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	H


	ope. I was surprised when I re-read these stories that hope was a recurring theme. A belief that something better is on the horizon, that situations can improve, that growth and change are possible. Hand in hand with hope are collaboration, teamwork, and friendship: we can do anything together.

	Hope is one of “those lovely intangibles” that Doris and Fred argue about in Miracle on 34th Street. You can’t see it, can’t touch it, can’t buy it, but if you don’t have it, you’re miserable. Hope makes life worth living.

	Hope is hard to hang onto right now, with war, economic hardships, and deteriorating human rights dominating the news and political discourse. So, here. From me to you, a collection of hope—bundled in fantastic tales of science fiction and steampunk and space operas.   

	While I write all kinds of speculative fiction, this collection focuses on my science fiction; you’ll find tales with a retro feel—set in classic works of science fiction or engaging with historical events or people. You’ll also find a lot of “punk” tales: steampunk (stories set in an alternate Victorian-era, with steam-powered machines), dieselpunk (tales set in an alternate WWI – 1950s), and one story I’m calling librarypunk. 

	I’ve resisted the urge to revise the stories. Some are well over a decade old, but they are important stepping-stones in my writing career, so I’ve let them alone, other than fixing typos and punctuation errors. All of the stories, regardless of age, contain a nugget of hope, sparkling and gritty.

	 

	M.L.D. Curelas

	Calgary, March 2025

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	Harvesting moonshine

	 

	Originally published in 49th Parallels, edited by Hayden Trenholm.  Bundoran Press,  2017.

	 

	The kick-off story. The submissions call for 49th Parallels asked for alternate Canadian histories and timelines, and I loved the challenge of creating an alternate history involving one of my favourite physicists, Lord Rutherford, who did some of his notable work on radioactivity at McGill University. Writing more stories in this alternate Canada is on my to-do list; Hazel is a lot of fun to write.
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	“Anyone who looked for a source of power in the transformation of the atoms was talking moonshine.” — Lord Ernest Rutherford, Father of Nuclear Physics, 1933

	 

	H


	azel stared at the telegram. Sister Ruth sick Stop Need you home Stop Flight 2100 Stop

	They were calling her back? After all the work put into creating her false US Army personnel file and ID? Getting her stationed at this base in the middle of nowhere? She couldn’t leave tonight. She had made meticulous plans for next week, when her temporary assignment at the base finished. All of her months of hard work, for nothing. Hazel’s hands clenched into fists, crumpling the telegram. She chucked it at the trash can.

	“Bad news, Private Wilkes?”

	Hazel let her hands drop to her lap as she swivelled in her chair. “My sister is ill, sir, and my . . . brother wants me to come home tonight.”

	Colonel Barnes stood in the doorway to the inner office, holding several folders. Tall and broad, he had droopy eyes and sagging cheeks and reminded Hazel of a basset hound.  “Home?” His eyebrows arched. “Must be serious if they’re calling you back to . . . New York, isn’t it?”

	“Yes, sir,” she responded automatically, before she recalled her cover story and added, “But it’s Vermont, sir, not New York.”

	“Vermont, of course.” He glanced at the clock. “I need you to stay late tonight.”

	“But my brother has already arranged a flight,” she said. 

	Barnes dropped the stack of folders on her desk. “The Canadians have turned down another uranium purchase request. Their damned new Prime Minister and his notions of peace.” He scowled. “I have letters that need to be sent off tomorrow.”

	Hazel forced a smile. “Coffee during dictation, sir?”

	“Sounds wonderful, Private, thank you.”

	Hazel glared at the stack of folders until the colonel’s door clicked shut. Recalled from her mission and now stuck working late. It was hard to imagine her evening getting worse. “Better start the coffee,” she muttered, pushing away from the desk. As she measured out grounds, she considered the telegram again. Flight at 9 pm seemed obvious. So did “Need you home”—she was to return to Chalk River. But “Sister Ruth sick?” Ruth was what they called Lord Rutherford, but as he’d passed away several years ago, still in harness at eighty-four, he certainly wasn’t sick. And her circle of female physicist friends called themselves the Ruths, but that was several people, not an individual.

	As the coffee percolated merrily, Hazel started filing the folders. Maybe Ruth did refer to an individual. Sylvia, perhaps? Would she be pulled off this mission to take over Sylvia’s medical research? Hazel slid the last file into the cabinet and sighed. It was infuriating to abandon the mission early. She’d cultivated a promising sergeant, one of the security guards.

	The coffee machine burbled to a stop as the last few drops fell into the pot. Hazel prepared a cup for the colonel, her unfocused gaze resting on the coat tree tucked into the corner of the office for several seconds before registering what she was seeing. Her green canvas messenger bag peeped out from underneath her coat.

	Hazel put the cup and saucer on a tray, added two cookies, and carried the tray to her desk. Glancing at the colonel’s door, Hazel removed the bag from its hook. Scuffed, with frayed edges, the bag was unremarkable on the outside. The interior, however, personally customized, was quite unusual. Several pouches and loops containing tools were sewn into the supple leather lining. She could salvage the mission. Everything she needed was in those pouches.

	She replaced the bag, retrieved a notepad and pencil, which she slipped into a jacket pocket, and grabbed the tray. “I am a happy, faithful secretary,” she muttered, pasting another smile on her face. Balancing the tray on one arm, she let herself into the colonel’s office.

	“Coffee, sir,” Hazel said, placing the tray on his desk. Pulling out the notepad and pencil from her pocket, she sat in the chair at the corner of the colonel’s desk.

	Barnes sipped his coffee. “You seem a good girl, Private, from what I’ve seen these past few weeks.”

	Hazel held her pencil poised above her notebook, cheeks starting to ache from keeping the smile on her face. “Thank you, sir?”

	He nodded. “You’ve been seen out at the igloo a lot in the last few days.”

	“Oh!” Her smile relaxed. “Well . . .” Not able to blush on command, Hazel angled her face downwards and swept her eyes shut for a few seconds. She hoped she looked demure. “Sergeant Thomson, sir.”

	“Yes, Sergeant Thomson,” Barnes said. “He has a reputation, Private Wilkes. If you want a successful military career, you’ll need to control yourself.”

	“Yes, sir,” Hazel murmured. She had no intention of not seeing Thomson before she left, of course. His reputation was useful, as was his shift schedule.

	Barnes took another sip of his drink. “Let’s do some of these letters. You can have a dinner break afterwards, and then we’ll finish up. Don’t want you to miss your flight tonight—you did say tonight, Private?”

	“Yes, sir,” she said. “2100 hours.”

	To her relief, Barnes stopped at only a few letters. She rattled them out quickly on the typewriter and stacked them neatly on the desk. She’d have the colonel sign them and prepare the envelopes after her break. 

	There was still coffee in the pot. She poured the remainder into her thermos and sweetened the brew to Thomson’s taste. From an unlabelled bottle that she kept her in messenger bag, Hazel added a careful pinch of powder. She smirked. She wouldn’t return to Chalk River unsuccessful.

	With the thermos of doctored coffee dangling from one hand and the messenger bag slung across her shoulder, Hazel left the office. She had thirty minutes.

	 

	Sergeant Thomson had been expecting her; she didn’t see any other guards.

	“Good evening, Private Wilkes!” he said with a cheerful smile.

	“I’m sorry for being late—the Old Man decided to work late tonight,” she said, forcing a hint of breathlessness into her voice. She waggled the thermos. “I brought you some coffee.” 

	 He laughed. “You make the best coffee on the base. They should make you permanent staff.”

	That’s what a PhD in physics will get you, she thought sourly. The ability to make the perfect cup of coffee. She ducked her head so he couldn’t see the frown puckering her face, and unscrewed the cap of the thermos. Flipping it over, she filled the lid with steaming coffee.

	“Thanks, Hazel,” Thomson said, saluting her with the cup before raising it to his mouth.

	Hazel caught him as he sagged, tugging the coffee cup out of his hands. She set him and the cup on the ground and checked her watch.

	Twenty minutes.

	Romancing guards had perks. Keys to secure areas was her favourite.

	The storage igloo was silent. Cold. Creepy. Massive bombs loomed in the middle of the building, cradled in their racks. While not as large as Fat Man, the bomb that had been dropped on Nagasaki, the MK5 still weighed a few thousand pounds and was ugly as sin. Not for the first time, Hazel wished she’d been assigned the disarmament of Goose Air Base. A US base located within Canada seemed safer somehow than sneaking around an American army base in the middle of a US desert.

	Hazel rolled her shoulders, pushing her anxiety away. She didn’t have time for atmospheric, superstitious nonsense. She had nuclear bombs to disable.

	She only had six neutron disruptors, so Hazel went down the first row and stopped at the sixth one in. She crouched beside the nose, where the plutonium pit was located. Reaching into her bag, she removed a device about the size of her wristwatch. She placed it on the underside of the bomb, sighing in relief when it attached with a quiet ting, and depressed the button.

	She knew she wouldn’t be able to hear anything, but she cocked her head anyway, hoping for a sign that the americium-beryllium reaction had been successfully triggered. After a few seconds, she straightened with a shake. She had helped design the disrupters, she knew that the bomb’s plutonium pit was being bombarded with neutrons from the americium-beryllium disruptor. She knew that the neutron bombardment would trigger small fission reactions in the plutonium pit. The bomb would fizzle here, in the storage igloo, quietly burning away its plutonium. It would be useless for its intended purpose.

	Hazel stood and hurried to the next bomb.

	Ernest Rutherford had once decried atomic energy research as a quest for moonshine, but had devoted himself to the research after his near-death in 1937. He had eagerly joined the British and Canadian atomic bomb research team at the Montreal Laboratory—after all, he’d done some of his seminal research at McGill University and remained fond of the country in which he’d lived for several years. And, just as he had done at McGill, he’d welcomed female physicists and chemists to his research team. It had been a dream come true for Hazel when he’d accepted her application in the fall of 1944.

	Only he hadn’t been interested in developing bombs for the Americans. Able to visualize all too well the destructive power of atom-splitting, he’d left the Montreal lab for the nuclear research facilities at Chalk River in Ontario and convinced the Canadians to follow a different path, a path of power and leadership for after the war was won. One Canadian in particular had been interested in Rutherford’s ideas: Lester “Mike” Pearson.

	It was, Hazel reflected as she triggered her fourth neutron disruptor, a rewarding path. She’d worked with Lord Rutherford for years before his death. She’d worked alongside other women physicists, forming bonds and friendships that held true even now, separated as they were by duty. In addition to the disruptor design, she’d been part of the team that had developed the nuclear generator for the submarines that patrolled and secured the Arctic for Canada.

	After his peacekeeping success with the Suez Crisis, Mike Pearson had focused on Canada, eventually persuading the hawks within the government to first limit and then halt uranium shipments to the US. Then, when his shocking upset over Diefenbaker in the 1958 general election granted him greater influence, Prime Minister Pearson decided to take his nuclear policies one step further, creating a clandestine Peacekeeping Force whose aim was to disarm bombs made with Canadian uranium.

	With the unchecked nuclear proliferation of both the US and Russia, and Canada leery of being caught between the two, Pearson had been swarmed with volunteers. In the end, his covert disarmament team had female members only. As Hazel had discovered first-hand, no one suspected secretaries to have the least bit of scientific knowledge, let alone advanced degrees in physics and practical experience in handling fissile material.

	The sixth disrupter engaged, Hazel glanced at her watch again. Five minutes. She hurried outside, locking the door behind her.

	Thomson was still on the ground, but he was moaning and one leg kicked, stirring up clouds of dust. Hazel hurried to his side and knelt. She grabbed the coffee cup, splashed the contents on his shirt, and tossed the cup aside, letting it roll away. Tipping over the thermos so its tampered contents would soak into the dirt, she bit the inside of her cheek. As tears welled, she clasped Thomson’s hand.

	“Billy, are you okay?” She patted his wrist. “Oh, please wake up.”

	Thomson groaned. His eyelashes fluttered and his eyes cracked open. “Hazel?” 

	“Oh, Billy! You just fainted! What’s wrong?”

	He tried to lift his head. “I don’t . . . know?”

	Hazel helped him sit up. “Your coffee spilled all over. Does it burn?” She dabbed at the stain on his jacket with a handkerchief.

	“No, but my head is killing me,” he said, rubbing his temples.

	“I couldn’t catch you,” Hazel lied.

	“It’s not your fault, Hazel,” Thomson said. “You know, I don’t even remember falling—or what we were doing before.”

	Hazel patted his hand again. “You must have had a big bump.”

	It took a few more minutes to settle Thomson. He would see the doctor—after his shift, being too embarrassed to let anyone know he’d fainted. As he hadn’t eaten before his shift, he’d eagerly accepted Hazel’s suggestion that his blood sugar had been too low.

	Hazel slunk into her office. She was only a few minutes late. Maybe Barnes—

	“Private Wilkes!”

	Damn.

	Hazel hung up her bag. Grabbing her notepad and pencil, she went into the inner office.

	Barnes stood at the window, looking out—at nothing, she supposed. It was dark.

	“All ready for your trip, Wilkes?”

	“I have to finish up those letters, sir, and—”

	He cut her off with an impatient wave. “No, no. Are you ready for your trip? I certainly hope you don’t catch something from your . . . sister.”

	Hazel’s mouth went dry. Sick. There wasn’t a sister Ruth in their codes. But they called themselves the Ruths, unofficially. You’ve been thick this evening, Hazel old girl. “Sister Ruth” did refer to an individual. She was the sick one.

	They knew about her. 

	Her fingers tightened around her pencil. “Well, not really, sir. It’s so sudden, I still have to pack a bag.”

	Barnes turned from the window. “Did you know, Private Wilkes, that Canada didn’t dedicate all their resources to aiding us during the War? Only some worked on the bomb research that we so desperately needed. Most worked on other projects.”

	Hazel shook her head, although of course she did know that, having been there. She tried not to think about the Rosenbergs.

	“Now they’re undisputed kings of the arctic, with those nuclear submarines, and refusing to sell us uranium,” he said, sitting at his desk. “Did you know that about Canada, Private?”

	She started to shake her head again, but paused, her gaze caught by Barnes’ coffee cup. I can use that. Illness made most people uncomfortable, and Barnes was no exception. Hazel covered her mouth with one hand, pencil clattering to the floor. She clutched her stomach and doubled over. Face hidden, it was easy to insert a finger down her throat. She gagged, shoulders hunching, a hideous croak erupting from her mouth.

	“Private!” 

	She heard hurried footsteps, but didn’t look up, not even when Barnes placed a hand on her shoulder. She moaned.

	“What’s wrong, Private?” Barnes patted her shoulder.

	Hazel drew in a ragged breath. “Coffee . . . I had coffee with Billy Thomson.” She moaned again. “He fainted and . . . oh, my stomach.” 

	“Coffee?” Barnes asked, alarmed. The hand left her shoulder. “Maybe you should see the medic.”

	“But . . . the letters.” She moaned again.

	“Go see the medic, Private Wilkes, that’s an order. We’ll finish our discussion later.”

	Hazel stifled a smile. Still doubled up, she shuffled out of Barnes’ office, moaning every few seconds. Once the door shut behind her, she dropped her pad on the desk and gathered up her things. She shuffled out of the outer office, uttering another retching sound and a few more moans for Barnes’ benefit.

	Alone in the corridor, she straightened. It would take Barnes a few minutes to check up on her at the medic’s office—he was probably anxiously sniffing his coffee cup right now. She didn’t have much time to leave the base and get to the airport. Smiling, she patted her jacket pocket. Thomson’s keys clinked quietly.

	 

	The woman standing in the doorway of the airplane was backlit. Hazel squinted at her.

	“Hurry, Hazel!” the woman shouted over the buzz of the engines.

	Hazel trotted up the steps. She grinned when the she reached the top and the woman’s face was revealed. “Adele!”

	They hugged briefly, then Adele stepped aside, ushering Hazel into the plane. “You’re officially back in Canada now, Hazel.”

	“I suppose there are benefits to diplomacy.” Hazel dropped her messenger bag on a seat. “Adele, I triggered all the disruptors before I left.”

	Adele laughed. “Fantastic. They were suspicious of you, Hazel, so they might check those weapons, but a couple of hours certainly won’t hurt our cause.”

	“It’s a shame that we can’t just steal the pits. We could do so much with the fuel. That new reactor that’s in development, or maybe some more medical isotopes for Sylvia—”

	“Sylvia Fedoruk has plenty of fuel for her medical research,” Adele said. “Anyway, I’ve got to get you back to Chalk River. The subs need some modification.”

	Hazel settled into her seat as Adele talked about the nuclear reactor in the submarine. Working on the reactor would be a nice break, but she was sure that she’d be reassigned soon as a nuclear disarmament Peacekeeper. Canada had been able to accomplish so much by harvesting moonshine. And they could do so much more.

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	Ironclad

	 

	Originally published in Kisses by Clockwork, edited by Liz Grzyb. Ticonderoga Publications, 2014. 

	 

	I have a fondness for steampunk fiction—it’s a wonderful way to combine heists and clockwork gadgets with my interest in history. As may be obvious from the anthology title, “Ironclad” also contains a romantic element.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	Ironclad

	 

	

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Northern California, 1872

	 

	J


	essica peered out the stagecoach door, ignoring the driver’s proffered, sweaty, hand. She wished, not for the first time, that her boss had sprung for the expense of a steamcoach, with all the luxuries that came with it, like clockwork drivers and footmen. But in the aftermath of the War of the Southern Rebellion, federal troops had come to the state to combat the Indians, and clients were few. The profits from this small job would stretch even further if costs were kept to a minimum. Understanding the need for economy, however, did not soothe her tender posterior.

	She stepped off the stagecoach, one crimson boot skimming over a steaming pile of horse dung before landing safely on the warped wooden planks masquerading as a sidewalk. She released her death grip on her skirt, allowing the rich fabric to swirl around her ankles, kissing the ground and sending up a cloud of dust. Peeling off her gloves, she examined the hotel in front of her.

	When the driver dropped her trunk beside her, Jessica laid a hand on his arm. “I’ll need assistance to my lodgings.”

	The man squinted at her. “This here is the only hotel in town.”

	Jessica pushed a stray lock of raven black hair behind her ear, and smiled. “I believe there are rooms above The Painted Lady?”

	“Yeah, but that’s the—” The driver stopped talking and his mouth hung slack for an instant. “Oh.”

	“I’ll pay you for your time, of course.” Not waiting for his stammering acceptance, Jessica strode towards the brothel, a pastel pink building that would have seemed sweet and innocent on the Bay, but in this dusty town, where white was a bold colour, it was shocking and rude.

	The swinging doors were a cheerful lavender, and smooth beneath Jessica’s touch as she pushed on them. She waited a few minutes in the entryway, allowing her eyes to adjust to the dim interior. 

	At the sound of her name, Jessica turned. A tall woman came out from behind the bar, laying a towel on the counter. 

	“Jessica?” the woman repeated. “I’m Eliza. I thought your coach was arriving later! I would have met you at the stop.”

	“We made good time. There wasn’t any rain to slow us down.” Jessica clasped Eliza’s hands and kissed her on both cheeks, European fashion. “The driver has brought my trunk.”

	“Of course.” Eliza glanced over Jessica’s shoulder. “Up the stairs, last door on the right.”

	Jessica arched her back, discreetly working the kinks out. She was exhausted, but she had a job to do. “Daisy has left?” 

	“Yesterday. Her mother has taken ill.” Eliza clucked, eyes twinkling. “Rather worrisome, sudden illnesses like that.” 

	“Yes.” Jessica forced a chuckle, although she didn’t find the sudden illnesses of mothers to be the least bit amusing. “How fortunate that I was available to come and help you out. I understand Daisy has important patrons.”

	Eliza looked toward the stairs. “Ah, there is your driver. I’ll show you to your room.” 

	When the stagecoach driver had left, Eliza cupped Jessica’s elbow and guided her to the stairs. “Now, you mustn’t worry if you only entertain one person tonight, Jessica. The Painted Lady has been well compensated in anticipation of such an event.”

	Jessica sighed, one hand rubbing her hip, thinking of the jouncing coach ride. Apparently, the economy of the company did not extend to bribes. 

	The banister was dust-free; a royal purple carpet lined the stairs. The Painted Lady, Jessica thought, must entertain a lot to afford its upkeep. A row of doors lined the upper hallway, gaslight lanterns dotting the walls. Due to years of training and experience, she perused the hallway for any potential threats. Was that a person’s shadow at the end of the hallway? A saloon girl? Or someone else? 

	She thought she heard the rasp of a wooden door rubbing against carpet. A curious girl then. Perfectly natural. There was no reason for Jessica to believe that anybody suspected her true reason for being at the brothel.  

	She willed her heartbeat to slow and kept her voice calm. “I’m relieved to hear that your establishment won’t suffer financially, Eliza.” 

	Eliza shot her a fleeting glance. “Daisy is one of our more popular girls. She’s quite busy. Ah, here we are. You’re right next door to Otto, so it should be fairly quiet for you and your guest. Guests.”

	“Otto?”

	Eliza smiled, dimples appearing in her cheeks. “I’ll introduce you.”

	The door next to Jessica’s room stood open. Eliza stopped and rapped on it. “Otto?”

	“Good afternoon, Miss Eliza.” A tall, broad figure filled the doorway.

	Jessica’s eyes widened. A clockwork man! His joints moved with the characteristic jerkiness of his kind, but silently, indicating well-oiled gears and springs. Jessica calculated the expense of the oil needed to maintain the clockwork man in a town where dirt, grime, and dust were so pervasive, and whistled in appreciation. Her father would have given his eyeteeth to examine such a specimen as Otto.

	Otto turned to her. His glass eyes looked real, as did the thatch of dark hair on his head. “Good day, Miss Jessica. I hear that we are to be neighbours.”

	“Yes,” Jessica smiled. He was handsome by any standard, mechanical or organic. “I just arrived.”

	“Otto entertains our female guests,” Eliza said. “I know it looks exorbitant, but we actually lost money when we had male hosts on staff.” She lowered her voice. “Otto has better stamina.”

	“Oh.” Jessica stifled a giggle and held out a hand. “Nice to meet you, Otto.”

	“The pleasure is all mine, Miss Jessica.” The clockwork man took her hand. His skin was hairless, perfectly smooth, and the colour of aged ivory.  It was the best replicant-skin that Jessica had ever seen; most of the clockwork men she knew had smooth metal plates covering their gears. “My evenings are seldom full.” His thumb stroked the sensitive skin on her inner wrist, and to her annoyance, Jessica felt a wave of heat roll over her body. 

	She extracted her hand from his grasp. “You must excuse me, I have to freshen up after the long coach ride. I’ll see you later, Otto.”

	He bowed his head and retreated into his room.

	Eliza laughed and opened Jessica’s door, handing the key to Jessica. “He’s a marvel, isn’t he? The latest in clockwork men. A wonderful gadget.”

	Jessica managed a smile. “Thanks, Eliza. When should I come down?”

	“We start entertaining at seven.” Eliza nodded. “Have a pleasant afternoon, Jessica. You may want to take a nap.”

	Jessica shut the door and leaned against it, waiting for her body to cool. Now was not the time to get flustered by a little male attention, especially the attention of an artificial man. Never mind that Otto was the most sophisticated clockwork man she’d ever seen . . . and being her father’s daughter, she knew good clockwork.

	A servant rapped at the door, bearing a tray laden with dishes. Jessica lifted the lid of one, revealing several dainty cucumber sandwiches—cucumber! Her mind boggled at the expense of shipping that by steamcoach. The Painted Lady operated as if having federal troops stationed in California hadn’t driven up the price of, well, everything.

	Once she had devoured half a dozen of the tiny sandwiches, Jessica was able to concentrate on the task at hand. She would have, at most, two nights to accomplish this job. She could only envision it taking that long if her mark did not appear this evening.

	After peering out into the hallway, Jessica locked her door and opened her trunk. She pawed through dresses, underclothes, lingerie, and nightdresses, tossing them haphazardly aside, caring little if they landed on the floor or the bed. A modest jewellery box rested on the bottom of the trunk. She set that on the floor, leaving the trunk bare. Jessica hooked her fingers around the edges of a knot that marred the golden plank, and heaved. Within a couple of minutes, she had worked the board free, revealing the space beneath the false bottom.

	Jessica took out the hand cannon first, loaded it, and tucked it beneath the plump feather pillow on her bed. Next came the medical equipment: the syringe, vials, and stethoscope. The top drawer of the bedside table would do for now; she knew many soiled doves who had similar paraphernalia in their rooms. Her gold pocket watch, which contained a tiny photographic camera within its geared innards, also came out. Spyglass, badge, and portable steam-powered telegraph remained in the trunk. If she needed those, it would be because the job had gone to hell. And that shouldn’t happen—how difficult could it be to seduce a scientist?

	The last item removed was a thin, plain envelope, the colour of bone, with a scarlet wax seal. After a moment’s hesitation, Jessica also placed this in the top drawer of the bedside table. Then she replaced the false bottom and pushed the trunk over to the armoire.

	She placed her small jewellery box on the top shelf of the armoire. Cunning tools and gadgets were concealed in her necklaces, rings, and bracelets, even her earrings. Wonderful accessories that people expected to see on a woman, needing no explanation for their presence. Next, she hung up her clothes. 

	With the aid of a button hook, Jessica removed her boots. The heel of the right boot popped off into her hand with a gentle twist; she removed a piece of paper that had been folded into a square. She clutched the paper for a moment, unease fluttering in her stomach. Being found with this particular piece of paper could ruin her life. 

	Shaking her head, Jessica grabbed another pair of boots, the ones she intended to wear that night. She didn’t have anything to worry about. Her mother had died so long ago that Jessica was the only one left who had known her. It would take quite a detective to uncover her origins. The job hadn’t been compromised.

	She sprung open one of the heels and inserted the paper into it. Closing the heel, she set the new pair of boots onto the floor of the armoire.  

	And then, finally, Jessica collapsed onto the bed.

	Humming, she reached down the front of her dress, wriggled her fingers into her corset, and dredged out a battered photograph. Jessica studied the image. A man, aged about thirty, wearing goggles and a laboratory coat, stared out of the grainy image. She’d been examining the photograph for a few days now, since her boss had assigned her this job. She thought she’d recognize him in person.

	She put the photograph into the bedside table, curled up against the pillow—fingertips brushing the hand cannon—and shut her eyes.

	Promptly at seven she descended the stairs, dressed in a sapphire blue gown with a modest neckline and a very long train. The sleeves were tight from her wrist to elbow, and slightly puffed from her elbow to shoulder. It was the height of fashion and very respectable, all the way down to the front hem . . . which ended at her upper thighs. Her stockings and garters were sheer white, her boots a blue to match the dress. Jessica’s black hair was caught loosely at the nape of her neck, with a few tendrils curling about her cheeks. Her only adornments were a golden locket and a sapphire ring. 

	Many eyes followed her progress down the stairs, but not the ones she wanted to see.

	After spending ninety minutes flirting with the men, Jessica had a better idea of how The Painted Lady could afford its upkeep. Soldiers. Officers. She sipped from yet another cup of tea, studying them from the corners of her eyes. The presence of a military fort in the town had not been in her dossier for this assignment . . . yet it did make sense, considering the occupation of her mark. And the men who weren’t officers or soldiers, who were they? Not farmers, she judged, eyeing their well-cut clothes. More scientists? But that didn’t add up. She’d been near most of the men at one point or another, between singing, dancing, and socializing, and those suited men didn’t smell of coal, oil, or chemicals.

	The lavender doors swung open.

	Jessica’s eyes flew to it, as they had all evening, and a soft sigh of relief spilled from her lips when she saw it was him. Taller than she’d expected, and better-looking than the picture she had—of course, the picture wasn’t a full body shot, and he wore goggles in it—but it was definitely him. The puzzle of The Painted Lady’s patrons would have to wait.

	Jessica rose from the arm of the chair and drifted over to him; he had not ventured far into the room. “Dr. Brown?”

	Startled blue eyes flicked to her. “Good evening.” His gaze swept down her body and back up, lingering at a few spots. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

	“I’m Jessica. May I pour you a drink, Dr. Brown?”

	The scientist frowned. “No need for such formality. I go by Wes here.”

	“Certainly, Wes. Now, what I can I get you?”

	“Oh . . .” Wes turned his head, looking over and around her. “I usually keep time with Daisy.”

	Jessica tsked. “Daisy’s mother took ill, and Daisy has left to nurse her.” Daisy’s mother’s illness had cleared up immediately upon receipt of the steamcoach tickets to the Bay, where reservations at The Palace Hotel awaited them. The client had wanted to ensure that Daisy would not be tempted to renege on the agreement. It was a pity that her boss hadn’t negotiated a larger fee, Jessica mused, since the client had to be loaded. Her posterior would certainly have appreciated it.

	Wes blinked. “In that case, I should be delighted to have a drink with you, Jessica.”

	Jessica beamed up at him and curled an arm around his elbow. She wrinkled her nose at the faint odor of coal that hung about him. He must have come straight from his lab.

	She deposited him into a chair, then strolled to the bar. Otto had replaced the bartender. 

	“I see you have met Wes,” Otto said. “It must have been hard to wait this long for him.”

	“What do you mean? I’m here to entertain gentlemen.” Jessica snapped her fingers. “I forgot to ask what he wanted to drink.”

	“Our dear doctor always orders the same drink. I have no difficulty recalling his preference.” The clockwork man pulled a glass tumbler from the shelf and held it beneath the counter where the kegs were stored. “You remarked earlier on Daisy’s important patrons, yet have ignored several of them. When Wes entered, you immediately went to his side, something you have not done all evening.”

	Jessica’s eyelids drifted to half-mast, and she regarded the clockwork man through her lashes. She was sure the other women had noticed her behaviour—it was their job, after all. But for Otto to notice . . . Had the clockwork man overheard her conversation with Eliza that afternoon? And, more importantly, how much had he inferred from that conversation? She forced a trilling laugh. “What an active imagination you have, Otto!”  
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