someone tied a white ribbon around it? She turned the knob. Locked. She kicked open the door. The laurel and yew wreath went flying. A startled cry and the sound of crashing silverware met her dramatic entrance.

The butler accosted her the moment she set foot inside. “How...how dare you! What is the meaning of this intrusion?”

Ruby shoved him away with just enough force to prevent him from interfering. She didn’t want to hurt anyone; she just wanted to find Nathan. Toward that end, she powered down her suit.

“Nathan!” she called while searching the ground floor. A gauzy black veil covered the entrance hall mirror, not that she cared to see her reflection at the moment. She barely remembered anything about this house, having been mostly unconscious the last time she’d been here. She went left, stepping over the spilled tea tray. Poked her head into the nearest room. Empty.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” came a man’s voice. Not the butler.

She whirled around. Dr. and Mrs. Harlow stood in the doorway of the opposite room. Their pale, shocked expressions were in response to either her unruly appearance, the damage she’d caused, or both. Their haggard faces and red-rimmed eyes implied they’d had a stressful night. Both were dressed in black.

“Where’s Nathan?” Ruby demanded for the second time that day.

Dr. Harlow scowled. “What gives you the right to ask?”

Margaret’s eyes widened in recognition. “Miss Ruby?”

“From before, yes. I know Christopher sent him here. Were you aware he kidnapped Nathan? I’ve come to rescue him.”

As the Harlows exchanged puzzled glances, she wondered if they were trying to hide something—or someone—in the parlor behind them. Her heart skipped a beat. She pushed past them into the room, ignoring their protests.

“Nathan,” she breathed, having confirmed her suspicion. But why was he lying in a coffin? Why were there flowers all over the bloody room?

She rushed to his side, heedless of the floral arrangements she’d knocked over. He wore a somber black suit that drained the vitality from his appearance. His hair had been neatly combed and he appeared freshly bathed, although his pallid face still bore cuts and bruises from their recent ordeal. Then there were his cheeks...he had shaved them.

Or someone had done it for him.

“Nathan,” she said, shaking his shoulder. “I’m here.”

No part of him moved, not even the flutter of an eyelash. She knew why yet refused to believe it. Bloody hell. This wasn’t the joyful reunion they were supposed to have had. “Nathan,” she urged, “please wake up.”

“He’s dead, can’t you see that?” Dr. Harlow snapped.

No! She shook his arm. “Nathan!”

“Shall I send for the police, sir?” the butler asked.

“Not yet,” Dr. Harlow replied. “Leave us, please.”

“Yes, sir.” Quiet as a mouse, he withdrew and closed the door.

Ruby looked at the Harlows. Their grief-stricken faces stared back. Having never been a parent, she couldn’t imagine the depths of their anguish. Since her and Nathan’s previous visit, the Harlows had lost all contact with their son, only for him to show up on their doorstep two years later in this shocking state.

“He can’t be dead,” she told them. “He was in perfect health. How...how could he have....”

“You wish to know the cause of death?” Dr. Harlow glared. “Since you are his so-called protector, I am perplexed as to why you cannot tell us.”

“We were...separated. He was alive when I last saw him.” He’s still alive. He must be. He’s got to be.

“Well, we don’t know, either. According to his uncle, he passed away suddenly. Could have been heart trouble or an acute illness. I want to perform an autopsy to find answers, but”—he slid a resentful gaze toward his wife—“the procedure has not been approved.”

“Nathan has been through quite enough without you cutting him open,” Margaret retorted. She then leveled her stern gaze at Ruby. “You’re the infamous Mudlark Queen, aren’t you?”

As any blackguard would do, she admitted nothing.

“I’ll take that as a yes. Christopher sent word that the League of Vigilance had captured you and recovered Nathan in the process. We were preparing to welcome him home when....” She choked up.

“He showed up dead on our doorstep,” Dr. Harlow added grimly. He placed a comforting arm around Margaret’s shoulders.

The timing of Christopher’s message was suspicious. Given the sequence of events, he hadn’t immediately notified the Harlows about their son’s “recovery.” If he had, he might not have been able to force Nathan to build the second aether generator. What a conniving arsehole.

She grasped Nathan’s limp hand. “To answer your question, I’m Nathan’s wife.”

It was the only identity she cared to claim right now. She, who had been adamant about not marrying anyone, ever, under any circumstances, wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of her life with Nathan in marital bliss. A marital bliss of their own making, if nothing else.

Now, she never would. In the space of a minute, she gave herself a raging headache from the effort it took to hold back her tears. She had placed herself in a vulnerable position by coming here. Grieving for Nathan would have to wait.

Dr. Harlow crossed his arms. “Help me understand. On top of corrupting our son’s mind, you married him so you could corrupt his body and soul as well?”

“Nathaniel!” Margaret said.

“What? I was only speaking the truth and you know it.”

His wife glanced away.

How little they knew. Ruby hadn’t had a chance to “corrupt” his body in any way, shape or form. Yet another repercussion of their untimely separation. She tightened her grasp on Nathan’s hand, willing him to open his eyes and flash her one of his charming smiles. “I love him. My love for him is pure even if nothing else about me is.”

“You were supposed to protect him,” Margaret said, drawing closer.

Ruby flinched at her accusatory glare. “I know. I know. And I did...for a long time.”

“Which is why I was inclined to believe Nathan’s version of events rather than Christopher’s. A belief that caused no small amount of tension between Dr. Harlow and me. But now I suspect my trust has been terribly misplaced.”

Ruby averted her gaze. No amount of aether could shield her from the guilt of having failed Nathan as well as losing what little amount of trust his parents had placed in her.

“You had so much power,” Margaret continued. “How could you let this happen?”

How could Ruby explain the world-jarring events of the past few days, especially since they boiled down to, of all things, a runaway dog? Resentment brewed as she forced herself to resume eye contact. “You blame me anyway, so why bother explaining?”

Margaret blinked back tears. “Without more information, what other choice do I have?”

Dr. Harlow cleared his throat. “If I may, weren’t you supposed to have hanged? How the devil did you escape from Newgate?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said flatly. With Nathan gone, nothing mattered anymore.

He scoffed. “Of course it matters. It’s a blatant attempt to avoid punishment for your crimes. You must turn yourself into the authorities at once.”

She sucked in a breath. Did he think she ought to hang for Nathan’s death? It wasn’t even remotely her fault. “I lost the love of my life. Isn’t that punishment enough?”

“And we lost our son,” he said. “Why should we be punished for your crimes?”

“I don’t think you ought to be. As you said, he probably died from a natural cause. Please, I beg you. Don’t alert the police. Nathan meant everything to me. My life is nothing without him. I’ll go away forever. Just let me grieve in peace.”

Dr. Harlow sighed in a way that said he couldn’t promise anything.

Margaret wrung her hands. “Perhaps he died of a broken heart.”

Her husband threw up his hands. “Rubbish. If you’ll simply let me—”

“No!” She lowered herself into the nearest chair. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she addressed Ruby. “When he brought you to us, I could tell even then that he was in love with you. Knowing you were to be hanged must have caused him tremendous pain.”

Ruby’s breath hitched. Nathan’s mother had known about his affection before she had. Her guilt intensified tenfold.

“At least tell me he died knowing that you love him,” Margaret said.

She took in a deep, shuddering breath. “Yes.”

Dr. Harlow’s face reddened as he visibly fought back tears. Though they obviously loved their son, they couldn’t possibly understand everything she and Nathan had been through. The battles they had fought. The empire they had built together.

The passion they shared.

If Ruby stayed here any longer, the three of them would only keep quarreling. Never mind that Victoria was the true villain, the Harlows would heap more blame upon her. Then, seeking revenge, they would send her back into the jaws of the police. This time, there would be no Billy to save her from the gallows.

A cold chill ran through her. Now she understood why they had drawn her into such a lengthy discussion—to stall her.

She edged closer to the coffin. “For what it’s worth, he loved...he loves you both very much.” She removed her cloak and set it aside, but only so it wouldn’t hamper her movement.

“That is quite a...unique outfit,” Margaret said.

“Nathan made it for me.”

“Why don’t you stay and tell us more about it? We’ll tend to your injuries and have tea.” She shot her husband a warning look. “No police. You can tell us stories about Nathan. We hadn’t seen him in so terribly long, and then....” She pressed her fingers against her trembling lips.

“It’s a tempting offer, but I must decline.” She flicked her gaze around the room, assessing the layout.

“What’s the hurry?” Dr. Harlow asked. “You ought to stay and take responsibility for your choices. Like a moral, lawful adult.”

More stalling. With a furtive shift of her hand, she activated her aether suit.

Dr. Harlow narrowed his eyes. “What...why did you do that?”

“Begging your pardon, but I must leave now.” She aimed her aether cannon toward the street-facing window and fired. Shattered glass, curtain fabric, and splintered wood exploded in every direction. The Harlows covered their heads as debris pelted the room.

Ruby hooked her arms beneath Nathan’s shoulders and dragged him from the coffin, further dislodging the artfully placed flowers. Whew. Even with the aether assisting her, he was heavy. Her injuries screamed at her to stop. But this was her only chance to be alone with him one last time, so she ignored the pain.

Margaret shot to her feet. “What are you doing?”

“Leave him be!” Dr. Harlow yelled.

“I’m sorry,” she said, mainly for show because she felt little remorse for the action she was about to take. If they knew how much she loved Nathan, they’d understand.

They attempted to reach their son, but furniture and debris hampered their efforts. Gripping Nathan’s body tightly, Ruby lunged through the jagged opening. Margaret’s anguished cry followed them long after they had taken flight.
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Chapter Five
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As soon as Ruby cleared the Harlow residence, she shot toward the home across the street faster than lightning.

With Nathan’s weight pulling her down, she struggled to remain aloft. She swerved left, narrowly avoiding a crash into the brick façade. His dangling feet missed a streetlamp by a handful of inches. She had never attempted to carry someone while airborne. Her arms trembled from the strain of holding him in this precarious position. Before her muscles gave out, she needed to find a safe place where she could switch him to her back.

She landed on the top of a carriage and then catapulted into the air. The maneuver sent a fresh wave of agony through every cut, bruise, and battered muscle. But her plan worked, and she cleared the nearest building. She gritted her teeth with the effort it took to gently lower Nathan onto the roof. After propping him against the chimney, she paused to catch her breath.

Her back muscles spasmed, leaving her frozen in place and whimpering in pain. She was sorely tempted to rest here, but they risked discovery if Dr. Harlow informed the police about her visit.

Where should she seek refuge? It had to be somewhere without people and also relatively close lest she burn through her aether supply in mid-flight while carrying Nathan. Their best chance was the laboratory beneath their Battersea mansion. They’d locked the entrance before leaving for the Christmas Eve ball, so no one else could access the laboratory short of blowing up the door.

She didn’t dare enter the house by conventional means in case the authorities were surveilling it. Yet a thief was only as good as her escape route, so she and Nathan had built a secret tunnel that led from the laboratory to an exit point in the woods near the property. How ironic that they would now use it to sneak into the laboratory.

Several excruciating minutes later, the spasm abated. The dark clouds above chose that very moment to shower them with a mix of rain and snow. She pushed her wet, tangled hair away from her face, wondering how best to perch Nathan on her back. Or ought she to drape him over her shoulder? He was slender enough that it might work. If necessary, she could always land on another rooftop and change his position.

She lifted Nathan upright with a boost of strategically targeted aether. Then she lowered him onto her shoulder, her legs shaking with the effort to remain steady as he settled into place.

Mustering all her strength, she launched skyward. The polluted air and blustery weather provided decent cover. Even if someone saw them, the sight would be so ridiculous they wouldn’t believe their eyes.

She hoped.
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By the time Ruby delivered Nathan to the sofa in the middle of the laboratory, she was a sweaty, spasming, aching mess.

She deactivated her suit. After turning on the nearest aether lamp, she collapsed on the rug next to the sofa and focused on breathing. Relief gradually replaced her anxiety. She and Nathan were safe—for now.

Her lungs eventually recovered, but her body was slow to cooperate when she directed it to move. She craved sleep even more than she craved a long, hot bath or laudanum for her pain. But her full bladder demanded release and she didn’t want to soil her aether suit. With a groan, she rose to a sitting position.

If removing the suit was in a race with molasses, molasses would win. She sighed in content after detaching the last section. Then she hauled herself up and glanced around. Where had Nathan stashed the piss pot? The prospect of having to search the whole laboratory nearly brought her to tears.

“Where’d you put the pot?” she asked.

Under the sink, she imagined him saying.

She stumbled to the sink. Gripped it for support while she squatted over the pot. Some of the urine leaked onto her drawers, but she couldn’t be bothered to care.

After covering the pot, she splashed her face and neck at the sink to remove the worst of the blood and grime. The warm, soothing water nearly put her to sleep right then and there. To stay alert, she gulped down a cup’s worth. She’d never been more grateful to have access to pure, fresh well water.

Dripping wet, she rejoined Nathan. He didn’t look comfortable, so she adjusted the pillows to support his head. His left hand had dropped to the floor. She arranged his arms atop his abdomen.

In the dim light, he appeared to be nothing more than asleep. The sight brought back memories of watching him during their time in the cellar. At first, she had done it to prevent him from stealing her meager possessions, but later she’d watched him out of curiosity. Then her curiosity had turned to fascination. She stroked a lock of his hair. Now she was doing it out of love.

Her eyelids drooped. When she tried to raise them, they went right back down again. The warm laboratory was making her drowsy. She yawned. “I need to rest,” she whispered, her voice still raspy from the hanging. Knowing Nathan, he wouldn’t mind at all.

She gingerly stretched out on the rug, hoping her injuries wouldn’t interfere too much with her sleep. Between her swollen lips, bruised groin, aching torso, and stinging cuts, finding the most comfortable position wasn’t easy. As if her physical suffering wasn’t enough, Nathan lay only inches away, but the distance between them seemed like a mile.

She felt around for his left hand. Drew it down until it rested on her waist. Perfect. She shut her eyes. Slumber rushed in with gratifying swiftness.

Some time later, a leg cramp jolted her awake. Hissing, she carefully stretched it out. Then her other injuries throbbed anew, as though nails were lodged beneath her skin and rubbing against her flesh with every move.

If she had to guess, she’d slept for several hours. She felt around for Nathan’s hand and then breathed a sigh of relief upon making contact. She continued resting, drifting in and out of sleep. After a while, she became wide awake, partly because of the throbbing pain and partly because her bladder needed emptying again.

She made the dreaded trek to the piss pot. Drank more water. Rejoined Nathan.

This time, she sat on the floor next to him and cradled his hand between hers. Leaning her head against his hip, she stared at his face. How wonderful to be this close to him again! At the same time, nothing could have been more devastating. Their cruel separation and fall from power was not how the story was supposed to end.

Ruby and Nathan Darling had been destined to accomplish great deeds together. Seizing the throne would have been the start of an amazing revolution. They would have transformed England with innovative social reform, compassionate laws, and grand new technology.

In a city of millions, what had been the chances she and Nathan would find each other on the day they’d met? That they would complement each other fully and become best friends? That they’d fall in love?

To have the perfect companion during the journey was a priceless gift she had never expected to receive. Nathan was more than a business partner; he was someone she trusted with her innermost thoughts and darkest secrets. She had eagerly anticipated a lifetime of working side by side with him, sharing in the joys as well as the struggles. Along the way, their love would have blazed into a fiery passion that would burn until the end of time.

But then their dream had been dashed to pieces. Her throat tightened. Needing more comfort, she climbed onto the sofa and straddled Nathan’s thighs. Clutched his shoulders as she leaned over him. “We’re finally together again. I love you.”

She listened a long time for his response, but he couldn’t say “I love you” back. That’s when the vast gulf between them stretched to an unbearable distance. Fate had spared her from the gallows—only to inflict a punishment worse than death.

Her first sob came from a place of such deep anguish that her lungs seized up. The second one broke free on a jagged breath. Tears spilled from her eyes, driven by a sense of overwhelming heartbreak.

She buried her face against his chest and cried until her throat turned raw. She cried until her whole head ached. The love of her life was dead, and she had been unable to save him. She couldn’t do anything now except cry.

She had never cried so hard in her whole life, not during her first horrifying night in the dangerous bowels of London, not after the Gang of Four had
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