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        An ancient energy.

        A daring expedition.

        Two misfit scientists in a race against time…

      

      

      

      Iris McTavish always wanted to follow in her father's footsteps. But when his sudden death leaves her household on the brink of ruin, she may have to choose an unwanted marriage over her passion of archaeology. To save her house and prove her worth, she embarks on a mysterious and dangerous expedition…

      Edward Bailey's strict scientific code holds back his anxiety and heartbreak. With his professorship and his department in danger, however, he realizes he'll need to find the secret to turning unstable aether into limitless power to keep himself afloat. And for once, Edward can't do it alone...

      As Iris and Edward seek out hidden clues, they're hunted by clockwork spies and a shadowy society. During their dash across Europe, the misfit explorers must work together to crack a worldwide energy crisis and discover the truth if they want to stay alive.

      Eros Element is the thrilling first book in Aether Psychics, a series of Victorian-era steampunk adventures. If you like puzzling mysteries, incredible inventions, and a touch of magic, then you'll love Cecilia Dominic's high-spirited series.

      

      Get your copy of Eros Element now to embark on a charming clockwork adventure.

      

      "Golden Compass by Philip Pullman meets The Guns of the South by Harry Turtledove. This first in the series from Dominic (A Perfect Man; The Mountain's Shadow) defines a compelling world with many provocative and unanswered questions." - Library Journal

      

      "A book full of life and death, blackmail and betrayal, suspicion and secrets? I recommend buying this one." - Girl of 1000 Wonders

      

      "...If you can't tell by now, I will put it plainly. Eros Element is highly recommended!" - Smart Girls Love Sci Fi Romance

      

      "This fun, charming series is a must for Steampunk and Paranormal enthusiasts alike!" - Leanna Renee Hieber, award winning author of Strangely Beautiful and The Eterna Files
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      Department of Archaeology, Huntington University, 08 June 1870

      "Perhaps it's time for you to settle down, Miss."

      Iris McTavish wrenched her mind into the present and away from the fascinating story the file in her hand told her, of frustration with academic strictures and lack of collaboration. "Not you too, Sophie." She shook her right hand, which one of her dear departed father's files had graced with a paper cut, and stuck her newly lacerated thumb in her mouth.

      "I know it's not my place, Miss, but without your father bringing home his salary, how are you going to keep up the household? Cook and I are worried."

      Iris rubbed her eyebrows before remembering the dust on her hands. Now she was sure she sported smudges to make her look like a stage actor or some sort of urchin. "I'm working on that."

      A knock on the door forestalled the rest of the conversation, thank goodness. Sophie opened the door to reveal a messenger boy.

      "Cor," he said and took off his hat with an admiring look at Sophie. "They din't tell me Professor McTavish were a ghel."

      Iris stood and drew the urchin's gaze to herself. "Professor McTavish isn't—" The words stung her throat with waspish ferocity, and all she could choke out was, "available." She swallowed the sensation that tried to erupt through her chest and make her burst into tears like a schoolgirl with a broken heart. Yes, her heart was broken, but she couldn't afford silly displays of emotion.

      "Oh, well, are you his secretary? Ent no one at the front desk."

      "That's because it's summer," Iris's grief burst through as irritable words. "Most of the faculty are off on trips, and the department secretary's mother is ill, so she's gone to care for her." Which worked out well for Iris. Otherwise, the secretary would have breathed down her neck while she cleaned out her father's office. She never had much use for me.

      "So who're you, Miss? Meaning no disrespect, but I got this urgent message to deliver to Professor McTavish, and if I don't, I won't get paid and we won't eat."

      His voice cracked on the last word, and a tendril of tenderness curled in Iris's heart. The poor boy sounded as desperate and panicked as she felt.

      "I'll take it," she said.

      "How do I know you'll get it to him? My instructions were to give it to him or his assistant."

      "Well, then you're in luck. I'm his assistant." Iris ignored the look Sophie shot at her and put on her gloves before she took the message from the boy. "Here's a halfpence for your trouble."

      He didn't hide the disappointed look on his face, but he bobbed his head and disappeared.

      "Miss…" Sophie said.

      "Sometimes the universe drops things in your lap that you don't recognize as gifts at first," Iris told her. "That's what Father always said." She unfolded the slip of paper and read it, then looked at it again slowly, word by word. It was in English, and the words familiar, but the meaning didn't hit her brain until she read it out loud:

      

      Dear Professor McTavish,

      Word of your illness has reached us, and we are saddened to hear of your sudden incapacitation. However, we have a project which you will likely find interesting. If you are well enough, we have funding for you and an assistant to undertake a multidisciplinary summer expedition in search of a treasure, the likes of which has never been found. Please join us for a meeting in the Aetherics Department this Monday June 6 in the conference room on the fourth floor at ten o'clock a.m. You will be well-compensated for your time and trouble with bonus once the treasure is located and delivered.

      Sincerely, Dean Hartford

      College of Sciences

      

      "It's for your father, Miss," Sophie said. "Not for you. Too bad, it would have been a good opportunity."

      "It still might be. What if we tell them that my father is too ill to travel, but I'm his assistant and would be willing to undertake his duties instead?"

      Sophie's mouth disappeared into a disapproving line. It reminded Iris of her mother, who would make the same expression whenever Iris would accost her father when he came home to ask about what he'd found on his expeditions, and had he brought anything for her. She later discovered the true reason for her mother's frown, but she pushed those thoughts to the back of her mind as irrelevant.

      "But you're not a trained archaeologist, Miss."

      "I would be if the University recognized the apprentice system, which was good enough until administrators got hold of academia. Besides, if I acquit myself well on this journey, the University may accept me as an archeology student in the fall. Then I could get a scholarship, which would help support the household beyond the money we'd get for our duties. It sounds like we'll get paid even if we don't find this treasure."

      "And what if they find out your father has died?"

      Iris patted her hidden skirt pocket, where she held the telegram from France. He'd gone there to see if the warmer climate would help his lungs and passed away at a sanitarium on the coast. She shared it with his chairman before he left for Bulgaria to research the symbolism of the bull in ancient European pottery, and from the department secretary's reaction when she'd shown up the previous week, she was sure the chair hadn't shared the sad news with anyone before he left, likely to keep the fallout from delaying his trip. Everyone knew he had a Bulgarian mistress. The note from the dean confirmed her secret was safe.

      Had the death of Professor Irvin McTavish happened a week earlier, Iris wouldn't have been able to work the deception. But now…

      "I doubt they will. Circumstances have aligned in our favor." Her shoulders hunched around the guilt sprouting in her chest at having to lie, but what else could she do? If she continued with things as they were, she and her servants would be turned out of their house in the dead of winter, or at the latest in the heat of the following summer if she could manage to sell her father's most precious artifacts. Now determination replaced guilt.

      "Get ready, Sophie. You're about to become the assistant to Miss McTavish, assistant archaeologist."

      Now Sophie's plump lips hopped to one side. "All right, Miss, but only because I know we need to do this. But if we're discovered, you're on your own with the punishment."

      "I will do my best to protect you should that unlikely event happen." Iris moved to wipe her hands on her skirt, then stopped and looked at her gloved fingers. "Would you mind bringing me some water to wash with? We have a meeting to attend."
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      Aetherics Department, Huntington University, England, 08 June 1870

      Of all the things about the college Edward Bailey liked, the ivy was his favorite. It clung to the buildings, climbing up their stone faces, sending leafy tendrils along window edges as if peering in on lectures. On foggy days, it served as a green veil over the facades and provided a sense of decorum and discretion. He much preferred its jaunty green leaves and steadfastness through all seasons to the flashy color and riot of spring flowers with their pretty lies and false promises.

      On this Monday morning, Edward tipped his hat to one particularly long tendril that hung over the door of his department building. He then ascended the cozy stairwell with its wooden rail smoothed to softness by generations of eager, curious students and gave a nod to the three discolored splotches that stood guard around the window in his office. He'd nicknamed them Hickory, Dickory and Doc due to their shapes. A fanciful notion, to be sure, but he considered them to be his guardians as he worked through the puzzles inherent in his profession.

      They had not, however, prevented the department secretary, an eager young woman named Miss Ellis who eschewed sensible spectacles for a frivolously fashionable pince-nez, from putting a note on his desk about a meeting he'd neither scheduled nor desired. It was to happen in the department conference room at ten o'clock that morning, which would disrupt his routine abominably and abdominally because he timed his taking of tea such that it would provide a needed urge for a mid-morning break right around ten. Now he would have to make his tea a half hour earlier so he wouldn't end up squirming through the meeting with his chairman and his dean. They'd given him enough to squirm about in the eight years he'd been at the University.

      "Well, this is most unacceptable," he muttered before his door opened to reveal the tall blond figure of Johann Bledsoe.

      "Usually people talk about my unacceptability after I leave, not before I arrive," Johann said. He sat without being invited and crossed one ankle over his knee.

      Politeness kept Edward from saying what he really thought about yet another interruption to his routine—goodness, what was next, a surprise visit from the queen?—but he did give his friend an exasperated look. It was quite rude of him to come in and sit without being invited.

      "And to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?" he asked, although his tone conveyed it was, indeed, not a pleasure.

      "I got a note saying there would be a meeting here at ten that required my attendance. Knowing your habits, I took the liberty of coming early and having Miss Ellis make your morning tea so you wouldn't experience any awkward moments while speaking with your supervisors."

      Edward's gut simultaneously twisted at the thought of having to leave the meeting to attend to bodily needs and the horror that his friend knew his habits so intimately he could plot to interrupt and adjust them to the whims of others. Underneath, he had a premonition the meeting would be the start of a life-wide disruption, perhaps an upheaval. It was time to put a stop to this nonsense.

      "While I appreciate your consideration, Johann, I will not allow a meeting I neither called nor desired to interrupt this morning's important work or make a shambles of my carefully orchestrated routine, which has been developed through years of study and experimentation for maximum productivity."

      "Too late, old boy. Here's Miss Ellis with your tea, twenty-three minutes early. That should give your stomach time to process it before the chair and dean arrive."

      Indeed, Miss Ellis walked in carrying a tray with Edward's favorite teapot, cup and saucer set along with a half cube of sugar—she had instructions as to how he liked them split—and two teaspoons of cream in a little pitcher that had been warmed to exactly one hundred and forty degrees. Alongside were two small lemon strawberry scones, their tart fragrance mingling with that of the strong black tea to make for a siren song of scent. Brilliant, now his mind was so confused it mixed up its analogies. He'd never get anything done now.

      "Your tea, Professor Bailey."

      Edward put his head in his hands. Was everyone conspiring against him? His stomach growled at the aroma, and he glared toward his abdomen. He'd eaten breakfast at the normal time—why did these savage impulses betray him?

      "Look at the poor gentleman," Johann said. "He's overcome with sentiment at how well we care for him."

      "He's overcome with something all right, sir," Miss Ellis said, a flirtatious edge to her tone. Johann tended to do that to the fairer sex. As for his insouciant secretary, Edward didn't have the heart to reprimand her. Indeed, its caged animal beating—tea twenty-one minutes early—warred with his growling stomach.

      "It's okay to emerge from your shell. She's gone. I'll pour the tea."

      Edward peeked through his fingers. Johann poured two cups.

      "You put the cream in first, right?"

      "I've known you for how long? Yes, I fixed it the way you like it." He passed Edward the fixed tea, and Edward almost dropped the saucer on his desk, his fingers trembling.

      "Thank you." He would not allow this disruption to turn him into an impolite savage, after all. "What are you doing here? If the meeting is with my chair and dean, what use could a musician be to them?"

      "Perhaps they want to talk of a collaboration between our departments?"

      Edward stared open-mouthed at his friend. "A collaboration? With musicians? What is this University coming to? I'm a serious scientist."

      "Studying something no one seems to understand but you, and that barely."

      "I am an accomplished aetherist in my field." Edward drew himself up and gestured to the stack of journals on his desk. "I have articles in all of these volumes."

      "As you remind me every time I visit," Johann remarked. He set his teacup on top of the stack.

      Edward drew in a gasp. "Move that at once! What if you spill?"

      "Then you'll make another pile from among the dozens of spare journals you keep in your closet over there. Now tell me, how are the Duke, Duchess and ducklings? How many do they have now?"

      Edward sighed. He knew Johann tried to educate him in social niceties like inquiring about family—his friend had two siblings and two parents, but Edward didn't see the point in asking about them since he never spoke with them outside of mandatory holiday gatherings—and bit his tongue so he wouldn't snap that they were irrelevant to the destruction of his morning.

      He filled Johann in on what he knew of the family, but he couldn't focus. When his chair had a chance to inflict an interdisciplinary project on him, trying to stop him would be like keeping an airship from lifting once the gases were heated—it would take more than his measly efforts. Edward hoped that, like an airship, this disruption would float away and disappear, preferably before lunch.
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      Aetherics Department, Huntington University, England, 08 June 1870

      "I'm not going." Edward didn't mean to sound petulant, but he didn't care. His morning routine had already been disrupted, his tea either too strong or his stomach unhappy with the rearrangement of its habits, and his friend insultingly cheerful about the whole thing. He put his hand on the latest issue of the Journal of Aether and Light. "I have important reading to do."

      "You tore into that the day it got here and already have figured out where to incorporate the articles as references in your own research." Johann flexed his fingers. "And if you keep dallying, I'm going to miss my morning practice time, which will make me grumpy."

      "Sure, I have to be considerate of your desired schedule, but no one cares about mine."

      "Come on, Edward." Johann's tone said he grew tired of Edward's whining, as he'd told Edward many times. Johann hauled Edward to standing by one arm. "You can't upset your chair and your dean. They might sack you, and then where would you be?"

      Edward always forgot how strong his friend was. "I hate it when you do that."

      "Sometimes you need a reminder that you're not in charge," Johann said. "We all do. Now remind me where the conference room is?"

      When they arrived in the large rectangular room, Edward first checked the windows, where the week before ivy had covered the panes on the outside and provided a sense of coziness. Now the sun shone in and threw harsh yellow squares on the floor.

      "The ivy! Someone's cut the ivy." He dashed to the window and ran a finger over the smooth, warm glass.

      "Open the window, will you?" Johann asked. "It's beastly hot in here."

      "That's because they've cut the shade away." Edward pressed his hands to the panes, which almost seared his palms. "I suppose it doesn't matter. Nothing important to me does."

      "On the contrary, I believe you'll be excited to hear my proposition for you, Professor Bailey." A voice boomed through the room and bounced off the hard surfaces.

      Edward tried not to flinch—Dean Hartford had once called him a "sissy boy" when he'd observed Edward's typical reaction to his sudden, loud entrances—and turned from the window. It always shocked him how such a big voice could come from such a small person as his dean, who stood at one and a half meters, and Edward suspected a good bit of that height was due to the lift in the dean's shoes.

      "Good morning, Dean Hartford," Johann said and shook the dean's hand. He looked like a blond giant next to the shorter man.

      "Ah, Mister Bledsoe, I'm happy you could join us. The rest of our guests will be here momentarily, as should Miss Ellis with some tea."

      "Did you have the ivy cut back?" Edward asked. "It's made the room too warm not to have it."

      "I didn't, but I suspect Harry did. It's tearing down your building, Professor. We're taking advantage of the good summer weather to do repairs."

      Edward couldn't help but shudder at the name of his chairman, Professor Harold Kluge. The man delighted in torturing him, or so it felt. It didn't surprise Edward that his chair had been the author of tearing the ivy away from the windows and exposing everything in the room to the harsh light. Indeed, he wished he had some of the tinted lenses the Americans liked to wear.

      Harold himself came through the door and was followed by a man Edward had never seen. Miss Ellis brought up the rear with a laden tea tray.

      "Would you believe she was delayed because she was splitting sugar cubes?" Chairman Kluge asked the assembled with a scoff that poked Edward in the solar plexus. "Have you heard anything more ridiculous? I have instructed her that her job is too vital to waste time on such unimportant tasks."

      "I don't mind," Miss Ellis murmured and put the tray on the table. She shot Edward a frightened look that caused him to feel sorry for getting her in trouble. But she should have known better—he'd had already had his morning allotment of tea. Why would she split more sugar cubes?

      "I think it's a wonderful idea to make the sugar cubes smaller," the strange man who had come in with Harry said in flat American tones. "Those last few sips of tea end up being ghastly because the regular-sized lumps don't dissolve in time to evenly disperse their sweetening properties to the entire cup."

      "My thoughts exactly," Edward said with a told you so look at Harry, who shrugged with his usual good humor.

      "Ah, and here's a smart young man," the American said. "You must be Professor Edward Bailey, renowned aetherist."

      He held out his hand for Edward to shake. Edward took it reluctantly and studied his unwitting ally. He'd encountered few Americans due to their finances being tight from the economic results of their ongoing "Civil" War, and thus their travel limited. He didn't understand what was so civil about it—beastly business, really. The man looked like a normal gentleman aside from that horrid accent. His dark suit was free of dust, and his graying hair neatly combed and beard trimmed.

      Instead of releasing Edward's hand, the American clasped his other one around it. "I am relieved to see you, Professor. I was led to think you may not come."

      Edward took his hand back from the man's unrelenting grasp. "I am fortunate to have friends who look out for my best interest." He looked at Johann sideways. "I think."

      "You are indeed a fortunate man."

      "Professor Bailey, this is Mister Parnaby Cobb," Dean Hartford said. "He has an interesting proposition for us as soon as our final guest arrives. Perhaps we should take our seats?"

      Edward would have preferred to be where he could see the ivy, but since it wasn't there anymore, none of the seats seemed right. Finally, he took one beside Johann because it was farthest away from Chairman Kluge, who seemed to bask in the sunshine.

      There goes my theory of him being a vampire. Edward took his watch from his pocket and glanced at the time: five past ten. Five more minutes, and I'm declaring this a waste of my time and getting back to work. I need to set up the aether chamber and tweak the calibrations so the pressure is higher to begin the process of refining it to—

      The sound of scraping chairs brought Edward to the present, and he got his feet under him in time to rise along with the others in response to the appearance of two women.

      "And who have we here?" Dean Hartford asked. "We didn't order any files or food."

      The young woman in front held out a folded piece of paper. "I am Iris McTavish, Dean Hartford, and this is my assistant Sophie Smythe. You summoned me?"

      "I requested the presence of Professor Irvin McTavish," the dean told her. "I'm sorry, Miss McTavish, but there must have been some mistake. We're in need of an archaeologist, not a secretary."

      "Professor McTavish is indisposed currently, as you know," Miss McTavish, whom Edward found to have a frightening degree of poise, said. "He trained me, and so I am here in his stead."

      Edward wondered how she managed to keep her composure under the irritable scrutiny of the men in the room. Well, not of Johann, who looked at her like she was a piece of candy, or of Edward, who truth be told, enjoyed the dean's surprise and consternation. Edward's sense of vindication evaporated when Johann pulled out the chair beside Edward and indicated she should sit there. Miss Smythe took a seat at the edge of the room and pulled a small pad of paper and pencil out of her reticule.

      Miss McTavish sat and folded her hands in front of her on the table. Edward noticed the dust smudges at the tips of her gloves.

      "I understand this is a matter of some urgency?" she asked.

      "Well, young lady, I can't say this has anything to do with you," Parnaby Cobb said. "The journey we're talking about is going to be too rough for a woman. That's why we wanted your pa."

      "Journey!" Edward stood. "I'm not here to discuss a journey. I have work to do this summer."

      "Hold on," Johann said and put a hand on Edward's shoulder, drawing him back to his seat. "Let's hear what this is all about, and Professor Bailey and Miss McTavish can make their own decisions about their participation."

      "And you are…?" Cobb asked.

      "Johann Bledsoe, a talented musician," Harry told him. "He is to give this project's cover story its air of legitimacy."

      "And the project is…?" Edward thrummed his fingers on the table. He knew it was rude to do so, but he couldn't help it. Sitting beside Miss McTavish made him remember things he had tried hard to forget and would have been able to keep shelved in the back closet of his mind if not for her calm, cool presence. The effort to prevent the memories from spilling out made him feel as if each of his cells was made of aether and insisted on vibrating with the kind of energy he was trying to harness through his experiments.

      "The northern American states are running out of resources with this war," Cobb told them. "And frankly, gentlemen, and ladies, we're getting desperate."

      "What kind of resources?" Miss McTavish asked.

      "Power-generating ones. Coal is getting more and more expensive as manufacturing takes off here and at home. Professor Bailey, you know as well as I that in spite of the excitement around its discovery, aether has yet to prove, well, useful."

      "It has a lot of potential, and we're getting closer every day," Edward said. "And I would make more progress if I didn't have to sit in meetings about projects I have no desire to participate in."

      "And what about your funding, Professor?" Chairman Kluge asked. "Do you think the money for your little experiments grows on trees? Or in that ivy you're so fond of?"

      "Little experiments?" The rest of Kluge's sentence processed through his brain. "And the University funds my research."

      "Well, that's the problem, Professor," Dean Hartford said. "The University is growing impatient. The administration had hoped to see a return on its investment in aetheric research by now."

      "Science takes time."

      "And money," the dean told him. "And if there isn't a breakthrough by the end of the summer, the Department of Aetherics is in danger of being dissolved. We may be able to find a position for you in the general sciences, but it's not a guarantee, and the sole area with openings is the new Department of Geology."

      "Geology?" Edward cataloged his experiments in his mind with some desperation. Although he felt close to a breakthrough, it would take him at least until the end of the year, and he doubted his colleagues were any closer.

      "There's a chance to expedite your research," Cobb said. "Legend has it that there's an element to be found somewhere around the Mediterranean that can serve as a catalyst to turn aether into heat energy in a safe manner, which is what we need."

      "What kind of legend?" Miss McTavish asked. "And what are your sources?"

      She startled Edward every time she spoke. His mind tried to ignore her in spite of her sitting beside him, but he couldn't help but appreciate her questions.

      "Ancient scripts and tablets, of course," Cobb told her. "A lot of them have been lost to time, but enough survive with tantalizing hints. There have also been rumors of this element referenced in classical works through the Renaissance. The question is how to get to those artifacts and works of art without tipping off my competitors to the project."

      "Hence where you two come in," Chairman Kluge said to Edward and Johann. "It is a dying custom, but young men of means still take a Grand Tour through Europe, ending in Italy, Greece, or the Ottoman Empire."

      "You wanted us to pose as tourists?" Johann asked.

      "Yes, your musical and artistic backgrounds will be invaluable in recognizing clues and in gaining entree to private collections." The dean poured a second cup of tea for himself. "But the original idea was for Professor McTavish to accompany you under the guise of looking for artifacts to bring back to the University for our museum. I don't know how we could include an unchaperoned female."

      "I'll have Miss Smythe with me to serve as chaperone," Miss McTavish said. "And women take the tour as well. I could accompany them and pretend they are family friends protecting me and my virtue."

      "I don't like all this deception," Edward said. "If you want an aetherist to play this game of 'let's pretend,' you need to find someone else."

      "You are the one whose specialty is the closest to the purpose of this quest. Plus, there is no one whose research shows the brilliance yours does, and I would hate for us to have to shut it down over lack of funds," the dean said. "Or are you so eager for that appointment to Geology?"

      Edward sat back with a huff, although his ego did inflate at the compliment. "No."

      "Let the young lady go," Cobb said. "What's more innocent than a group of young people?" Something about the way the American looked at Miss McTavish disturbed Edward. There wasn't anything lustful or inappropriate, but rather a sense of cold calculation. It reminded Edward of the expression he felt on his own face when he was in the midst of an experimental manipulation—let's make this adjustment and see what happens.

      But Miss McTavish isn't aether or an experimental material. She's a female. Granted, she's a bit talky, and she needs clean gloves, but…

      "So are we decided?" Chairman Kluge asked. "That Professor Bailey and Mister Bledsoe will pose as Grand Tourists and Miss McTavish and her assistant will pretend to be a young lady and her maid, also on the Tour?"

      "That should be easy enough," Miss McTavish said with a look at Miss Smythe, who bit her lip.

      Ugh, females. Edward didn't want that kind of complication, but he also desired to keep his job and his department.

      "What say you, Professor Bailey?" the dean asked.

      "Very well," Edward told them, making sure to sound very unhappy about it.

      "Excellent, gentlemen and ladies," Cobb told them. "I'll have my people make the travel arrangements so we can keep as much of this out of the university gossip circle as possible. You'll be hearing from them soon. Be sure to pack and set your affairs in order. You'll depart for Europe on Friday."

      Chairman Kluge looked at Edward with a huge smile. "I'll have Miss Ellis circulate a note that you're taking a research sabbatical on the continent for the summer."

      "And how much do you propose to compensate us for our time and trouble?" asked Johann.

      "I trust you will find my terms to be most reasonable," Cobb said.

      Edward rose, trusting his friend to take care of the boring financial bits. He supposed he should go back to his office and pack a trunk of the journals and books he would need so he wouldn't get too far behind while gallivanting about Europe.

      "Oh, and Professor Bailey?" Kluge asked.

      "Yes, Chairman?"

      "Pack light. Once you leave the main Continent, your transportation will become quite limited with regard to luggage space."

      Edward didn't miss the glee with which Kluge said the words.

      When he returned to his office, he found the ivy had been stripped from his window as well, and buckets of paint outside his door indicated his friends Hickory, Dickory and Dock would share a similar fate.
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      Aetherics Department, Huntington University, England, 08 June 1870

      "Well, that was a strange meeting," Sophie said once the gentlemen had departed, leaving the women alone in the conference room.

      Iris looked around at the soiled teacups and crumb-filled plates. She thought about picking them up, but she didn't want to set expectations that she'd clean up after them. Instead, she laid a fingertip on the spoon the American Parnaby Cobb used and focused on its held impressions. Relief and the sensation that his hidden aims had been satisfied beyond what he had dared to hope, like a just-scratched itch but more triumphant. Very strange. She squeezed her eyes shut against the soreness at the base of her skull that often followed her readings, as she thought of them.

      "Yes," she said, blinking her eyes and rubbing her fingertip against her thumb to clear the impressions. "But the important thing is that they have no suspicions about us, and we will be able to go on the journey." She patted her pocket where the telegram about her father's death usually nestled and, with a shock of terror, found it to be empty.

      "Sophie, did you take the telegram?"

      "What? No, Miss Iris. Last I saw it, you had it."

      "Oh no, oh no, oh no." Iris bent and looked under the table, hoping the paper had fallen, but it was nowhere to be found.

      "Quickly, we must retrace our steps. If someone else finds it and tells Dean Hartford, we're ruined!"

      They rushed into the hall, where the musician Johann Bledsoe stood. He studied his nails with a casual air, but something about him made Iris draw up short. It wasn't her usual talent to determine what a person was thinking, but if she'd been a cat, her hackles would have raised. All she could do was straighten her shoulders to alleviate the squeezing sensation that swept up her spine and made her throat muscles clench.

      "Mister Bledsoe," she squeaked with a nod.

      "Miss McTavish, Miss Smythe." He gave them a lazy smile, but Iris didn't miss his shrewd glance. "It's a lovely day, and I was pondering stopping by the campus commissary for a spot of tea. Would you care to join me?"

      Iris did not, but his next words confirmed her foreboding: "I suspect our conversation may yield some surprising discoveries."

      Sophie went pale under her mad yellow curls, and Iris was sure bright pink spots appeared on her own cheeks. "We would be delighted."

      Bledsoe offered his arm. "Then allow me to escort you."

      Iris didn't want to touch him, and she made him wait with his elbow at an awkward angle while she pulled on her gloves, taking extra care the seams sat just right. As they walked through the halls and down the stairs, she looked for the folded piece of paper that would save her reputation and financial state, but it was nowhere to be found.

      They exited the building, which had been denuded of its ivy facade.

      "A pity about the ivy," Iris said. "The little green leaves waving in the breeze gave the department such a sage air."

      "Ah, yes, but it's destructive." Bledsoe gestured with his free hand. "The roots eat their way through the rocks and produce small cracks, which turn into big cracks, which can bring down an entire structure more quickly than one would expect."

      "You sound like you speak from experience."

      "I've seen it happen in many circumstances. Whether it's a building requiring its mortar or a musical ensemble needing a certain amount of trust and understanding, it only takes a few tendrils to bring everything crashing down."

      Iris listened to his subtext and responded. "And what are these tendrils of which you speak, good sir?"

      "Distrust and deception regarding motive and circumstance." They'd reached the squat stone building that housed the student dining hall with its faculty attachment. Iris stopped herself before heading into the faculty area. Yes, it was summer, but what if one of her father's colleagues happened to be in there for a mid-morning cuppa or an early lunch? She'd had her fill of lying for one day.

      "Thank you for accompanying me this far," she said. "But I'm afraid I must say goodbye. I have a lot to prepare for this journey."

      The musician tugged her along into the faculty wing. "We haven't finished our conversation yet, Miss McTavish. I think you'll be interested in what I have to say."

      "In that case, I would be more comfortable on the student side." Perhaps one of Father's students would see her and rescue her.

      "Oh no. The tea is much better in the faculty hall, as I'm sure your father told you."

      Iris nodded, unable to speak while suppressing the tears that wanted to fall. Crying would let on she hid information from him, although she suspected he knew or had found the telegram.

      Sophie had disappeared somewhere between the Aetherics Department and the dining hall. Iris didn’t blame her—she'd agreed with Sophie that if she got caught, she would take the sole responsibility. However, until she knew with certainty Bledsoe had the telegram, she wasn't going to let anything slip.

      A pot of tea and plate of scones with little bowls of clotted cream and plum jam appeared on the table, courtesy of the students who worked in the faculty dining hall over the summer. They were barely older than she. Would she have to take such a position if this scheme fell through? She couldn't imagine slinging scones for a living.

      Bledsoe poured the tea for them and took a long sip. "Excellent, as always."

      Iris thought it tasted bitter, and she added some sugar. When she looked up, she found him studying her.

      "Sir, your gaze is very forward."

      "I cannot help but notice you haven't removed your gloves. Are you planning on leaving so soon?"

      Iris swallowed and pulled the corners of her mouth back into a patient little smile. "You are quite right. I forgot myself." She pulled them off slowly.

      "Tell me, Miss McTavish," he said and took the sugar tongs from her plate with surprising gentleness before helping himself to a cube. "Do women's skirts often have hidden pockets, and when they do, do those pockets always have holes in them?"

      Warm spots flared like two brands had been pressed to her cheeks. "I don't know what you're talking about." But she couldn't look him in the eye.

      "I'm trying to figure out if you lied about your father so you could be included on the trip and gain fame and fortune for yourself or if your air of desperation indicates more dire circumstances."

      "Now you're speaking nonsense." Put down the sugar tongs. Put them down so I can see what you're up to.

      "As you can imagine, the task we're about to undertake is going to be quite difficult. My primary concern isn't for you, as non-chivalrous as that makes me. It's for Edward Bailey."

      Now Iris looked at him. "The aetherist?"

      "Yes, him. As you could tell, he can be difficult."

      "What in the world could be the problem? He seemed quirky, but I didn't think he would be any trouble."

      "Quirky doesn't begin to describe him. He's one of those gentlemen who likes things just so."

      Iris kept her hands folded in her lap. Would he never put those tongs down? "What does that have to do with me?"

      Bledsoe gestured with the tongs. "He values honesty in others above all else. You noticed the animosity between him and Chairman Kluge?"

      "They seem not to like each other very much."

      "Well, that's because Harry lied to Edward when he was hired. I forget about what, some small thing, but it was enough. Edward never trusted him again, and it has led to some friction in the department."

      There was the mention of trust again. Iris took a scone, thankful her talent didn't extend to foodstuffs, and hoped her hand didn't tremble in an obvious way. "And so you're concerned about the expedition? What happened to him to make him that way?"

      "As with most problems, his started when a woman caught his eye."

      Iris straightened. "There's no need to insult me."

      "There is if it makes you listen to me." Bledsoe put the tongs back in the sugar cube bowl and ran a hand through his hair, making it stand up. "He got his heart broken by a girl named Lily. He's a simple chap in some ways—brilliant with science, but dumb when it comes to dealing with other humans, especially women."

      "Then I shall be certain to give him a wide berth. He will have his job, and I will have mine. I'll make my father proud." Iris tilted her head at him like she'd seen her mother do for years when challenged. "Is there anything else?" And do you have any proof for your allegations?

      "Is there another name you could go by?"

      Iris almost dropped her scone. "Excuse me?"

      "If you were Ivy, that would be fine, but Edward doesn't like flowers."

      "Again, it shouldn't be any concern of his. What is your motivation in all this? Why are you going?"

      "You heard Parnaby Cobb. You'll need help getting the artistic elite and their wealthy patrons to allow you into their salons, studios, and parlors to see their artifacts and paintings if you have any hope of tracking down whatever this quest is after. Do you need more sugar? You already put a cube in your tea. It will be unbearably sweet."

      "Right." Iris drew her hand back from the sugar tongs. "But what is your motivation? You're a musician with plenty of patrons here."

      Bledsoe returned her gaze with a startled - and perhaps guilty? - expression. "Can't a young man go on an adventure without being questioned?"

      "Apparently the chances of that are the same as a young woman agreeing to help with one without being accused of deception."

      He popped the end of a scone in his mouth and finished the dregs of his tea. "Remember, Miss McTavish," he said after he finished chewing, "I'll be watching you. And I'll be holding on to this." He fished the telegram from his waistcoat pocket and held it up. She clenched her fist so she wouldn't make an unladylike grab for it, as badly as she wanted to. But to do so would draw more attention to herself and her predicament; academics were such hopeless gossips. The sugar from the top of one of the scones crunched in her back teeth when she bit back a scream of frustration.

      "Why not expose me now?" she asked. "Since you so obviously needed to make the point."

      "Because I suspect having this information will be useful later." He stood and bowed. He disappeared before Iris could retort.

      She counted backward from twenty—no, better make that thirty—to still her thrumming heart, or at least get the darn thing to stop sending clogging sensations to her throat and jolts of panic to her stomach. She slid a hand into her hidden pocket and found it, indeed, had a hole in it. When had that happened? Sophie should have been maintaining her clothes better.

      Or she should have been more careful. She took a sip of the now cold tea, ignoring the invitation to see what the student who'd last handled the cup felt at the time. She picked up the tongs, but all she sensed was concern with an undercurrent of true fear.

      If she didn't need the money so badly, Iris would bow out of the whole affair, but as it was, she would now have to be more careful. But about what? Not to charm the strange Edward Bailey too much? Granted, he was nice-enough looking with his chestnut hair and large blue eyes, but she'd detected his nervousness without having to read any of his possessions. Traveling with him would likely be a nightmare, but would it be more so than she anticipated?

      Is Professor Bailey that unstable? Or worse, is he brilliant but truly mad?
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      Grange House, 08 June 1870

      By the time she returned home, Iris's nerves had been rubbed raw. She opened the door to find Cook in a flurry.

      "Oh, Miss McTavish, I've been waiting for you. There's a gentleman caller, and I've naught but yesterday's scones for tea!"

      Iris glanced at the hallway clock, and her stomach growled. Had she really spent all that time at the university? Sophie had disappeared. Iris needed to have a conversation with that girl about staying close by. She couldn't have her maid wandering off in some large city neither of them was familiar with.

      Had Iris known she'd have such a frustrating day, she would not have agreed to tea with the odious Jeremy Scott, her father's least-favorite student. But Scott had insisted on meeting with her and had threatened to telegram her father if she refused. And here it was, tea time, and she must look a fright.

      "I'm sure they will be fine," Iris said. "Heat them in the oven with a teacup of water and make sure the butter is softened when you bring them out." Iris hung her hat on the rack by the door.

      Before Iris walked into the parlor, Sophie appeared and blocked her. "You look a fright, Miss. Let me help you change. The young man can wait a bit longer."

      "I'm not looking to impress him, Sophie."

      "No, but you don't want to get a reputation for being slatternly, either. It will only take a minute."

      "Five minutes. Then I need to get rid of him and go lie down. My head is aching."

      "Because you skipped lunch, Miss."

      Iris led her up the stairs. "If you'd stayed around, I could have sent you for something."

      "I'm sorry, Miss," Sophie said. Iris turned to see her maid's cheeks were pink, and an idea took root.

      "Where did you go today, Sophie?"

      "I needed to get some air. The dust was making me sneeze."

      Iris didn't remember any sneezing, but she needed to turn her attention to her own toilette and issues.

      "The brown silk, please," she said once Sophie had gotten her out of her day dress. It was a relief to be free of the sweaty, dusty thing.

      "Oh, no, Miss. That will make you look pale. Here, put this one on. It will bring out your eyes."

      Sophie held a gown of purple silk that Iris had always thought too fancy for daytime, but not formal enough for evening. Not that Iris cared for activities other young women did. She would always choose staying at home and reading scientific papers over going to balls and dinners. As for the opera—were they singing or screaming? She admitted to a bias against it since that was where her mother had decided on her first adulterous liaison.

      "I'm not going to wear that! He'll think I'm interested."

      "Well, your other day dresses have been packed, so if you won't wear this one, it's either your traveling frock—and if you get tea on it you're traveling in this dress—or your evening gowns."

      "Fine, I'll wear that one."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Iris descended the stairs looking the part of a lady and wishing she felt poised and confident. Sophie had put Iris's hair up and rouged her cheeks—so she wouldn't look sick, goodness why was she so pale?—and Iris frowned at the thought that she might look like she wanted to appear desirable.

      "You look lovely," Lord Jeremy Scott said and bowed over her extended hand, which was, as usual, ensconced in one of her nice kid gloves.

      Bollocks. "Thank you. I appreciate your patience. I apologize for my delay, but I was held up at the University." She sat on the hard chaise, and he settled back in her father's favorite armchair. She blinked against the pressure at the corners of her eyes—the young man looked wrong there. The sensation of something in the center of her chest cracking like a stepped-on potsherd drove home the fact that Irvin McTavish, archaeologist and father extraordinaire, would never sit there again.

      Don't cry in front of him, don't cry.

      "I'm sorry, have I come at a bad time?" Lord Jeremy asked.

      "No, I'm sorry, I was momentarily overcome. I didn't eat lunch."

      Sophie brought in the tea service and set it on the low table between them.

      "That must have been quite the meeting," he said. "To have kept you from eating. I can't remember the last time I missed a meal." He patted his stomach, which even at his relatively young age, showed a paunch.

      Exasperation chased away the grief, at least for the moment. Iris ignored the invitation to elaborate on what the meeting was and with whom and instead entertained herself with the image of him growing rounder as he aged. "Yes, it was, and you are privileged if you have never had to delay eating for something more important."

      His eyebrows drew together, and a flush came to his cheeks, telling her he was at least clever enough to sense her barb. She reminded herself to be careful—as irritating as he could be, he was a member of the gentry and could cause trouble for her.

      "But I am pleased I didn't inconvenience you too much," she added and took a sip of tea to wash the bitterness of the words from her tongue. Lies upon lies upon lies…

      "Not at all. In fact, I'm pleased we will run late. Would you like to accompany me to dinner and the opera tonight? It's the student summer production, but I hear there is a magnificent second-year tenor. Those who hear him now will be able to claim knowledge of him as a raw talent before he becomes famous."

      "Thank you, but I'm afraid I have other plans." Like organizing my own things for packing.

      "Ah. A pity, then."

      Sophie brought in a tray of foodstuffs including the scones—which looked dry but would hopefully not
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