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A glittering dome sat on a barren plain. Underneath this vast structure, four mighty rivers traveled to its center, passing hills, fields, forests, and a grand city.

Far in the northeast quadrant amid an expanse of wheat, an enormous stained glass building stood shattered. An army of workers cleared the wreckage around its frame. Nearby, immense hot-air ships rose to, passed through, and descended before the watchful gaze of the Aperture high in the dome’s side.

Far in the southeast quadrant, mist covered a country road. A dozen black carriages headed towards the city.

I sat locked inside the third carriage. Pale shapes of trees stood beyond the morning fog.

I understood better now why David Bryce refused to speak.

For a month I had stayed at the Spadros Country House — on doctor’s orders. Yet I hadn’t spent the past month simply sitting in the sun and walking the gardens. I had put a great deal of thought into the events of this current year, most notably Marja’s death.

My husband Tony sat to my right on the bench seat, holding up a newspaper, the breeze ruffling his straight black hair.

Master Blaze Rainbow (who I thought of by the name I knew him first as, Morton) sat on the bench seat across from me, his brown Derby hat in his lap. His fingers drummed on the crown of his hat, then he took out his brass pocket watch and wound it.

Tony’s first cousin, Master Ten Hogan (who the men called Sawbuck), sat across from Tony. He appeared stoic and resigned, as if he had some unpleasant and unwanted task ahead.

Between me and Tony: my little white and gray bird, perched inside a white rectangular cage bridging the gap between the bench seats.

I suppose someone thought bringing the bird with us to our Country House would improve my spirits. But I had Tony buy it for me when we married, so I would never forget I lived in a cage.

One of Tony’s men rode past the window outside, his pistol in its holster.

My bird chirped in alarm, flitting about as if anxious to be anywhere else.

I lay my hand on the top of the cage, heart pounding. “Shhh. All is well.”

Tony smiled at it, his dark blue eyes amused, before turning his newspaper to the next page.

Marja helped raise me. She’d always been kind, especially to my childhood friends Joseph and Josephine Kerr.

Marja treated Josie as her own daughter: bringing her food, finding shoes for her, combing her hair. When Polansky Kerr IV brought his grandchildren to Hart quadrant, Marja accompanied them as their housekeeper.

But something went wrong between them: they sent Marja to work for Josie’s uncle in Spadros quadrant. A few weeks later, Marja sent me a note saying “they” planned to kill my mother. Her note never said who or why. The night I went to meet with Marja to learn more, Sawbuck and I found her lying on the sidewalk: shot, dying.

My little bird fluttered around its cage; tiny feathers flew everywhere. I peered at it. “Might we administer a sedative? It seems so agitated.”

Tony shook his head. “The doctor said the bird’s too small for dosing — an attempt might harm it more than its distress.” He glanced out of the window. “We should be home soon.”

My bird perched, its tiny chest heaving.

One day I’ll fly far from here.

My eyes burned at the sudden memory. I put my arm around the end of the cage. “All will be well.”

Yet we traveled from one prison to another.

I had to learn who killed Marja. I had to get me and my Ma out of Bridges before someone killed us too. Frank Pagliacci and Jack Diamond had to pay for what they did to me, David Bryce, his family, my informants, and Tony.

But locked in that carriage, my captors surrounding it, there seemed no way to achieve any of those things.

The headline on the front page of Tony’s paper read:

CORONER’S INQUEST

Zeppelin Explosion Investigation:

Clubbs Refuse Federal Oversight

The headline made perfect sense. I could see no reason to let the Feds into Bridges. This inquest seemed merely a way to placate the city — and the Traveler’s Federation — until the Clubb Family disposed of the culprits.

I peered at the newspaper, but with the breeze moving the page, I couldn’t read the date. “What day is it?”

“The fifteenth of April,” Sawbuck said, in a morose tone.

“Tuesday,” Morton said, at the same time.

Tony seemed not to notice my question.

“Mr. Spadros, what news interests you so?”

Tony turned his head towards me slowly, his eyes fixed on the page, then looked at me. “It lists who must appear as witnesses before the inquest.” He glanced at the newspaper. “It lists half the city!”

Morton said, “A public examination of gentlemen?”

Tony nodded. “The District Attorney demanded it.”

Morton frowned. “It’s unseemly.”

Tony pursed his lips. “I agree.” He peered at the paper. “The affair looks to go on for some time.” He shook the paper, folded it to present one page. “This article mentions Dame Anastasia —”

Dame Anastasia Louis had been one of my closest friends amongst the quadrant-folk of Bridges. Now she was dead. Murdered, I suspected, by Frank Pagliacci and his Red Dog Gang.

“— and her swindle of the city, but also, her accomplices.”

I leaned forward. “Accomplices?” Perhaps I might learn who gave her the bomb which killed her.

“Well, her ‘appraisers’,” Tony said. “She coached these men to claim her jewels were worth much more than their actual value in return for a cut of the profits. Every one of them has vanished. Their families are understandably distraught.”

Vanished? “This is incredible. How many were there?”

Tony examined the paper. “Over twenty.”

I chuckled in spite of myself. “An Oh-one for certain.”

Sawbuck snickered.

Tony and Morton stared at us both.

“I don’t understand,” Tony said.

Of course he wouldn’t! “It’s something we did in the Pot. When I was a child. A saying.” I glanced at Morton, then Tony. “I’m sure it wouldn’t interest you.”

“Not at all,” Morton said. “The Pot’s of special interest.”

Tony’s eyes widened. “Is that so?”

“Indeed,” Morton said to Tony, “I’ve studied it for many years. The Pot was wealthy and beautiful before the Coup.” He shook his head. “A pity.” He said to me, “What is this ‘Oh-one’?”

Sawbuck said, “Mum, that’s not something —”

Tony said, “Hush, Ten, let her talk.”

Sawbuck frowned, but said nothing.

I stuck out my hand, the index and thumb together, the middle extended, the rest curled under. “Oh-one. You see? It means ...” Absolutely fucked is what it meant, but Sawbuck was right: I probably shouldn’t say that in front of fine gentlemen. “... real trouble: everyone for himself. It means run, and no one stop for anyone else, because otherwise we might all die.”

Tony blinked. “And have you seen this signal used?”

I chuckled. “Once or twice. Usually there’s a meet-up place set beforehand, so you know where to go.”

Tony said, “So assuming they’re not dead, we might find them, if we find their meet-up.”

“It’s been over a month,” Morton said. “Chances are they’ve met and gone their separate ways.” He frowned. “But if their families haven’t heard from them —”

“So they claim,” Sawbuck said.

“True,” said Morton. “But I’d be surprised if any meet-up hasn’t happened already.”

Tony sighed. “I hoped we might have something, some witness or evidence to give to the inquest, if only to offer assistance.” Tony turned to me. “I hope this doesn’t distress you.”

I shrugged. The inquest didn’t appear to be my concern.

The wind gusted in through the open window; my bird chirped and fluttered around the cage.

I rested my hand on the bars. “Shh, be still.”

My mind had gone round and round this past month, yet I had found few answers.

I wanted — no, needed — to get me and Ma out of Bridges. But I couldn’t think of how.

I didn’t have enough money for one zeppelin ticket, let alone two. Since the explosion, I was constantly watched, so I couldn’t take new cases. The Traveler’s Federation, outraged over their craft’s destruction, had taken over gate and cargo security in the zeppelin station. Everything was being searched, down to the smallest handbag. So there was no longer even a way to be smuggled out.

But if I had the tickets in my hand, I couldn’t leave without learning who shot Marja. She was family, and when I found the scoundrel who killed her, he would die.

I had few tangible clues: her note of warning (which I burned) and a scrap of paper in her dying hand which I couldn’t read. But she sent the warning from a produce distribution center in Spadros quadrant owned by the Clubb syndicate.

How dare the Clubb Family own a building in Spadros quadrant? Why did Roy Spadros allow it? The idea revolted me.

Morton said, “Was Dame Anastasia as bad a woman as they make her out to be?”

“You would have liked her,” I said. “She was old, yet beautiful — with a wicked past.”

Morton was in his mid-thirties, and laughed like a man who’d seen more of the world than he liked. “As have we all.”

I considered her last letter: I truly am fond of you, and I wish you well. “But I’d like to think she meant us no harm.”

Tony seemed quite interested in the inquest, and I wondered why. “Who’s to appear? Will we be expected to attend?” I didn’t particularly want to go — I felt sure it would be in some dank court hall on Market Center — but it seemed best to prepare.

Tony’s face turned grim. “You’re the key witness.”

My bird chirped and fluttered about its cage.

“I? For what possible reason?”

Tony folded his newspaper and set it aside. “This is one matter I wished to discuss, since you finally seem to be improving. And since you and Master Rainbow inexplicably appeared at the zeppelin station — in defiance of my father’s wishes — as the explosion took place. But up to now, neither of you would speak of it.”

Morton grimaced, glancing away.

I feared what Tony might do to Morton to uncover the truth, always feeling relieved when I saw Morton unharmed. “I told you what happened.” I’d told Tony that we changed plans at the last minute, going to the zeppelin station to see Anastasia off. A bit unbelievable, given Gardena Diamond’s attitude towards the woman, but the best I could come up with.

Tony said, “What I know is you received a letter. In the midst of your trip to the Diamond Women’s Club, you insisted on going to the zeppelin station.”

“Yet your men forced me to go to Diamond quadrant.”

“They took you where I told them to. We had strict orders not to go into Clubb quadrant until the Celebration. My father didn’t want the Spadros Family entangled in this.”

“So he knew this would happen?”

Tony shook his head. “All we had was rumor. You arrived at the Diamond Women’s Club just before one. The attendants at Gate 19 testified you arrived at the gate as the zeppelin left dock, which was half past three. Where were you the rest of the time?”

Morton didn’t move.

“We were delayed,” I said.

“By what?”

I faced him. “There was a great deal of traffic.”

“Traffic,” Tony said. “You were in traffic, at one in the afternoon, for two and a half hours? Also, the station guard testified that he greeted you — and a man fitting Master Rainbow’s description — at the train station entryway. Yet you tell me the Diamonds brought you by carriage, presumably through the front gate. Which is it?”

Morton and I exchanged an alarmed glance. They had the station guard examined? I recalled the man Morton gave his newspaper to, who directed us to the gate. What reason would they have to question him?

“And so,” Tony said, “therein lies the problem. Neither of you will speak. I have need of Master Rainbow — ”

Why would Tony have so much need of Morton?

“— so I have not induced him to break his oath — ”

Oath? I glanced at Morton, surprised, and he nodded to me.

Very clever, Master Rainbow.

“— and the doctor has been concerned enough about your condition that I haven’t pressed you. But the board of inquest will ask the same, and any misspoken word could be used against us. I must learn the truth if I’m to help.”

I frowned at him. “Why should I have need of help?”

Tony’s eyes widened. “Have you ever been to an inquest? A trial? Court proceedings of any kind?”

“Why, no.” No member of the Pot would be brought to trial or stand as witness. We’d either be shot in the street, or deemed unreliable to give evidence in crimes of any magnitude.

“These are serious matters,” Tony said. “We’ll meet with our attorneys to determine how to answer. But the most important thing is to determine the full truth of the matter.” He leaned back. “Then we can decide how to play it. We can’t just go in and speak; the words we use might be twisted any number of ways.”

“I don’t understand.”

Sawbuck stirred. “It’s open court, mum. The press, the rabble, anyone who wishes to will be present. A stray word, turned into some slogan, and we could have a mob at our door. I don’t mean to alarm you — it’s just the truth.” He lapsed into a glum demeanor, staring out of the window.

“Yes,” Tony said, “Ten — as usual — has said it best. So we must plan our course of action before we appear.” He leaned against the door frame, closing his eyes.

I felt relieved that he seemed to have forgotten his original line of questioning. Or wasn’t willing to speak of it further.

My little bird chirped, but seemed less distraught.

How could I tell Tony what happened? How could I relate my trip with Gardena Diamond to meet her blackmailer without revealing her role in her grandfather’s death?

Revealing the contents of Dame Anastasia’s letter, why I defied him and his father, disguised myself, and evaded his men, would reveal a great many things: my detective business, Anastasia’s relationship with Frank Pagliacci, how I learned about their scam.

If I told Tony that Morton and I rushed to the zeppelin station on the train as the police searched for us with pistols drawn ...

No. How could I tell Tony about any of it? Yet I felt Sawbuck’s gaze, and realized there was much he hadn’t revealed either. For example, that I wasn’t in my bed — as Tony believed — the night of Marja’s murder.

How long would it be before someone squealed?

I leaned against the carriage wall, heart pounding. The situation was getting out of control.

“I have other ways of learning the truth, Jacqui,” Tony said, “but I’d rather hear it from you.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Return

[image: ]




As we approached Spadros Manor, the courtyard bell rang, the signal for the men guarding the grounds to assemble.

Our butler John Pearson greeted the carriage as we arrived. “Welcome home, mum.”

His brown hair seemed a bit thinner than usual, and he looked tired. “Thank you, Pearson.”

My lady’s maid Amelia rode with her husband Peter and their daughters, and rushed to my side as soon as she alighted. “Here, mum, I’ll take you to your room and get you changed.” She helped me down the walkway, up the white stone stairs, across our wide porch.

Pearson moved past us to open the door. “It’s good to see you improved, mum. I’ve placed your post in a box on the desk in your study. Would you prefer it brought to your rooms?”

“Yes, thank you.”

Tony’s — or rather, his father Roy’s men assigned to him — gathered near Tony out at the curb.

Pearson bowed as Amelia and I turned towards the sweeping curved stair. Most of the other servants had returned here after our outing last month. They stood lined up in the hall, bowing or curtsying to me as we passed.

Ten year old Pip seemed to have matured in the month we’d been gone, nodding gravely when I smiled at him. Though they’d been apart for almost a month, he didn’t so much as glance at his mother Amelia, nor she at him.

Our chef Monsieur, a huge, impeccably dressed man, stood beside Anne, our new Mistress of Kitchens. Then the others ... we had several dozen in all.

The house, a former scientific station turned “manor,” was all white — walls, ceilings, and doors — with the floor tiled an ugly pale gray. My bedroom, closets, and bath were the same white and gray, with bedding and cushions of an insipid pale blue.

Nobody had ever cared what I liked or wanted here. Since I couldn’t escape, I endured it, as I endured everything else. I took a deep breath and let it out, trying to keep my anger in check as Amelia undressed me.

Having a servant do everything for you might sound glamorous. But this card had two sides; I craved being allowed to do what I wanted without eyes on me night and day.

I stepped out of my petticoats. “Is someone tending to my bird? It seemed distressed.”

“Yes, mum,” Amelia said, then untied my corset.

I disliked wearing a corset, and always felt relieved when it was removed. Amelia put my black house dress (for mourning a disaster or the death of a friend) over my head just in time: a knock came at the door.

I smiled at Amelia’s annoyance. “Come in.”

Pearson carried a large box overflowing with mail and set it on the chair closest to him next to my tea-table.

“Where’s Honor?” It was my day footman Skip Honor’s job to carry and fetch things for us during the day while at home.

“He’s tending to something, mum,” Pearson said, then left, closing the door behind him.

What could he possibly be tending to?

I let Amelia unlace my boots, pull off my stockings, put on soft black house shoes. I sometimes imagined myself a store mannequin, dressed and undressed, then set to smile and pose.

Every task had a different outfit a “proper lady” wore. My closets overflowed with dresses for every imaginable circumstance. My dressmaker Madame Biltcliffe made my seasonal outfits. But new outfits would appear, sent from Roy and Molly to make sure I was presentable.

It seems sad and silly, looking back on it, but that was my life.

Once dressed, my thick curls were combed out, sprayed with water, and redone into a style suitable for what I wore. Even though I saw nothing wrong with my hair, when I struggled, raged, or protested, it inevitably brought a rebuke — or worse — from Tony’s father Roy. I might be lady of the house and married to the Spadros Family heir, but Roy Spadros still ruled here.

I gazed into the mirror. Amelia had braided my hair into an intricate array, weaving in fresh jasmine. “This looks lovely, Amelia, thank you.”

She smiled sadly. “It’s good to see you looking better, mum.” Her nose reddened. “I can’t imagine the horrors you saw.”

Amelia never mentioned my refusal to speak or the zeppelin disaster until now. “That’s very kind of you.”

In truth, the zeppelin bombing, the shattering of the station’s ancient stained glass-work, even the death and destruction around me in its aftermath, paled in comparison to the deaths of my friends ...

“One day I’ll fly far from here. I want to travel the world.”

Amelia rushed for a handkerchief. “I’m so sorry, mum, here, you don’t want to spoil your makeup.” She dropped her hands to her sides, shoulders drooping. “Please forgive me, mum ... I never meant to bring you grief.”

Grief. I smiled in spite of how I felt, remembering a bench, an empty street, a little boy, and a long time of weeping for us both.

I longed to see David Bryce again. He needed to know I hadn’t abandoned him. I clasped her hand in both of mine, remembering how at peace I felt after I wept that day. “Grief is the only good thing there is, when all is done.”

Amelia didn’t speak for a bit. “Wise words for one so young.”

Amelia had experienced as much grief as I, if not more. I dabbed at my eyes, blew my nose. Then I forced myself to smile for her sake. “Let’s tackle Pearson’s mountain.”

Amelia chuckled at that, then helped me sort it all. Well-wishes on cards from ladies who barely veiled their disdain for me, yet feared the Spadros Family’s displeasure if seen to be silent. Copies of the Golden Bridges, a disreputable tabloid. A few notes from friends. I put the notes in my pocket to read later.

I set Amelia to opening the first stack of mail, then, amused, put the newspapers in a pile by my tea-table. Tony forbade anyone to give me a newspaper, read the news aloud, or even leave a paper lying about. I suppose he thought information about the disaster would make my “condition” worse. So most of my information came from servants’ whispers.

I wanted news, but I could read old tabloids any time.

Pearson’s heavy tread returned. “Luncheon is ready, mum. Would you like it brought to your room?”

“No, I’ll come down. Thank you.” In spite of our long journey, I felt better. And despite all its faults, it felt good to return home.
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Amelia led me down the stairs, then along the bottom part of the “U”-shaped building, then right to the dining room.

Morton sat near the end of the dining room table closest to us,  leaning forward, his elbows on the table. Tony sat across from him, holding a letter. The way Tony sat made him look so defeated and alone that I felt ashamed for causing him turmoil.

Our month-long “vacation” at the Country House had contained little rest. Most days, grief consumed my thoughts. Grief for Anastasia, for Marja, and for all the others now lost.

Tony’s days were filled with meetings, his men arriving and departing well into the night. His slumber had been much the same as mine, waking in a sweat, or in shouts of alarm, and he would never say why. But he never asked for his husband’s prerogative, and for that I felt grateful.

When Tony saw us, he asked Pearson to move luncheon to the veranda.

My little bird seemed happier in its big white wrought iron cage, and it chirped when I came outside. Morton, wearing a brown wool jacket and tan pants, followed at a distance, taking a seat across from Tony, leaving a chair between himself and me.

Our housekeeper Jane Pearson was busily straightening the steaming trays. Her round face was red, a lock of graying blonde hair plastered to its side.

Her daughter Mary began setting the table. “That little thing gave us no end of trouble.”

“Oh?” I said.

Jane frowned at Mary. “The missus doesn’t need to concern herself with that.”

“No, it’s fine.” I turned to Mary. “What happened?”

Pearson came to the table. “Your bird got loose, mum. Took Honor by surprise and flew off a bit. It took some doing to catch it, but it’s back safe, no worries.”

I laughed, turning to my bird. “Good for you!”

Mary approached with some trepidation and curtsied. “Pork potato hash, spring peas, mint cake, mum.”

“Very good, Mary, thank you.”

She curtsied, gave her parents a glance, then brought the filled plates to us. I poured Tony, Morton, and myself some tea.

Tony seemed to relax when I did that, and we began to eat, the servants retreating to a discreet distance.

“I’m glad you feel well enough to join us,” Tony said.

“Thank you.” I hoped we wouldn’t continue our earlier conversation. There was nothing I might add, and the matter might become heated if Tony were to agitate himself on the topic.

Morton said, “Your butler brought you a mountain of post!”

“Yes,” I said. “Mostly cards, but I do have some notes yet unopened.” I paged through them ... “One from Jon —”

I hadn’t seen Jonathan Diamond since Queen’s Day dinner two months ago. But he’d sent a note to the Spadros Country House twice a week like clockwork.

“Oh?” Tony said. “I’m surprised he knew to send it here rather than the Country House.”

Of course Jon knew what went on in my life. In light of what he’d said in the past, Jon must have spies near the houses surrounding us. But that knowledge was a comfort to me.

“How’s he feeling?” Tony said.

“‘Much improved,’ he says. He’ll call when we’re ‘at home’.”

In Bridges, being “at home” simply meant you wanted and were able to receive company; it had nothing to do with whether you were at the house. I returned Jon’s note to my pocket and took up the next. “Here’s a note from Gardena —”

Tony’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing.

At the time, I didn’t know what went on between Mr. Anthony Spadros and Miss Gardena Diamond (Jon’s sister). But Gardena and Tony had a long history of animosity, particularly on her part, although at times Tony appeared to be in love with her.

Tony blamed Gardena for my presence at the zeppelin station during the explosion, even though I told him going there was my idea. Since then, he became angry whenever her name was mentioned. So I didn’t open the letter, but set it hastily aside.

“— and one from Madame Biltcliffe!”


My dear Mrs. Spadros —

Madame Marie Biltcliffe sends her compliments and hopes to have the pleasure of your company for tea on Thursday, April Seventeenth.



This was a novelty. I wondered what it might mean.

“Perhaps Madame would like to make your acquaintance,” Tony said, “aside from simply being your dressmaker” ... and it was then I realized I had spoken aloud.

“Of course,” I said, cheeks burning. “I’d be happy to take tea with her.”

“Only if you feel well enough,” Tony said. “There’s no obligation for you to do anything whilst in mourning.”

I nodded. He had to explain it to me, as ... well, in the Pot, people died every day. If one went about all this ritual every time someone died, nothing would get done.

Madame let me use my visits to her shop as a cover. Tony would believe me to be there when I was actually on a case. Perhaps I’d finally be able to visit David Bryce. “I can send a note if I don’t feel well. What will you do with yourself?”

Tony shrugged, his eyes on his plate. “I’ve been away from the Business far too long. I have more than enough work to do.”

I took a sip of tea. “I noticed you also received mail.”

Tony gave a bitter snort. “Indeed.” He pulled an invitation from his breast pocket: cream stationery edged in gold, the Clubb Family’s symbol upon the envelope flap.


Mr. and Mrs. Alexander Clubb present their compliments to Mr. and Mrs. Anthony Spadros and request the honor of their company at the launching of their newest yacht, the Ace of Clubbs, on the Twenty-First of April next.

Northwest Quadrant Marina

R. S. V. P.



“This is in six days!” To send a major invitation less than three weeks in advance was exceedingly rude.

“My sincerest apologies, mum,” Pearson said. “It was sent a month ago, but here, and never forwarded. In the confusion it was lost until now.” He straightened. “I take full responsibility.”

I shrugged. It didn’t matter. “The Ace of Clubbs?” To place the name of a Holy Card on an inanimate object, no matter how grand, bordered on blasphemy. From what I’d seen of the Clubb Family so far, though, I shouldn’t have been surprised.

“Indeed,” Tony said bitterly. “One of their plots come to hatch at last.”

Morton said nothing, focused as he was on his luncheon.

“Will we attend?” I never knew which events we could miss and which were vital. And this invitation seemed to dismay him.

Tony rested his elbows on the table, his head in his hands, murmuring, “What would my grandfather have done?”

He sat like this for a long moment, then straightened, facing me. “Yes, we’ll attend. Invitations to these launchings aren’t given lightly. All the other Families will be represented, and we can’t be seen to slight the Clubbs, not now.”
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My gaze flickered to Morton. Should Tony have said that in front of him? We still didn’t know where his loyalties lay.

The day Gardena asked for help with her blackmailer, she told me: Cesare says the Clubbs are the most dangerous Family in the city, much too dangerous to ally with.

Gardena’s oldest brother was a disagreeable fellow, yet possessed keen insight. What did we know about the Clubbs?

Footsteps headed our way. Inventor Maxim Call, a brown, wiry old man with piercing blue eyes, strode out wearing a dusty tweed jacket, several white-clad Apprentices in his wake.

We immediately rose; the men bowed.

I curtsied low. “Would you like tea, sir?”

Maxim Call considered the matter. “A cup would do.” He turned to his Apprentices. “Wait with the carriages.” He sat between Tony and Morton, across from me.

I poured his cup, then returned to my seat.

“To what do we owe the honor of your visit, sir?” Tony said.

Inventor Call blew on his tea, then took a sip. “My work's done here. There’s nothing more we can do for your Magma Steam Generator. We've searched thoroughly — the controls to it must be in another piling. We’ve located a piling in Spadros quadrant and are moving to investigate.”

Tony’s mouth hung open. “You’re leaving?”

“Some of my Apprentices will stay in the workshop. I’ll have the man in charge introduce himself. But,” he wagged a finger, “they’ll only stay until their work’s completed. I left instructions with your butler as to where we’ll be and what we’ll need.”

Tony paused for a long moment. “There’s something you should be aware of.”

The Inventor was in the midst of drinking. “Oh?”

“A group called the Red Dogs has attacked several Families, ranging from theft to violence. I’ve even been assaulted.” Tony hesitated. “I can’t guarantee your safety should you leave.”

“No one would dare attack us!” He chuckled, patting Tony’s arm. “I appreciate your concern, dear boy. But I don’t order my affairs according to the whims of ruffians. Neither should you.” He drained his cup then rose, as did we all. “Good day.”

With that, he turned back inside.

“Wait,” Tony said. “What about my mechanical computer?”

Inventor Call stopped in the middle of the dining room, then spoke to Tony as if he were a child. “It’s a fine idea. Yet how would you operate it without power?” He shook his head. “Finding the controls to the Generators takes precedence over everything. I have a man working on your gadget. But my job lies elsewhere.” He rounded the corner and was gone.

Tony sat heavily, shock on his face. “Maxim Call has been in Spadros Manor since I was a boy.”

Morton said, “What’s wrong with your Steam Generator?”

Tony and I exchanged a glance. If Maxim Call knew about this, the other Inventors did too. But if the public learned Bridges neared standstill because we couldn’t fix our own Generators, then the Feds might seize the city, claiming mismanagement.

I didn’t know how much Morton knew. Obviously, Tony had such a binding deal with Morton that he trusted him, even though Morton refused to reveal what happened the day of the explosion. Tony had beaten our old Dr. Salmon — who’d been in the Family for generations — for a similar offense.

“He claims it needs repair,” Tony said. “But he’s got the situation under control.”

“That’s good to hear,” Morton said. “An entirely mechanical city such as this — without power — would be unlivable.”

I pictured the rivers stagnant, the streetlights dark, the trains silent, the Aperture unable to open, and I shuddered.
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The Fear
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The rest of the day, Amelia and I catalogued the notes I received. Jane had ordered thank you cards edged in black (for replying to notes of sympathy). After tea, I spent an hour signing them for Amelia to address and send.

Exhausted, I took dinner in my room, Tony at my side. We ate in silence, but gradually my strength returned. “Do we need to fear this invitation from the Clubbs?”

That sent Tony into a long period of motionless staring at his plate. “I don’t know,” he said at last. “But I fear it nonetheless.”

“At the Grand Ball, didn’t they invite us to visit?” Mrs. Clubb invited us to stay a whole week at Clubb Manor. We’d never been invited there before, which is why the comment marked itself so firmly in my mind. But the visit never occurred.

Tony nodded. “Something happened.” He drained his glass. “I fear they disliked my answer to Lance on Queen’s Day.”

“What’s it to be named?”

Lance Clubb leaned towards me with a wry smile. “They haven’t decided yet. We’re considering the Asking Bid.”

At the time, it seemed he asked us to declare our allegiances. A test, if you will.

I let out a breath, placed my hand on his. “I didn’t know how to answer. Why approach us in front of guests?”

“Why approach us at all? As if I have any say in who the Family allies with.” Tony put down his fork. “My father is still Patriarch, and probably will be long after we’re gone.”

I chuckled at that.

“But perhaps they have approached my father,” Tony said.

This startled me. “They suspect our Family’s divided.”

“And now they know.” Tony shook his head. “Whatever possessed me to name the Harts? My father hates Charles Hart as fiercely as magma hates rock — he wishes nothing less than his utter destruction.”

“But why does he hate him? Do you know?”

Tony held my hand in both of his, kissing it with a desperate intensity. “No, and it frightens me.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “Did you know he started the Bloody Year?”

Thousands died — long before either of us were born — as Family slaughtered Family. “He did?”

Tony nodded, his eyes still closed. “And he was my age.” He peered at me. “Almost exactly. I don’t understand anything about him. Yet now I’m sure he feels I oppose him. What might a man like that do when taken by such hate?”

* * *
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Later, after the servants undressed us, Tony came to me.

I knew what Tony would do and say; back then, it seemed impossible for him to hide his feelings from me.

“Let’s lie down and love each other, as we used to before all this tragedy.” He reached up to touch my face, then slid his hand behind my neck and kissed me.

I didn’t love Tony, except sometimes as a brother. But his father Roy put a gun to my head before we were married and told me that if Tony learned this, he would kill me.

Tony put his arms around me, sliding them up and down my back as we kissed, his cock hard against the front of my body.

If I thought about it too much it made my skin crawl.

I must not weep. I had to stop the roiling of my stomach.

I can do this, I thought, as I did almost every night.

My mother trained me in her brothel beside the other girls, in everything but the act itself. That had been forbidden me by my mother’s patron, who I secretly called the Masked Man because of the dark brown leather mask he wore showing only his eyes.

I was never allowed to touch a man, or even to be in the room when others did, always observing in darkness behind sheer curtains. What fault did the Masked Man find in me to forbid me to take my place with the other women?

Maybe he recognized my inability to put aside my personal wishes and fuck a man I didn’t desire.

The thought startled me. Tony said, “What is it?”

Oh, gods, he knows something isn’t right. I took a deep breath. “I felt off-balance.” I forced myself to giggle. “That’s all.”

Tony laughed. “Let’s lie down then, before we fall over.”

We lay down. Tony drew the covers over me, slid his arm under my neck, caressed my face.

My husband was an ordinary-looking man, but the way he gazed at me ... it made me sad. Yes, he was in the Family, but he wasn’t evil: he deserved so much better than this pretense.

Perhaps he saw my sadness, because he said, “Your life has been very hard, I see that now. When you spoke about being put in such danger as a small girl ... it troubled me.”

I shrugged. “What does it matter? All that is past.”

He reached over to smooth my hair. “It matters because it’s part of you. We’ve been in each other’s lives ten years, married almost four, yet I never knew this. It makes me wonder what else I don’t know.” He smiled in a free, relaxed manner, and in that instant he reminded me of the man I loved, Joseph Kerr. “I want to know everything about you, Jacqui. Everything. I love you.”

Oh no. The last thing I wanted was for him to start asking questions, especially about my past. My mind raced, searching for something to divert this line of thought.

And I had an idea.

I hated it. It was so dishonest. And I feared what he might say. Would he think I was too forward? Would he rebuke me? Men here were so different than in the Pot; for a woman here even to smile might be improper, depending on the circumstances.

But I had to do something.

I can do this. “Let’s talk of that later.” I snuggled closer, sliding my trembling hand on his cock. He gasped as I stroked his skin, his body stiffening to my touch.

He closed his eyes, and a deep moan came forth I had never heard him make before. “Oh, Jacqui.”

It seemed, at least for a time, that all discussion was forgotten.

* * *

[image: ]


The intersection was grimy, dark, cold. I was small and frightened.

A reeking hand grabbed my arm. I couldn’t get away. I couldn’t get away! “If she goes, I go with her.”

My best friend Air stared at Peedro Sluff in horror. “No!” He ran towards us brandishing a broken bottle. “Leave her alone!”

Peedro’s gun rose, and he shot Air.

The light left Air’s eyes as they stared into mine. The color left his face, and his little body collapsed into the spray of his own blood.

I stood in the stairwell in Jack’s factory. Bodies lay everywhere. Losing balance, I fell forward onto Air’s chest. His blood, welling up through his shirt, covered my hands.

Stephen, Herbert, Marja, and Anastasia lay crumpled around me.

Air opened his eyes. “We loved you, Jacqui. Why did you kill us?”

Tony held me. “I’m here, my love. You’re safe.”

Tony’s cousin Blitz Spadros, our night footman, opened the door, candle in hand. “Another dream?

Embarrassment flooded over me. I sobbed, “I’m sorry.”

Blitz smiled. “No trouble at all, mum. Good night.”

Tony rocked me as I clung to him, and eventually he slept.

But I did not.
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The Leader
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The next morning, Amelia came in with my mail and — finally — the newspaper! To my surprise, the front read:

The Bridges Daily

Editor: Mr. Paul Blackberry

Good for him, I thought. I’d known Mr. Blackberry since I was a small girl, back when he was a photographer. Prior to becoming editor, he’d been one of my informants; his position at the Clubb desk gave him access to all kinds of information.

The Spadros Family murdered the former editor, Mr. Acol Durak, after he let articles supporting Anastasia’s fraud and an editorial maligning the Families pass his inspection.

Killing Mr. Durak was so unnecessary, I thought. The man was grieving his wife —

At that instant, I recalled Mr. Blackberry’s words: suicidal, if you ask me.

And I realized Mr. Durak worked with Dame Anastasia and Frank — and perhaps even allowed Mr. Pike’s editorial to pass — in hopes the Families would kill him.

I didn't understand it. Even during my worst days after being sold to the Spadros Family, I never considered taking my own life.

Under Mr. Blackberry’s guidance, the paper had changed little. The purpose of the Bridges Daily was to promote the views of the Families, rather than to provide any real news. However, it devoted a whole section to the inquest — those scheduled to appear that day and a summary of the previous day’s testimony.

The financial news was bleak. Listings for sales of production equipment, buildings, and businesses spanned an entire page. A list of bankruptcy proceedings on the back page left me shocked.

That many speculated on Dame Anastasia’s “miracle” gems?

And we had invited her into our home. In their view, we — everyone at my dinner — were suspected collaborators.

* * *
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At breakfast, Tony seemed much happier. He went off to tend to the Business after the morning meeting with the staff, and I went to my study.

I wrote to Jon, informing him we arrived safely. Then I opened Gardena’s note, which was from her Country House:
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