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To Colleen Anderson, my show ring companion and
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 (aka foolish enough) to deliberately stand in front of
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Chapter 1





“Lady Redcomb.” Lord Weatherby greeted Madeline with an affable smile, both hands extended, palms up.


Madeline Fallon smiled back and refrained from doing anything nasty. After all, she was only a witch in the most technical sense of the word. In actuality, she had always been quite a nice person. Soft-spoken, gentle, and well-mannered. But what had that foolish tolerance gained her?


“You look most ravishing tonight,” Weatherby said, and lifting her hands, brushed his lips across her knuckles.


Madeline smiled with demure femininity. Truthfully though, she was fully aware that she looked ravishing. She had looked ravishing since the day she had popped from the womb, perfectly coifed and immaculately groomed. Or so her sister was wont to say.


It was simply that Madeline failed to care.


Delicately waving her fan, she gazed, limpid-eyed, over its lacy top at her admirer. He was probably not an unattractive fellow. Tall, wealthy, and confident, Lord Weatherby was a man to draw a woman’s attention. Unfortunately, she was not drawn. Indeed, she wished quite desperately that he would go away. Wished, in fact, that she could skim her gaze across the cavernous ballroom in a foolhardy attempt to find the one man she must ignore.


“Lord Weatherby…” Madeline fluttered her fan and gave him her most beguiling smile. “You flatter me.”


“Not at all.” He preened a smile and leaned half an inch closer. “You are, very possibly, the most ravishing woman in this room.”


Madeline blushed modestly and allowed herself a fleeting glance to the left, but Jasper Reeves had not yet arrived at Lady Sedum’s annual ball. Indeed, he was probably doing what he did best: scheming like a mad Frenchman, and all the while planning to give the most harrowing missions to other members of the coven. Faye perhaps. Or Shaleena.


Madeline stifled a snarl of frustration. Snarling was, presumably, considered somewhat uncouth at posh soirees.


“And therefore the most sought after,” added Weatherby.


“Hardly that, my lord,” Madeline demurred, remembering her companion’s presence and raising the frilly fan to cover her peaked chin. Just the carefully pigmented bow of her full upper lip would show. Which made her wonder who the genius was who decided women should carry fans. The lacy accessories were quite indispensable, able to hide a hundred emotions while conveying just as many. Or, in a pinch, they made decent weapons if delivered with panache and a reasonable amount of force to a man’s exposed trachea. Then again, if handled properly—


Weatherby moved a little closer, brushing her knuckles with his. “Indeed, when I am near you I can think of little else but how you would look…” His eyes gleamed. “…au naturel.”


Madeline caught her breath audibly and opened her eyes wide as if embarrassed. But annoyance would more adequately describe her feelings. Dammit. Had the conversation slithered so far in that lascivious direction? If she wished to avoid his attentions, which she most certainly did, despite the fact that she fully intended to become quite scandalous, she was going to have to pay better attention…or employ the fan. The idea was irritatingly tempting, but she only fluttered her would-be weapon with ladylike precision.


“My lord, I am quite shocked!” she said, and glanced to the right, looking for someone more suitable with which to become outrageous. She hated to delay any longer; she had already wasted too much time pining over someone she would never have, someone who would never return her affections. But surely she could find someone more appealing than Weatherby to begin her life as an easy lady-bird.


Her companion laughed. The sound rumbled through the vast, buzzing chamber. “Are you indeed? Tell me, my lady, how long were you wed?”


It was time to move on, Madeline realized, before the conversation became any more involved, before he inquired about other issues she had no intention of addressing. Lowering her eyes, she made certain she looked soft and feminine and mournful. It was a fair performance, considering her dearly departed husband had never actually existed.


“I fear my sweet William succumbed to consumption well before his time,” she murmured.


Weatherby shifted his hand up her arm. It was bare. Madeline didn’t favor the long kid gloves oft worn by the ladies of the ton, for she was a tactile creature, able to “feel” as much as she could see.


Lord Weatherby, she mused, “felt” irritating.


“It is rumored…” He gave her a smoldering look, designed, she assumed, to make her smolder. “…that your bridegroom died before the two of you were truly…” He twirled a finger into a ring-let that had been designed to look as if it had somehow accidentally escaped the confinement that so artfully captured the others. “…joined.”


Madeline managed another modest blush, letting it pinken her cheeks but not her ears. She had heard the rumors, of course. Indeed, she had initiated most of them herself. Few things were, after all, what they seemed. The idea that she was British, for instance. Or the ridiculous notion that she was normal…or wished to be.


Indeed, she would give much to possess her sister’s dynamic powers. But while Ella had been gifted with seemingly infinite abilities, Madeline had been granted little more than a visage that drew men like fruit flies. A parade of foolish dandies that must be brushed away at every turn.


And all the while she had worked like a conniving mule to achieve even a modicum of what Ella could do in her sleep. But perhaps that was changing.


“I’ve embarrassed you,” Weatherby said, and raised his hand to her inflamed face. “My apologies.” His tone was raspy. “I had no wish to make you uncomfortable. Indeed…” He stroked her cheek. “I’ve a desire to make you so much more than comfortable.” He raised a manly brow. “Ecstatic even.”


Madeline refrained from laughing. Why did men forever believe sex was what every woman secretly desired above all else? It was a ridiculous notion. True, she herself had never actually experienced connubial bliss. Or bliss of any other sort, come to that…unless one considered the relationship a woman could engender with a truly fine chocolate. Regardless, she tended to believe the male of the species was wont to overemphasize the act of copulation. It was, after all, only one of many bodily functions, several of which could be relatively enjoyable if—


But in that instant Madeline felt a too-familiar flash of electricity and knew in that place where she kept her powers that Jasper Reeves had arrived. Something stirred restlessly inside her. Something feral and impatient and sharp. Something she herself had awakened. But she controlled her erratic heartbeat and allowed herself a momentary glance toward the door.


Lord Gallo stood solemn and silent, dressed to perfection in white breeches and a charcoal tailcoat that hugged his tight waist like a lover’s embrace. He was not a particularly tall man, but his careful, military bearing made one forget that fact. And though most were unaware that he possessed the hard thighs and muscled chest more oft found on a street fighter than a pampered peer of the realm, there was something about him that turned heads and caused feverish whispers. His aged-whisky eyes seemed older than his years demanded, and his hair, dark and curling, brushed lovingly across the dusky hue of his southern-clime skin.


Madeline felt a little breathless at the sight of him, but she eased her gaze away, pushing it smoothly back to Weatherby. “My lord, you are quite bold,” she murmured, and felt Reeves’s attention fall softly on her face. He was watching her, she realized, but knew far better than to think the coolheaded director of Les Chausettes would show interest. Still, she couldn’t seem to put him out of her mind, her dreams. Why was that? she wondered. She could have her choice of men. Indeed, she intended to do just that, for Les Chausettes had made her not only wealthy, but titled and learned as well.


“Too bold?” Weatherby asked, and with his hand hidden between their bodies, swept his knuckles across her nipple. She stifled a dark flush of irritation. “Or not bold enough?”


“My lord!” she gasped, and stepped abruptly back. It was then that she felt the electricity again. A bright flash of something from Reeves. But she knew better than to mistake it for any sort of personal interest. One must not forget that he was the guardian of Les Chausettes, paid to keep the sisters productive and safe. After most of a decade with the coven, however, Madeline no longer wished for safety. Not from the world, and not from him. But he had made his disinterest abundantly clear, and since she was not totally without pride, she would not badger him, would not beg for his attentions like a fishwife hawking her wares.


No. She had finally learned her lesson; she would find another. Many others perhaps. Men who adored her, who showered her with attention, with gifts, with praise. Maybe even men who made her laugh.


After all these years she was finally over Reeves. Done with him. Through pining and dreaming and fantasizing.


So what would be the harm in toying with him, she wondered, and against her better judgment—indeed, against her own principles—she crafted a shadowy image and quietly slipped it into Reeves’s mind. It was vague, misty. The faintest suggestion of Weatherby and her together. Unclothed and…


She sensed Reeves moving toward her and stifled a smile. Oh, it wasn’t as if he wanted her for himself. Hardly that. But the idea of one of his carefully trained Chausettes flaunting herself made him all but—


“My lady! Thank heavens I’ve found you!”


Her thoughts were torn asunder as a man tugged at her sleeve.


She turned, startled to find Bertram Wendell at her elbow. He bobbed a greeting, but his florid face was not glowing with friendly bonhomie as it always did when he chided her for wearing her dancing slippers too thin. As it did when he bent over his workbench, plying his trade.


“Mr. Wendell,” she said, shocked by the worry on his face, by the sweat that soaked his simple tunic. He crunched his tattered slouch hat fretfully in his hands, looking old and harried amid the foolish foppery of the ton.


“Who is this?” Weatherby demanded.


But Madeline didn’t turn toward him, though the cobbler dashed a worried glance toward the other.


“Mr. Wendell…” She brought his attention back to her and reached for his hand. Feelings struck her like lightning: terror, dread, worry as sharp as a blade. “Whatever is amiss?”


His eyes, deep and dark, turned back to her. “It’s my Marie!”


“Marie! No!” If asked, Maddy couldn’t have explained exactly how she knew what had happened. But she felt the panic, sensed the horror. Or maybe…maybe she saw the story in the old man’s eyes. “How long has she been gone?”


“She failed to return home last night,” he rasped.


“Where—”


“Good heavens!” Weatherby’s tone was rife with annoyance. “Why are you bothering the lady with your troubles, man?” he asked, but in that instant Jasper Reeves arrived at her side.


“Lady Redcomb,” he said, and sketched a bow. His costume was immaculate, his expression impassive, but Madeline had no time to play at elegance.


“Mr. Wendell’s daughter has gone missing,” she said.


For one sparkling moment their gazes met, but Jasper shifted his smoothly away, settling on the cobbler. “Missing?” His tone was cadenced, just short of bored. “Surely not.”


“Aye,” Bertram said. “She drove the dogcart to Islington the morning past. I had no wish to send her alone, but she assured me all would be well. She laughed at my worries. Said…” He winced, remembering. “Said a well-turned ankle could do as much as a tankard to improve the tanner’s—”


“How old is the chit?” Weatherby asked.


Bertram sent him a hunted glance. “Barely eight and ten. I knew better than to let her go alone, but when she smiles I cannot seem to—”


“A pretty miss, then?” Weatherby said.


Bertram crushed his hapless hat again. “She’s got her mother’s dimples.” He said the words with a quiet reverence that seemed to steal the very breath from the room, but when Reeves spoke, his tone was unaffected.


“I assume you’ve notified the proper authorities.”


The old man rushed his gaze from one face to another. “In truth, the news seemed of little interest to them.”


“Which is as it should be,” Weatherby said. “The girl probably spent the night in some…”


Madeline flashed her gaze to him and he caught himself.


“…friend’s home,” he finished, but his tone suggested more.


Bertram shook his head vehemently. “She wouldn’t allow me to worry so. She’s headstrong, aye. But she knows I can’t live…” He paused, his voice cracking, his eyes imploring Madeline again. “I thought perhaps you could help, my lady.”


“Lady Redcomb?” Weatherby laughed. “Whatever made you think such a thing?”


“Surely the authorities will come to your assistance once they realize the seriousness of the situation,” Jasper said, but Maddy turned her attention on him, letting her emotions storm through, letting him feel the truth.


“Bertram is a friend,” she said.


Jasper held her gaze for an elongated instant, then gave her a carefully patronizing smile and turned smoothly toward Weatherby.


“Well, perhaps woman’s intuition is just the thing that is needed here.


“Lord Weatherby, it is said you’ve a fair team of bays to carry your phaeton.”


The baron raised his brow and his ire in gentlemanly unison. “Fair? To whom have you been speaking? Some inebriated houseboy who has never laid eyes on a horse in his life?”


Reeves gave him a jaded glance as he made his way toward the buffet table. “Sir Exter seems to believe your beasts capable of matching his sorrels if the former were well rested.”


“Sir Exter wouldn’t know a Thoroughbred from a thimble if he—” Weatherby began, but Madeline tugged Bertram away from the fray, urging him to a quiet corner of the room.


“Lord Gallo is correct. The authorities will surely—” she began, but Bertram held up a leathery hand.


“I am not a wealthy man, my lady,” he said. His eyes were a pale winter blue, set deep in a face seared by years and troubles. “But what I have I offer you.”


She felt his pain in the pit of her being. Felt it like an ulcer, mirroring the agony she had felt not so many years before when Ella had been taken. Taken and tortured.


But even from this distance she could sense Jasper’s disapproval. Les Chausettes did not choose their own missions. Their tasks were appointed by some unknown committee. Indeed, no one outside the secretive commission could know of their powers. It was their foremost rule, set in stone, cemented in tragedy.


Yet here was this man, a good man, an honest man. A man who had known more than his share of sorrows. He stood before her, his soul as tattered as his hat, begging for help. But she dared not admit her gifts. Dared not compromise her coven.


“I fear I can do nothing for you,” she said. “You must return home. Surely by morning she will have—”


“She’s my life,” he said. “The very air I breathe.” His voice was quiet, almost drowned in the intensity of his feelings.


Madeline felt herself wince, but steeled her resolve. She couldn’t take the risk. For her own sake as well as for the others. “I know she is, Bertram.” Her tone sounded trite and worthless to her own ears, but she continued on, a wintry shadow of the woman she wished to be. “She will surely return though. I am certain of—”


“Something dreadful has happened.” His voice was low and deep, shivering across her senses like an eerie note on a silent night.


And he was right. She knew it, felt it, but she laid her hand on his arm, placating, lying. “All will be well. You’ll see. But if she does not return by—”


“She has always admired you,” he said, and straightened slightly so that he exceeded her height by a few scant inches. His hands looked large and red, bisected by a thousand dark, wayward lines as he squeezed his hat harder. His balding pate shone in the golden lamplight.


Madeline’s chest hurt.


“Said you were not like the other fine ladies who stopped by our shop. Said you had a heart as lovely as your countenance.”


“Mr. Wendell…” She felt breathless, lost. “I cannot—”


“You can,” he said, and suddenly she realized the truth.


He knew what she was. Knew, and asked anyway.












Chapter 2





Lavender House was all but dark. It had been fitted with gas lighting some months before, but Jasper Reeves preferred the candlelight. It felt right. As did the patient darkness that hovered above his shoulders. Ignoring the new steel dip pen residing in his desk, he dipped his quill in ink and gathered his strength for the confrontation to come.


Her steps were soundless. And yet he heard her. Or perhaps he smelled her. Who was to say what uncharted senses such a woman incited? In his mind he called her Esperanza, for she was hope. But to her face he would forever refer to her as Lady Redcomb, for there was something about a formal title that held him more accountable, that reminded him each day that she was well out of the reach of a street urchin from Caceres.


She would still be wearing the wintergreen gown she had donned for the ball, the one with the tiny bow at the cleft of each shoulder. The one that made her appear as bright and lively as a faerie, as ethereal as an ascending angel.


“It is not our affair,” he said, and without turning, touched quill to paper.


She didn’t pause an instant. He had known she wouldn’t, for in the past few months she had become bolder, more assured. A natural progression of her powers, he wondered, or something else? She often brewed potions in the privacy of her chambers, but she never spoke of them.


“She’s not the sort to remain gone without informing her father.” Her voice was soft but firm.


“Perhaps that is so,” he said. “But as you well know, I do not choose our missions.”


“She’s not a mission.” There was passion in her voice. Passion and anger, though she had learned to control her emotions long before they met, “She’s a child.”


As Madeline had been when she had first come to him for help. But still he had seen the difference in her. The power, yes. But more. So infinitely much more. “Eight and ten, I believe her father said.” He kept his tone emotionless. Bored even. He was a bloody master at bored. “Old enough to make her own decisions, surely.”


“She has not yet returned.”


“Certainly old enough for a tryst,” he said, and steeling himself, turned toward her. Still, despite his well-honed defenses, her beauty struck him like a blast of flame, searing his senses, trampling his calm. But it was neither her willowy figure nor her stunning face that left him breathless and stupid. It was her soul. It shone in her evergreen eyes like sunlight on emeralds, gleamed in the very glow of her butternut skin. But he didn’t care. Couldn’t care. She wasn’t for him. Good God, no! The idea was laughable. If he ever laughed. Which he did not.


Still, she lifted her chin in that way she had. That way he saw when he closed his eyes at night. “Neither Milly nor Tipper have been seen since they were first reported missing,” she said.


She remembered their names. Indeed, she remembered their pet names, and probably much more, though he hadn’t intended for her to hear of them at all. He had no wish to deny her, no wish to make her angry; she had left Lavender House once already. God knew what had brought her back. But he didn’t care. Only cared that she was there, under his protection, safe with the others. Still, this was not a cause the coven could rally behind. Les Chausettes had not been formed to save every wayward youth who happened to go missing. It had been formed to save worlds, to rally armies and topple governments. And trouble was afoot.


“Napoleon will soon—” he began.


“Damn Napoleon!” she rasped.


He raised one brow at her outburst. She had always been extremely sensible, always one who would do what she must. That he knew. Had learned seven years and eleven months earlier when he’d first seen her. Barely a hint of fear had shown on her dirt-streaked face then. Barely a hint of desperation.


“I am Colette,” she had said, and lifted her chin just as she lifted it now. “They hold my sister in the bowels of La Hopital. Take her from that hell and I swear to do whatever you desire.”


She had been beautiful even then, at the tender age of sixteen. Beautiful and brave. But she had not been magic wrapped in light and serenaded by angels. She had not consumed his thoughts every waking hour. Still, he had agreed to find the half-starved girl called Josette, for he knew the practices of the surgeons at La Hopital. Knew they delighted in experimenting on those who were gifted…or cursed, as they believed. Knew that in Josette he would find an invaluable thread to add to the growing coven. Within hours Jasper had sailed for Britain with the sisters in his care. Even then, in those first hours, he had marveled at their latent powers, though he had not yet guessed the depths of their potential. For many years he had believed Josette to be the more talented of the two. Only now was he beginning to understand all that Esperanza was. All that she could be. Light in the darkness. Hope in—


Gritting his teeth, Jasper yanked his thoughts to a halt. “Indeed,” he said, and held her gaze with his own. He would look bored. Maybe a little sleepy if he could manage it. “We are trying quite diligently to do just that.”


She scowled the smallest degree, just enough to implant one tiny crease in her perfect brow.


“Damn him,” he explained.


A hint of irritation crossed her Gypsy-dark features. “You helped me,” she said, and her voice had gone soft.


He struggled out of the web of emotions her misty tone evoked. She herself had admitted that she was not as powerful as her sister, but she had her own mercurial gifts, and they were growing stronger. He would be a fool to deny that. And he was not a fool. Sometimes.


“You helped Ella,” she said, face solemn, eyes bright.


“Is this Marie gifted then?” he asked, and absently dipped his quill again. “As your sister is?”


“She is human.”


“Most are,” he admitted.


“Most,” she agreed, and her voice had gone softer still.


He gave her a look, knowing she was separating him from that esteemed category. Knowing it was just as well. That, indeed, he had worked extremely hard to make her believe he was not so soft as to be human. “Let it go, Lady Redcomb,” he said, and touched quill to paper.


He could feel her anger and wondered which evoked more emotion, the way he addressed her or his dismissive attitude. Lady Redcomb was not, after all, her true name. It was an invented title, an identity they had given her when they’d taken her old self. And in its place they had made a widow, young and guileless, but fully able to move among the calculating ton as if she were one of their own, the wealthy product of the doomed love match between a Sicilian poet and an idealistic Serbian countess. Her own marriage to the enamored Lord Redcomb had lasted no more than five months, for he had never been healthy…or real.


Madeline had not hated the lies immediately. Indeed, she’d been far too grateful that they had secreted her sister from the horrors of La Hopital to be so fussy. And Ella, well…she had been all but dead. They had tortured her there, after all. Had tried to determine what she could do. What she was. She would not have survived much longer had the committee not allowed him to intervene. But she had recovered miraculously. Had mended, had grown, had become Les Chausettes’ most gifted member.


Still, it was the girl he secretly called Esperanza who bound the coven together. Esperanza who nurtured and loved and cared. It was entirely unfair of him to ask her not to care now. But it was not his place to be fair. It was his place to follow orders. To make sure his charges did the same.


“I’ll not let it go, Jasper.” Her words were little more than a whisper now, but he heard them. Heard them, knew the meaning, and felt his heart lurch drunkenly in his chest.


He knew better than to glance up. Knew that if he found her eyes he would falter. Still, he was able to speak, to spew weakness into the night air. “There is nothing we can do.”


“If she doesn’t return…” Her tone was mild but steady, and he could imagine her standing there, staunch and determined. “It will kill her father.”


“Life is often difficult,” he said, and forced himself to dip his quill again.


“Might you think I don’t know that?” she asked. Memories stormed in, but he plowed them aside. He wouldn’t allow himself to be drawn into the tarry past. Wouldn’t remember how she’d cried when he’d reunited her with her sister. Wouldn’t recall how she had looked at him as if he were her savior, her hero. Wouldn’t care that that expression had changed over the years. From admiration to confusion to disappointment.


“I think, in fact, that you are forgetting,” he said, but he knew better. She would never forget. “You can’t protect everyone.”


“But I can protect her.”


Anger rushed through him on a wave of premonition. Girls were disappearing. Young, beautiful women with ties to high society were slipping out of sight. And although Esperanza appeared wise and polished, she was little more than a child herself. Surely too young to…But he tamped down the foolish worry, doused the flaring rage. “How?” he asked, tone smooth. “Might you have a clue to her whereabouts?”


Her dark brows dipped a little. “Not as of yet.”


“And what of the others?” he asked. “This Tipper and Milly you spoke of. Any idea to where they might have disappeared?”


“I don’t know—”


“Nor shall you.” He rose to his feet, a little too jerkily. Calming his motions, he soothed his tone. God help him, he was acting more like a hounded street thief than he had when he was one. “Not without the support of the committee.”


“I—”


“Not without someone to fund your travels, to do the research, to warn of the dangers.”


“She’s afraid,” Maddy whispered, and the soft certainty of her words slipped through him like phantom emotions, tearing at his heart. He refrained from closing his eyes, from taking her into his arms, from stroking her hair and assuring her all would be well; he would right the wrongs, keep her safe. “This is not your task, Lady Redcomb.”


“Why? Because you say it is not?”


Because she was everything that was good. Everything he had never been. Would never be. “Yes,” he said.


She pursed her lips, as full and red as ripened berries. “Perhaps you underestimate me.”


No. That he did not. “I believe I know your talents fair well, Lady Redcomb.” Maybe he used the title to remind her who she had been…a tattered girl alone in the world, without family, without hope. Maybe he used it for other reasons. It was bloody impossible to be sure these days.


Her chin tipped up another notch. “As you have always underestimated me,” she said.


“It is time to retire.” He lifted the candle from his desk, hand marvelously steady. “Tomorrow will come soon enough,” he said, but she shook her head, holding her ground, watching him with haunting eyes.


“Not here,” she said, and her voice was little more than a wispy thought in his head.


Dread swamped him, roiling him under, but he fought it back, struggling to believe he was misreading her meaning as he honed a bored expression. “If I’m not mistaken, tomorrow arrives most everywhere at one time or another.”


She drew a careful breath, unflinching. “I won’t be here in the morning.”


Their gazes met. He forced himself to breathe, to keep his expression bland. Life would not end without her here. Would not come crashing down about his ears like plaster from a faulty ceiling. Only the reason for life. “Are you threatening to leave again?” he asked.


“No.”


He allowed himself a glimmer of hope, one sweet breath of redemption. “That is just as well,” he said, “for I am not a man to beg.”


She stared at him.


Panic brewed in his clenching chest. “Not one for flowery prose and sentimental songs.” He was blathering like a lunatic, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself. Without her, he might well be crazed. “I’m sorry if that—”


“I am leaving.”


He paused, hearing his heart beat emptily in the cavity of his chest thrice before he allowed himself to speak. “The committee will not look favorably on this.”


She smiled serenely, spoke quietly, though in the depths of her eyes he saw pain. “Damn the committee,” she said.


“Lady—”


“Perhaps Ella was right.”


He refrained, yet again, from pulling her into his arms, from begging her to stay, though every instinct in him insisted that he do so. “In what regard?”


“She said you care only for power.” She tilted her chin up. “I told her she was wrong.”


“You were correct,” he said, and took a cheroot from the pocket of his best cutaway coat. His hand shook only a little. Lord Moore should be proud of what he had made from a shattered street waif. “I also have a fondness for money and fine claret.”


She watched him. “In truth, I don’t actually know if you care about anything at all.”


He inhaled. The tobacco smelled sweet. He felt like vomiting. “Get some sleep, Lady Redcomb. It is quite likely that Wendell’s daughter will have returned before dawn.”


Her expression was impossible to read.


“By dawn I shall be well out of your life,” she said, and Jasper’s world silently crumbled.











Chapter 3





Elegance opened the door before Madeline ever reached the cobblestone walkway. For a moment she stood limned in the mellow light of the doorway, but then she stepped onto the stones, feet bare as she ran forward.


“Maddy!” she said, and folded her sister in her arms. Warmth flowed between them, around them. Acceptance, caring, comfort. “What is it? What’s amiss?”


“Nothing.” Madeline felt lost, shaken to the core. She had left. Had abandoned them all, the sisters of her heart. Darla, quiet and motherly. Shaleena, brassy and talented. Perceptive Francine. Gentle Faye. Rosamond and Beatrice and Heddy and Ivy. What would they do without her? What would she do without them? “Nothing. I just—”


“Save the lies. You’ll need them later,” Ella said, and tucking Madeline against her side, hurried back toward the house.


Inside Berryhill’s arched entry it was little brighter than outside. A light flickered from the interior. A shadow swept, tall and broad, across the vestibule. Drake, Ella’s bridegroom of only a few short months, stood there, his voice deep and strong. “Is aught awry?” he asked.


“It’s Madeline,” Ella said, tone taut. “She’s left Lavender House.”


“I didn’t say—” Maddy began.


“She needs a place to stay,” Ella interrupted. “Please have Amherst see that her mount is—”


“I already put Sultan up in your empty box with a bit of Dancer’s barley,” Maddy admitted.


“Good,” Ella said, “then we’ve only to have Cecelia ready a room and you’ll be able to stay forever.”


Despite her vow to be strong, Madeline felt limp and weepy in the quiet harbor of her sister’s arms, but she parried against the tears. “Oh please.” She tried to imbue her tone with humor, but her voice sounded brittle, like twigs too dry to withstand the winter cold. “Mrs. Nealon is five hundred years old. I’m perfectly capable of fending for myself.”


“Don’t be silly,” Ella scoffed. “She’s barely a hundred. Drake, please—”


“She’s right, lass,” he said, his rumbling brogue soft in the quiet. “The woman’s five hundred if she’s a day. I’ll ready the room meself.” He turned away, barely limping as he left them.


“I don’t mean to impose,” Madeline said, but Ella ignored her as they walked side-by-side into a dark-paneled sitting room. The fire flared a greeting.


“What happened?” Ella asked.


“Nothing,” Madeline repeated. She tried to sound dismissive but tears choked her best intentions. “It’s simply…It was time to leave,” she said.


Worry chased caution across Ella’s fair features. “Forever?”


Maddy glanced away, trying to imagine life beyond the scope of Lavender House. Without the caring, the magic, the drama. Without Jasper. “Yes.”


“What did he do?” Ella asked, and urged Madeline into a well-loved chair near the hearth.


“Who?” Maddy asked, but she had never been capable of fooling her sister. She might just as well try to fool herself. Indeed, perhaps she was doing just that.


Ella’s eyes, just an emerald shade lighter than Maddy’s, narrowed, though her voice was steady, her hands the same. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?”


“Hurt me?” Madeline felt breathless suddenly. Stunned. “No. How could you even suggest such a thing?”


“I just…” Ella knelt to undo her sister’s shoes. “He’s been acting strangely lately.”


“Strangely. How do you mean?”


Ella shrugged. She was tall, slim as a reed even at four months into her first pregnancy, and plain. Unless she wished to be otherwise. “Almost as if he has emotions. Feelings. It’s…” She shuddered. “Unnerving.”


“He is human you know,” Maddy said, though she had implied the opposite not a full hour before.


“Are you certain? Because I don’t know…” Ella set one shoe aside, then gazed into middle space as if thinking. “It seems sometimes that he might be a machine, something created by the mad committee for the overthrow of the world as we know it,” she said, and widening her eyes dramatically, swept her arm wildly sideways as if wiping out the universe.


Madeline laughed despite herself. “You’re the one who’s mad.”


Ella smiled and undid Madeline’s left shoe. “Honestly, Maddy, what happened?”


“Nothing.” The denial was already beginning to sound worn. Maddy dropped her head against the chair cushion and stared at the ceiling. Light waltzed with shadows across the smooth plaster. “I’m just feeling…” She shrugged. Her throat felt tight. “…frustrated.”


“Did Shaleena do something untoward?”


Maddy gave her sister a sidewise glance. “Other than insisting on going about sky-clad?”


“Besides that.”


“And dancing sky-clad?”


“In addition.”


“And driving me out of my mind with her big…” She fluttered her hands erratically in front of her chest, feeling breathless for reasons she didn’t understand and didn’t care to decipher.


Ella watched her. “Her bosoms are unattractively large.”


“Thank you!”


“Men don’t like that,” Ella assured her, then: “Do they, darling?”


Her husband stepped from the shadows. War had wounded him, but perhaps they were all scarred one way or another. “Certainly not,” he said, managing his smile with gallant aplomb. “We find it quite revolting.


“Is there anything I can fetch for you, Madeline? A sherry?”


“No, thank you. I’m fine.”


“A peach cobbler perhaps? I believe one survived my dinnertime assault.”


Madeline straightened. Sir Drake was a handsome man, a military man, strong, composed, commanding. And yet here, in the toasty comfort of Berryhill, he seemed naught but gentle and caring. “No. Thank you. I didn’t mean to impose.”


“Your presence is never an imposition,” he said. “Especially when it brings such stimulating conversation.” He settled slowly into the chair on her right and stretched out his endless legs. He had nearly lost one of those legs, but Ella’s potion had saved him, inadvertent though her intervention had been at the time. “How is Shaleena?”


“Besides naked?” Ella asked, and gave him an arch glance.


He stared at her, mouth quirked the slightest degree. “Well, no,” he admitted. “That was, in fact, all that piqued my interest.”


Ella swatted at his leg, but he caught her hand and kissed it. Their gazes met, and for a moment Maddy was trapped in the stirring emotion of the warm exchange. So this was love. This was contentment, she thought, and felt a sharp tug at the tattered core of her heart. It wasn’t that she envied Ella…exactly. Her sister deserved happiness, after all. Deserved a man who cherished her more than life.


“And what of Jasper?” Drake asked, tearing his gaze from his bride’s glowing face “How is he faring?”


Madeline forced herself to relax. “He is well,” she said, and taking a careful breath, shifted the conversation. “Another girl has disappeared.”


“What? When?” Ella asked, tone sharpening, already dangerous, already poised.


“Another?” Drake’s voice was deep, edgy. Had Madeline not witnessed the tenderness he showed her sister, he would indeed seem formidable.


“I told you of them,” Ella said. “Two girls had disappeared already. One from Camden. One from Westminster.”


“But there was no reason to think their circumstances were intertwined.”


“With this third disappearance, it is too big a coincidence to be believed,” Maddy said. “All within three years of age. All unusually comely. They’re not just wandering off. I’m certain of it.”


“What else combines them?” Ella asked.


Madeline shook her head. “The committee isn’t investigating.”


Ella cursed under her breath.


Drake raised a dark brow. “Why not?” he asked.


“Because the girls aren’t well-connected,” Ella said, and rose hastily to her feet, devoid, for once, of her usual grace.


“What?” Drake asked.


“The damned committee,” Ella said. “They only care if the person involved bears a title.”


“That’s not entirely fair,” Maddy said, uncomfortable with the fact that she had said the same. “Jasper—”


“Jasper!” Ella rasped and laughed, swinging back. “Jasper is the worst of the lot. He could change things if he so wished. But he doesn’t. He follows where they lead. Dances whichever way—”


“Her name is Marie,” Maddy said. “Marie Wendell.”


“Marie?” Ella stopped her pacing. “The cobbler’s daughter?”


“You know her?” Drake asked.


She gave a quick nod. “When his wife died two years ago it all but killed him. Losing his daughter…” She shook her head, expression troubled.


“How did you learn of her disappearance?” Drake asked.


Madeline scowled, remembering. “Bertram came to me.”


“What?” Ella’s tone teetered on the sharp edge of panic.


“He approached me at Lady Sedum’s ball.”


“Why you?” Drake asked. “Why not the constable or—?”


“Because he knows!” Ella breathed, hands clasped, expression taut as she stared wide-eyed and horrified into Madeline’s unblinking gaze. “He knows you’re gifted.”


“I believe so.” Maddy’s throat felt raw.


“Who else is aware?”


“I don’t—” Madeline began, but just then she realized her folly! After
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