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Ruby hoped for a miracle but braced for the worst as the pack of wolves known as the League of Vigilance cornered her and Nathan on the stage of the Effingham Theatre in Whitechapel. What had begun as a routine bare-knuckle boxing event was now a deadly face-off.

Dressed in her signature teal frock coat, “The Hammer of Justice” had come to collect her prey. Ruby stared down the length of Eleanor Marson’s poleaxe. Its sharp, gleaming blade was poised to eviscerate her in seconds. The League would stop at nothing to capture Nathan.

Some bodyguard you are. In her haste to make money for their mission as quickly as possible, she’d lost sight of her most important responsibility. If Nathan’s aether generator fell into the wrong hands, England’s powerful tyrants would abuse and exploit the poor a hundred times more than they already did.

Dread tightened her chest. Would Nathan ditch her for another bodyguard because of her mistake? She couldn’t bear the thought of anyone else taking her place. He’d promised to help her overthrow the Crown and had turned out to be the perfect partner in crime. But given her failure tonight, he might seek greener pastures.

Assuming they made it out of here alive.

To escape, Ruby would have to fight the Leaguers single-handedly. She powered up her aether gloves under the guise of adjusting them. The end of the boxing match had coincided with the League’s arrival, so her boots were still on. She took a deep breath to calm her racing heart. Then the Scarlet Menace—dressed in her sleek boxing costume—seized control of the situation.

Ignoring Marson’s order for Nathan to surrender, she flashed her nemesis a dazzling smile. “My dear Miss Marson, if you wanted to challenge me, all you had to do was ask.”

“I’m not here for fisticuffs and you know it. Step aside.” The League of Vigilance commander pointed at Nathan. “You, Mr. Harlow, are coming with us.”

He glared. “I am most certainly not.”

The Leaguers readied their weapons. Ruby wagged her finger at them. “You heard the gentleman. He said no.”

Marson eyed her coolly. “You’re outnumbered. Hand him over peacefully or I’ll apprehend you as well.”

She raised her fists. “Not without a fight.”

“If you insist.”

Marson surged forward. Ruby unleashed her right fist. Her aether glove repelled the first poleaxe strike as easily as knocking aside a feather. Marson retreated a few steps, a shocked look on her dark-skinned face. Ruby used those precious few seconds to fend off the Leaguers swarming toward Nathan.

Her barrage of punches and kicks left behind a trail of injured chests and bruised jaws. Bones crunched. Weapons cracked in two. Blood spewed from crushed noses. She stomped the feet of Nathan’s attackers into pulpy mixes of leather and splintered bones. One of her kicks sent a female Leaguer flying into the curtain.

Then a steam rifle blazed to life with a loud hiss.

“Behind you!” Nathan called out.

She turned as a visible jet of scalding steam headed straight toward her. She crossed her arms at the wrists, praying the aether field would block the onslaught. It did until the sheer force of it knocked her onto her back, winding her.

“Get away from me!” Nathan yelled.

Two Leaguers gripped Nathan by the arms. He struggled, to no avail.

She lurched to her feet. Lost headway as Marson thrust the blunt end of the poleaxe into her midsection. Ruby doubled over as a wave of nausea cramped her stomach.

“Damn, you’re good,” Ruby muttered. Grunting, she retreated a few steps.

Undeterred, Marson stalked her. “I could say the same of you. What’s your secret?”

Did Marson suspect she had a technological advantage? Her mouth spread into a crooked grin. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Marson swung the poleaxe like a club, aiming for Ruby’s head. She punched the shaft, repelling the strike. Marson then raised her poleaxe and hammered it down, but Ruby blocked the attack by crossing her forearms.

Marson increased her downward pressure. The aether field prevented injury, but Ruby’s muscles strained while attempting to shove off her muscular opponent. Sweat beaded on her brow at the same rate it formed on Marson’s. Their gazes locked.

“Lose your little stick and fight me like a true warrior.”

Marson shook her head.

Smart woman. She gritted her teeth while considering her options.

“Ruby! Help me!”

Nathan’s panicked voice made her heart thump with worry. She spared him a glance. One of his captors backhanded him across the face.

A sea of red clouded her vision. With a mighty heave, she pushed Marson away.

Marson steadied herself, frock coat swirling around her legs. “Ruby, is it?” A gleam lit her brown eyes. “Good to know.” With a deft spin of her poleaxe, she attacked again.

Ruby bucked the blade with a sweep of her aether-enhanced fist. As her uppercut barreled toward Marson, the blunt end of the poleaxe slammed into her ribs. Her punch fell short of its mark as a hot flare of pain wracked her torso.

She stumbled sideways, gasping for breath. Marson’s skill with the poleaxe and the additional reach it gave her made her an even match against Ruby’s aether gloves. Time to regroup. She had to rescue Nathan before they took him away. But how? Her torso throbbed like bloody hell and Marson was raising her poleaxe for another hit.

An injury ruse—it was her only chance.

While clutching her midsection, she raised her hand. “I surrender. Just...give me a moment. Please.”

“On the floor,” Marson ordered.

She nodded weakly, groaning for good measure. Marson wouldn’t miss a trick, so she had to ensure hers stayed hidden. Ever so slowly, she dropped to her right knee. Marson held her weapon at the ready—a true professional. Damn her for being so good.

She looked up at Marson. “I hope you’re going to pay for my medical treatment.”

“Get. Down.” Marson slammed the flat of the poleaxe blade against Ruby’s back.

She grimaced in genuine pain. “I’m going.” Dragging out the process as much as possible, she dropped her left knee. Then she placed her hands on the floor, lowering them slowly to avoid denting the wood with her aether gloves.

“No, don’t do it!”

The sheer terror in Nathan’s voice added to her growing pile of guilt.

“Shut him up,” Marson ordered.

Ruby slanted a glance Nathan’s way. One of the Leaguers produced a strip of linen.

“Bugger off!” Nathan snarled as the agent stuffed the gag into his mouth.

It was now or never. She couldn’t allow the League of Vigilance to kidnap him. If she broke her promise to protect him, he would die.

With an aether-enhanced bounce, she shot upward and shoved Marson away with a double-fisted punch. The effort tore a cry of pain from her throat.

Marson flew backward and crashed against the ropes.

Ruby leaped toward Nathan’s attackers. Knocked them out in quick succession. As the last Leaguer dropped to the floor, she motioned for Nathan to head backstage. “Run!”

He took off like a shot, removing the gag along the way. She cradled her ribs while following him. It hurt to breathe, let alone move. Her heart thundered in her ears, making it difficult to detect if anyone was following. Had anyone been left standing? One thing was for certain—Marson was a tenacious warrior who would pursue her quarry to the ends of the Earth.

The sun had already set, so at least they’d be able to escape under the cover of night. Nathan yanked opened the backstage door, startling the three Leaguers who were guarding the alley. They sprang into action, brandishing their deadly weapons.

The lead agent aimed his dart-slinging monstrosity at them. “Halt in the name of the League!”

Bollocks. Ruby pushed past Nathan, fists swinging. One aether punch later, the dart weapon clattered to the ground. She exchanged blows with her adversaries in the dimly lit alley, desperate to keep their focus on her rather than Nathan. Sweat poured down her face and her lungs strained for air. Each strike reduced her body’s energy to a dangerously low level.

She eventually defeated two of the agents, but the third one wrestled her to the ground. As the large man straddled her, the odor of tobacco and sour sweat flooded her nostrils. His jab to her shoulder left her hissing in agony.

He grunted, stiffened, and then fell against her. Fuck! She braced for his next attack, but instead, his dead weight rolled off her.

Nathan stood above them, holding the dart weapon. He’d knocked the Leaguer unconscious.

“Good thinking,” she said, gulping in air.

“The least I could do. Are you well?”

“Well enough to run.” Everything hurt like hell, but for the sake of Nathan’s life she had to push past her pain. She hauled her weary body into a sitting position. Switched off her gloves and boots to avoid leaving a trail of accidental damage. Accepted Nathan’s offer when he extended a hand to help her up.

They rushed through the alley. Exhausted by all the fighting, she faltered several times. Her ribcage burned as though two fiery knives were battling for supremacy within it. Nathan tightened his hold, urging her forward. She leaned into his steadying touch. They dashed toward the nearest street, running for their lives.
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Chapter Two
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Fear spiked Nathan’s heart rate as he and Ruby raced away from the Effingham. The League’s appearance at an underworld event had been a most shocking development. Then again, a theatre wasn’t as hidden as Ruby’s cellar. He must convince her to make money in non-public ways from now on. But first, they had to escape the League and find refuge to avoid certain death.

They burst from the alley and onto Whitechapel Road. He and Ruby wove among the steamcoaches and omnibuses clogging the street. They dodged the people streaming in and out of public houses. Pipe smoke mixed with the scents of coffee and roasted meat being served up by costermongers. Strains of a jaunty tune enlivened the scene, but entertainment was the last thing on his mind.

He glanced back. No one appeared to be following them, but his association with Ruby had taught him to anticipate the worst case scenario. They kept running.

He turned down a side street and hoped he wasn’t leading them in circles. Ruby usually navigated their trips through the byzantine city, but she had yet to take the lead.

“Where ought we to go?” he asked. “Cellar? Grotto?”

Her footsteps slowed. Then her grip slackened. As they passed a darkened storefront, she slipped from his grasp entirely. Upon turning around, he discovered her slumped against the building.

“By Jove!” Between the fisticuffs and their escape, she must have overexerted herself. “Do you need to rest? I do believe it’s safe enough.” For a few seconds, at any rate. They were alone in a shadowy area.

She slid to her knees. A tortured moan escaped her lips as she cradled her midsection.

He knelt beside her. “What’s wrong? Are you injured?”

Having been detained by the Leaguers, he hadn’t seen the entirety of her battle with Marson, but he had witnessed enough to know she could have sustained a hit.

“It hurts...so much....” Her watery-thin voice and labored breathing did not bode well.

“Where?”

“My...side....” Her face contorted in pain.

A rib injury, perhaps. Marson’s skill with the poleaxe had been nothing short of deadly. Ruby’s discomfort implied serious damage. He removed her mask and tucked it into his waistcoat pocket. Best that she not be recognized as the Scarlet Menace right now.

“I’m so sorry. But there’s no help for you here. If we can reach the main thoroughfare, I can hail us a cab. It’s not far.”

“Can’t...go...uhhhhnnnn....”

They couldn’t travel by cab, or she couldn’t make it to the street?

A shaky cry left her throat, like a baby bird who had fallen from its nest. “Need...help.”

His gut clenched. She needed medical attention, and fast. Hooking his hands beneath her arms, he gently pulled her up. “Just a few more yards and we’ll be at the street.”

She resisted, growing heavier as she slumped back down. “No...find someone...bring them here.”

“I dare not leave you alone.” He considered carrying her but decided against it lest he worsen her injury. He tugged her up again.

“Let me be,” she rasped, pushing at him weakly.

She was asking for the impossible. “Ruby, do come on. The longer we stay, the greater the chance the League or a peeler will find us.”

That argument convinced her to stop resisting. He lifted her up and held her against his side. If it weren’t for his blasted height, he could have placed her arm over his shoulders. Half-dragging her, he guided her to the nearest main road.

“No more,” she pleaded after reaching the street’s edge. She slid back to the ground, gripping her torso. Pedestrians parted around them. Nathan ignored their pointed stares and whispers as he hailed a cab.

A steamcoach hissed to a stop alongside them within moments. He breathed a sigh of relief. The ride would be smoother than a horse-drawn vehicle.

“At your service, guv’nor,” the cabbie announced.

Nathan drew Ruby to her feet, his muscles straining since she wasn’t cooperating in the slightest. “My...wife is unwell. I need to take her...home. Would you mind—stand up as much as you can, please, dear—would you mind helping me get her inside?”

The cabbie disembarked. “Very good, sir.”

After they guided her onto the seat, the cabbie gave her a once-over. “Interesting outfit. She an actress?”

“Something like that.”

Nathan wiped the sweat from his temple. Where in this godforsaken city ought he to take her? Given her condition, he dared not return to that squalid cellar. The Grotto? No. Maneuvering her through that vast underworld bazaar by himself would be a nightmare, never mind the unwanted attention his efforts would bring. Then he remembered another place, one well-equipped for emergencies such as hers. A risky plan, but he had to prioritize her life above all else, even his own safety.

“What’s your pleasure?” the cabbie prompted.

Nathan deposited a generous amount of coin into the cabbie’s hand. “Take us to fifty-four Harley Street in Marylebone as quick as you can.”
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Chapter Three
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The steamcoach belched upon arrival at the Harlow residence. Nathan glanced out the window. A few pedestrians strode along the stately street, one home to members of the aristocracy, physicians, military officers, and wealthy Company merchants. Gas lamps lit the exteriors of every building. Six months had passed since his last visit home, but it seemed a lifetime ago.

A uniformed peeler came into view. The officer paused to inspect a parked carriage before continuing his patrol. Moments later, he disappeared around the next corner. Nathan breathed a sigh of relief.

Ruby moaned. He’d maintained a steady hand on her arm whenever the steamcoach had jostled, but that had been the extent of his ability to make her more comfortable. If his plan worked, she would feel better soon. He cast a worried glance at her slumped form before exiting.

“Wait here,” he told the cabbie.

He sprinted to the front door. Turned the handle. Locked, damn it. He pounded the brass knocker loud enough to wake the dead.

“Come on, come on,” he muttered, running his hand impatiently through his hair. Ruby had once speculated a League agent was probably monitoring his parents’ home. He glanced up and down the street but spied nothing unusual. He’d been away a long time, so perhaps they’d abandoned the post by now.

The door finally swung open. Light spilled out along with the familiar scents of allspice, cinnamon, and ginger. He met the gaze of his family’s longtime butler.

Drummond gasped. “Mr. Nathan!”

With a curt nod, he rushed inside. The usual paintings, flower vases, and furniture filled the vestibule, a welcoming space for visiting patients. “Where is Mother?”

“Er, she’s upstairs in the drawing room. I’ll fetch her. Oh, there she is. Look who’s here, ma’am.”

Gripping the skirts of her brown dress, Margaret Harlow descended the stairs as quickly as decorum would allow. When she reached the ground floor, a mixture of disbelief and hope appeared on her pale, drawn face.

“Mother,” he said softly.

“Nathan!” She hurried forward to greet him. Pressed her warm hand against his cheek. “My dear son. Thank heavens you’re well. We didn’t know if you were alive or dead.”

“I’m fine. Perfectly fine.” He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “I never meant to worry you.”

Tears pooled in her hazel eyes. “I know.”

He lowered his voice. “Is Christopher here?” A possibility he ought to have considered before coming, but Ruby’s life was at stake.

“Of course not. Why would he be?”

Ah, so his uncle hadn’t died in the laboratory accident. Nathan had been correct to assume that Christopher remained a threat. “Good. For your own safety, it’s best that he not know I’m here. What about Father?”

“In the consulting room.” She gasped while lightly touching his cravat. “Is that your blood? Are you hurt?”

Some blood must have landed on him during Ruby’s row with the Leaguers. “Not mine, no. But my companion is badly injured and needs help.”

She gave him a quizzical look. “Companion?”

He cupped her elbow. “Come with me.”

Moments later, they reached the steamcoach. He opened the door. Ruby was still curled up in pain.

His mother stuck her head inside for a clearer look. “Oh, my. Who is she?”

“She’s...a friend. I shall explain later. Father needs to treat her directly.”

“Very well. Let us take her inside.”

Two of his family’s servants helped him carry Ruby out of the steamcoach and into the house. She moaned intermittently. No doubt the least bit of movement exacerbated her condition.

His mother led the way. “To the clinic.”

The clinic contained medicine and other supplies related to his father’s practice. Nathan had visited it countless times after cutting or burning himself in his home laboratory.

“Faster,” he urged while supporting her upper body. Her unnatural pallor worried him.

As the procession headed down the short hallway, Dr. Harlow emerged from the consulting room, pulling on his frock coat. Save for the dark circles beneath his eyes, nothing about him had changed.

“Margaret, what is all this commo—” His gaze locked onto his son. “Nathan?”

Nathan nodded stiffly. “Father.” With an injured Ruby in his arms, their reunion was awkward, to say the least.

Dr. Harlow grabbed him by the shoulders. Relief filled his eyes. “You’re alive.”

“Yes. I’m fine.” He grunted while struggling to hold Ruby aloft. “My companion, however, is not. She needs help. Now.”

Dr. Harlow then registered his other unexpected guest. No doubt he thought it improper for his son to bring a female stranger to his parents’ home late in the evening, unannounced, especially when she was streaked with blood and moaning up a storm. “What in the deuce is this all about? Who is she?”

“Someone in a great deal of pain. Let’s get her to the clinic.”

“Pain from what, exactly?”

“She was hit. In the ribs, I believe.”

“You believe? How can you not know the specifics of her injury and yet know her well enough to bring her here?”

“Dr. Harlow, help me turn down the bed, please,” Margaret said in a firm tone.

His father gave Ruby one last, wary glance before joining his wife. Nathan sighed, grateful for his mother’s timely intervention. He hadn’t fully considered the barrage of questions that their unexpected arrival would trigger.

After reaching the clinic, they placed her on the bed. His mother removed Ruby’s aether gloves. Thanks to Nathan’s design, no one would think of them—or her aether boots—as anything other than ordinary. Dr. Harlow dismissed the servants and then set about gathering supplies.

Margaret unbuttoned Ruby’s burgundy frock coat. Nathan waited by the counter, gaze averted. Braced himself for her inevitable reaction.

His mother gasped. “Good heavens!”

That hadn’t taken long.

“Nathan, why is she dressed this way? And how did she acquire so many cuts and bruises?”

He sighed. “It is a long, complicated story. One that may wait until after we treat her.”

He watched from his peripheral vision as his father joined his mother. Dr. Harlow gave Ruby a cursory examination. “There’s a fair amount of swelling, too.”

The irony of the situation suddenly struck him. At this point, everyone in London besides him had now seen Ruby’s breasts. Even his parents.

He blew out a breath. Gah, what was wrong with him? Now was not the time for curiosity about her body or petty resentment. Regrettably, stress was rearing its ugly head. Though he was glad of the chance to reassure his parents about his safety, he didn’t want to be here. For one thing, seeking refuge with his family increased the risk to his life. For another, he belonged in the underworld with Ruby. The scrappy, mesmerizing thief had expanded his horizons in ways he hadn’t thought possible. Against all odds, she’d kept him safe when the League of Vigilance was after him for his groundbreaking aether generator, an invaluable commodity his murderous uncle intended to seize at all costs. Nathan wanted her to be healthy again so they could continue working toward their goal.

“Nathan?” Ruby whispered. “Where are we?”

She sounded lost and vulnerable. The thought of her suffering for a single second more sent his anxiety through the roof. Only his respect for her boundaries prevented him from rushing to her side and wrapping her in a hug.

“I’m right here,” he called over his shoulder. “These are my parents. We’re going to patch you up straightaway. Tell them where it hurts.”

“Oh, dear,” said Margaret. “I believe she passed out.”

He clenched his fists. “Father, would you start treating her, please?”

Dr. Harlow left Ruby’s side and stood before Nathan, his expression stern. “Tell me the truth,” he said in a low voice. “She a street walker? Things got out of hand between the two of you, perhaps?”

He bristled at the unjust accusation. “She’s not—no!”

“Then what? You expect me to treat this woman without any explanation whatsoever after you go missing for three months?”

Nathan glared. “Do all physicians ask so many useless questions when a patient is suffering from an acute injury?”

His father’s forefinger shot up between them. “You, young man, are out of line.”

“Dr. Harlow, I need your assistance,” Margaret decreed.

“We’ll continue this discussion later,” Dr. Harlow told him. “Make yourself useful and fetch me hot water.”

“Yes, sir.”

At the door, Nathan exchanged glances with his mother. She had intervened on his behalf yet again. Margaret had placed the sheet over Ruby’s chest and was now gently removing her arms from her frock coat. With a jut of her chin, she motioned for Nathan to go.

He left the clinic, stomach roiling. Ruby was in excellent hands, but he’d had no time to sort out the ramifications of bringing her here. How much ought he to tell his parents about his predicament? What had Christopher told them about the Hall of Science incident? There had been no witnesses, so it was his word against Christopher’s.

Who would they believe?

Pushing the worries from his mind, he rushed to the kitchen. He didn’t have to wait long because their housekeeper, Mrs. Paley, had already placed a kettle on the stove. After he delivered the water to the clinic, his parents banished him, so he sat in the parlor and drank the tea Mrs. Paley brewed for him. The warm, sweet liquid soothed his parched throat. Mrs. Paley offered him food, but he couldn’t dream of eating until Ruby was out of the danger zone. After draining most of the pot, he paced around the parlor, fiddling with his mother’s knickknacks and fretting until his head ached.

A half-hour later, Margaret appeared at the doorway. “Your father has finished his examination and we’ve treated her injuries. Care to see her?”

He made a beeline for the door. “Yes. Is she awake?”

“No. Your father gave her laudanum for the pain.”

His heart pounded all the way to the clinic. His father was putting away supplies as Nathan entered the room. Ignoring him, Nathan went to the bed.

Ruby now wore a nightdress. Her face was clean and some of the color had returned to her cheeks. The bedclothes were tucked beneath her chin. He sighed in relief.

Margaret gazed at her in sympathy. “She seems exhausted.”

She was fishing for information, but Nathan wasn’t ready to supply any yet. “I am certain she is. It’s been a long day.”

Dr. Harlow cleared his throat, his disapproval evident in every sound he made. “Does this woman have a name?”

Nathan hesitated. His first instinct was to provide a false name, but that could lead to problems down the road. Perhaps her first name would suffice. “Ruby.”

“Well, Miss Ruby here has bruised ribs and muscles. If any other complications arise, we shall know within the next day or so. She’ll need painkillers and bedrest for about a month.”

Nathan blanched. “A month?”

Thank goodness she didn’t have any broken bones, but they couldn’t stay here a whole month. A few days, perhaps, or a week. Beyond that, Christopher was bound to discover him. Others might talk even if his parents kept his presence a secret.

Margaret smoothed back a lock of Ruby’s ebony hair. “Why is that a problem?” she asked pointedly.

He swallowed, uncertain how to answer her question.

“We have heard my brother’s side of the story,” Dr. Harlow said. “Now we expect to hear yours.”

Nathan’s blood ran cold. He was relieved his parents had provided refuge for him and Ruby without question—and most importantly, without contacting the authorities. Their discretion and generosity meant a great deal. In turn, he was obligated to tell them about his confrontation with Christopher. But disclosing the information might create another problem. When they learned the truth, would they change their minds about helping him?
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Chapter Four
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Nathan joined his parents in the parlor for the Great Reveal. Prior to convening with them, he’d emptied his bladder and taken a bath. Then he’d shaved and brushed his teeth. Being a fugitive had given him a new appreciation for basic amenities, so he’d taken full advantage of the ones currently available.

A twinge of guilt passed through him. Ruby’s access to such resources had been severely limited. What would she think of his family’s home? A thief’s paradise, probably. Then she’d cite it as an example of society’s wealth imbalance and the unfair class discrepancy. Everyone was entitled to decent housing regardless of their income, she’d say. Naturally, she would be correct.

A tea tray and spread of food were on the low table between him and his parents. Now that Ruby was resting comfortably, his appetite had returned. He stuffed himself full of ham, pickled vegetables, cheese, crusty bread, and grapes. A delicious midnight repast. As soon as Ruby could eat, he would instruct the servants to spoil her rotten.

His father helped himself to some food as well. Margaret partook of tea.

Earlier, Nathan had closed the parlor door for privacy. Then he’d conducted a search of the room to ensure it didn’t contain any unusual devices. Though their family’s longtime servants were trustworthy, Ruby’s suspicious nature had rubbed off on him. He couldn’t rule out that Christopher had planted a spying device in his family’s home given that such technology had been in the developmental stage for the past year or so.

He brushed a crumb from his thigh. His outfit from the House of Knight was in severe disarray, so he had taken clothes from his former wardrobe. His mother always kept fresh ones on hand for his periodic visits. He would pack a carpetbag full of clothes when he and Ruby left because he rarely found pre-made items that fit. His mother probably had clothes to spare for Ruby as well.

His thoughts gave him pause. Was it wrong to want to leave so soon after arriving? Had he already outgrown his former life?

The answers would have to wait since he owed his parents an account of his recent whereabouts. He swallowed his last bite of food.

Margaret’s gaze flicked in his direction as she refilled his teacup. “Try not to slouch, dear.”

He straightened in his chair, although he couldn’t promise how long his effort would last. The comfortable furniture far exceeded the meager accommodations in Ruby’s cellar. And by “meager” he meant nonexistent. He had never spent so much time sitting on the floor as he had done in that cellar. Plus, he’d always been consumed with more interesting matters than posture. But for his mother, he would try.

“So,” Margaret began, settling onto the sofa next to her husband, “Christopher told us about the laboratory accident. We’re deeply relieved you weren’t harmed. But why haven’t you made contact with us until now?” Her expression conveyed her anguish more than words ever could.

Nathan cut his parents a wary look. “What exactly did he tell you?”

“You first,” said his father.

He blew out a breath. Where to begin? And how much to share? Rather, which parts of the story ought he to omit? He wasn’t keen to deceive his parents, but given Christopher’s vicious nature he could not entirely trust them, either. Not only did his father share an affable relationship with Christopher, the two brothers had orchestrated Nathan’s placement at the Hall of Science. Plus, the aether generator had introduced a new variable in that it had tipped the balance of knowledge and power between him and his family. Given his invention’s potential to revolutionize life on planet Earth, could his parents truly claim to know what was best for their son?

He set down his cup. Rubbed his hands for a moment to gather his thoughts. “It all began  when he tried to steal my invention.”

His parents exchanged glances.

“Let me guess,” he continued. “He painted me as the thief.”

Margaret’s neutral expression faltered. “Well....”

Damn his duplicitous arse of an uncle! Nathan’s knees banged against the table as he leapt to his feet. He wasn’t surprised about Christopher’s lie; he was upset at the prospect of his parents thinking ill of him when he’d only been trying to do the right thing. “It’s not true. I rightfully questioned his plans for my invention. He pulled a pistol and threatened to kill me if I didn’t hand it over.”

“He did what?” Margaret turned to her husband in outrage. “Your brother conveniently left out that part of his account. Did you know about this?”

Dr. Harlow frowned. “Of course not.”

Nathan didn’t miss her reference to “your brother.” His mother was always cordial to Christopher, but their relationship had been rather distant from the start.

His father held out his hand toward him. “Calm down. You’ve had a rough time, and we’re here to help you sort everything out.”

Margaret’s coaxing nod echoed his father’s request. Nathan uncurled his fists. The chair squeaked with the force of his landing when he resumed his seat.

Dr. Harlow crossed his arms. “Christopher was light on the details, but he told us you’d built a powerful weapon. Upon his attempt to examine it, as was his right as your benefactor, he said you refused without suitable cause. He said you threatened him and started the fire in a misguided attempt to protest his decision.”

Nathan fumed. “Rubbish. All of it.”

“Perhaps you’re unaware that Christopher was badly injured during the blast,” Margaret said. “He’ll live, but requires extensive care and prosthetics.”

“I had no idea.” But he wasn’t sorry. Any affection he’d had for his uncle had vanished the second Christopher had tried to murder him.

“You must have had a compelling reason for your behavior,” his father said. “Why don’t you share it now?”

Compelling reason, indeed. With a deep breath, he described his confrontation with Christopher in detail. He then shared his uncle’s intentions to enrich himself instead of using the aether generator for the greater good—without referring to it by name, of course. The fewer people who knew about the existence of a device that could generate advanced, unlimited energy, the better. Nathan described everything up until meeting Ruby.

“How appalling,” Margaret said, wringing her hands. “He tried to kill our son, Nathaniel.”

His father smoothed his mustache, his expression sympathetic for once. “Such behavior is reprehensible. Rest assured, I shall hold Christopher accountable. Yet I’m still confused about the significance of your invention. Do you have it with you?”

“No. It’s hidden. With good reason.” He rubbed his stiff neck. “The significance is not so much the device itself, but its potential applications. I am not convinced Christopher’s intentions for it are appropriate, ethical, or even moral. When I broached the idea of using the device to help disadvantaged people, he rejected the idea outright.”

His mother pursed her lips at the news.

“Trust me,” he continued. “My refusal had nothing to do with petty defiance and everything to do with public safety.”

“Is your device a weapon?” Margaret asked quietly.

“No, but it could be used to make them. Powerful weapons, I daresay. But its capacity for good far outweighs its potential for destruction.” He raised his forefinger. “And that includes helping the poor. If Christopher intends to hoard this new technology for the wealthy, it would explain his anger when I resisted.”

Margaret turned to her husband. “Christopher lied to us. Why do that unless he has nefarious intentions?”

Dr. Harlow gave her an incredulous look. “My brother is the founder of the National Council of Science and Automation as well as a renowned scientist. Why would he risk his reputation for some”—he threw up his hands—“evil master plan?”

She sighed. “Well, then why did he threaten our son with death? Seems awfully drastic.”

Dr. Harlow shook his head. “I don’t know. He doesn’t consult with me about every aspect of his work. I can only speculate that he acted based on the power of his conviction.” He glanced at Nathan. “Apparently, you did as well.” Rising to his feet, he paced the room. “The problem, as I am sure you understand, Nathan, is that we cannot allow rogue technology to run amok. If criminals seized the device, the whole country could be endangered.”

By criminals, did he mean poor people? They were routinely framed as criminals by the upper classes while the actual criminals often escaped notice—and consequences—because of their status and connections. As Ruby was fond of pointing out, the greatest threat to England was its upper-class pack of rich, well-connected predators. A pity his father failed to grasp that problem.

Nathan waved his hand in dismissal. “I’m not concerned about some footpad in a rookery. The point is, there needs to be research and proper planning about how to use my invention in ways that benefit everyone. I’m in the best position to spearhead that effort. Regrettably, Christopher didn’t agree.”

Dr. Harlow frowned. “You truly don’t believe he would have used the invention to advance our country’s interests?”

“Not in a way that would be equitable and fair, no. You weren’t there. You didn’t see the pure greed on his face.”

“You must have misunderstood his intentions.”

“I’m certain I didn’t. His pistol alone spoke volumes. By Jove, why are you so determined to defend him?”

“I’m only trying to get at the truth.”

“The truth, or what Christopher wants you to believe?”

Dr. Harlow sighed in frustration while Margaret signaled for Nathan’s attention. “Where does Miss Ruby fit into all this?”

Leave it to his mother to connect the dots. “She is someone I met while on the run.”

His father snorted. “Are scientists always that talented at stating the obvious?”

“Nathaniel,” his mother cautioned, “this is difficult for him. Some leeway, if you please.”

Nathan studied his hands. What ought he to say? Reveal too little and they might reconsider their support. Sharing too much might place him and Ruby in mortal peril. Nor would he share Ruby’s secret belief about her being the true Queen of England in any way, shape, or form.

He glanced at each of them in turn. “When my situation grew dire, she was the only person willing to help me. Or believe me. If I tell you anything more, you must promise to keep the information secret.”

His parents glanced at one another, the nature of their silent exchange known only to them.

“Does it involve anything illegal?” his father countered.

Nathan looked askance as he contemplated the most truthful way to answer the question. “Uh, no.”

“Then we promise,” Margaret said.

He took a deep breath. “Miss Ruby is my protector.” Definitely not illegal. 

Margaret gaped as his father’s eyes narrowed. “How do you mean?” he asked.

“We agreed to help each other. A business arrangement, if you will. Since my life is in danger, she provided me with safe harbor and became my official bodyguard to protect me against the city’s unsavory elements.” And the League of Vigilance. “That’s why she’s injured. A, uh, mob attacked us earlier tonight. Unprovoked, mind you.” After all, he and Ruby had been minding their own business when the League attacked. “She fought them off, every single one.” His lips spread in a proud smile. “Miss Ruby is amazing. She—”

“What did you offer in return?” Margaret prompted.

His smile faded. It was official—he had the shrewdest mother in all of England. “I...she expressed an interest in my scientific knowledge. She aspires to hold a government position one day and believes the information will be helpful. Since her education to date has been somewhat lacking, I’ve been tutoring her.” Teaching her to read was as far as they’d progressed, but why burden his parents with such a trifling detail?

His mother raised a delicate brow. “That sounds rather odd.”

“And frustratingly vague,” his father added. “Where is she from? Who is her family?”

Nathan shook his head. “Truth be told, that’s all I may share, especially since Miss Ruby isn’t here to speak for herself.”

The tall clock in the corner chimed to announce it was half-past midnight. He rubbed his tired eyes.

Margaret stood. “We understand.”

Dr. Harlow shot his wife a skeptical look. “We do?”

She positioned herself behind Nathan’s chair and gave the back of his neck a brief rub. “It’s late. Let’s rest for now and continue our discussion tomorrow. Perhaps Miss Ruby will feel well enough to join us.”

“As you wish,” said his father. Dr. Harlow headed toward the door. “I shall check on her before retiring. Mrs. Paley will monitor her throughout the night.”

“Thank you, Father.”

“You are most welcome.” He paused at the door to meet Nathan’s gaze. “I know we have our differences, but I’m truly glad you’re safe.”

After his father left, Margaret accompanied Nathan to his bedchamber. Upon reaching the door, she delicately cleared her throat. “If I may ask a rather personal question, is Miss Ruby more than your protector?”

Fearing she would be able to discern his true feelings, he assumed a neutral expression. “No.” Unfortunately.

“Ah,” she murmured in such a way as to convey she didn’t believe him. “Well, in that case, visit her tonight as often as you feel necessary.”

“Thank you.”

She spread her arms. “Come here. Mother’s prerogative.” As they embraced, she said, “I’m so relieved you’re safe and sound.”

Her soothing touch reminded him of how much he’d missed her company. He pulled back with a contrite expression. “I wanted to send word sooner, but it wasn’t safe.”

Her lips quirked. “Instead, you chose the most dramatic reunion possible.”

“I didn’t mean....”

She patted his cheek. “I’m teasing. Get some sleep. We shall sort everything out in the morning.”

“Much obliged. Good night.”

After closing the door, he stripped down to his drawers and crawled into bed with a long, appreciative sigh. He yawned and stretched until his joints cracked. He’d missed the luxury of a comfortable mattress, clean sheets, and a custom-made bed that accommodated his height. On the other hand, his recent adventures had been a much-needed lesson in not taking such privileges for granted.

Fatigue had tunneled its way to his bones, but every time he closed his eyes, they popped back open. The day’s events kept replaying in his mind. Ruby’s boxing match with that bizarre automaton creature. The terror of the League’s attack. Her life-threatening injury.

Over the past few months, he and Ruby had been either completely safe or squarely in the mouth of danger. They needed more stability and not simply for themselves. The aether generator would never be secure until he constructed a vault for it—ideally, one surrounded by a fortress.

In addition to the generator, piles of money were stored behind the walls of her cellar. Had they amassed enough to purchase a home? A warehouse? Something with four walls and a roof. He had to keep the aether generator properly hidden until they thwarted Christopher’s devious schemes.

He fluffed his pillow. Rolled over onto his side. Sighed in frustration as sleep continued to elude him. This time, his restless thoughts weren’t the culprit. Rather, something was missing. 

He sat up. Not something—someone.

He and Ruby had been sleeping in the same room ever since the first day she’d taken him under her wing. He had grown accustomed to the sound of her breathing and occasional snores. Her nightmare-induced shouts often jolted him awake. Yet cohabitating with her had become his new normal. Their arrangement provided him a great deal of comfort despite its scandalous nature.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed. If she awakened alone in an unfamiliar place, she might panic. He couldn’t bear the thought of her experiencing such a fright. What if she attempted to run away? She might hurt herself.

He donned a nightshirt and a pair of trousers. Then he grabbed a blanket and pillow from the bed. Stuffing the bundle beneath his arm, he left his bedchamber. As he headed down the hallway, the carpet cushioned his slipper-clad feet, muffling his footsteps. A few gas lamps still burned, lighting his way down the stairs.

Mrs. Paley sat outside the clinic door, knitting up a storm. Greeted him with a nod and a smile. “What may I do for you, Mr. Nathan?”

“You may retire now. I shall keep an eye on her for the rest of the night.”

“If you insist.” She scooped up her knitting basket and left.

He entered the clinic. Ruby was in the same position, the smooth blanket perfectly perpendicular to her chin. Her quiet breathing indicated she was deep asleep.

Amber light from the nearby lamp bathed one side of her face, leaving the other half in shadow. He gazed down at her, caught in the web of her beauty. He ached to smooth her hair the way his mother had earlier. The longer her wavy locks grew, the more they tempted him. Would they feel as silky as he imagined?

Ruby shifted her head to the side. He jerked himself out of his fantasy and quietly backed away. It’s rude to watch someone while they’re sleeping, he imagined her saying. True, of course, but with a face like hers, he had trouble resisting.

Anyway, it was past time he rested. He sprawled on the clinic’s sofa, placed the pillow beneath his head, and drew the blanket over him. Not nearly as comfortable as his bed—it might as well have been a tree branch for all the relaxation it provided—but discomfort was a price he would gladly pay to have Ruby in his life. Now that he was within arm’s reach if she needed him, his thoughts calmed. Moments later, he drifted off to sleep.
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Chapter Five
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Close to one o’clock in the morning, Eleanor’s steamcoach rolled to a stop at the wrought iron gates of the Hall of Science. Before disembarking, she took a moment to calm the tangle of knots in her gorge. Her confrontation with Nathaniel Harlow at the Effingham meant she had to provide a report to Christopher Harlow immediately. The Council’s director was going to be mightily displeased that his nephew had slipped through her fingers.

In her defense, the fight hadn’t been a fair one. She rubbed her sore lower back, grateful her injuries were minor. Her informant Willy had been on the nose about that female boxer with the iron fists. Who was the Scarlet Menace? Why was she protecting Harlow? Twice now, Eleanor had discovered a dark-haired woman in his company. She compared her memories of the two encounters. Both women had a similar height and build. Then there were those green eyes as well. Chances were high it was the same person.

She’d wanted to give chase to Harlow and his mysterious accomplice, but their lead had made it impossible to track them in the wilds of Whitechapel. Moreover, her wounded colleagues had required urgent medical intervention, so she’d spent the better part of the evening arranging for their care.

The extreme nature of their wounds had shocked her. How could punches and kicks cause so much damage? The Scarlet Menace had defeated her entire patrol. Eleanor might have had more success
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