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August 1, 1888
OVER LONDON

5:30 a.m. Wednesday



WHAT IF THE SKIES NEVER CLEARED AND HIS QUARRY slipped past, swathed in cloud like a bride beneath her veil?

Or what if the enemy burst forth like a vengeful ghost, spewing a fiery retribution of lead and flame? Indeed, an airship with that much cargo would have guns aplenty on board.

There were a thousand what-ifs the captain of the Red Jack could not avoid, but that was the price Nick paid for this new life on the knife-edge of risk. But as an orphan abandoned to the circus—perhaps a Gypsy by his dark features, or perhaps something even less welcome in the world—his existence had been one gamble after another. Plundering a ship twice the size of his own craft was just one more.

Nick had called his magic earlier and raised a vision of where his quarry—the Leaping Hind—would pass, but something had gone amiss. By now the Hind should have sailed into view, engines groaning beneath the weight of all that wealth. She would be coming in off the coast, flying low and with holds crammed with clockwork, gears, and costly parts from the German states—a queen’s ransom in shining brass.

Nick shut his eyes and listened, giving up on sight. The engines of his ship were silent as it drifted with the wind. The creak of rigging was a comforting chorus, as if the Red Jack muttered to itself as it waited. Condensation dripped from the lines. He could hear the footsteps of his men moving around the ship—Digby at the helm, Beadle giving orders to the bosun and the boy, Striker cursing at some piece of equipment. Through the fresh, clear air, Nick caught the scent of gunpowder and grease.

“Athena,” Nick muttered under his breath. “Do you sense anything?”

There are birds, the air deva replied from her place of honor at the prow. Devas did not have a voice exactly, or language, though that was how Nick perceived it. The ash rooks.

“Anything else?” The rooks were always near, looking for something dead to eat. They were as much pirates as the men.

Captain Niccolo is impatient, Athena chided. For shame. A successful thief bides his time.

The elemental spirit—trapped in a half-melted metal cube—seemed female, although she possessed no physical form of her own. Before the cube had been stripped of all its golden decorations, it had been known to scholars as Athena’s Casket—an ancient Greek navigation device. Nick had started calling the deva Athena, and the name had stuck. She was the soul of the airship, its intelligence and vital force, and she made the Red Jack unique. No other ship, much less pirate ship, had a deva on its crew, and only Nick could speak to her.

Not that those conversations always went smoothly.

“I’m not impatient,” he growled. “I’m concerned.”

You are impatient. Your thoughts buffet me like a gale. There is no need.

“I have buyers waiting for what the Hind carries.”

All that metal men prize so highly. Dull stuff. But then she was a creature of air.

“Metal makes machines. Machines make power.”

And that power—heat, light, pumps to drive clean water into streets and villages—was a necessity of life. The steam barons ran the utility companies as well as the railways, dockyards, and most factories that produced weapons or mechanical parts. They were even branching into the defense industry and the telegraph. And where the barons took an interest, competition was quite literally crushed. No company dared to challenge their monopoly.

To make matters worse, conspicuous consumption of heat and light had become a hallmark of status among the gentry, and that drove up prices and left the poor to shiver in the dark. All this guaranteed an underground market for parts to build unauthorized machines—generators, windmills, batteries charged by wind, and whatever equipment a man needed for his trade. And that’s where the pirates sailed in and made their fortunes.

And what did Nick plan to do with all the profit? He wasn’t sure anymore. Every man had his dream, but he’d had to let his go. Or rather, his had walked away with a toss of her long, dark curls. Perhaps he was saving up to buy forgetfulness, for surely there must be a sorcerer who could carve Evelina Cooper out of his heart.

He felt a twinge of exasperation from the deva, equivalent to a human woman rolling her eyes. You must heed your birds, Niccolo. They have found the ship you seek.

Nick opened his eyes, looking out at the wet expanse that wrapped the Red Jack, soaking men and equipment in a clinging mist. If the other ship was invisible, so were they.

Nick’s ship was a perfect pirate vessel, small and sleek as a hawk. She had a rigid keel for mounting steam-powered thrusters and a long, thin tail that ended in a propeller. The gondola, wide and shallow, had been shaped to hug the long, thin oval of gray silk, the prow rising into a graceful raptor with outstretched wings. The ship was fancifully carved and painted in shades of white and blue. Its only splash of color was the scarlet flags around the rigging that gave the Red Jack its name. Perhaps she was far from the newest in airship design, but she was elegant, and the crew had slaved to make her shine.

“Oy,” came the soft exclamation from a few yards away. Striker, his second in command, leaned against the rail, pointing over the side. He wore a long coat covered in pieces of metal—each scrap of brass and steel representing wealth in a land where such goods were hard to get.

Nick joined him, following the line of his pointing finger. It angled down and to the ship’s starboard, where dark shapes moved among the clouds. The ash rooks hung in the air like scraps of ragged black velvet, their feathers so dark they seemed more an absence than a concrete form.

They turned, drifting down and to the right in a slow arc. “They’re leading us to the Hind,” Nick said in reply to Striker’s questioning glance.

Athena followed the flock, earning a curse from the helmsman when his careful steering was utterly ignored. Nick and Striker watched the roiling cloudscape, the mountains and pillars of cottony mist a strange and eerie wilderness.

Then Nick’s pulse began to speed, and a grin split his face. There, a little way ahead, was a shadow in the mist. The rooks swooped near it in perfect, silent formation until a rifle cracked, the sound muffled by the atmosphere. They scattered in a burst of black wings, darting safely away.

And then the Hind tore through the mist and came into view. Her balloon was sky blue striped with gold, the gondola slung below a heavier craft built for hauling cargo. The prow bore the figurehead of a leaping deer leafed with gold. A rich ship, then, flying the cobalt colors of the steam baron known as the Blue King. That was his treasure she carried.

“Got her,” Nick growled. His muscles tensed, as if his body was already leaping through the sky to take his prize. They watched as the ship passed between cloud banks, as elusive as a will-o’-the-wisp.

“That’s an aether ship,” Striker said, his dark face rumpled with concentration. “We can play with things that go boom.”

Nick understood. Like the Jack, their quarry used aether distillate to keep it aloft. It would have to, with a cargo load like that. Aether systems were finicky but didn’t explode as easily as the more inexpensive hydrogen balloons. That didn’t mean they couldn’t be sunk or burned, but they were less likely to take every other ship in the sky along with them.

“Tell Beadle to ready the attack. We’ll get close and give them a shot across the bow.”

Striker flashed his teeth in a savage smile, and smacked a fist into his palm before striding off to find the first mate.

“Go,” Nick said to Athena, and the single word began a dance they’d done a hundred times before.

At your command, my captain, said Athena. The hawk stoops to pluck this pigeon from the air.

“You’re gloating,” Nick said, unable to stifle a laugh of exhilaration.

All the best pirates have a proper sense of theater. Surely you’ve heard of Captain Roberts?

“As if I could avoid it.” Nick braced himself as the ship banked, sweeping down in silence. The motion was powered by the deva alone, relying utterly on her command of wind and air. The clouds parted below them once more, and he pulled out his spyglass and counted gun ports, estimating just how much damage the Hind could do. Then he scanned the deck for lookouts. Their glasses were trained everywhere but at the Jack—a gray-on-gray apparition still mostly hidden in the clouds.

There were many ways to catch a ship—flying false colors, pretending to be in distress, or even masquerading as one of the floating pleasure gardens where sailors took their ease. Nick preferred the honest approach—steel and shot first, blood if necessary, and fire if nothing else prevailed.

There was a gun affixed to the Red Jack’s deck—a piece of cold black iron mounted on a swivel. Striker had devised much fancier weaponry, but Nick held that back, keeping the element of surprise for when it was most needed. “Mr. Royce,” Nick ordered. “Please extend our felicitations.”

They waited, biding their time until Athena brought the ship closer. The clouds thinned at the lower altitude, but still a scarf of mist hid the enemy ship for a moment, then slithered slowly away. Beadle swept his arm downward in a silent command.

The gun belched and the ball of lead flew from a plume of stink and smoke. The gunner’s trajectory played true, sending their greetings across the nose of the Hind. A cheer went up from the Red Jack’s crew, celebrating Royce’s skill.

The next move depended on the Hind’s captain. He could strike his colors and surrender, or he could retaliate. Nick watched through the spyglass, one foot planted against the side as the deck tilted with the motion of Athena’s dive.

And then the Hind turned to put its side squarely to Nick’s ship, and the gun ports opened, showing the muzzles of half a dozen cannons. They would be small, light guns designed for use on airships—even aether distillate could only do so much to compensate for weight—but they could still blast a ship out of the sky.

“They’re not in a mood to chat,” Striker said, switching on the engines that drove the propellers. The accelerating churn of gears and pistons seemed deafening for an instant, but they no longer needed silence, and the deva could take advantage of the extra power.

“Mr. Beadle.” Nick slid the spyglass shut, part of him glad of the looming fight. “Show them what we’ve got.”

“Hands to gun deck!” roared Beadle. But the order was needless—the crew was already in motion, scrambling below.

The Hind’s guns fired, but Athena bounded upward, skipping over the volley of cannon balls as lightly as a child hopping over a puddle. Beadle, Striker, and Nick—staggering a little with the sudden motion—threw open a locker and grabbed weapons. Then they braced themselves against the rail, ready to shoot. Striker held a monstrous weapon—a blunderbuss three times as large as any Nick had ever seen—filled with all manner of metal scrap, ideal for discouraging a mob of attackers.

Nick heard the shouts and rumbles as the Red Jack’s crew readied the air cannons below. His stomach churned with a combination of excitement and terror, raising a slick of sweat under the linen of his shirt. His hands tightened on his rifle, and then he gave a nod as Athena dropped in the sky, bringing the Hind into view once more. Beadle rapped on the deck—three solid blows with the butt of his rifle, to give the signal to the gunners below. Circling overhead, the ash rooks gave a raucous cry, eager for their meal.

The Red Jack opened fire, air cannons spewing, but it wasn’t balls of lead they shot. Tightly sewn sacks exploded in midair, and a rain of twisted metal clattered to the deck of the Leaping Hind, flipping and skittering as soon as each piece hit the sanded wooden surface. They ran like beetles in a crazy zigzag over the deck, faster than any insect. These were Striker’s invention, and the answer to how a crew of eight could overpower a cargo vessel twice the Jack’s size. Thousands of the clockwork devices scampered over the deck, driven by a magnetic hunger to find anything made of iron—guns, propellers, boilers, engines, and above all, the aether distillate pumping device.

As the clockwork hailed down, half the cargo ship’s crew had no idea what to do. The other half dove for the scampering devices, voices loud with panic. A few of the things were smashed by boot heels, but most found their destination, clamped on, and unsealed the glass vials of corrosive acid inside their clockwork bellies. The devices died by their own poison, melting in minutes, but so did whatever they fastened onto. The engines of the Hind failed first, with a gasp, whistle, and then a messy explosion as the metal housing of the boiler gave way. The chuffing propellers whirled once, twice, and then stopped.

Nick was breathing hard, his pulse racing. The sudden silence of the enemy ship was eerie, as solemn a thing as the hush of a sick room. Then the Red Jack drifted closer, approaching near enough to inspect the damage, but not so close that the two enormous balloons would touch. Nick stayed perfectly still, waiting until the light in the aether pump winked out. A gust of cold wind struck his face and he could smell the stink of the acid-eaten metal, taste it on the back of his tongue. The Hind would gradually descend to earth, steered only by emergency sails and whatever airmanship skills the crew possessed. It was a slow enough affair that there was no need for loss of life—unless they fought back.

Time ticked past, maybe five seconds, maybe a minute, but it seemed an eternity of suspense. Nick clenched his jaw, hoping the other captain would take the easy road and surrender.

But the Hind slowly wheeled, using the little propulsion it had left to turn its guns on the Red Jack once more. “Don’t do it,” Nick muttered under his breath as Athena danced out of harm’s way. Surely the other captain could tell what was in store?

Apparently not, because the cannons roared in that same instant. Three of the guns exploded, fatally damaged by Striker’s devices. As the smoke cleared, it was plain to see the volley had blackened the port-side gun deck, blowing chunks of the wood away. If she had been in water, the Hind would have sunk.

But this time, one of the balls clipped the Red Jack, tearing away a slice of her tail. A wave of anger swamped Nick, the scream of the wood as painful as if it had been his own flesh. “Fire!” he roared.

Striker lit the fuse of his enormous weapon, and it thundered, recoiling halfway across the deck. It released a second rain of metal into the air, this one made up of old nails, small shot, and scrap meant to rend flesh. Nick and Beadle fired as well, but theirs were the grappling guns, sending claws deep into the Leaping Hind’s side. The prey was caught, and Athena rose in the air until the towing cables snapped tight. She pulled a little ahead, simultaneously angling away from the threat of the Hind’s cannons and keeping the crippled ship aloft. The bosun immediately began affixing pulleys to the lines.

And now it was time for Nick to play his part. The gunners were back on deck, readying baskets that would be lowered down to haul away booty. Nick exchanged his grappling gun for a brace of pistols and jumped to the rail, one hand on the rigging as he balanced over a thousand yards of empty sky. Four men would board the enemy ship, but they would not board alone.

“Gwilliam!” he called, and the flock of huge black ravens circled closer.

The ash rooks—for that was what they called themselves—were a disconcerting sight. They loved shiny things, adornments most of all, and traded their service for glittering loot. And like Striker in his metal-clad coat, they wore as much as they could carry without impeding their mobility. One of them landed beside Nick, his huge, sharp claws easily grasping the thick wood. This one had what looked like a crested helmet and a chain of enameled metal around its throat, and Nick recognized it as the ravens’ king. It gave a long, rattling croak.

You are ready at last, wingless one? Gwilliam said, touching Nick’s mind the same way Athena did.

“I may be wingless, but I am not flightless.” Nick felt a lift in his heart, the excitement before a moment of daring. His body ached with the need to prove his strength and speed.

The bosun had fastened a wooden bar to the pulley on the grappling lines, and Nick grasped it with both hands. In a moment, he had launched himself from the rail and slid down the grappling cable, releasing the brake to rocket through the air at stomach-churning speed. The sky opened beneath him, and with a rush of sheer joy, he was lost in the mist, the wet fingers trailing over his skin and hair. And then his view of the Hind opened up below, a picture of men and rooks and the aftermath of the exploded boiler. The birds harried the crew of the Hind, using beak and claw to ensure Nick landed safely. He slowed his descent, leaping lightly to land on the enemy deck. Striker, Digby, and Royce followed.

They drew their weapons the moment their feet touched a solid surface, wasting no time leaping into the fray. The fight was near the center of the ship, the combatants clustering together in their eagerness to bash heads. Nick ducked as a blue-coated officer swept his sword through the air, then dodged again to avoid the sweep of an ash rook’s wing. And then he was in the thick of it, firing once, twice, and then drawing his knives when the risk of shooting his own men became too great.

There were perhaps twenty crewmen on the Hind, all clad in blue and white. One came at Nick with an ax, and he twisted aside only to feel the wind of the blade’s passage kiss his cheek. He drove his fist into the man’s gut, aiming upward to the ribs, and the airman flew backward, crashing hard against the disabled aether pump. Someone crashed into Nick’s back, driving him to his knees, and the next sweep of the ax would have split his skull if Gwilliam hadn’t appeared from the sky, claws raking the airman’s face. As the man cowered, Nick delivered a boot to his head, knocking him cold.

Someone fired an aether gun, blasting a smoking bite from the rail. Nick swore. Aether weapons were experimental and unpredictable. Striker made them, but Nick hadn’t expected to find one in enemy hands—especially not one powerful enough to blow pieces out of the airship’s hull. A misplaced blast at the balloon could make the difference between floating gently to earth and dropping like a stone. Unexpectedly—for the sake of the Jack and the Hind alike—Nick’s priority became getting that gun out of the fight.

He grabbed the ax from the unconscious airman, holding it in his right hand; a knife was in the left. There were men down already, their blue and white uniforms stained with red. The boiler and the blunderbuss had taken their toll, as had the rooks—but now the enemy was falling at Nick’s hands as he worked his way through the mob. Another crewman raised a barrel over his head, meaning to throw it into the struggling crowd, but Nick kicked his knees out from under him, sending him crashing to the deck. The barrel bounced and rolled away, nearly bowling Digby over. Nick brought the butt of the ax handle down on the barrel-thrower’s skull, making sure he didn’t get up for a while.

The aether gun fired again with a sound like tearing silk, earning a storm of angry caws from the ash rooks. Black feathers fluttered through the air. Nick forced his way out of the eye of the maelstrom, struggling for room to move and to see what fool had the weapon. Pistols fired, men screamed, and the stink of gunpowder and burned flesh made it nearly impossible to breathe. He had barely broken through to the edge of the fight when he met the captain, easy to identify by the miles of gold braid on his coat. The uniform identified him as a captain of the Merchant Brotherhood of the Air and, like his officer, the captain wore a sword—probably meant more for show than for use. But he also had a pistol, and he held that with the ease of an expert shot.

“Withdraw your men, Niccolo,” the captain snarled. He was tall and ruddy, with salt-and-pepper hair in short, tight waves.

It didn’t surprise Nick that his adversary knew his name. The Red Jack had earned its reputation. “Captain Hughes, I presume,” he said. “Give up and you keep your life.”

“Not bloody likely, pirate.” Hughes jerked the nose of the gun.

Acting on instinct, Nick threw the ax. He was a knife man, not used to the balance of the heavier weapon, and it flew wide. But the distraction bought him a sliver of time, just enough to follow with the blade in his left hand. That struck the captain’s fingers, making him release the pistol. It fell to the deck, discharging with a bang as it spun away.

There was a sound behind Nick. He dropped on instinct, avoiding the blast of the aether gun by the breadth of a cat’s whisker. Then he rolled to his feet and launched himself through the air, grappling the shooter and bearing him to the ground. Nick had the impression of a brown suit, brown hair, and a forgettable face. They rolled over and over, scraps of broken metal digging into their flesh as they went. Nick thumped the man’s head against the deck, then smashed a fist into his face. The man went limp, but Nick hit him again just to be sure. When his eyes rolled up in his head, Nick scrambled to his feet, grabbed the aether gun, and surveyed the situation.

He stood still for a moment, emotions catching up. Fear, triumph, and rage chased through his blood, leaving his nerves sparking with wild energy. Then he was back in the action, waving the deadly gun. “Put down your weapons!” he bellowed.

There were only half a dozen of the Hind’s men left standing, including Captain Hughes. Nick caught Hughes’s eye, willing the man to see reason, but the captain glared back, fury tightening his face.

The crewmen on both sides sensed the struggle of wills between the two captains, and the battle slowed to a stop. The last few thumps and grunts sounded, then Striker sent his determined opponent crashing into a water butt. Silence followed.

The officer who had fought with his sword released a low moan of pain. He had collapsed on a coil of ropes, a gunshot wound to his shoulder, his bright uniform giving him the look of a discarded nutcracker doll. Hughes was looking at him with an intensity that said the young man was more than just another officer. Perhaps a relation, by the similarity of their features. The wounded man made another muffled noise, and Nick saw the moment when the captain of the Leaping Hind gave in. Hughes drew his sword and passed it, hilt first, to Nick.

“He demanded that you put down your weapons,” Hughes said to his men. “I authorize you to do so.”

They did as they were told. Nick had won. Within minutes, the able men of the Hind’s crew were bound and the best of the cargo was being looted one basketful at a time. Nick stood guard on the prisoners. Royce and Striker did the hauling while Digby kept his weapon trained on the Hind’s surgeon, who was seeing to the wounded.

The raven king landed on the rigging in a thunderous flapping of wings. Hail, Niccolo.

“Gwilliam,” Nick said. “Thank you for finding this ship when I could not.”

Do not doubt the ash rooks. This alliance feeds the flock well, and Saria of the silken feathers has agreed to fly at my side. It is to my advantage that Captain Niccolo finds his mark.

There were two dead among the Hind’s crew, and the birds were taking their tribute. The rooks were valuable allies, but Nick was doing his best to ignore the sight and especially the sound of the carrion flock at work.

And now I say that you should not tarry. There is danger below.

“When isn’t there?” Nick muttered, but the bird had launched itself back into the air. Nick’s gaze followed it for a moment, the ink-black arrow of Gwilliam’s wings cutting a perfect curve through the mist.

Then Nick glanced over the side of the ship, wondering what the rook had been talking about. Through a patchwork of fleecy cloud, he could see the south bank of the Thames, east of Guy’s Hospital and the Tower. It was still the part of London where the steam baron called the Blue King held sway, but more in the country than in the city proper. He froze, a sudden sense of displacement taking him. He knew this landscape, and yet it didn’t look the same as when he had passed over just two months before. Now there were large yards—fields, really—ringed with tall, impenetrable fences. Corner towers gave the place a fortified look. Huge sheds stood here and there, hiding whatever was inside.

Nick didn’t give the sheds a second thought. What was outside worried him enough. Great mother of basilisks!

There were huge monsters of steel down below—gigantic engines, each one trapped in a spherical metal cage. Six of them sat in a cluster, all as tall as houses. And if their sheer size wasn’t eye-catching enough, one of them appeared to be rolling forward like a ball, the engine inside suspended upright as its latticework superstructure bumped over the rocky field. His gaze flicked from one to the next, wondering what the contraptions were for.

He wheeled on Captain Hughes. “This is where you were bound, is it not?”

The captain was standing only yards away, hands bound at his back. Hughes gave Nick a cold stare, refusing to respond.

Striker had just fastened his basket of loot to the winch, and it was smoothly rising to the Red Jack as an empty container drifted down the other line. Overhearing the exchange, he grabbed the captain’s elbow and marched him over to where Nick stood. Then all three of them peered down at the strange sight.

“What am I looking at?” Nick demanded.

Hughes frowned. “This is the place I am contracted to deliver my cargo.”

“What are those machines?” Nick said in a tight voice. “Whom do they belong to?”

The lines around Hughes’s mouth deepened. “This is the Blue King’s property, but I know nothing. I’m under orders to send any unnecessary personnel below deck when we land. Only myself and my first mate are allowed to disembark, and we have given our word to maintain silence about anything we see.”

“And that doesn’t smell rotten at all,” Nick said dryly. “What have we got ourselves into?”

Striker gave Hughes a warning look. “How about our friend with the aether gun? That’s a rare item for a fellow who looks like a money-changer’s clerk.”

The captain shrugged, but his attempt at nonchalance failed, pushed aside by curiosity. “Bingham is on the Blue King’s business. He keeps to himself.”

“And I’d say he was under orders to make sure this delivery got made, and quietly.” Striker gave one of his fierce grins, his teeth white against his dark face. “Maybe we should wake him up and ask a few questions.”

Nick didn’t reply, his eyes still fixed on the machines below. He was no genius with mechanics, but the longer he looked, the better he could see the potential in the device. Twin channels had been left free of the crisscrossing steel bars of the globe. That way, as the superstructure rolled forward, something sticking out from the engine wouldn’t catch on the latticework. Nick pulled out his spyglass, taking a closer look at one of the machines. In fact, there was a pair of arms jutting out from the core of each monster. Some pointed their arms straight ahead, some straight up. He angled his view to see the appendages head on. Twin maws peered back at him, like hungry mouths ready to spit death. Nick knew a cannon when he saw it—and this kind didn’t just go boom.

Nick’s entire body clenched and he let loose a curse. With a hand suddenly slippery with sweat, he passed the glass to Striker. Athena, he said to the deva in his mind. Tow us away from here. Fast.

“What are those?” asked Hughes.

“Guns designed to shoot at airships.” Nick’s jaw ached with tension. “Magnetic aether cannons.”

Striker swore. “Where would the Blue King get the plans for those? There are only three or four makers who would begin to understand how to build ’em.”

“More to the point, why would the Blue King have them?” Hughes said incredulously. “Bohemia is the only other nation with a significant air fleet, and they’re not about to attack the Empire. There is no threat of war.”

“What if he knows about a threat?” Striker asked. “The Steam Council has men abroad.”

“Or,” said Nick, “what if he’s planning a war of his own?”
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August 7, 1888
MAGGOR’S CLOSE

1:30 a.m. Tuesday



IMOGEN ROTH DRIFTED IN A GRAY ZONE THAT WAS NOT quite sleep. Part of her knew that she was dreaming, and that a hard bed in a strange house fed her restlessness. But with the sharp clarity that came only in the dead of night, the greater part of her dream-mind fixed on the darkness waiting by the bedposts, the consuming nothingness that slithered across the room, eager to engulf her.

Of all her nightmares, this was the most familiar and the worst. It settled over her like a coverlet woven from death itself, trapping her where she lay. A lead weight pressed against her chest, crushing her limbs against the unforgiving mattress. Movement was impossible, even to take a breath. In a moment or two, she began to struggle for air.

Helpless, her mind scrabbled like a beast in a cage, frantically hurling itself against the prison of her flesh. It was utterly dark now, no sight or sound or feel of air against her face. Just the pain of starved lungs, the last rush of heartbeat, an involuntary twitch of a sparking nerve—and then that was gone, too.

Nothingness. While her body lay deeply sleeping, her spirit drifted elsewhere, losing all sense of physical form without even a pulse to mark the passage of time. Silence stretched backward through infinity, memory shrinking to a distant pinpoint. And with no memory, the future—floating like a shipwrecked hull on a still, starless sea—was a moot point.

Worse, she wasn’t alone. Something waited in the silent dark. When it would strike, she didn’t know. What it was, she didn’t know. She had the notion that it was herself, waiting for her own moment of weakness to strike. And while that didn’t make sense, it wasn’t the business of dreams to be logical. Or maybe she had died after all, and she would remain there, floating forever, robbed of all her senses.

Whatever was left of her mind started to unravel like knitting gone wrong.

Then, unexpectedly, the dream changed. Imogen was standing on a street she didn’t know—the kind that her father would never allow her to visit. Rain glistened on patches of mud and greasy cobbles that led between soot-blackened walls. Instinctively, she looked around. There weren’t many lights, but in the distance she could see the blue globe of a gaslight. I’m in the East End, the Blue King’s territory. Pleased with herself for figuring that much out, Imogen took a few steps forward, trying to spot some other clue. She’d never had this dream before, and she liked it much better. At least now there was something to see.

She heard voices, loud with drink. She wheeled around to spy two soldiers—the uniforms looked something like the Coldstream Guards—laughing and jostling with two women. It was the kind of playful push and tug that usually ended in kisses, but in this case the party was breaking up. One couple went to the left, the other to the right. Under some compulsion she didn’t understand, Imogen followed the second pair down a narrow street, keeping some distance behind. She wasn’t sure why, but the rules of the dream required that she stay out of sight.

About halfway along, the couple found a dark doorway and the woman lifted her skirts. Imogen turned away, embarrassment and disgust curling her insides into a cold ball. There were ugly sounds coming from the pair—sounds that didn’t belong with what she’d always imagined the act of love to be. What was this encounter doing in her dream? Why was a good girl like her dreaming this?

Why not?

Imogen stopped. The question hadn’t been hers. It was coming from that other thing, the one that hid in the still darkness when it crushed her to the bed. With clammy, horrific certainty, she realized she hadn’t escaped the dark place at all. It had just relocated inside her, and now it was speaking. That had never happened before.

She shuddered, wondering what to do. If she spoke to it, would that make things worse? But she was too curious not to ask at least one question. “Who are you?”

The voice didn’t respond. She could feel the presence thinking, considering, observing. The man buttoned himself up and walked away, and the woman shook her skirts back into place.

Do you understand?

Imogen couldn’t answer. She’d seen money change hands and knew what it meant, but what else was she supposed to know? Imogen’s experience of the world stopped far short of these streets.

The presence sensed her ignorance, and made her follow the woman as she left the alley in the opposite direction from the man. Imogen tried to stop her feet, to turn them around, but they wouldn’t obey. It was clear the presence had a goal, something it wanted to find out. Something she was going to have to learn, too.

When they left the alley, light from a window above gave Imogen a glimpse of their quarry. The woman wasn’t young, tall, or pretty. She had a green skirt and black jacket, a black hat perched on her dark hair. Just from the way the clothes fell around her frame, Imogen had the impression the cloth was limp from long use.

They followed, and followed. The woman went through a rounded archway in a large brick structure. It led to a central courtyard with several stone staircases that led to three floors above. Imogen, who had never lived in anything smaller than a mansion, looked around with a mixture of dismay and fascination. Was this where the poor lived? It wasn’t as if she’d never thought about it—the papers were full of opinions about what to do with the impoverished masses of London—but the specifics had obviously eluded her. The place was dark and dingy and she had a muted impression that it smelled. Forgetting that this was just a dream, she let fear slide beneath her guard. This wasn’t a place she wanted to linger.

“What is it you want to know?” she whispered to the presence, as the woman began mounting one of the stairways, her tread weary and slow. And why would this poor woman—who obviously possessed next to nothing—have any information to offer?

The answer didn’t come in words, but in anguish. The presence radiated a childlike bewilderment, a sense of displacement Imogen could not begin to name—a knowledge that something was wildly, irrevocably wrong. It hit her like a wave, drowning and buffeting her in emotion so strong she lost all bearing. The image of the stairs and the woman vanished, plunging her back into the black, timeless void.

Something is missing.

The statement was followed by searing, violent rage.

With a gasp, Imogen sat straight up in her bed, going from sleep to waking in a single moment. Her head swam, as if someone had struck her. What was that dream about? Why had that presence spoken to her? Why now and never before? Something had changed, and a dark, anxious place opened up inside her. If a person had enough bad dreams, was it possible to lose one’s reason?

She was certain—as certain as if she had seen the whole thing during her waking hours—that something terrible had happened to that woman on the stairs. Something the presence had done.

She buried her face in her hands, breathing hard, the slick of sweat on her skin making the gauzy fabric of her nightgown cling to her back and arms. Very soon, the cold air in the room bit through the thin garment and cleared her head. Slowly, slowly the tide of terror receded, its cold touch slithering away.

A candle flickered on the nightstand. She wasn’t afraid of the dark in the usual sense, but ever since the nightmares began—she had been little more than six years of age—she’d been afraid of waking up unable to see. The candle was there so that she knew with certainty when a dream was over.

The hideous anger still pulsed in her memory, fading echoes that left her scraped hollow with fatigue. Imogen pulled her knees up under her chin and gazed around, cataloguing the items of barely familiar furniture. The shapes and colors reassured her. She recognized her room at Maggor’s Close, Jasper Keating’s new country house—purchased so that he might hold shooting parties for his important friends. It might have been the closest thing to enemy territory, but at least it was in the here and now.

What was that dream about? Usually her dreams were of the dark place and the presence, or the even more terrifying one where her soul left her body, wandering away and getting so lost she couldn’t find her way back. But they rarely involved other people, much less strangers. That was a new twist.

Imogen scrubbed at her face, exhausted. The summer had been bad for nightmares, ever since the difficulties last spring. That had put everyone on edge, and it was a wonder none of them had gone over that edge. The only thing that had kept her sane was the iron will with which she pushed away the images, refusing to think about them once they were over. She couldn’t prevent them from ruining her sleep, but she could keep them from cluttering up her waking hours.

Which were apparently starting now. There was no chance of further rest. She slid off the tall bed, her feet searching out her slippers. Then she slid on her quilted robe and paced to the window, cupping her hands to shield her eyes from the reflection cast by the lone candle flame. The moors around them lay in moonlit tranquility, silent but for the hoot of an owl.

And the voices of men deep in the back-and-forth of conversation. Imogen couldn’t see them clearly—they were standing too close to the wall below. She picked up the tiny, feminine pocket watch from her dressing table and tilted it to the light. It was two o’clock, the dead of night. Who was up at this hour?

Curiosity riveted her. Perhaps because she was friends with Evelina Cooper, niece of the well-known detective Sherlock Holmes, Imogen wasn’t prepared to let that curiosity languish. Besides, anything was better than dwelling on the dream that still gnawed at the edges of her mind.

She crouched, making herself small in case anyone looked up, and grasped the latch of the diamond-paned window. She turned the cold brass handle and gently nudged the casement open a crack, just enough to hear the conversation more clearly. The old wood moved without a sound. After all, since the windows in this dreary place leaked so much cold air, they could hardly be a tight fit.

The first voice she heard was Jasper Keating’s. Although he was officially master of the household, he divided his time between Maggor’s Close and his London offices, leaving his daughter to entertain his guests for the weeks of grouse hunting ahead. He hadn’t been at supper, so he must have arrived sometime that night.

“What are you talking about?” he said angrily. “A bomb in the middle of London? You don’t do that sort of thing unless you’re ready for a fight.”

A bomb? Imogen froze in place, her eyes going wide. She’d been expecting bedroom scandal or maybe chat of a shady business deal, but this was serious. Eavesdropping had suddenly gone beyond an entertaining diversion.

“Perhaps he is. Maybe that’s the whole point. In any event, he’s planning some sort of splashy statement, and somewhere in your territory.” The other voice was deep—Imogen thought she knew it but couldn’t call up a face or name. “That’s why I came to you. If one of us makes a move to stop him, it will be a long, messy affair—death, property damage, and bad press all around. With two of us, it could be quick and neat. No point in letting rebels take advantage of any lapse in security.”

“You’re still on about that Baskerville affair.”

“So what if I am?” said the deep voice. “I’m still correct. Whoever takes up arms against us—rebels, aristocratic or otherwise—will never succeed as long as the rest of the Steam Council is united.”

The Steam Council? That was what the men and women who ruled the great utility companies called themselves. Jasper Keating, one of the key members, was called the Gold King after the yellow-tinted globes he used to mark all the gaslights his company supplied. The steam barons all indicated their territories like that—the Blue King, the Violet Queen, and the rest. At sunset, the multicolored globes turned London into a patchwork glory of light. It was a beautiful sight, even though it was evidence of the stranglehold the council had on London and all the Empire. But the peace that held the council together and the rebels at bay was every bit as fragile as those colored globes.

Now Imogen’s blood was fizzing with alarm, making her movements quick and clumsy. As Keating was one of the key members, it made sense that any rebel intrigue would be brought to his attention. But to whom was he talking? Imogen nudged the window open another inch and rose up on her knees to peer out. The angle was wrong, and all she could see was grass.

The Gold King dropped his voice until it was just above a murmur. “What are you proposing? An alliance?”

“Why not? I’ll help you take care of this business.”

Curiosity was driving Imogen wild. She gripped the edge of the casement and gathered her courage. Then she poked her head out, long braid swinging, feeling rather like a jack-in-the-box. It was the only way to look straight down at the men below. Then she ducked back inside, pulling the window with her so that it was all but shut again.

Holy blazing hat ribbons! The other man was William Reading, the Scarlet King, another one of the Steam Council, and one with his fingers deep into the military might of the Empire. Two rival steam barons teaming up against a third? Is that what’s going on? And what about the bomb? Who or what was the target?

“And in return for your help?” Gold asked Scarlet.

“We have other interests in common. You, I’ve heard, had your hands on the only example of an intelligent navigation device. You know, the magic machine called Athena’s Casket.”

Imogen sucked in her breath, wondering where this twist in the conversation would lead. Even she knew that intelligent navigation was the holy grail of warship design. It combined an air deva with navigational equipment, essentially giving the ship extraordinary lift and a mind of its own, with all the quickness and maneuverability that implied.

Keating made an angry noise. “Only to destroy it. I don’t hold with using magic. It’s not legal in the Empire.”

“Of course,” Scarlet replied, though he sounded skeptical. “I understand your position completely. Dodgy stuff, all those glowy orbs and whatnot.”

More to the point, machines that used something besides steam power would eventually put the utility magnates on the trash heap. And that was why the steam barons had made hunting down magic the next best thing to a religious crusade crossed with a national sport. Magic was their rival. Anyone claiming to use real power was subject to jail and probably execution or—if there was some suspicion they actually had the hereditary talent referred to as the Blood—a trip to Her Majesty’s laboratories for testing.

Imogen’s stomach began to ache with tension. She was well aware that her friend Evelina already knew how to put devas inside clockwork machines—exactly the information the steam barons were after. Imogen guarded that secret as if her own life depended on it, because Evelina’s certainly did.

“Unless,” continued Scarlet in a harder tone, “one of us learns to control magic-powered machinery first. Whoever wins that race wins the Empire. So, friend, what happened to this prototype?”

“It was stolen,” Keating growled.

“That’s what I’ve heard.” Again, he sounded like he only half believed Keating. “Rumors of pirates using demons to subdue their prey. Making whole ships vanish in a puff of smoke.”

Keating grunted, the single sound rich with disgust. “I know who has the casket. The problem is catching him. It’s not as simple as it sounds.”

“Let me help you,” the Scarlet King replied. “I have a fleet of small, nimble airships.”

“You don’t think I’ve tried?”

“You have admirable vessels, but my men are trained for surveillance. Wherever it has gone, the device can be retrieved. Discreetly, of course. That’s what I want for stopping your bomber. You and I pool our resources and get that device before someone else from the council does. We study it and share whatever technical information we learn.”

“It’s magic.”

“It’s an edge. Any one of us will use it if we can, and I plan to use it against the rebels.”

Imogen closed her eyes, the ache in her stomach spreading to her whole frame. Evelina’s friend—the handsome circus rider Niccolo—had stolen the casket. Had he turned pirate? She hadn’t heard that tale, but sometimes the really important news never made it to the papers. Men like Keating wouldn’t want the whole Empire after his prize, so they would keep something like that quiet. Nick as a pirate? Imogen mused. He would look good with a cutlass and parrot.

Imogen’s heart pounded as she strained to hear the voices. Angry and urgent, they were almost whispering now, making it hard to pick out words. It sounded like more on the same subjects: rebels, bombs, the navigation device, building an alliance against the other barons. Imogen wasn’t a diplomat’s daughter for nothing; she could tell the combination of these topics spelled trouble around the Steam Council’s table—and that meant trouble for everybody.

Fingers trembling, she nudged the window open again, hoping to hear despite the mumbling. This time, the blasted hinge gave a squeak. She froze.

“What’s that?” the Scarlet King demanded. “Look, there’s a light above.”

Keating replied in a weary tone. “That’s Imogen Roth’s room. She’s a frail thing and always sleeps with a light.”

A frail thing? Well, bollocks to you, Keating, I have your secrets.

There was silence, then a scuffle of feet on the gravel, as if someone was shifting nervously. “Let’s go inside,” muttered the Scarlet King.

More footfalls. Imogen waited, counting to twenty before she risked making a noise. Then she dove for her bed, burrowing below the covers to find some residual warmth—and to appear innocently asleep if anyone came to check.

But if she hadn’t been wide awake before, she was now. Bombs? In London? Ordinarily, one would tell the police, but their supervisors were owned by one steam baron or another. When it came to something like this, their hands were tied.

Still, she had to tell someone what she knew—someone who understood bombs and power struggles, and someone who could warn Evelina’s Nick. Unfortunately, there was no one in her family she could trust, and the man she loved was banned from seeing her.

Imogen felt very alone, her nerves worn to nothing, her eyes sandy from too little sleep. She wasn’t a swashbuckling heroine who dangled from cliff tops and taught dragons to play fetch. That was more in Evelina’s line. Nor was she a brilliant detective; that was Evelina’s uncle, Sherlock Holmes. But maybe that was where she should start—by finding a way to contact her friend. Her father had banished Evelina, too—he seemed to take umbrage against anyone Imogen liked—but enough time had passed that maybe she could find a way around his dislike. Then there was still the matter of Tobias and Evelina—now there was a disaster—but that wasn’t a question for a tired brain.

It was the start of a plan, and that made her feel better. As Imogen lay in the soft glow of the candle, staring at the moonlit windowpane, she wondered one more time who was meant to be the victim of the bomb. And what kind of man would build such a thing?

The fear she felt was eerily similar to the miasma of her dreams. As Evelina’s uncle was known to say, the game was afoot—and it almost certainly had evil in mind.
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