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The Wedding
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The hall burst with riotous color. Men, women, children from all over Merca, nay the world, had come to celebrate the marriage of one of their own. Zeppelin pilots in their ceremonial uniforms, the Travelers’ Board in full regalia. A banner at the far end: Vig And Natalia Forever.

I sat in the left corner nearest the door, staring dully at the spray of flowers on my table. Apparently one didn’t wear full mourning to a wedding in Bridges, so instead I wore Anna Goren’s deep purple dress and veil. With the crush of dignitaries in the room, no one gave me any notice.

But I was well-guarded.

My loyal footman Skip Honor stood behind me, dressed in his finest. The housekeeper of my apartments, Mary Spadros, sat beside me to my left. Her husband (and my apartments’ butler) Blitz sat beside her, their little daughter Ariana bouncing in his arms.

Acevedo Spadros III, just a month old, lay sleeping in his pram to my right, his nursemaid Daisy beside him. His guards — two men close by, two more stationed farther away — had been assigned the task by my husband Tony.

One of these was Tony’s first cousin and right hand man, Ten Hogan, also called Sawbuck. He loomed a few feet away from Acevedo, looking bored. Sawbuck had wanted little to do with the boy, not even visiting when he was born, and had only given him a glance when assigned the duty.

Tony hadn’t wanted me to bring the child. Tony’s parents insisted.

“It’d be too much for you or me to go,” Roy had said. “Particularly since they don’t want us.” Though he lived in our quadrant, Vígharður Vikenti had a particular dislike for the Spadros Family. “But since the Travelers’ Board will be there, in our quadrant, one of us must attend. And who better than our new little Heir?”

I thought it a masterful move. Vig and I were old friends, and who could fault a new mother for bringing her babe?

The calculated irony of it all.

The room buzzed with lively conversation. Families laughed, children ran about. Everyone seemed so alive.

I felt in a half-world, neither living nor dead. My bleeding had stopped. My color had mostly returned, my strength almost what it had been. But even at the wedding of two dear friends, I felt a terrible lonely emptiness inside.

Acevedo slept now, with the noise and bustle around him, but at Spadros Manor he cried day and night. Dr. Salmon called it colic, and said it should abate on its own “in a month or two.”

Another two months of this and I feared I would go mad.

At times I wished only to die. The one thing which stopped me was the vow I made to Jonathan Diamond before his death: to find a way to be happy.

Jonathan had died after carrying me from a trap meant for him. His cry when he fell, dropping me into that cobblestone alley, ever rang in my head.

Why did you leave the house?

Tony’s words kept repeating. But little Ante, the messenger boy, said he’d seen Josie. I’d only wanted to help find her.

Don’t you see what you’re doing? How long will you go on like this? How many more are dead because of your ‘help’?

My eyes stung.

Seeing Jonathan’s face before me with his twin Jack’s deep voice, his cutting tone ... it only made the words more painful.

If only I’d paid attention to little Ante, he’d be alive.

Yes, the boy had tried to stab me but he was a boy, and a small one at that. He just wanted to avenge his brother.

If I’d only been stronger. If only I’d been able to bear the pain.

Why did I let Jon carry me? If I’d been more forceful, stubbornly refused to let Jon do it, he still might be alive.

How many more are dead because of your ‘help’?

A waiter came by. “Some wine, mum?”

I shook my head, looking away, but in my heart I wanted the whole bottle, and all its kin.

Blitz gave me a quick glance. “None for this table, thanks.” He’d brought Ariana’s little tall chair, and set her now into it, then handed her a hard biscuit to gnaw on. Once the man left, he said to me, “Sorry about that.”

I’d just recovered from bleeding near to death. Drinking would have only made things worse.

That was what my mind said. My heart thought perhaps death would at least bring me a chance of being with Jonathan once more.

I gazed at Acevedo, asleep bundled in his pram.

And I felt nothing.

Daisy and I exchanged a glance. She doted on the boy, tending to him day and night, with soft cooing and various amusements, nursing him as often as he wished. Barely a month after his near-death in my womb, his dreadful pallor had turned to rosy cheeks, his hair coming in full, dark brown and wavy.

He’s a strong child, Dr. Salmon told me. Barring any tragedy, he should live to become a mighty Heir.

The doctor had given a full interview to the Bridges Daily, one of many articles trying to sate the frenzy around the boy. After his birth, crowds had choked the streets outside of Spadros Manor, I suppose hoping for a glimpse of him.

Yet so far, no one seemed to have noticed us here.

The wedding itself had been private, Travelers only. I’d paid to rent the hall: my gift to Vig.

We came to the reception hall early to escape the rush and only a very few reporters had been there. Setting up their cameras, they seemed not to notice our entry. But we’d have to leave sooner or later.

I owed Vig my life. Yet everyone around me died. Would Vig be the next?

A man shouted, “They’re here!”

The crowd hurried over to the door on our side of the hall.

I sat unmoving. From where we were, we’d be able to see most everything.

Vig had no brothers, no sisters. His mother had died of a coronary after Roy’s men destroyed Vig’s saloon in retaliation for not informing to Roy on my whereabouts. But Natalia’s parents were there, her sisters and brothers, aunts and uncles, with a host of children.

They all looked so happy.

The wedding couple strode in, an easy joy upon their faces I’d never seen in either of them before. Arm in arm, they greeted the cheers, beaming with delight.

Natalia’s dress was white satin, with heavy embroidery of gold and red. Her dark hair was tied up in a headscarf to match, beads and jewels spilling down her shoulders. It was then I noticed many of the women there had similar, if less festive headscarves on.

And I’d never seen Vig wear such a splendid suit before: the finest blue silk, a suit worthy of a Patriarch.

Where did he get the money for all this?

Led to the front, the wedding couple were seated at tall chairs at a rectangular table draped in white, like a King and Queen overseeing their court.

Then the feasting began.

Whole pigs, sides of beef, dozens of roasted fowl and other platters were brought to the tables on each side. Chefs created plates for each person, which waiters brought first to the wedding couple, then to the room in order of their distance from them.

Blitz chuckled. “We’ll be here a while.”

It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered anymore.

Musicians played, people talked. And I saw where the money came from. As maidens carrying large deep baskets danced slowly by, the men at each table deposited large bills and wads of cash into them.

Blitz turned to me, laughing. “Apparently, this is their tradition!”

When a girl danced around our table, Blitz had his dollar ready. I hoped he and Mary could afford such expense.

The food was good, dishes I’d not had before. People sang songs I’d never heard before, speaking in languages I didn’t understand. It was strange, it was so new to me. But it was all beautiful.

Jon would have liked this so much. Tears threatened to return. I felt real pain, deep in my heart.

Mary said, “More tea, mum?”

I took it. I didn’t care. Everything they offered: food, drink. I knew Mary and Blitz wouldn’t betray me.

Yet I felt divided.

I’d have to leave eventually. I wanted so badly to return with Blitz and Mary to my apartments, have the peace and quiet of life in my dear little home. To be free.

But I feared for them. Everyone around me died. Even Jon.

Nothing had been so fortunate for Blitz and Mary as for me to be forced to leave. Perhaps they’d survive whatever new horror the Red Dog Gang planned for me.

This made me think of my dear friend Josie, who’d suffered unimaginable torment because of me.

Why had they kidnapped Josephine Kerr? Could it have only been to kill Jon?

Tony’s men had found me and Jonathan dying beside the warehouse where Josie had been trapped. They found the little messenger boy Ante’s body.

But Tony’s men never found Josie. I could only hope she’d made her way to that place she spoke of, somewhere safe where her chains might be removed.

I’d sent messages to her home and received no reply. Her betrothed Etienne Hart, my half-brother and the Hart Inventor, had never returned to Spadros Manor, nor would he accept my mail.

And we’d heard nothing at all from the Diamonds.

In those weeks of lying bedridden, I considered well what Julius Diamond had done at the crossing a week after his son’s death. In the Families, denying men that Jonathan had named his closest allies the chance to attend his funeral was unforgivable.

But from all Jon had told me, Julius Diamond hadn’t been a good father, nor even a kind one. After so many years of grieving his son’s imminent death, to have it come so suddenly, without warning ...

Tony said I was only excusing the inexcusable. But what might I have done or said in the man’s place?

None of it mattered, not really.

Someone took Josie. Someone forged a letter from me to lure Jon there. They even hit me on the head and took me there, heavy with child. Then they herded the three of us to a point where ...

We had a clear escape. If I’d only been stronger, been able to bear the terrible, unnatural, searing pain, we might have made it to safety without any loss of life.

Acevedo stirred, then let out a sigh.

Those people went to immense effort to bring us there. The plan spoke of a precise mind, someone who knew everyone involved. The play had been carefully staged, even to the way Ante stepped back from the curb outside Spadros Manor, drawing me towards him and my imminent capture.

But what was the point?

They didn’t want me to die. From the writing Tony’s cousin Sawbuck and I had found on the note in my dead friend Marja’s hand, these people needed me alive for some reason.

So why do this?

They couldn’t possibly know about the condition inside me — Dr. Salmon had called it previa — that threatened to tear my child from my body and suffocate him before he even drew breath. Not even the doctor had known until he saw the afterbirth.

He’d gasped then, and turned pale, that old, old man who’d delivered both Tony and Roy in his day.

But the Red Dog Gang did know about Jon. The whole city knew about his illness. They knew he and I had a bond. They knew if I called, he would go to me.

And they used that to kill him.

Daisy reached across Acevedo’s pram and took my hand. “They say everyone cries at weddings.”

From down the long hall, Vig had been watching me. I forced myself to smile.

A waiter stood beside me. “Finished, mum?”

All the other plates had been taken. I nodded, and he took the half-empty plate and moved on. The room swayed, just a bit, when I stood. “I’m going out for a smoke.”

Mary took my left arm. “Let me come with you.”

We went past the guests, past the large dance floor. Vig rose, leading Natalia by the hand to start the first dance.

They looked so beautiful, so happy.

Past the kitchens, a narrow back door opened onto an equally narrow back alley, which stretched a full block in each direction. At least thirty men stood at either end: Travelers’ men, Vig’s men, Tony’s men. I almost laughed, wondering if they were managing to get along.

Mary pulled me to the left, speaking quietly. “Look, it’s that man. The one who came to the house that night.”

It was then I noticed him, a dozen yards my right. Tall, wearing workman’s clothing covered by a full apron, smoking a cigarette. His skin golden, well-muscled arms revealed by rolled-up sleeves. His eyes, just as green, just as hypnotic as I recalled.

A thrill ran all the way to my sex as our eyes met.

For the first time in a month, I felt alive.

And in spite of everything he’d said and done, I still wanted him.
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The Dance

[image: ]




Mary’s voice held fear. “Mum, maybe we should go back inside.”

My eyes were fixed upon him. “No, it’s fine. He won’t hurt us. I’ve known him since I was born.”

Joseph Kerr strolled over. Gods, he was beautiful. “Never expected to see you here!”

My heart pounded. “I’m sure you recall my housekeeper, Mrs. Mary Spadros.”

His eyes never left mine. “A pleasure.”

“Whatever are you doing here?”

Joe had the most glorious smile. The smile of a free and happy child, so radiant that you couldn’t help but smile too.

Joy and liberation lay in that smile, a smile of someone who felt utterly safe and free.

It pulled me to him.

Joe chuckled fondly. “I’ve been hired by a catering service. I spend my days with dishes. Washing, stacking, traveling beside them, carting them around.” He took a drag from his cigarette, then handed it to me, like we used to do when we were young. “It’s not bad. And I’ve been saving. Once my sister’s married, if her husband or his father wish me gone, I’ll be able to take care of the house on my own.”

He and his sister lived in their grandfather’s home in Kerr quadrant, far to the north-west, past the island that lay between us.

Mary still gripped my arm, face concerned.

I took a drag from the cigarette, then said to her, “Would you let us speak in private for a moment?”

She let go and curtsied. “Of course, mum.” Retreating past the steps, she clung to the railing.

I handed the cigarette back. “How’s your sister?”

He glanced away. “The manacles she bore rubbed deep; the doctor says through the skin itself. He’s put poultices upon them, but she still must keep them bandaged.”

I gasped. “Even a month later?”

Joe nodded, eyes solemn. “They’re improved, very much so ... but he fears she may bear the scars for life.”

My eyes filled with tears, picturing those beautiful wrists ruined. “Who would do such a thing?”

Joe shrugged, his eyes golden-green pools of light. “But you’re in terrible danger. Her fiance has been enraged, blaming you, forbidding her to send a message. Once he even cried out, ‘I will see her suffer!’”

The intensity of Joe’s words broke the spell of his eyes. I’d learned not even a year ago that Etienne Hart — Josie’s fiance — was my half-brother. My own brother wanted me to suffer?

Joe took my hand, his demeanor suddenly urgent. “Thank the gods you’re here: I didn’t know how I might warn you.” He let my hand drop. “Mr. Etienne has given us a butler.” He chuckled at that, then his face grew solemn once more. “But it’s only to put a watch on our mail, so we don’t send word to Spadros quadrant.”

This didn’t surprise me, with what I’d seen so far. Inventor Etienne Hart was an enormously powerful yet somewhat unstable man. And if he blamed me for his fiancee’s kidnapping and mutilation ... “Thank you for telling me.”

Joe took a drag on his cigarette then handed it to me. “Congratulations on your son, by the way.”

I scoffed quietly, then pulled at the cigarette, blowing out the pain. “The creature has cried constantly since birth. They call the condition colic. Apparently it’s normal.” I breathed in the smoke once more, then handed the cigarette back. “My head pounds. I can’t sleep. I can’t think.” Then I let out a sigh. “I suppose I should be grateful. Some never receive the Dealer’s Gift at all.”

“You don’t have to be grateful; the whole thing sounds a horror.” He turned away. “With this job, I have money now. If you ever really want to get away from this, we can find somewhere to be free.”

A rush of relief came over me. All I wanted was my life back, away from crying babies and sleepless nights. I wanted back in my apartments, helping other women find their loved ones. But instead I found myself torn up, inside and out, back living with a man I’d been forced to marry.

Then Joe was beside me. “I love you, Jacqui,” he said softly, “more than he ever could.” He put his hand on my arm. “This whole thing was never meant to happen. Let go of him. Let me take care of you.”

A burly middle-aged man came from the back door and bellowed, “Yosef! Past time for you get back here.”

“I’ll be there in a minute, Mr. Barkis.”

Mr. Barkis rolled his eyes and went back in.

A man dressed in black moved towards us from far down the alley. And I didn’t want Tony to know I saw Joe. “I mustn’t be seen here.”

Joe’s face softened. “That’s one of our men.” Then he shook his head, just a little. “What kind of life is this? What kind of marriage is this? He’s got you afraid of your own shadow!” He took my hand in his. “You don’t need him. And he’s got his heir. He doesn’t need you anymore.” He looked down at my hand.

Then our eyes met, and I saw myself mirrored in them.

“I need you, Jacqui,” Joe said earnestly. “I love you. I want you beside me forever.” He stopped then, as if gathering the courage to speak. “I have friends who can hide us. Just say the word, and we can be gone tonight.”

Tonight?

I wanted to go with him, truly I did, but something about really doing it right then frightened me. I hurried inside, Mary following.

We moved past the kitchens, then Mary grabbed my arm. “What did he say to you, there at the end?”

“Nothing. It was nothing.” I kept going.

She pulled me aside. “Did you see his hands?”

“What about them?”

“He’s not been washing dishes, mum.”

Anger surged through me. But I spoke close to her ear as we went along. “That’s ridiculous. He might have just started, or perhaps he wore gloves of some kind. Why-ever would he say so if he wasn’t?” I pushed through the crowds and back to my seat.

She said nothing, but sat quietly holding Ariana, face concerned.

I still felt angry. How dare she malign a man she barely knew? The entire matter was none of her concern.

The dancing went on for hours. Cake went round, and more food, more drink. And my anger dissipated, the emptiness returning.

I didn’t dare go back out for a smoke, not wanting to encounter Joe again. I might promise him things I should not.

The Red Dog Gang hunted me. They’d killed almost everyone I cared about. They’d terrorized and maimed Josie. What would they do to the man I loved, the man who’d devoted himself to me?

I couldn’t take the chance of anything happening to him.

Daisy took Acevedo to nurse in a back room, and returned with him sleeping as if exhausted.

Vig and Natalia came to our table; Blitz and Mary rose. “Please, sit with us,” Blitz said.

Vig grabbed his hand. “My good friend,” he roared over the crowd. “When you come play to us again?”

“I have a wife and child,” Blitz said, “and a household to manage.”

Vig patted their clasped hands. “Maybe you find a night to visit me. For old times.”

Blitz grinned. “Perhaps I will.”

Vig dragged Blitz over. “Here. You dance with my wife. I have words for your Lady.”

Natalia looked quite amused.

“With pleasure.” Blitz offered his arm to Natalia. “Mrs. Vikenti?” And off they went.

Mary glanced at me, then took Daisy’s arm. “Let’s look at the flowers.” So off they went.

Vig sat in Mary’s chair. “So, my buddy friend, how you doing?”

I hadn’t heard him call me that in so long.

“Uh oh.” Vig leaned his left elbow on the table. “I don’t like this. Why you crying? What’s wrong?” He looked at Acevedo, asleep in his pram. “Good strong boy.” He glanced at me. “You look well.” He took my chin in his right hand. “Tell Vig what troubles you.”

“I ruined my liver,” I sobbed. “We’ll never be able to have that drink I promised you.”

“Ah.” His hand dropped to his knee. “Well, I’m a married man now,” he chuckled at that, glancing away, “so probably for the best.”

“I’m sorry for everything: Roy destroying your saloon, your mother dying, everything. I’ve brought you nothing but pain.”

“Nonsense.” Vig handed me a napkin. “Yes, my mother die. She was old woman, and yes, I miss her. Very much. But everything is rebuilt. All is forgiven. The scoundrel got us new piano, better than old one. You rent this beautiful hall for our wedding. Come on, now. Why so sad? Tell me true.”

My fingernails never really recovered after Jack Diamond captured me; they’d grown back pitted and bent. I wiped my eyes, feeling hollow. “I don’t know. My friend just died. Maybe that’s it.”

Vig nodded. “The Court Keeper. I heard this.” He put his hand on mine. “I heard also that he was good man.”

“The best.”

“Good man die, it sad, yes? But he’d want you happy.” He ducked his head to peer into my eyes. “Yes?”

I nodded, remembering Jon’s last words to me: Promise me you’ll find a way to be happy. “He would.”

“So dance with Vig. One time offer!”

That made me smile, and a new dance was starting. But as we danced, I couldn’t help recalling a tiny wedding, far off so no one might interfere, as I was forced at gunpoint to marry Tony.
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The Reports
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By the time we left, it was late. Most of the guests had already gone, but the mass of reporters out front seemed unabated. When we stepped onto the walkway, Tony’s men formed a wall around us, four of them around Acevedo alone.

Fortunately for little Acevedo’s guards, the reporters only wanted to harass me. “Any comment on the Hart indictments?”

“What indictments?”

The man’s face turned amused. “The counterfeiting ring. It was in the papers.”

Blitz kept pushing me along. “The Lady of Spadros has no interest in the doings of Hart quadrant.”

I smiled to myself. Good one.

The reporter seemed at a loss, yet another man pushed along with us. “What about the rumors of your husband being seen with the Diamond spinster?”

I stopped, horrified. Gardena. “Whatever are you talking about?”

“He’s been noted going to Diamond quadrant over the betters’ bridge, numerous times, and not down Promenade, either. He’s been followed all the way to the Main Road. He’d hardly take that way to go to Diamond Manor, now, would he?”

I gaped at him. They’d learned about Tony visiting Gardena at one of their Country Houses. Would this bring them to learn about Tony’s son Roland?

“Is your husband having an affair, my Lady?”

Tony? That was so preposterous I laughed aloud. “Certainly not.”

A number of reporters spoke at once.

“Why is he going there so often, then?”

“Do her father and brothers know?”

“Who’s he seeing there?”

“What’s his connection with Miss Diamond?”

“Is Spadros intending an alliance with Diamond quadrant?”

Blitz gripped my arm. Under his breath, he said, “Come on, Mrs. Spadros, let’s get out of here.”

Honor was already at the carriage door. We bundled everyone inside to the shouts of the reporters.

“Good gods,” I murmured. That last question had brought rioting to Diamond quadrant once already.

Blitz and Mary sat watching me. I glanced over at Daisy. “Is Acevedo well?”

As if on cue, he stirred, letting out a cry. Daisy took him up and began rocking him.

Ariana pointed a chubby little finger at him. “Baby.”

“Yes,” Mary said, “that’s your cousin Acevedo, our baby Heir.”

***
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Tony had retired to his rooms by the time I got to mine, so after my lady’s maid Amelia Dewey undressed me, I lay in my bed alone.

Acevedo began to howl.

I put the pillow over my head. My head ached. I felt exhausted. But I couldn’t sleep.

Those reporters.

Sooner or later, someone would have made the connection. Looking back, I’m surprised it took as long as it did.

By all accounts, Anthony Spadros had been besotted with Gardena Diamond since well before his betrothal to me. Which, it seemed, had been forced on him by Roy as well. And one Grand Ball, Gardena — whose father seemed ready to forbid her to marry at all — bedded Tony, hoping for a child, which she got.

This foolish tryst had caused all manner of trouble from then on. But everything had been resolved ... until now.

I’d been one of many to suggest, nay, beg the Diamonds (most notably Gardena’s oldest brother Cesare) to make a plan as to how to present young Roland Spadros to the city before something like this happened. As far as I could tell, my entreaties had been ignored.

If Diamond quadrant accepted the boy as their own, all would go well. But if they found the boy’s birth certificate (which Gardena’s father had marked indicating that Tony violated her — again, preposterous) ... then the two quadrants might find themselves in open war.

And if the populace of Diamond quadrant thought they were avenging the rape of their Family’s only daughter, even Julius and Cesare might not be able to stop them.

I turned up the lamp. I needed to tell Tony about the reporters.

I had to be quite careful what I wrote, as anyone coming in here might see it. After some thought, I made a notation upon a pad on my bedstand: Diamond.

A soft knock at the door to my closets, then Tony came in.

My husband was a pale, ordinary-looking man: not particularly tall or short, heavy or thin, and the striped pajamas he wore made him look even more ordinary than usual. “I saw your light on,” he said. “How was the wedding?”

I scooted over, still lying down. “I never saw so many different kinds of clothing in my life.”

He climbed in beside me, sliding his arm under my pillow. “I’m glad you got to attend.” He kissed my forehead. “You’ve seemed so melancholy lately.”

A rush of emotion came over me; I turned to face the wall, Acevedo’s screams in the distance. My life felt like a nightmare.

Tony raised himself on his elbow and began gently rubbing my lower back. “All will be well, my love.” He kissed the back of my head. “We’ll get through this.”

He kept rubbing my back. A bit of desire I thought long lost stirred in me. But of course it was too soon for that: the doctor said at least two weeks after bleeding’s end, and I’d only just stopped spotting.

Tony’s hand went round to my poor sagging belly, still stretched and marked with stripes of pink. His hand cupped the folds there. “I’m grateful for what you’ve done for me and my Family.” He chuckled then. “Even though he’s noisy right now, I’m still so grateful for him. But I’ll be glad when you’ve recovered your slender waist.”

I felt bitter. He obviously had never seen a woman naked who’d given birth. Very few regained a smooth flat belly, and those who did still had their mother’s stripes, faded white. As little as men wanted to admit it, that was just part of the price women paid for a child.

One more loss in a world of hurt. I felt so lonely and sad that I began sobbing, right there beside him.

“I never meant to make you cry. I love you as much now as I ever have.” He lay beside me, and I clasped his hand in mine. “Shh ... just rest now. The day makes all things brighter.”

He was beside me, warm and comforting, his face by mine, kissing my shoulder from time to time.

Finally, then, I was able to sleep, even though Acevedo still cried.

Yet at the last, I thought of Joe. My beautiful, quiet, peaceful Joe.

***
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I woke when Amelia pulled open the curtains, the morning sun streaming into my eyes over the edge of the other side of the big U-shaped building we lived in.

Spadros Manor was a strange place, really.

I stretched, yawned, and Amelia turned towards me. “Sorry to wake you, mum. Mr. Anthony asked Mrs. Molly and Miss Katherine to breakfast.”

Tony’s mother and sister. I felt disgruntled. “Very well.”

Katie — a girl just turned sixteen — was as reasonable as most girls that age were. But I really wasn’t interested in seeing Molly that day. Well, to be honest, ever again.

Molly Hogan Spadros had forced me to bear Acevedo in the first place. She took my morning tea which prevented a child and replaced it with one which did nothing. Then she maneuvered my husband and I to be alone together — though we’d been entirely estranged — and like a fool, I bedded him.

Then when I finally found a midwife who might remove the thing, Molly intervened. What she threatened the woman with, I’ll never know, but the howling mess down the hall was the inevitable result.

My head hurt. It always hurt in those days, from the time I woke to the time I finally slept. I’d asked the doctor about it shortly after Acevedo’s birth, and was told I couldn’t take anything: all I needed were liquids and rest.

If the horrid thing would ever stop screaming.

For an instant, I considered Joe’s offer. I felt sure that if I might get one night of sleep, one day of peace, then I might feel well again.

But then Honor knocked, coming in with my “provisional” tray — tea and toast, paper and mail. In all the years I’d known him, he’d never so much as glanced in my direction when bringing it in.

Amelia began arranging my paper and mail. “I hope you’re well?”

“As well as any day.” I yawned, getting out of bed; the sudden motion made me dizzy.

Amelia hurried over to help me into my robe.

I said, “Is that a new ring?” The ring was golden, with elm leaves carved into its face. It looked real, not some cheap copy.

She blushed. “My Mr. Dewey gave me this for our anniversary.”

“Oh! Congratulations. What it is now?”

“Twenty years, mum.”

Tony must be paying Peter Dewey very well. “I’m happy for you.” I took her hand, examined it. “It’s lovely. I wonder where he got it.”

“If you like, I can ask. Gold would suit your complexion.”

Amused, I put on the pendant Jon and Mr. Hart had given me: the Holy Symbol of Mr. Hart’s Family, rendered fat in silver thread. Of course, I couldn’t wear the Hart Symbol in public, but at home ...

I wore it under my bodice, close to my heart, feeling it was one of the last things I had that Jonathan had touched.

The three pressed daffodils he’d given me with it were framed beside my bed. A fond smile at them, and after visiting the toilet-room, I went to my tea-table. As I munched my toast, Acevedo whimpering in the distance, I wondered why Molly should want to visit in the first place, much less for breakfast.

Amelia began making my bed as I paged through my mail.

None of the letters were from Josie. Most involved my business as an investigator. Despite numerous requests to have business mail sent to my apartments, it seemed no one dared do it. I sighed, packed those into my green and gold paisley carpetbag, and turned to the paper.

The headlines were about the counterfeiters — some mid-card Hart Associates — but I was surprised to see Mr. Thrace Pike mentioned as the prosecutor for the case. The thin pale face and dark eyes of the young former Bridges Daily reporter the night he’d vowed to defeat the Four Families swam before me.

Nothing seemed to deter the man: not poverty nor disappointment nor the scorn of all around him. He’d even abandoned his devotion to the Bridgers — the fanatical religious sect he’d grown up in — to pursue his goal. In the time since he turned to the law, the man had done very well for himself, particularly since he’d left his grandfather’s defense firm.

Thinking of the older man soured my mood. I still owed Doyle Pike a good deal of money, although not nearly so much as before.

Returning to the paper, I continued to read. Apparently one of the Hart Apprentices had discovered a new kind of Party Time that didn’t taste like cinnamon sugar.

I didn’t see that it would make much difference other than to the sellers of cinnamon rolls (who’d always been looked upon with suspicion) and those few police in Bridges who actually cared about enforcing the law.

The Bridgers, of course, were furious; the Letters to the Editor page was full. One asked: How might we keep ourselves and our families free from the drug without being able to taste its presence? Another quoted the Holy Writ: A befuddled mind plays their Hand to the ruin of his partners.

I was reminded then of the man who I still thought of as my father: the former Party Time addict Peedro Sluff, now dead.

Six weeks after his murder, the police still had no leads on who might have shot him in his liquor store. And no one had helped with our inquiries, even though he’d been under Spadros protection.

The fact that someone murdered a man placed under the Spadros Patriarch’s protection was disturbing in itself. But this was only the most recent. A police detective in the pay of the Family. The Spadros Inventor — a distant cousin of Roy’s. And now Peedro.

It hinted that Roy’s hold over the Family was slipping.

I didn’t know what might happen if it did, if people began to believe they didn’t need to fear that ruthless cold-hearted sadist, didn’t have to follow his commands. But none of it would be good.

I needed to help Tony understand how dangerous this all was.

The people didn’t want me here — at best I was a scandal, a Pot rag. They felt forced to accept me out of their fear of Roy, nothing more. Plus, the Red Dog Gang seemed to be targeting me. The safest thing for Acevedo would be for me to stay at my apartments.

But I couldn’t have him learn that I’d been forced to bear the child. He’d need Molly’s help with the boy, and the last thing I wanted was for him and his mother to become estranged from each other. I already knew how painful that was. “Amelia, might you hand me that pad by my bed and a pencil?”

“Yes, mum.” After handing me the items, Amelia went into the bathroom; the sound of running water came forth.

Below the word “Diamond” I wrote, “apartments.”

Then I returned to the newspaper. Cesare Diamond had made a speech about the dredging of the South River. It wasn’t clear whether he’d thought up the slogan, “Bringing Our People Home,” but I had to admit it was clever.

Unfortunately, it kept the first Spadros-Diamond War in everyone’s minds, which when added to recent events, didn’t seem good.

Why hadn’t Julius Diamond just sent a messenger any time in the week after Jonathan’s death to tell us not to come to his son’s funeral? Why force me to get out of bed after almost dying in childbirth, let us come all the way to the betters’ bridge with a newborn, only to publicly turn us aside?

Maybe Tony was right: perhaps I was wrong to forgive him.

On the next page was a long article: over sixty “chaste” young women in Hart quadrant, some as young as fourteen, had been struck with an unexplained fever. Many of these women had died, leaving grief-stricken and bewildered families.

That this writer used the word “chaste” amused me. But otherwise, the article would never have been printed at all.

In the Pot, the first thing we would have considered in such cases was womb fever. The malady was common in brothels, which was why the Cathedral insisted the men be inspected and bathed before allowing them to visit the women, so as not to spread contagion.

But a sudden, deadly fever in women who had never bedded a man? This puzzled me.

Another point in the article interested me. Only in a few cases had any of the family members caught the fever themselves, all sisters of the deceased who’d shared the same bed.

The article gave warning that young women suffering fever should sleep in a room away from other women in order to stop the spread.

Yet this raised more questions. Many of the women in the slums suffering this fever had slept two or even six to a bed yet the rest never fell ill. And the disease seemed only to attack women.

Was there some strange new contagion afoot?
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The Intrusion
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A flyer had been slipped in the back:

MORE FAMILIES SLIP TO OBLIVION

Blood Tea Interruption Is Ruining Us


The Pot has never been so full as the interruption to the supply of what the ladies somewhat indelicately call “blood tea” has meant the expansion of the poor, and for some, the fall to exile.

Men already unable to afford the mouths they must feed are now forced to add more through no fault of their own.

Why have we put our livelihoods and futures in the hands of one man’s ingredient, one method to gain control of our budgeting? This situation not only risks our standing and honor, it risks moral decay and the future of our heirs.

We demand an investigation into how this has happened, and put forth petitions to the Cultural Correctness Committee for alternate assistance.

People for a Better Future



I sat back, appalled. Molly had to have done this. In her single-minded obsession with me presenting her son with an heir, she’d doomed the entire city.

Who was this “People for a Better Future” group? Why had they suddenly become the champions of the city?

How did they get access to the Bridges Daily to slip these inside?

Amelia came in with a bundle of my clothing over one arm, which she set upon the bed.

As she lay out my clothing, I folded the flyer and slipped it into my carpetbag. Another mystery.

I recalled the Hart symbol on one of this group’s earlier pamphlets, something I’d never been able to adequately explain. “I’ll be going to my apartments after morning meeting.” My business partner Master Blaze Rainbow (who I always thought of as the first name he’d given me: Morton) had asked to meet.

“Yes, mum,” Amelia said, over the sound of running water. “Mr. Pearson told me.” John Pearson was Spadros Manor’s butler, as well as Mary’s father.

It was the first time I’d gone to my apartments since the baby’s birth, and I looked forward to it. “I’d like to wear my charcoal dress.”

It was still a bit tight on me, and had been patched and mended many a time ... but I liked it.

“Of course, mum.”

“Can we get a Memory Boy here before I must leave?”

“I’ll have Mr. Pearson try, mum.”

I smiled to myself, relaxing.

“Time for your bath, mum.” Amelia glanced at the bed. “Oh! I forgot your stockings and house shoes.”

She headed back to my closets.

I went into the bathing room. “And my wrapper, if you please. I feel a chill.”

Amelia cried out!

Clutching my robe to me, I rushed to my closets: Amelia’s husband Peter stood there.

“Goodness gracious, you startled me,” Amelia said.

I peered at him. Peter Dewey was Spadros Manor’s stable-master. “Whatever are you doing in there?”

Peter stared at me blankly, apparently unable to give answer.

A noise past him, and Tony’s manservant Jacob Michaels came peering around. Michaels was quite short for a man, and gave the impression of being quite young, although he was much older than I. “What’s going on here?”

“Mr. Dewey was just leaving,” I said firmly. “And I’ll be speaking with Pearson about this.”

Peter tipped his cap as if out on the street instead of in my private chambers. “Sorry to disturb you, mum.” He turned round, going past Michaels through Tony’s rooms, and out the door to the back hall.

Amelia’s face was crimson. “I don’t know what’s gotten into the man. He’s never done something like this, ever! To come upstairs! And into your private rooms!” She sounded ready to cry. “I’m so very sorry, mum.”

I felt puzzled about why he was there. I didn’t want to ask in front of Amelia if anything was taken. But Michaels and I exchanged a glance, and I had the feeling he’d been thinking the same thing.

***
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Tony was already at the table when I went down to breakfast; Molly and Katie were nowhere to be seen. He smiled when he saw me. “Get your food and sit by me.”

When he spoke like this, he usually either felt quite fond of me, or had something in particular to say. Today, it seemed, it was both. He spoke quite softly, close to my ear. “What’s wrong, Jacqui?”

I shrugged. I’d been feeling pretty well up to then, but at his words melancholy swept over me.

“I worry for you,” Tony said. “You grieve all the time.” He took my hands, seemingly heedless of Pearson and the servants standing by. Yet he spoke softly. “I loved Jon too, more than any other man —”

Oh, dear. I hoped he’d never said that in front of his cousin Sawbuck, who was completely besotted with him.

Tony kissed my hands. “But Acevedo’s your son. He needs his mother. Miss Daisy is trying her best, but —”

I nodded. She was trying to tend him, to the point of exhaustion.

“— she’s not his mother, and never can be.” He squeezed my hands. “We need you, Jacqui. I need you. Please come back to us.”

I didn’t know what he meant, but I nodded just the same. Other than the wedding, I’d not left Spadros Manor, not even to go on the veranda, since I’d come home from trying to attend Jonathan’s funeral. Today would be the first time to return to my apartments.

Pearson had stepped out during the exchange, and returned to the door. “Mrs. Molly Spadros and Miss Katherine, sir.”

Tony gave Pearson an amused smile. “Show them in.”

Most decidedly late. So that’s how Molly wished to play this.

Molly Hogan Spadros was buxom, with a mass of raven curls spilling down one shoulder. Tony’s sister Katherine was slender and taciturn. She normally had long wavy auburn hair, but had cut it to her chin and dyed it black a year or so earlier.

To everyone’s dismay, Katie dressed much as her father Roy did: black trousers, a white shirt, a black vest. Her only nod to womanhood was a row of round black beads which hung below her open button-down collar.

Tony and I rose. He bowed, whilst I curtsied to Molly’s rank as the Queen of Spades. In my bitterness, I thought: If I had the power, I’d banish Molly from the quadrant.

But I smiled warmly at Katie, and came round to take her hand. “I’m so glad to see you.”

Katie seemed startled by that, but sat beside me. After an instant of hesitation, Molly chose a seat across from Tony, Pearson holding the chair for her.

Tony said, “I hope you’re both well?”

Molly didn’t wait for Katie to answer. “We are. And you?”

She’d directed the question mostly to me, so I answered directly to her. “As well as might be expected.”

I felt pleased to see her flinch.

Tony glanced at us both. “Would you care to select your meal?”

We rose once more as Molly and Katie went to the buffet, and waited until they returned. My food was about cold by this time, but I ate it anyway.

Since Tony had asked Pearson to run the morning meeting, after breakfast, we went down the hall to the parlor. Tony and Katie went ahead, with me and Molly walking a few steps behind.

Tony said to Katie, “Do you have old Burch this term?”

“No,” Katie said, “still Miss Lila.”

“But —”

“I’m to get another year of deportment,” she flicked her collar, “I suppose as punishment for this.”

Tony laughed.

Molly took my arm, pulling me close. “Roy wants to see Acevedo.”

I extricated myself. “So?”

“Anthony won’t allow him over.”

I stopped, lowered my voice. “What possible way do you think I might sway that?” Molly started to speak, but I stopped her. “If I had anything to say about it, you’d never set foot in this house again.”

Tony and Katie stood beside us. “Is something wrong?”

Molly had the grace to look abashed.

“Nothing,” I said.

“Then let’s go to the parlor. I have a surprise for you.”

To my astonishment, Daisy stood in the parlor beside a crib holding a sleeping — and praise be the gods, quiet! — Master Acevedo Spadros III.

The boy looked quite the young cherub. Molly and Katie pushed forward to coo and smile at him.

I turned to Tony. “However did you arrange this?”

“Your Miss Daisy said she knew a trick from her grandmother,” Tony whispered, “so I allowed it just this once.”

I felt concerned. “Is it harmful?”

“I don’t think so,” Tony said, “but I’d not want to do it again.”

The boy opened his eyes: dark blue like Tony’s, shaped like mine. He looked up and smiled, big and toothless.

“He’s adorable,” Katie said. “May I hold him?”

I smiled fondly at her. “Of course you can. Put your hand behind his head to hold it up for him.”

So Molly and Katie sat on the sofa whilst Katie held the baby. Tony and I sat in the armchairs, watching them.

“Finally quiet,” I said softly. “Too bad we can’t have Daisy perform her magic every night.”

Tony chuckled.

After a bit, Acevedo began to fuss.

Daisy said, “I’ll need to go feed him.”

Katie leaned forward. “Can I go with her?”

We all looked to Molly: she nodded. “It’ll be good for you, Katie.” Her tone clearly stated what she had to be thinking: to see what you’ll be giving up if you continue this path you’re on.

Katie rolled her eyes, but followed Daisy and Acevedo out.

After that followed a full half-hour of awkward small talk before the three returned. Katie carried Acevedo, looking rather awe-struck. She kept saying, “I never imagined such a thing!”

Daisy began blushing furiously, and looked quite uncomfortable.

Tony only seemed amused. “Dear sister, that’s not something you generally speak of in front of gentlemen.” He then took my hand. “I know you wanted so to be able to nurse him —”

Why was he saying this in front of everyone?

He spoke to Daisy. “— but you seem to have found an admirable substitute. Well done.”

Daisy looked as though she might faint. Being spoken about at all in front of uppers was rare enough, but to be praised by the Heir in front of her Queen?

I smiled at her. “We’ll ring if we need you.”

She curtsied to the floor. “Yes, mum. Thank you, mum. Sir.” Then she rushed out.

I said to Tony, “The poor girl looked ready to die of fright.”

Katie stood there awkwardly, as if not sure what to do.

“She’s a good one,” Tony said to me. He turned to Molly. “You’ve chosen well.” Then he reached out to Katie. “Here, let me take him.”

Perhaps he was getting heavy, because Katie handed him over with some relief then sat beside her mother. Acevedo stared blankly around him as babies do.

“Get a chair and sit by me,” Tony said to his sister.

So Katie sat beside Tony, and they amused themselves with baby-talk whilst the boy tried to focus upon them.

Molly said to me, “Would you care to walk with me?”

I surveyed her with suspicion. “Perhaps.”

Tony and Katie didn’t rise when we did, encumbered with and focused upon the baby as they were. Molly and I proceeded to do a turn around my excessively large parlor.

Molly said quietly, “Why are you behaving like this?”

I said, just as quietly, “Behaving like what?”

“I thought Tony was deceiving me. But you never so much as smile at your boy.”

I shrugged. “What do you wish me to say? I bear the child no malice, but ...”

“This isn’t right. Can’t you at least pretend to love him?”

“Like I’ve had to with your son?”

Tony glanced up, startled.

I’m sure he didn’t hear what I said, but I lowered my voice just the same. “Do you even care about me at all? Or am I just a broodmare for your ambition?”

Molly stopped to stare at me, mouth open. “Jacqui, I —”

“What you’ve done is unforgivable. You have your Heir. That’s what you wanted me for, isn’t it?”

“Jacqui,” Tony said from across the room. “What’s wrong?”

Molly turned to Katie. “Perhaps it’s time for us to go.”

“But —” Katie said.

“No,” said Molly. “We’ve been here long enough.”

Acevedo arched his back and began to cry when Tony handed him to me. So we rang for Daisy, who stood just outside the door.

We followed Molly and Katie outside. They got into Molly’s piano black carriage with her silver Queen’s Seal upon the door, and left.

Tony turned to me. “What was that all about?”

I felt weary. “It’s an old argument, between her and I alone.”

“I won’t have you argue. I love you both, dearly.” He took my hands. “I want to see you happy.”

But how might I ever be?
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The Affidavit
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A carriage pulled up: red, with the seal of the Memory Boys upon its side in gold. The horses were Hackney stallions, like those that pulled the taxi-carriages, but the tack on these horses was red and gold.

Tony said, “What’s this?”

“I called for a Memory Boy before breakfast. Pearson must have told them it was urgent.”

“Is it? What’s going on?”

Acevedo’s howling could be heard even out here. I took his hand, just for a moment. “Nothing bad, I hope.”

A grown footman wearing the red jacket of the Memory Boys came round to open the carriage’s door, but the outfit he wore more resembled livery.

I said softly, “Are you available later today?”

He shrugged. “Anything you need, I can make the time for.” He smiled at me. “You know that.”

Did I?

The Memory Boy Werner Lead came bounding from the carriage, accompanied by his two older brothers.

Werner’s formerly white-blond hair had turned golden. His two older brothers, both dark-haired, were now becoming men, with the soft beginnings of beard upon the eldest.

Werner pressed forward, coming as usual to the bottom of the stairs. His two brothers, both armed, stood several paces behind, watching everything but him.
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