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      Everyone wears a mask. But the deadliest secrets hide in plain sight.

      

      Marie St. Jean’s supreme acting talent comes with a price: Every spellbinding performance extracts a piece of her soul. When she reluctantly steps into a role abandoned by another leading lady, she encounters the ghostly spirit that caused the other woman to flee in terror. And who promises to fix Marie’s affliction – for a price.

      

      Marie’s other problem – her attraction to alluring violinist, Johann Bledsoe, a temptation she dares not explore. However, with the Prussians surrounding Paris, she is well and truly trapped.

      

      Johann left disgrace and his gambling debt behind in England, but a murder outside the Théâtre Bohème makes him fear he’s been exposed. He’d love nothing more than to claim Marie as his own, but after the siege is over, his past will catch up to him again.

      

      Under the baleful eye of steam-powered ravens, more murders drive Marie and Johann closer to the truth of what really lurks below the stage, and what dangers hang over their heads. Their only hope could lie in exposing their darkest secrets—and surrendering to the Eros Element in a way that could push them irretrievably close to the edge of madness.

      

      Clockwork Phantom is the second book in the Aether Psychics, a thrilling steampunk series with puzzling mysteries and hints of magic. If you like historical mysteries with a scientific – or is it supernatural? – twist, then you'll love Cecilia Dominic's Aether Psychics series.

      

      Note: Clockwork Phantom can be read on its own or as part of the Aether Psychics series. It was originally titled Light Fantastique.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Clockwork Phantom:

          

        

      

    

    
      "This deftly woven adventure is cast with well-developed characters that round out an entertaining mystery...a complex tale of murder, mayhem, and romance." - Romantic Times

      

      “Light Fantastique gets a ‘highly recommended’ from me! It is complex and magical, mysterious and romantic. If you like steampunk that is powered by romance and mystery, you too will appreciate Light Fantastique.” – Smart Girls Love Sci Fi Romance

      

      “Romance, mysterious deaths, shocking discoveries and The Phantom of the Opera - what's not to love? Great characters so well drawn that I wish I could meet them. I loved reading this book!” - 5-star review
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      Classical music has always been part of my life. My Belgian grandfather was an organist at the famous Antwerp Cathedral, and he passed his love of music down to his children and grandchildren. While my opera tolerance stops with Andrew Lloyd Weber’s Phantom, I do have fond memories of my mother listening to Bizet’s Carmen and Strauss’s Die Fledermaus during the holidays.

      This book is dedicated to those share their joy in music with others. I’d particularly like to thank Patsy Arnold, my very patient piano teacher from third through twelfth grade and Jim Parker, my band leader in high school. Also Ronald and Barbara Shinn and Dennis Herrick, college professors at Huntingdon College in Montgomery, Alabama. This book is also in loving memory of Professors James Glass and Harald Rohlig. Here’s hoping those angels are not singing with too much vibrato. Huge thanks goes once again to Dawn P., my archaeologist on call. Any historical errors or exaggerations in this book are mine alone. I did have to change around a few things, but having an alternate version of history is part of the fun of writing in this genre.

      My gratitude as always goes to my husband and family for their unswerving support.

      Finally, most importantly, thank you to my readers. I couldn’t do this without you!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Théâtre Bohème, Paris, 1 December 1870

      Screams were not uncommon at the Théâtre Bohème, mostly because on stage, one was expected to express emotions in an exaggerated way for the benefit of the audience. But the scream that sliced through the usual midday din of the theatre held a note of pure terror, and Marie nearly dropped the costume she held up for the examination of modiste Madame Beaufort.

      “Sacre bleu,” Madame said. “What could that have been?”

      “I don’t know, but I’ll check it out,” Marie answered. “I’ll let you know if the Prussians are upon us.” She handed the dress to Madame and lifted her own skirts to make her way through narrow hallways from the costume room to the theatre itself.

      Now shouting echoed through the wooden and brick hallways.

      “I will not go forward with this!”

      Marie recognized the slightly nasal but resonant female voice as Corinne, her mother’s go-to lead after Marie had left. She had become quite the premiere femme while Marie was away, but rather than sounding snobbish, her tone held an edge of panic.

      “You must. The first performance is next week, and I don’t have time for this nonsense.”

      And that was Marie’s mother, Madame Lucille St. Jean. Marie took a shortcut through a secret passage, which allowed the sound to carry. She emerged in the theatre to see the two women almost nose-to-nose.

      “What’s wrong?” Marie asked before she could stop the words from tumbling out of her mouth. “You two do realize others are trying to work here.”

      “Oh, Mademoiselle.” Corinne’s face melted into a mask of tragedy. “I saw a ghost backstage. It raised its finger at me to tell me I am doomed. I must get away from here!”

      Lucille looked at Marie. “What are you doing here? I have told you that if you refuse to take the stage, you do not belong in the theatre. Go back to helping Madame Beaufort with her pins and pinches.”

      Marie ignored Lucille. This is the most interesting thing that’s happened since I returned. “What did the ghost look like?”

      “He was tall and thin, and his hand looked like a skeleton’s. He wore a long robe, and I could not see his face. He was Death come for me!” She placed the back of her hand on her forehead and swooned.

      “Actresses.” Marie sighed. Two stage hands came and picked Corinne up from the floor—she’d pulled the fainting trick before, but this time she didn’t jump up with protestations at the “filthy peasants’” hands being on her.

      “Well?” Lucille asked, apparently forgetting she’d banished Marie. “What are we to do now? I have a play with no lead actress and apparently a ghost has taken up residence in the theatre.”

      “Not my problem.” Marie turned to go, but her mother grabbed her arm with surprising strength.

      Lucille switched to English and lowered her voice, both signs she didn’t want the workers and other actors to hear and understand what she was going to say to her daughter. Since the American “Civil” War had become a proxy war between England and France, not knowing English had become a point of pride among the common folk, particularly as the hard consonants and flat vowels sounded a lot like Prussian, spoken by the invaders who massed outside the city.

      “And ’ave you forgotten that I am housing you and your friends for free?” she snarled in Marie’s ear.

      “And have you forgotten we’re trying to help replace the faulty gas lighting system?” Marie snapped back. “You can’t have a performance without light.”

      “The professor isn’t proceeding as I’d hoped.” Lucille’s eyes glittered as the gas lights subsided and then flamed back to light. “I doubt he will have anything installed in time for dress rehearsals, and I am not sure I want to try the holiday play with an untested system.”

      Marie couldn’t argue. “Science takes time,” she said, echoing Professor Edward Bailey’s oft-repeated sentiments. But she’d watched him in the laboratory they set up in a room at the top of the apartment building. The space itself received a lot of illumination, but the scientist within didn’t seem to. Seemingly mesmerized by the isolated drop of aether within the glass globe, he would only sit and stare at his equipment. Inventor Patrick O’Connell proceeded better with developing the actual aether lighting equipment, but without the substance itself in usable form, the system would be useless.

      “I cannot support you if we do not have a performance. We cannot have a performance without a leading actress. You are her understudy. Therefore, you must take the stage again.” Lucille punctuated that last statement with a finger held up in triumph.

      “The only reason I accepted the understudy role was because I knew there was no way Corinne would back out. She may still do it.” Marie looked to where the actress had been set, but—uncharacteristic for her—Corinne had left quietly and without any kind of announcement. “Merde, she really was frightened.”

      “Congratulations, Henriette,” Lucille said. “You have tonight to memorize your lines. Rehearsals start for you tomorrow. Now Gerard, let’s get back to the scene in the graveyard. I’ll stand in for Marie as Henriette today.”
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      Violinist, artist, and now disgraced gentleman Johann Bledsoe snuck in the back door of the theatre. Or at least he tried to, but he ended up holding the door open for the blonde actress he’d bedded two nights previously. Or had that been three? Either way, he tipped his hat and smiled, bracing himself for an onslaught of emotion and reproach.

      “Merci, Monsieur,” she said with uncharacteristic meekness, at least from what he could remember. She’d been a tiger in bed, or at least an alley cat. This change in character intrigued him.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “Away. Death has come for me, and although I know it is futile, I shall run to the ends of the earth to escape her.”

      “All right, then. It figures death would be female.” He watched Corinne hurry away, but before she reached the end of the alley, she turned.

      “Beware, Monsieur! La Mort has come to the theatre, and she will not leave until she has claimed enough souls to satisfy her insatiable hunger.”

      “If it’s insatiable, then she won’t be sated,” Johann pointed out, but she only shook her head and picked up her pace, her satin slippers splashing in the puddles from last night’s rain.

      Johann tried to enter again, but this time Marie St. Jean dashed out and nearly bowled him over.

      “Where is she?” she asked. Her chest heaved, and Johann dragged his eyes away from her generous décolletage, which didn’t need that much help from a corset. Not that he would know. She’d kept a careful distance from him since the incident in Rome when it was revealed how much of an ass he was. Had been. All right, was.

      “Who?” His befuddled mind wondered if Marie ran after death.

      “Corinne, the lead actress in Light Fantastique,” she said and gave him a look that would have shrunk the balls of a lesser man back into his torso. Johann’s balls barely took notice except to shoot an impulse to his brain to kiss her. They said such things frequently about Marie, so he told them to shut up.

      “She ran that way,” he said and gestured to the end of the alley.

      “Merde,” she muttered and picked up her skirts to run after the escaped actress, but a gust of wind made her gasp.

      Johann followed her through the alley. Now he really had to try not to look at the front of her dress to see if the wind had done him a favor and peaked her nipples. “You really shouldn’t be running about without a coat. You’ll catch your death of cold.”

      Another cool gust ruffled both their hair, and he shivered both internally and externally at his unintentional mention of whatever had scared the actress.

      “I should be so lucky,” Marie said through gritted teeth. They reached the street and looked in both directions, but the only thing to be seen was the disappearing back of a cab. “Damn, now we’ll never catch her.” She dropped her skirts and rubbed her hands over her bare forearms.

      “What was that all about?” Johann took off his overcoat and draped it around her shoulders.

      “I don’t need your help,” Marie told him, but she tugged the wool closer around her.

      Lucky coat. “I wasn’t offering it, merely curious, that’s all.”

      They turned back and walked toward the theatre’s back door. The alley concentrated small gusts of wind into blasts, and Johann tried not to flinch whenever one hit them.

      “But perhaps your way with women could be useful,” Marie told him with a sideways glance that brought surprising warmth to his middle.

      “How so?”

      “Something spooked her. She said it was a ghost that looked like Death.”

      “And it wasn’t the costume they’re using in the play?”

      “Of course! Someone was playing a trick on her. She’s certainly been nasty to enough people to warrant it. Thank you!” Marie stood on her toes and kissed his cheek. “I’m going to her lodgings to explain. Then she’ll come back.”

      Once inside, Marie handed his coat back to him and with a grin dashed off, presumably to get her own cloak and go to Corinne’s apartment.

      “Shall I accompany you?” he asked.

      “Normally I would say no, but…” She sighed, and she hunched her shoulders when Lucille’s voice floated down to them from the backstage area.

      “Marie, come quick. The new phantom costume has arrived. You must see this.”

      “Your mother isn’t good for your posture,” Johann observed.

      Marie straightened. “Or my sanity.”

      Reluctant to let this moment of detente pass, he followed her up the narrow wooden stairs.
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      Lucille held the mask for Marie to admire. “It is made from a material that will appear to glow, or at least I hope it will, in the Professor’s new aether light.”

      “What happened to the old costume?” Marie asked, afraid of the answer. “And when did this one arrive?”

      Lucille waved a hand. “I sold the previous one to one of our noble patrons for his parlor games. He has a mistress who likes strange bedroom role-plays. Death should be tattered, but that old costume had so many holes you could see the person underneath. Another reason it was perfect for the Count.”

      Marie had long since grown out of the tendency to blush at the mention of sex, but the image of her and Maestro Bledsoe playing out a scandalous scene with the costume flashed through her brain. He stood beside her, and she couldn’t help but be aware of his broad shoulders and chest that tapered toward a narrow but still manly waist.

      “Well, this leaves us with a problem,” he said.

      “Several,” Marie murmured and widened the distance between them as she reminded herself that he was a selfish sort, as the English would say. “But yes, we’re back to needing to know what frightened Corinne.”

      Lucille put a hand on Marie’s cheek. “Mon Dieu, your skin is cold. What did you do, go chasing after her, you silly fille? You need to preserve your voice, not risk it by running into the cold without a cloak.”

      “I had a coat,” Marie said with a sideways glance up at the musician. He grinned but didn’t say anything, for which she was grateful.

      “As for what frightened Corinne, bah!” Lucille banged her cane on the floor. “She was always a silly, superstitious girl, particularly once she became the premiere femme. As for you, go to the Chambre d’Etoile. You need to practice your lines, and I will send Madame Beaufort to start fitting the costumes to you. They will all need to be let out.” She pinched Marie on the waist.

      Marie moved away from her mother’s critical, prying words and fingers. “Yes, that would be wise, so I don’t burst through the seams on opening night.” The look on Johann’s face made heat bloom in her chest. “I mean, it’s not going to be that kind of show.” Still not helping. I need to get rid of him. She curtsied and said, “Maestro, thank you for your assistance. I’m sure you preserved my ability to perform in this detestable play.”

      “Any time,” he replied with a cough. His cupid’s bow lips were pulled back into a grin that said he tried not to laugh at Lucille’s ridiculous antics. “And I think the costumes will look better on you, anyway. You have a more classical figure.”

      “Thank you. If you’ll excuse me.”

      Marie fled from the genuine admiration in his eyes and the answering expansion of gratification in her middle. Silly girl, you can’t get stupid over a man who does something nice for you. But her mind turned to the feel of the soft wool coat being placed on her shoulders by his large, strong hands.

      Maybe having to take the lead in this play is a good thing. If I’m going to lose part of myself, I’d prefer it go to a role than to a man.

      Now anxiety replaced any warm feeling she’d gotten from the maestro’s complimentary look, and she had to catch herself and lean against the nearest wall while waiting for her heart to stop its pounding in her throat. She would have to take the stage again and face the loss of part of her soul.
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      Théâtre Bohème, 1 December 1870

      “Now as for you…” Madame St. Jean turned to Johann, and he had to take his eyes from the retreating figure of her daughter. He made it a policy not to ogle young women when their mothers were present—he’d almost gotten trapped into marriage that way once—but he couldn’t help himself. Since Rome, he’d found himself slipping in his policies around Marie, and he’d need to find a new distraction soon. One that would stick or at least do a better job of getting her out of his head.

      “What about me?” he asked with the lopsided grin he used to charm women of all ages.

      “I have been looking for a first violin who can lead the stage orchestra in the Overture and Entr’acte pieces with the kind of emotion Berlioz’s music deserves. So far I have not found anyone, but I have heard you play.”

      “You’ve heard me practice,” Johann corrected her. “Not play. I’m taking a break from performing in large venues at the moment.”

      “I am aware of your reputation, Maestro. All of it.” She fixed him with her glittering black stare. “And need I remind you that you and your friends have been staying under my roof with no recompense to this point?”

      “Professor Bailey and Mister O’Connell are working on a new lighting system for you, and I believe Doctor Radcliffe set one of your stage hand’s broken wrist a few weeks ago,” Johann pointed out.

      “Working on is not the same as installing or fixing, and all of you owe me more than a set wrist.”

      Johann took a deep breath and did what he usually did when faced with a difficult woman, ask what she truly wanted. Not just from him, but from life. The answer came to him—Madame wanted to have control down to the smallest detail. She acted with the aggressiveness of someone who had let it slip once and had lost a great deal. He wondered if it had something to do with her hatred of Parnaby Cobb and the past connection with him that Marie refused to talk about.

      Then he asked himself how he could use the situation to his advantage. Not getting kicked out and having to return to England and face the men who wanted to kill him seemed beneficial enough for the moment. Not that he was going anywhere during the siege. No one was, at least not unless they could bribe their way on to an airship.

      “I’ll look at the score,” he said, unwilling to give all the way.

      “Bien.” She walked to the orchestra pit—without the aid of her cane, he noticed—reached down to a shelf, and gave him a first violin score. “This should not be difficult for you.”

      “I’m sure it won’t be.” Especially since I’ve played the Symphonie Fantastique before. But again, he wasn’t going to say it. He’d learned the hard way not to reveal all his advantages in antagonistic situations like this. But he also knew there was more to the situation than Madame St. Jean let on.
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      Iris ascended the steps to the multi-story townhouse Madame St. Jean owned next to the theatre. A year ago, Iris had been living in a modest but nice house in a little town in England with her father. She had few friends since other young middle-class women didn’t share her interests in archeology and science. Now she attended the new French Ecole d’Archaeologie and shared a room with—how scandalous!—an actress, who also served as a maid when Iris needed some extra help, although she was proud she could mostly take care of herself. And she had friends, a strange group, to be sure, but friends nonetheless.

      The first person she saw when she crossed the threshold was the member of the group she liked least but perhaps understood the best, for they’d both had to deal with the aftermath of dangerous secrets coming to light. She tried to be pleasant to him for that reason and because he was the best friend of her almost fiancé, Professor Edward Bailey. And today she was happy to find him alone because a question had grown in her mind over the past few months since she’d returned to Paris after her father’s funeral.

      “Good afternoon, Maestro Bledsoe.”

      “Good afternoon, Mademoiselle McTavish.” He sat in the parlor with his violin on its stand beside him and a score spread on the table in front of him. “How were your exams?”

      “Fine. We should have our results by the end of next week.” She tried not to say too much about her studies because she didn’t want to bore the others. She’d alienated friends in the past by going on too much about sarcophagi and coins. Now she tried to figure out the best way to broach the subject on her mind. Heart, really. “What are you doing?”

      He looked up from the music in front of him and ran a hand through his hair. It had gotten long in Paris, and he’d grown a beard. He looked like a bohemian musician, particularly when agitated gesturing made his curls loosen and stand in a blond nimbus around his head.

      Like he’s the scruffy angel of the Théâtre Bohème.

      Her cheeks heated with the thought.

      “I’m being put to work with the orchestra,” he said. “Madame St. Jean is impatient. We’ve not made enough progress with the lighting system to please her.”

      “Oh.” Iris glanced up the stairs, where she knew Professor Edward Bailey, the author of her greatest joy and anxiety, toiled in his laboratory in the converted attic workshop. Or at least she thought he was. She tried not to disturb him, but the few times she’d been up there to tell him it was a mealtime or bring him a delivery, she’d found him gazing at the biscuit-sized swirling aether in its glass globe. He never seemed to move much beyond that. As for Patrick O’Connell, the tinkerer/engineer who was working on converting the theatre’s lighting system so it could be used once Edward made enough aether gas—whenever he figured out how—Iris suspected he protected Edward out of sympathy for his mental state. She’d come to find the Irishman liked to exaggerate for dramatic effect, but also to shield those to whom he was fiercely loyal.

      “Yes,” Bledsoe said with a sigh, “have you heard the Symphonie Fantastique by the late Hector Berlioz?”

      “Only the snippets they’ve been rehearsing for the production.” Iris imitated the disapproving look on her former headmistress’s face and intoned, “Young ladies do not listen to scandalous music from the continent.”

      The musician’s beard made his smile seem all the wider and emphasized the evenness of his teeth. “So you’re getting an education in many things these days.”

      And many things I’m not. With that thought, Iris placed her books on the hall table but didn’t enter the parlor so she at least wouldn’t be unchaperoned in the same room as a bachelor with a rake’s reputation. Her current living situation had caused her to become good at finding loopholes to Victorian convention, particularly since the French had a tendency to flaunt silly societal rules. So she continued to talk to him from just beyond the doorframe and fidgeted, wanting to ask him but not wanting to seem foolish.

      Finally, she blurted it out.

      “Why hasn’t Edward kissed me since Italy?”

      All right, it was a clumsy way of asking, but she’d got it out.

      “Doesn’t he still love me?” she clarified. She wouldn’t meet Bledsoe’s eyes, and the music she focused on blurred so the notes slid across their scored terraces.

      “I believe he does still care a great deal for you. You know his limitations,” he said, but his tone was gentle, not chiding.

      “Everything seemed fine when I went back to England for father’s funeral. And Jeremy Scott’s,” she added. “But when I came back, Edward was different, distant. Was it because I went to Jeremy’s funeral? I didn’t want to tell him, but I promised I’d never lie to him ever again, and…” She had to stop and breathe. She could understand Edward’s reticence on some level. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake the feeling that if she had handled the situation differently, the odious Lord Jeremy Scott would still be alive and with a better understanding of her. Intellectually she knew his death at Edward’s hands was the best possible outcome—aside from Edward having a part in it, of course—and that he would have never ceased pursuing her, but she couldn’t shake the memory of his heartbroken family.

      “Yes, you had to tell him you attended Lord Scott’s services,” the musician said in a gentle tone. “Edward broke the strictest of his rules in the underground temple, and it’s taking him a while to recover. Radcliffe said that sometimes when someone has experienced a great upheaval, they snap back to their previous way of being in spite of progress made.”

      “But how long is it going to take before he returns to how he was?” Iris chewed her lip and reminded herself not to. It was a bad habit she’d picked up since coming to Paris.

      “Has another young man caught your fancy?” Bledsoe asked.

      “N-no,” Iris stammered. Although she thought his beard quite dashing, she didn’t feel that way about Bledsoe. And the young French men in the archeology institute generally ignored her in favor of the few French women there. She didn’t mind—she was accustomed to being an outsider—but she was glad for the holiday break.

      “You’re sure.”

      Iris blinked, but not fast enough to keep the tears inside her eyes. She wiped them from her cheeks, which stung from the salt sliding across the sensitive skin—the air had teeth lately. “Yes! How could you be cruel like this? I care for Edward. I had just hoped…”

      He stood and crossed the room so he stood in front of her. He tilted her chin up with one finger so she had to meet his eyes. “You hoped that something in you would transform something in him, like the meeting of two elements to make a new substance,” he finished for her.

      She pulled away and looked down at the pattern on the rug. “It sounds so ridiculous when you say it like that.”

      “Your hope isn’t ridiculous. But like the aether experiments, it will take time before the effect you have on Edward becomes something of significance.”

      “Why are you being so kind?” she asked and moved away from him. “It will ruin your reputation as an insensitive cad.”

      He glanced back toward the theatre, and his grin returned. “Perhaps I like to keep you guessing.”

      Iris shook her head and grabbed her books from the table.

      Men are incomprehensible.
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      Edward heard Iris’s voice below talking to Johann. He couldn’t make out the words, but she sounded upset. He put his head in his hands. She never showed that side of herself to him, not since returning from her father’s funeral in England. Now he only saw the false bright smile she put on every time she saw him.

      As much as he tried not to be jealous of his friend and the ease with which she spoke to the musician, he was. But he didn’t want to frighten her with his dark thoughts, and they had become dark indeed since his first attempt at integrating the aether into a mock theatre lighting system a few days before. Patrick O’Connell, his partner in engineering, hadn’t said anything, but he’d been remarkably absent since.

      Edward tried to do something himself earlier that day, injecting a little of the aether gas into the part of the system they had set up in the corner, but he could only get so far with just two hands and his improving but still basic understanding of engineering.

      The footsteps that ascended the stairs was too heavy to be Iris but too light to be the Irishman. As Edward anticipated, Johann poked his head around the laboratory door, his lips drawn back in a grin too wide to be innocent, but not big enough to hint at diabolical scheming. Wary, Edward drew back.

      “I thought you couldn’t do the experiments without sunlight,” Johann said and moved toward the window, which was covered by heavy curtains.

      “Don’t touch that. The aether light is fine.” Edward gestured to the writhing opalescent mass of light and color in the center of the glass globe in front of him. “I’m seeing how long it takes for it to decay without light. I’m still unsure what its fuel is.”

      Johann sat on the stool beside Edward’s. “That makes sense. Wouldn’t want it to disappear in the middle of a performance. How long has this one been going?”

      “One week.” Yes, keep talking about the experiment. Don’t make me discuss other things.

      Now Johann raised an eyebrow. “You must be anticipating some long plays.”

      “I’m being thorough.” There, that would keep the questions coming. There were always questions. He used to like being the one to ask them, but now…

      “Or you’re avoiding something.” Johann stood and walked to the window, where he yanked back the curtains. Watery late autumn sunlight poured through, and Edward squinted.

      “Now you’ve ruined my experiment!”

      “It’s been a week, Edward. We don’t have time to waste.”

      Edward decided not to argue about how he spent his days because then he would have to talk about things he wanted to ponder further. Thus, a change of subject was in order. “Your hair and beard are getting longer,” he said. “You look like a wastrel.”

      “You have no room to talk—you look like a vagabond. How long have you been up here without a break?”

      Edward looked at the aether mass. “I don’t know. The servants bring me food and take the trays away. They also manage water for quick washes and the chamber pot at the appropriate times. O’Connell reminds me when I need to rest. What more do I need?” He stuck his shaking hands between his legs and squeezed so his friend wouldn’t notice his tremors.

      “What more, indeed? You’ve reverted back to how you were before we left England last summer. Worse, actually. At least then you’d talk to people.” Johann resumed his seat and leaned in close to the aether chamber. “I could watch this stuff all day.”

      “Don’t get so close!” Edward shoved him away.

      “Fine, I’ll wear goggles.”

      “You’ll need more than goggles if it destabilizes,” Edward gasped. His lungs felt too big for his chest, and he could barely expand them to breathe in the tight space they inhabited. His heart thumped in time to the aether’s undulations, and he again squeezed his hands between his legs to stop their shaking and tingling.

      “Edward, what…?” Johann stood and searched for something. The room spun, and Edward barely stayed on his stool. Something covered his nose and mouth, and he breathed into the paper bag his friend held to his face until his lungs shrank back to a reasonable size and he could take more than mere sips of air.

      “Do I need to call Radcliffe?” Johann asked.

      “No,” Edward said. “I’m all right now. Just don’t get close to it. How many times do I have to remind you it’s dangerous?”

      “And how many times do I have to tell you that it’s not going to act like it did in Rome?”

      “How do you know? You’re not an aetherist. A stray frequency, a rumbling outside… It’s not safe to move forward with it.”

      Instead of arguing as he usually did, Johann paused and gave Edward a measuring look. “Is that why you’re stuck? You’re afraid it’s going to do something unpredictable?”

      “Everything is predictable.” Like my inevitable descent into madness and Iris’s disappointment in me.

      “So what is it, then? Madame is getting impatient.”

      “Science takes time.” Edward couldn’t help a little grin, remembering an argument from another lifetime.

      “And money doesn’t grow on trees,” Johann replied with an answering smile. “But it has to come from somewhere. We’re reaching the ends of our expedition fees from Cobb. I have to join the orchestra for the upcoming performance so Madame doesn’t kick us out.”

      “Don’t worry, no one will recognize you. We haven’t seen any clockworks since returning to Paris. The Prussians have scared them away.”

      “They’re more persistent than you give them credit for.” Now Johann’s expression mirrored Edward’s doubt.

      A flapping noise outside startled them both. A raven sat on the roof between the townhouse attic and theatre and gazed at them with glowing red eyes.
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      Rue de Gris, Paris, 1 December 1870

      That evening, Marie paused outside Corinne’s apartment building. Situated in an older part of Paris, it didn’t match the bright, sparkling nature of the actress who lived there.

      But how many of us match on the outside what we keep within?

      Marie found Corinne in a flurry of packing. She raised her eyebrows at some of the dresses the woman had laid out—silk and satin, which she’d either had since before the siege began or had made from materials flown in by airship during the cover of night—but didn’t say anything. She was here to cajole, not antagonize. In any case, they were much more expensive than an actress, even the premiere femme of the Théâtre Bohème, should have been able to afford.

      Ah, right, she has been seen with the marquis…

      “I am not coming back,” Corinne said and flung ribbons, gloves, and stockings into a trunk. “I don’t care if the Prussians shoot us down. I am leaving Paris.”

      “Is something else going on?” Marie asked. “I’ve never known you to turn down a part, especially not a lead role.”

      Corinne sat on the chaise, and her face crumpled. It wasn’t a pretty crying face, so Marie suspected the woman’s tears were real this time.

      “Today was not the first time I’ve seen the angel of death.”

      “Oh? When else did it appear to you?”

      Corinne shook her head so vigorously hairpins clattered to the floor around her. “He has never appeared to me before today. But I have seen him. Yesterday in my dressing room, he was in the mirror beside me, but when I turned, no one was there. And I didn’t hear the door open.”

      “In your dressing room.” Marie knew that room well. The door squeaked horribly no matter how many times they oiled it, and it opened on to a busy corridor. Even if someone had managed to go in or out quietly, they would have been seen, and a person in a death costume, even if there was one in the current production, would have been remarked upon. Plus there was the irritating issue of the fact the costume had been sold and not replaced for weeks.

      “Si, and last week, he appeared in the hall where the musicians come and go from the stage.” She lowered her voice. “He came out of one wall and walked straight into another one.”

      “Have you been drinking the marquis’s brandy again?”

      “Non.” Corinne stood and put her hands on her hips. “If you have just come to mock me, I will not speak to you. How do I know this wasn’t a trick for you to get to play Henriette, and now you are here to gloat?”

      “Because I am not interested in taking the stage again.”

      “Why not?” Corinne leaned forward, her eyes wide and nostrils flared, a predator on the hunt for gossip. “You keep saying that, but I don’t know whether to believe you. You were once Fantastique, the greatest actress in the city.”

      Marie didn’t care to explain, especially not to someone who wouldn’t understand. “I’m just trying to figure out what happened so I can convince you to come back. You’d make a much better Henriette than I. I’m too tall. Poor Gerard will have to wear lifts in his shoes.”

      Corinne wrinkled her nose. “Yes, all the tall ones have gone to war. You would think Death would be busy enough at the front without having to bother a poor actress like me.”

      Or even a good one. Marie didn’t voice the thought. “So about you returning…”

      Corinne stood, all trace of warmth gone from her face. Marie wondered if she’d been taking lessons on expression severity from Lucille.

      “You can ask all you want,” Corinne said and placed a slender hand on her not-so-slender throat. “I will never return to the Théâtre Bohème lest Death claim me once and for all.”

      “But how do you know it’s truly Death?” Marie asked. “It could be someone playing a prank on you.”

      “That is a good prank, Mademoiselle St. Jean, if a man can walk through walls.”

      Marie bit her lip. She and Lucille knew of the myriad secret passages that riddled the theatre, but they’d agreed to keep them secret. Who else could know? “There are many tricks that can be done with mirrors,” she said.

      Corinne’s look would have skewered a lesser man or woman. “Mirrors. You are not serious.”

      “Yes, I am. Perhaps you only saw the reflection of someone in the hallway.”

      “And yet I did not see my own reflection? I do not understand how this could be done. No, it was the specter of Death come to haunt the theatre. Mark my words, Mademoiselle. You will all be doomed, even the delightful Maestro Bledsoe.”

      “What does he have to do with—?” Marie stopped when she saw Corinne’s lips spread into a smug smirk. “Oh. I didn’t know you had a relationship.”

      “Some connections do not require the empty promises and doomed commitments of a relationship.” Corinne tossed her yellow curls. “We have an understanding. That is all.”

      “What sort of understanding?” Marie hoped jealousy didn’t bleed through in her tone.

      “One based on mutual interest. Now, this interview is over.” Corinne stood. “Begone with you. The marquis said he would help me leave on tonight’s airship, and I have to choose what is most important to pack.”
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      “What in the blazes is that?” Johann asked. He peeked around the curtain at the raven, which turned its head, its beak slightly open.

      “I told you to keep the curtains closed,” Edward grumbled. He’d taunted Johann about his appearance, but the scientist’s hollowed cheeks and sunken eyes told Johann he was slipping into a worrisome state. Johann had never seen him this far gone, not even when he was finishing his degree or during the incident that drove him to a life of predictability at the cost of grave limitations.

      Johann slid the curtain along the rod, and the demonic bird seemed to fix on the sound. It opened its beak wider, and smoke emerged.

      “It breathes fire?” Johann asked.

      “No, it is obviously some sort of steam-driven automaton,” Edward said with a look that expressed his low opinion of those who might believe in fire-breathing birds.

      “Obviously. Why are we hiding from it?”

      Another exasperated glance. “Because you don’t know what its makers have instructed it to do in response to certain stimuli.”

      The furnace of anxiety that always had active coals flared to life in Johann’s gut. “Is it the Clockwork Guild?”

      Is this it? My death at the hands, er, beak of a red-eyed fake raven?

      “Doubtful. They don’t use steam in their works, at least not from what I’ve been able to ascertain.”

      “Then who?”

      “If I knew that, I’d know what to do beyond hide from it.”

      The bird opened its mouth wider, and Edward squinted at it. Then he pushed his side of the curtain to the center.

      “Close yours as well! How could we be so stupid?”

      “What do you mean?” Johann complied.

      “The light reflected off a lens in the back of the bird’s throat. I think it had some sort of camera in it, and it was trying to get a picture of what I’ve been working on. I hope we shut the curtains before it got a good image.”

      “Of your devices or of us,” Johann muttered. “If the Guild gets a good look at my photograph, someone will recognize me.”

      Now the only light in the room came from the aether device. With its illumination, Edward’s features were softened, and his physical flaws smoothed, and Johann couldn’t help but imagine how it would affect theatre productions.

      “If you can get the theatre lighting working with this, you will be doing all the actors and especially the actresses a favor.” He recalled seeing Corinne in the light of day come morning. Without her cosmetics, she was not the beauty she appeared on stage, and he wondered just how much she had to put on her face before treading the boards.

      “Perhaps, but one never knows.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Edward shook his head. “Nothing. Go now. I need to continue working on other things. When O’Connell gets back, would you send him up?”

      “Right.” Johann found himself in the hallway. He scratched at his beard—damn itchy thing—and tried not to feel piqued. He’d never shown much interest in his friend’s experiments before, but he was honestly curious beyond the pressure for the aether lighting system to be working soon. Edward’s behavior had been stranger than usual too.

      What is going on with everyone, and who is behind the raven? Surely it didn’t have enough time for a clear picture of me.

      He shook his head, but his anxiety lodged in his brain. Now he would have to pick up his violin or find some other distraction before he’d be able to sleep that night.

      The violin it is, then. I’ve had enough of neurotic people—male and female—for one day.

      But part of him hoped Marie would poke her head in on his practicing.
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      The next day, Marie sat on her bed in her old room at the townhouse and gazed out the window rather than at the script on her lap. Rain fell from the sky, glazed the windows, and slicked the surfaces of the trees and street below. A strange large shadow swooped overhead, but when she craned her neck to see it, it had already gone.

      “You’re supposed to memorize all that by when?” Iris asked. She sat at the only desk, which she had taken over once starting school. With the addition of a cot for Iris to the room, there wasn’t space for another. Marie didn’t mind—she learned best when sitting in nontraditional positions, or at least whichever ones her skirts would allow. She much preferred the clothing she’d worn when she trained to be a female guard, but she didn’t like the circumstances of her employment, so she supposed this was a fair trade-off.

      “The show starts in a week, so I need to have all of it memorized by the end of the weekend.”

      “Music and everything?”

      “It’s no different from you learning all the different sizes and shapes of Greek vases because of what you want to be. I can’t imagine learning all that, but your brain soaks it up. Mine does that with lines. Maybe I just want to be someone else.”

      Or someone else wants to be me.

      She’d never been able to explain it, only that when she was preparing for a role and on stage, she felt possessed by whatever character she played. And when the production ended, she felt like she left part of herself behind.

      Iris rubbed her eyes. “I’m exhausted from studying, but I don’t know what else to do. Exams are over, but I feel I need to do something.” She glanced up, and Marie guessed she thought about Edward, whom they all worried about. He hadn’t been down for a meal in days.

      “Me too.” The edgy feeling had started earlier that morning, but Marie didn’t know how to explain it or where it came from, only that it had been off and on the past few weeks. “I’m going to find a corner in the theatre to look over these.”

      Or not look over them without witnesses to scold me for avoiding my work.

      Iris stood. “I can leave if you need me to.”

      “No, stay here, I’ll go. Perhaps you should organize your notes so they’ll be ready for you to pick up next term.”

      Iris grinned like Marie had just proposed the most brilliant of ideas. “Yes! That’s exactly what I’ll do. You’re a genius.”

      Marie left Iris to her organizing, which already looked like an explosion of papers over every surface of the bedroom. She crept down the stairs so no one would accost her. Or maybe she moved slowly so someone would interrupt her on her fool’s errand, for she didn’t want the part of Henriette.

      She emerged into view of the front door just in time to see it close behind Bledsoe, and her errant mind wondered if he was going to see Corinne. Not that he’d find her if she’d managed to make it on to the airship the night before. Marie shook her head. The privateers would have their hands full with that one.

      When Marie emerged into the halfhearted light of the cloudy morning, she reflexively stilled to listen for the bass sound of cannon or engines. Of course the airship had long since sailed, but she and other Parisians always paused to see and hear if there was smoke on the horizon or other signs the Prussians had engaged the French troops, if they would invade or finally be turned back to slink heads-down to their homeland. Everyone knew something would have to happen one way or the other soon with winter coming on and supplies in the city running low. Meanwhile, they pretended life went on as usual, just with fewer imported luxuries to be had.

      In fact, the city had an air of forced gaiety—look, the people seemed to say, we’re not letting your silly invasion dampen our spirit. It made for irrational behavior, but it also helped fill theatre seats, even if tickets were half the prices they used to be with the economy of the city half shut-down. Still, with most of the theatres having been converted to hospitals, the Bohème drew good crowds since they were one of the few still running.

      A fine mist clung to Marie’s hair and clothing, and a chill breeze made her quicken her steps. She went in a side door just beyond the portico leading to where noble theatre goers left their drivers and carriages. Or if they were nice, just their carriages. Marie tried not to think about how she sneaked out that door and was bundled into a carriage by her former patron. Those memories carried too much regret, both for her and her mother.

      See, Maman? This is why I cannot take the stage again.

      She knew no one would be in Corinne’s former dressing room and turned in that direction, but then she stopped. That was the star’s dressing room, the one her mother wanted her to take. Was she doing it again, responding without intention to a role that had been thrust upon her? She closed her eyes, and the litany she had come up with long ago materialized in her brain and whirled around like a little aether cloud. She clung to its light, which pierced the haze of her anxious thoughts.

      I am Marie St. Jean. I am twenty years old. I have brown hair and hazel eyes. I like pain au chocolat and cappuccino. I am myself, not my role. I am Marie St. Jean…

      She opened her eyes to see she now stood in the hallway in front of the dressing room she wanted to avoid. Had she walked here without recognizing she did? Panic shot in an arrow’s line from her stomach to her throat, to which she raised a hand. Wait, that wasn’t one of her regular gestures, was it? The script fell to her feet, and when she knelt to retrieve it, she saw the stage direction on the page in front of her—“Henriette: raises hand to throat.”

      “Are you having difficulty, Mademoiselle?” a soft male voice asked with an American accent. Marie wasn’t one to faint, but the hallway swam in front of her eyes, and the last thing she saw before she blacked out was a metal death’s head leering over her.
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      Théâtre Bohème Townhouse, 2 December 1870

      “Where is she?” Lucille swept into the room. Papers swirled in the eddy caused by her flinging the door open, and Iris dove to pluck her Greek Pottery I—Prehistoric through Archaic Periods notes from the floor so they wouldn’t end up under the Frenchwoman’s boots.

      “I take it you mean Marie, Madame?” Iris asked in as polite a tone as she could muster while she straightened the stack in her hands. She reflexively looked around for her gloves, as she typically did when Lucille was near.

      “Yes, Marie. She is needed to read through the play this morning.” Lucille’s black gaze swept through the room as if she could make Marie materialize from the books and notebooks that covered every surface.

      “I think she was headed to the theatre to review the script.”

      Lucille’s brows drew down in a black V. “The Théâtre Bohème is a large building, and she could be anywhere.”

      The defeated expression that flickered over Lucille’s face made Iris blurt out before she could stop herself, “I’ll help you look for her.”

      “Bien.”

      Now Lucille beamed at her, and Iris wondered again just how much of what Lucille did and said was real and how much an act to manipulate others. She was coming to a ratio of about seventy to thirty percent unreal to real. Iris found Lucille to have a dizzying array of expressions like her own mother, but unlike Adelaide, Lucille didn’t always seem to feel the emotion she projected.

      Or did she?

      “I need a break from this, anyway,” Iris mumbled.

      “Pretty girls do not mumble,” Lucille said, and her voice and accent were juxtaposed in Iris’s mind over Adelaide’s.

      “I said I need to take a break from this organizational effort,” Iris said and enunciated clearly, perhaps exaggeratedly. Not that her schoolwork looked very organized.

      Lucille either didn’t notice or chose not to respond. She swept out of the room, and Iris followed her after making sure no notes flew too far. She glanced up the staircase toward the atelier, as Marie called it, where Edward worked on his aether-based lighting system. He hadn’t come down to dinner again last night, or to breakfast that morning. She’d been so focused on her exams she didn’t remember the last time she saw him, and now guilt sagged between her chest and stomach.

      “Lucille, are the servants feeding Professor Bailey?” she asked.

      “I believe so, yes,” Lucille said over her shoulder. “He says he is getting close. But he has been approaching close for months now and never reaching it.”

      “I know. I’m worried about him.”

      “As well you should be. He seems possessed by a certain madness.”

      Lucille’s words made Iris’s stomach clench, and she almost stumbled on the stairs. “What kind of madness do you mean?”

      “He is one who will always lose himself in his work. It is not a bad thing, Mademoiselle, but men like that require extra care. And patience.”

      They reached the front hall, and Lucille turned to Iris so suddenly Iris almost bumped into the older woman.

      “Sometimes no matter how hard we try, we are not enough.”

      “What do you mean?” Iris asked. She found her gloves on the side table where she’d set her books the day before.

      “You cannot hope to change him if you want to truly love him. Many women have ended up in unhappy relationships because they think they can transform a man into what they want him to be. In some cases, you merely have to accept.”

      Iris nodded as though she believed the woman’s words, but she didn’t allow the disappointment they engendered to take root. She didn’t want to think that this would be her life with Edward, not seeing him for months at a time, always wondering if he loved her more than, or at least as much as, his science. She loved archeology and him equally—at least she thought she did.

      Some impulse made her ask, “Is that what happened with Marie’s father?”

      Lucille barked a laugh and opened the front door. “Ha! No, mademoiselle. We had an arrangement. I wanted a daughter. He wanted a no-strings-attached dalliance. It was not a traditional arrangement, but it worked for us.”

      “What if you’d had a son?” Iris followed Lucille along the sidewalk. “You can’t determine the gender of a baby.”

      “There are things one can do, but you are too young and innocent to know of them.”

      Iris fought to keep her shoulders from slumping, as they wanted to do when she ran up against the wall of women’s wisdom she was “too young and innocent” to be worthy of learning. It was one of Marie’s favorite conversation-avoiding tactics.

      I guess I know where she learned it from.

      The gloom of the theatre enveloped Iris along with the smells of old wood and the paint the scenery-smiths were busy using for the new production pieces.

      Lucille paused in front of the ticket window and flared her nostrils. “There is something… You take the main auditorium and backstage areas.”

      “Where will you search?” Iris asked. She reached through the connection she had with Marie but couldn’t feel anything.

      I should be able to feel her if she’s nearby unless she’s asleep.

      “The dressing rooms and passages.”

      “Secret passages?” Iris took her hand. “Oh, let me search with you! I knew there must be some in a building like this.”

      “No, Mademoiselle, it will be too dangerous.” Lucille’s eyes flashed like faceted jet beads in the flickering gaslight. “You stay where you can run if you need to and tell Marie to get back to the townhouse as soon as you find her, if you find her and we are not too late. I fear he is back!”

      “Who?” Iris grabbed for Lucille, but the theatre owner had already dashed into the hall beside the ticket booth.

      Who is he? What is going on here? Iris moved toward the auditorium through the nearest door, but a chill settled on her shoulders like the gaze of a malevolent spirit.

      Don’t be silly, you’re letting your imagination run away with you.

      But evil spirits belong in the myths of the past, not in the scientific present, don’t they? Whatever was happening, she felt a flicker of Marie’s panic and hastened into the auditorium.
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      Marie woke inside Corinne’s dressing room. Her mind wouldn’t let her think of it as her dressing room. For one thing, the other actress had been much too fond of lace and gauzy fabrics. Marie didn’t know how much stuff Corinne had stashed in this room, but she guessed it would be enough to keep some very lucky ragpicker fed for a month. If Lucille didn’t sell it first, but would she want to attach herself monetarily to a doomed woman’s possessions?

      That’s not a useful thought, and many women will be happy for such luxuries, especially right now.

      Marie propped herself on her elbows and saw she lay on the chaise lounge to the right of the door. She kicked a pair of stockings to the floor. The script lay on the dressing table, but it was thinner than she remembered.

      What…?

      A movement in her peripheral
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