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​ THE KING OF HEARTS

Part 4 of the Red Dog
Conspiracy






What if the person who hated
you most was the only one who could save you?

Thousands of gentlemen have gone bankrupt in
Bridges and trouble brews between the Diamond and Spadros crime
families. Yet the city is united in its desire to exact vengeance
for those murdered in the zeppelin disaster.

Penniless and alone, private eye Jacqueline
Spadros confronts the lowest point of her life. Seen as an
accomplice in the financial crisis and accused of a crime she
didn't commit, Jacqui faces trial in front of a hostile jury - and
could receive the death penalty.

Jacqui knows she's been framed by the illusive
Red Dog Gang. But will the jury believe her?
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Preface

The King of Hearts is the fourth chapter of a
thirteen-part story. There will be no foolish maps or silly
appendices in this book. If you need to know how Bridges is
arranged, or what the Four Families are, or any other such detail,
I refer you to my preceding books. There is also extensive
information on JacqOfSpades.com






Buckle your seat belt, Dorothy, ‘cause Kansas is
going bye-bye.


To those struggling to break
free from their cages.

You’re not alone.
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​ The Arraignment

“Wake up.”

Someone pushed my shoulder.

Or was I dreaming?

“Get up!” Urgent,
demanding.

A charcoal fog. I couldn’t feel
my right arm.

This is gonna hurt.

“Young lady, you get up this
instant!”

My mother-in-law, Molly.

I’d never dreamed of Molly
before.

Or was I awake?

My arm began to tingle in a
nauseating way. My left shoulder was grabbed tightly, shaken. My
head throbbed. My mouth was so dry I couldn’t speak.

What happened? Where was Tony?
Why was his mother here?

Then I remembered where I was:
the bottom front room of my apartments on 33 1/3rd Street, Spadros
quadrant.

I remembered why I was here: I
was under house arrest.

I remembered why I left Spadros
Manor: to flee Bridges with Joseph Kerr, the only man I had ever
loved.

And Joe was dead.

“Jacqueline Spadros,” Molly
snapped, “if you don’t get up right now, I’ll call Roy.”

I rolled off my arm, which
tingled furiously. I squeezed my eyes shut, fighting pain, grief,
despair. “Call him, then. Maybe he’ll kill me, and this
nightmare’ll be over with.”

An angry stomp of footsteps
retreating.

My beloved Joe was gone.

Holding hands as we walked in a
late summer’s golden light … kissing in the moonlight … that one
night of love before they stole me from him … the passion in his
face as he held me in my lamp-lit study … his last words: but we
have no time.

He’d been right. What was I
thinking? The instant Joe said we might leave, I should have done
so. What could have possibly been more important?

The footsteps returned, more
slowly this time.

I killed him.

I killed Joe, just as surely as
whoever pulled the trigger.






A cold shock!

I sat up, dripping wet. “What
the hell?”

Molly stood in front of me,
pitcher in hand. “You’re due at the courthouse on Market Center in
an hour for your arraignment hearing. Yet here you are in bed!
What’s wrong with you?”

My lady’s maid Amelia cowered
in the corner, hands to her mouth, fear in her eyes. “You wouldn’t
wake up, mum.”

Molly grabbed my right arm, and
I cried out as the numb tingling nausea returned full force.

The room wavered. How many
bottles did I drink last night?

Molly snapped at Amelia, “You,
get over here.”

They stripped off the clothes
Regina Clubb gave me at her hotel two days earlier as fast as they
could.

No, wait, I thought, that
couldn’t be right. I left the hotel on Thursday. Wasn’t this
Saturday? Why would we go to the courthouse today? “A hearing? How
was I supposed to —”

Molly glared at me. “The
notice.”

A sealed envelope sat on my
dresser. Was it there when I arrived? I couldn’t remember.

What day was this?

Clubb Hotel had been a
nightmare all its own. The way that woman laughed …

I felt sick to my stomach.

Molly pulled me naked towards
the tub. “This is going to be the fastest bath ever. Gods, you
stink of booze.”

The water was cold!

Hands forced me under, pulled
me out, water spraying across the room. They threw towels around
me, rushed me into clothes, shoved me into a chair by my
mirror.

Dripping thick curls, standing
every which way, makeup smeared. Combs pulled my head this way and
that.

Molly got out scissors. “These
tangles must go.”

I clasped my head, horrified.
“No!”

She began snipping. “It’s just
the ends, dear.” She set the scissors down, dipped a soft cloth in
cold cream, wiped my face. “We’ll do your hair in the
carriage.”

Amelia winced as she knelt
before me, tying my right boot.

Empty bottles littered the
floor. A crow cawed in the middle of the empty street. Panicked
dread hit me. “My bird!”

Pushing past Amelia, I rushed
to its cage. My poor clawed bird lay bound in its bandages, eyes
closed, panting.

A flood of relieved gratitude:
it was alive! “Bring water, Amelia.” I dribbled some into its
mouth, and it drank greedily.

Remorse struck. How had it
survived?

Amelia took something from her
pocket and put it into mine. “Your tenants’ money. I collected it
whilst you were gone.”

I’d never considered it. “That
was kind of you, Amelia.” Especially after the way I’d treated
her.

Molly let out a snort of
derision, grabbed my arm, dragged me out to the navy blue carriage,
and thrust me inside.

Just like Ma did when she
sent me away …. I blinked away tears as I pictured Ma pulling
me from my bed. Shoving me into that carriage. The disgust on her
face as she turned away.

Amelia had followed. Molly
snapped, “Get the room in order.”

Amelia curtsied low. “Yes, mum,
right away.”

“And give my bird more water,
please,” I called out as we drove away.

This wasn’t my carriage. Where
was my carriage? The thin black curtains were pulled, which left us
sitting in dim light as the carriage barreled along.

Molly snapped, “Why did
you tell him?”

“Tell who what?”

My head yanked backwards. Molly
hissed in my ear. “How dare you tell my son his marriage was a
sham! And in a letter from the hand of a servant! What has he ever
done for you to hurt him so?”

She let go, and I faced her. “I
told him the truth. No one else was going to.” All those years of
pain and terror had been for nothing. Joe was dead! “I couldn’t
live like that anymore.”

Molly pulled at my hair again,
but only to braid it. “You do things without thinking, then you
leave others to clean the mess.”

No, I’d considered the matter
ever since Ma shoved me into that carriage six years earlier. I had
Tony buy my bird when we married so I’d never forget I lived in a
cage. I knew there would be no way out unless I made one.

Tony deserved the truth. I even
told him the plan in my letter!

But Joe had the tickets, and he
never arrived at the station.

Molly opened a hatbox which sat
across from us. Inside lay my forest green velvet hat Madame
Biltcliffe made for the Grand Ball.

Madame. Another person hurt
because of me.

“Come on,” Molly said as she
took out the hat, but her tone was kind. “We’re almost there.”

The carriage slowed. A man
shouted, “Make way!”

The crowd roared. How many
people were out there?

Molly’s face was grim. “I can’t
be seen with you.”

After an instant of confusion,
I realized why. In leaving Tony, I betrayed the Spadros crime
syndicate. If his parents were seen helping me, they could lose the
quadrant. “I understand.”

Molly patted my shoulder. “Good
girl.” She pulled a thick veil over her face, shrinking back as the
door opened.

A man dressed in the navy blue
livery of the Court extended his hand. His polished silver buttons
bore the patina of long use.

Real silver on livery, I
thought. These must be trusted men!

Beyond him, people filled the
area as far as I could see. As I emerged, the roar increased;
cameras flashed by the dozens. A sea of banners denouncing me
danced atop the close-packed throng. My hair dripped down the back
of my neck; the air felt chill.

The way to the courthouse was
clear, six feet wide. Police lined my path on both sides, their
shoulders touching as the crowd surged against them. Here and there
one stumbled, an enraged group pushing against the weight of his
body.

A guard on each side took my
arm as if they did this every day. Ten armed members of the Court
surrounded us, pistols drawn, scanning the crowds, the
rooftops.

None of the men near me spoke,
not that any of them could have been heard through the
screaming.

“Pot rag whore!”

“Murderess!”

“Betrayer!”

A rock flew past to shatter on
the ground in front of me.

I focused upon the Courthouse:
sandstone walls, white marble steps. Four pillars of white stone
supporting a wide overhang.

A crowd of police kept people
back from the doors. Once the doors closed behind me, the vast hall
fell eerily silent.

The hall had sandstone walls
and ceiling with walnut banisters, the floor tiled in a grayish
tan. I’d just been inside it the week prior to give the testimony
which seemed to have doomed me.

But instead of going to the
Family box upstairs, I was taken across the hall and along a long
passage to my right, to a door marked “Room A.”

This room, mostly empty, had
many pew seats facing towards a small railing which came to my hip.
The wood in this room was of a golden stain, darker than the oak
the Clubb Family used.

The rows with their wide aisles
reminded me a bit of the Cathedral where I grew up, although this
room was much smaller. Men dressed in Court livery stood at
intervals along the walls holding rifles, the butts of their
weapons on the floor.

To my right, ten rows before
the small railing, Master Jonathan Diamond and Mr. Charles Hart sat
beside each other. Both were dressed for the street, their black
top hats resting on either side. Jon’s tight-coiled black and Mr.
Hart’s stiff-straight silvery-red hair still held the faint imprint
of their hats.

Jonathan was a welcome sight,
and not entirely unexpected. He was Keeper of the Court, after all,
as well as my best friend. Charles Hart’s presence, though, was a
mystery. What possible interest might the Hart Patriarch have in
this?

Beyond the railing, one long
table lay on either side. A black-robed man sat upon a raised area,
the seal of the Merca Federal Union upon it. At floor level on one
side of the judge, a man sat with a contraption resembling a
typewriter perched on its stand. A middle-aged uniformed man stood
on the other side holding a thick staff. Beside him, a shotgun
rested on its stand.

The tables at the front of the
room were full. To my left, District Attorney Chase Freezout, a
tanned, white-haired man in his sixties, sat in the middle of his
table, several men on both sides.

To my right, the Spadros
attorney Mr. Primero Trevisane sat, leaving the end seat near me
empty. My husband Tony sat at the far end, his straight black hair
disheveled.

When my guard opened a small
gate in the railing, Tony jerked round towards me, his dark blue
eyes stunned and disbelieving. A bandage lay on the side of his
face.

What happened to Tony?

Ten Hogan, Molly’s nephew, who
the men called Sawbuck, loomed beside Tony, glaring at me.

Once I sat, the judge took a
wooden hammer and rapped a wooden block, which made a surprisingly
loud sound. “Case Number CF-1899-903, the People vs Jacqueline
Spadros. Mrs. Spadros, please rise.” The judge took up a paper.
“Jacqueline Kaplan Spadros, you’re charged with the destruction of
Travelers’ Federation Flight A26; two hundred fifteen counts of
murder; sixteen counts of forgery; four counts of perjury; and one
charge of criminal fraud. How do you plead?”

“I did none of this!”

Mr. Trevisane said, “Your
Honor, the defendant pleads not guilty to all charges.”

“So entered,” the judge said.
“I take it then, Mr. Trevisane, that you plan to be this woman’s
defender?”

Mr. Trevisane said, “The
Spadros Family drops the charge of fraud, raised when the
defendant’s location was in question.”

The judge said, “Very well. I
—”

I blurted out, “Doyle Pike will
represent me.”

Everyone in the room turned to
stare.

The judge peered at me. “This
is most irregular.” Then he called out, “Get Pike in here.”

A man scrambled to obey.

The judge said, “Mrs. Spadros,
is Mr. Pike aware you wish him to represent you?”

“Mr. Pike is already my lawyer.
I was unaware of this meeting until an hour ago. Perhaps he wasn’t
notified either.”

Tony stared at me with horror.
Very few knew about his son Roland, and I was sure he now regretted
ever telling me. I would never tell Mr. Pike about the boy, but
Tony didn’t know that.

“This court will recess for one
hour.” The judge banged his small hammer, and everyone rose as he
walked out.

I stood there not knowing what
to do. My head hurt, and I felt weary. Looking back, I’m pretty
sure I was still drunk.

At the far end of the table,
Tony argued with Mr. Trevisane. Past them, Sawbuck’s hate-filled
eyes bored into mine. To my left, Mr. Freezout stood, arms crossed,
a smug smile on his face.

I sat.

Joseph Kerr and Nicholas Bryce
had died to free me from the Spadros Family. So I couldn’t see any
reason for Mr. Trevisane — a Spadros Family lawyer — to represent
me.

But I already owed Doyle Pike
an inordinate amount of money.

Pike can fucking bill
me.

Tony stormed around the front
of the table. On the bandage beside his face, blood seeped through
a teardrop-shaped spot.

Alarm spiked inside when I saw
the blood. What happened?

Tony said, “Get up.” He winced
when he spoke. When I didn’t move, he grabbed my upper arms,
dragging me to my feet. “What do you think you’re doing? Do you
want to die?”

“What are you so angry
about?”

He scoffed, releasing his grip
a bit. “As if you don’t know. Doyle Pike’s not getting one dime
from me, you hear? Not one.”

“I don’t want your money. I
want nothing to do with you.”

His grip on my arms tightened.
“You’re going to stop this nonsense right now. My father’s
forbidden anyone to kill you —”

Oh?

“— so you needn’t fear
returning. You’ll tell them you made a mistake. You don’t want Mr.
Pike. Then we’re returning to Spadros Manor, and this whoring will
stop. Do you understand?”

Whoring? I felt bitter.
“I was never a whore until I married you.”

Tony’s face went blank. “I
don’t understand.”

“Isn’t that what this
quadrant-marriage is about? Forced to pretend you love someone to
survive? To be violated night after night, unable to say a word,
make a sound, even shed a tear, for fear of death? At least Pot
whores get a choice.”

I’d become resigned to my fate
long ago. But Joe … how could I forgive killing a man whose only
crime was to love me? “I’d rather die than return with you.” I spit
in his face. “Go to hell.”

He let go of my arms and took a
step back, face shocked.

Everyone else in the courtroom
pretended they didn’t see.

Tony took out his handkerchief,
wiped his face. “I can’t believe I used to love you.”

I turned away to lean on the
small railing, trying desperately not to cry in front of these
people.

He knew how to hurt me, Tony
did, more than anyone.






“I ought to kill you right
now,” Sawbuck growled. He stood close by to my left across the
railing. Yet he didn’t touch me.

“You’re welcome to try.” At
least thirty officers of the Court stood in the room. “I did what I
thought best. It was you and your men who fouled everything up.” If
they hadn’t killed Joe, we’d have been far away. Yes, Tony would’ve
been hurt, but he could’ve had what was best for everyone.

Sawbuck peered at me. “What the
hell are you talking about?”

Doyle Pike strode in. At least
eighty, the man nevertheless appeared as perfect as a man of his
age might appear: vigorous, well-groomed, immaculately dressed by
the finest clothier, silk hat, soft leather briefcase, gleaming
walking-stick. He approached me as if entirely at home, confident
and unhurried. Tucking his case under one arm, he took my hand.
“Come with me, my dear.”

The guards escorted us through
a side door into a windowless, richly carpeted room with a table of
polished oak in its center.

“Leave us,” said Mr. Pike. Once
the door closed behind them, Mr. Pike gestured to the table.
“Please sit, madam.”

So I did, curious as to what he
might have to say.

“No one listens,” Mr. Pike
said. “So you may speak without fear of discovery.” He took a pale
yellow folder from his briefcase then placed the briefcase under
the table. “And no one can force me to betray you, under law older
than Merca itself.”

I nodded, impressed. But I felt
disturbed by today’s events. “I did nothing wrong. How can they
force me to have this trial?”

“They can’t. Change your plea
to guilty, and you can go straight to the gallows. It’s entirely
your choice.”

I stared at him, appalled. “But
—”

“I’m sure you feel the need to
maintain you didn’t do this -”

“I didn’t!”

“Yes, my dear, everyone says
that. And I’m sure that out of all my many thousands of clients
over the decades, you’re innocent as a newborn babe. But right now,
maintaining that isn’t helpful.”

“You don’t believe me?”

“It’s even more fundamental: I
don’t care whether you did it. I’m not here to judge you. My
responsibility is to obtain you a fair trial. The only way I can do
that is to know the entirety of the matter.” He folded his hands
atop his folder. “So tell me what happened with the zeppelin. The
truth. Or hire another lawyer.”

His attitude was infuriating.
But I should never have expected him of all people to believe
me.

I really needed a drink.

Where to begin? “This goes back
much further than the day of the Celebration.”

I told him about my private
investigation business, and the call to Bryce Fabrics on New Year’s
Eve, where Mrs. Eleanora Bryce asked me to find her son David.

Mr. Pike didn’t seem alarmed,
shocked, or even surprised at my running a business. Did he have
spies of his own?

“During my investigation, I
learned two men were involved in the disappearance: one calling
himself Frank Pagliacci, the other fitting the description of Jack
Diamond.”

Mr. Pike paled. “So this is why
you wanted notice of Jack Diamond’s whereabouts. What have you
become involved in?”

“Master Jack Diamond has
targeted me, my father, and the Spadros Family for over a decade.”
The last time we met, Jack became so enraged at his identical twin
Jonathan for sitting with me at the Grand Ball that he attacked
him. “These two men run a group called the Red Dog Gang. Mrs. Bryce
told me this second man visited her home the week before the
kidnapping. I saw the two men place a large bag with a boy in it
into their carriage.”

Mr. Pike nodded slowly, his
face thoughtful.

“I tracked the boy to a factory
in Diamond quadrant, yet he’s ruined, unable to tell us anything.”
I sighed, feeling melancholy. “When I went to the factory, Mr.
Pagliacci said his goal was to destroy the Spadros Family.” Then
something else came to mind. “Two boys who went looking for David
were found strangled. You might’ve seen it in the papers.”

Mr. Pike raised an eyebrow at
that.

“After I retrieved David Bryce,
those who could identify these two men began dying. The
stable-master, who told me Frank Pagliacci’s name. An associate who
knew Mr. Pagliacci had his yacht blown up. And Dame Anastasia
confessed to being Frank Pagliacci’s lover the day she was
killed.”

Mr. Pike stared at me, mouth
open. “Is that so?”

“They’ve framed me, Mr. Pike.
But I didn’t do it.”

“Can you prove it?”

“Anastasia was my friend! I had
no reason to hurt her.”

“Is there anything else you can
tell me about the day it happened? Anything at all may help.”

So I told him about Dame
Anastasia’s letter, received as I left to go to Market Center with
Gardena Diamond and her brothers. I didn’t know how else to explain
why I was with them but the truth: Gardena was being
blackmailed.

At this, Mr. Pike’s eyes
narrowed, but he said nothing.

Then I told him about the man
in brown with the briefcase, and my belief that Frank Pagliacci
meant to bomb the zeppelin. “I was desperate to get to the station,
but —”

“Wait,” Mr. Pike said. “You
just learned that Dame Louis had been helping the man who’d not
only ruined your friend’s son but tormented you and your Family.
Why rush to save her?”

“You must promise not to speak
of this to anyone.”

Mr. Pike nodded.

“It wasn’t just Anastasia on
there. These men threatened my mother. I’d smuggled her onto that
very zeppelin to get her safe.”

“Oh, my dear,” Mr. Pike said.
“I’m so very sorry.”

“I got to the station too late,
and I was caught there with the others. There was nothing else I
could do but to give my name.”

“So you were there when it
happened.”

To this day, I’ve never
forgotten the horrible sound as the Station shattered. The screams
of men, women, and children impaled beside me by thick shards of
stained glass. The smell of blood, of burning pieces of zeppelin as
they fell to the ground.

“Why were you at Clubb
Hotel?”

I sighed, watching the zeppelin
fall. “Speak with Mrs. Clubb as to how you want to play that. She’s
taken me under her protection.” I focused on him. “But if you want
to know the truth, I’ve left my husband. I don’t plan to
return.”

“I see.” He leaned back. “So
how will you pay me?”

I stared at the table. “I don’t
know. But I will. I promise.”

“Promises are not good enough.
I’m not running a poorhouse.”

This reminded me so much of
what Mrs. Clubb said a few days earlier that I laughed in spite of
myself.

Mr. Pike’s face changed, as if
he had come to some decision. He took out a form. “Sign here, and
we’ll get started.”

I felt uneasy. “What happens
now?”

“Have your things sent to where
you’re staying. As much as you can get. Everything, if you can.” He
gave me an evil grin. “We’ll sell them.” Then he leaned back. “Once
you’re acquitted, I shall sue the city for false and malicious
prosecution. You couldn’t possibly have blown up a zeppelin with
your mother aboard, and it sounds as if you have several witnesses
to back you up.”

I signed without reading it.
“Why are you helping me?”

“To thwart that sniveling ass
Trevisane. I wish I’d seen his face when you named me as
your counsel.” He cackled in delight. “I imagine it about sent him
into apoplexy!”

A knock at the door. “The judge
requests your presence.”

“Come, my dear,” Mr. Pike said,
“we have much to do.”


​ The Situation

After the arraignment was over, I stood;
Jonathan Diamond and Mr. Charles Hart focused on me at once. Today,
Jon had no cane with him, which was always a good sign.

Mr. Hart, a portly man of
seventy, took my hand in both of his and kissed it. “My dear girl,
are you well?”

My head was pounding. I needed
a drink. “As well as one might be, given the circumstances.”
Retrieving my hand took a bit longer than normal. “And you?”

Jon grinned as I offered my
hand for him to kiss.

Mr. Hart seemed flustered. “Of
course, my dear. I’m perfectly well. I wished to offer my sincerest
wishes for your success.”

He wished to offer wishes? I
had to restrain myself to keep from laughing. “That’s kind of
you.”

“Mr. Hart would like the honor
of calling on you,” Jon said.

I shrugged. Mr. Hart couldn’t
be serious. “If you can get into Spadros quadrant unmolested, by
all means.”

At this, Mr. Hart chuckled.
“While I appreciate your concern, I don’t believe that to be a
problem.”

Why? Roy Spadros hated Charles
Hart with passion. Would Roy really allow Mr. Hart to come into his
quadrant?

The two guards and Mr. Pike
stood waiting. The room was otherwise empty. “I’d hate to make
these men wait. So if you’ll excuse me.” I winked at Jon when Mr.
Hart wasn’t looking.

The guards brought me out to
the steps, Mr. Pike following. Tony stood next to Mr. Trevisane,
who spoke to a huge crowd of reporters. When the reporters saw us,
they descended, notepads and pencils in hand.

Mr. Pike hurried up behind me.
“Don’t say a word.”

I nodded, alarmed at this horde
of men rushing towards me.

“Mrs. Spadros! Why haven’t you
been at Spadros Manor?”

Mr. Pike said, “Mrs. Spadros
was in the midst of remodeling her property when beset by these
baseless accusations, and will remain there until this matter is
settled, to oversee the work.”

I smiled, amused at his quick
thinking.

“So you’re saying the
allegations are false?”

“Entirely. One charge has
already been dropped! The District Attorney should feel ashamed for
wasting the city’s funds.”

I felt impressed. The man was a
master at playing the truth.

“What about reports that Mrs.
Spadros tried to flee the city?”

“Nonsense,” Mr. Pike said.
“Mrs. Clubb hosted Mrs. Spadros at her hotel for a few days. If
you’ll excuse us —” He led me away; the reporters scattered,
scribbling on their notepads as they went.

Tony stepped in front of us. “I
must speak with my wife.”

“By all means, sir.” Mr. Pike
bowed, moving a few steps away.

Tony whispered, “I’m sorry for
what I said back there.”

I shrugged: I wasn’t in the
least bit sorry for what I said to him.

“You must come home, Jacqui.
It’s urgent. You don’t know what’s happened since you left.” He
seemed to struggle with himself. “Our quadrant is in turmoil. The
men look to us for guidance. We can’t afford to look divided right
now.”

“You mean you can’t
afford that.” I pointed at his face. The blood spot had spread to
the size of a nickel. “What happened?”

“It’s none of your
concern.”

“Don’t tell me, then.”

“No one leaves the Family,
Jacqui. No one. And you can’t stay at the apartments, no matter
what story you’ve concocted.”

“Why not? I can do what I like
with my property.”

Tony glanced to one side. A
large group of people watched our exchange. His jaw tightened; his
tone became laced with sarcasm. “Is it now? Is it really your
property?”

“The deed’s in my name.”

“I paid the taxes. If not for
me, you wouldn’t have it at all.”

“Fine.” I grabbed the money
Amelia put in my pocket and threw it in his face. “I’ve repaid you
in full and then some.”

Tony made no attempt to bat the
coins away or collect the bills as they wafted along, although the
bystanders scrambled after them. “I’ve decided to follow my
father’s advice in this matter.”

I stared at him in shock. Tony
had said many times he wanted nothing to do with Roy Spadros. What
changed?

“My father may be many things,
but he’s never betrayed me.”

That stung; I turned away. Roy
Spadros had lied to Tony about a great many things, including
letting Tony think he was his father. But saying that would only
make matters worse.

Mr. Pike chuckled, taking my
arm as we walked towards the carriage. “You do have a way about
you.” The tone of his voice reminded me of what he said in his
office the first time we met: where were you when I was
thirty?

I shook my arm from his grasp,
revolted. “Fuck you.”

He stood silent, face amused,
as the Court men escorted me to my carriage.

* * *

Amelia let me inside without a word, not meeting
my eye. She moved stiffly as she served luncheon. “That’s the last
of the food. I suppose you want me to do your shopping.”

I felt in my pocket — only a
few coins remained. I handed them to her. “See what you can get
with this. And get a newspaper.”

Once she left, I wandered my
apartments. Little remained to show I once had tenants — a bit of
trash, a doll under a bed.

I’d get new tenants, better
ones. In the meantime, I had to learn to live …

… without Joe.

I leaned against a wall,
overcome.

Running through fields
in the golden sun, laughing, rolling in the grass together …
planning how we’d make the Pot good again.

All that was gone.

A bottle of wine still sat on
my dresser. I drank half, then went to the window. Ten yards from
each side of my apartment, barricades were set; police manned
them.

Grief dropped me to my knees
there at the window. I leaned my elbows on the windowsill, my face
in my hands.

Joe was dead!

Joe had to be dead. He would
have come for me.

By now the whole city knew
where I was. Crowds gathered outside, yelling behind the Prison
guards, the police. The hay bales and sawhorses didn’t stop the
curses.

Joe was dead — because of
me.

I lay my face on the
windowsill. I deserved every curse. I deserved them all.

* * *

A white and silver carriage pulled up to the
barricade on my left, flanked by very dark-skinned men on white
horses wearing white and silver livery. After some discussion, the
sawhorses were moved and the carriage waved through to stop in
front of my apartments. A footman a bit darker-skinned than myself
came round to open the door.

Out came Jonathan! I wiped my
face, grabbed the bottle, and rushed to the door as he came up the
walkway. The sun broke through the clouds, his smile bright against
his dark, dark skin.

“Come in!” I opened the door
wide. The breeze smelled of rain.

Jon looked around. “Where’s
your maid?”

“She’s at the grocery.”

He didn’t enter. “We’ll speak
here, then.”

I laughed. “If that’s how you’d
like it.” I brandished the bottle. “Would you like some?” Then I
giggled at my mistake. “I forgot the glasses! I’ll go get —”

Then I remembered he didn’t
drink.

He glanced at the bottle then
said carefully, “No, thank you.”

I set the bottle on the small
table beside the door and took his hands. “I’m so glad you’re here.
I hope you’re well?”

He gave me a small smile. “I’m
well, thank you. And you?”

I shrugged. “As well as I might
be, under the circumstances.”

“You gave us all quite a
fright, Jacqui. If the doctor hadn’t said you needed that,” he
gestured at the bottle as if it might bite him, “to avoid another
attack, I’d have you toss it away at once.”

“So fierce,” I murmured.

His cheeks colored, and he
shifted, seeming uncomfortable. “I care for your welfare, that’s
all.”

I gazed up into his eyes and
felt quite warm. “I wanted to thank you for retrieving me from the
station last week.”

Jon smiled fondly. “It’s of no
consequence. I’m just glad we could get you somewhere safe before
any reporters arrived.”

I moved towards him. “I’m
always safe with you.” I touched his cheek, his hair. Jonathan’s
hair felt as soft as Joe’s. “Kiss me.”

Jon drew back instantly, hands
on my shoulders, elbows locked. “You’re drunk.”

My eyes stung. “No, I’m
not.”

Jonathan would never kiss me.
Why? Was I not good enough?

A darkened room. It was
night; the only light was an oil lamp. We sat on my bed. In the
Cathedral. My mother’s patron the Masked Man had brought Jonathan
Diamond to my room.

I liked Jon at once,
but after a glance on meeting, he never looked at me. A sadness lay
behind his eyes even then. “If you see someone who looks just like
me, it’s my brother Jack. He likes to wear white and shave his
head, but he looks just like me.” Jon smiled fondly to himself.

“Okay.”

An awkward silence
fell. I hadn’t been allowed to practice the things Ma had taught
me. Was this my test?

I became excited about
this idea. If I passed my test, I would finally get real training
to be a whore like all the other girls. I put my hand on Jon’s
cheek, turned his face towards mine, moved to kiss his lips …

“Hey!” Jon drew back in
alarm. “What the hell? I just got here.”

The bitter pain of
humiliation stabbed my heart. My eyes burned.

“Can we not be friends?
I didn’t come here to buy you,” Jon said. “I just want to talk to
you.”

Why was I recalling all these
things? First my wedding, then my poor doomed Nina, now this … what
was happening to me?

Jonathan cupped my cheek with
one hand, barely touching, hand trembling. “You’re not thinking
clearly, that much is plain. You’re not safe here, Jacqui. You must
return home.”

I felt annoyed. “Why would I
ever want to go back?”

Jon dropped his hand to my
shoulder. “It’s your home. You have a husband who cares for you.”
His hands fell to his sides; he glanced away. “It’s wrong to live
apart from your husband.” He focused on me. “I don’t know what
happened, but —”

“Tony saw me and Joe together.”
To this day, the look on Tony’s face that night is seared into my
mind.

But then, at the door with
Jonathan, I said, “I’ve never loved Tony; you know that.”

Jon put his hand on my
shoulder. “Jacqui —”

“Did Master Rainbow give you my
message?”

Jon turned away, facing the
street. “He did.”He stood silent for a moment, then faced me. “When
we went to the Kerrs’ home, only the maid and her brother were
there. He had a shotgun.” He glanced away. “I suppose I don’t blame
them; Tony’s men were there earlier. They feared Master Rainbow and
I were with them.”

“And no sign of Joe.”

Jon shook his head, not meeting
my eye.

“There’s something you’re not
telling me.”

“I don’t know anything.” Jon’s
eyes flashed to mine, then away. “But there’ve been rumors.”

“Rumors? What rumors?”

“People claim to have seen him,
Jacqui. Since we last met.”

“Who claims to have seen
him?”

Jon’s face changed, as if he
came to some decision. “Let me find out what this is about.”

I took Jon’s hands, relieved.
“Thank you.” I gazed at the crowd milling around down the street to
my right. “I’m sorry. I just want to know what happened to him. If
they find his body.” Grief flooded through me, but I pushed it
aside. “I need to know.”

Jon reached into his pocket. A
blue-edged zeppelin ticket stub came loose, fluttering away in the
breeze as he handed his handkerchief to me. “You honestly believe
Tony had him killed?”

I wiped my eyes. “What else
could he do? If not him, then his men. Roy. His men.” I shrugged.
“I’m next. I can feel it. Even though Tony claims Roy said no.”

“My gods,” Jon leaned his hand
high on the door-post, eyes wide. “Roy Spadros forbade his own men
to kill you?”

I nodded. The Spadros Family
Patriarch had one motivation, it seemed: to torture others. Who did
he torture now?

Jon’s hand dropped to his side,
and he sounded humbled. “I’m grateful beyond words. But I can’t
fathom what’s going on.”

“Why was Charles Hart at court
today?”

Jon glanced away, shrugging.
“He insisted on it.”

Ugh, I thought. The man was
old. And married! It was clear Mr. Hart had developed an
unseemly attraction to me, a woman young enough to be his
grand-daughter! But to force his way into a closed meeting with a
judge? I laughed in spite of myself. “I wonder how much of a bribe
he had to pay to get in there.”

Jon smiled fondly. “Perhaps not
as much as you might think.”

I found this amusing. “True. He
is a Patriarch, after all.”

Yet Jon seemed uncomfortable.
“I must be going.”

I felt weary, and a sudden
loneliness, but I did remember manners. “Thank you for calling on
me. And for appearing today in my support. I do appreciate it. Very
much.”

Jon grinned, and whatever
discomfort he had vanished. “It was fiendishly difficult to get
here in the first place. Tony allowed me into the quadrant, so
thank him for it.”






I closed the door, leaned on
it.

Why would Jon have trouble
entering the quadrant, especially if here to see me? He was Keeper
of the Court: he should have no trouble going anywhere related to a
Court matter. But he came in his own carriage, dressed in street
clothes, not in his navy blue uniform and carriage of the Court.
Why?

I brought the bottle to my room
and took another drink. Maybe I was drunk, as Jonathan said. After
everything that had happened, why shouldn’t I be?

I heard the side door open and
shut. I could tell it was Amelia from the small sounds she made as
she moved around the kitchen.

To be honest, at the time I
didn’t care if it was Jonathan’s twin, Jack Diamond, come to
torture then kill me for what my father had done to his friend. I
almost would have welcomed it.

Joseph Kerr had to be dead.

Why was I still alive?

Amelia came in with a
newspaper. She said sarcastically, “You’ll eat the way everyone
else does. Anything else?”

I felt taken aback. “No. Thank
you.”

She flung the newspaper at me
then stomped off.

She must still be upset about
last week, I thought.

Amelia stood slumped against
the kitchen wall facing away from me, straightening when I
entered.

“I shouldn’t have put the gun
to you, Amelia. And it was unfair of me to make you give Mr.
Anthony my letter.” Tony was like a son to her. How his reaction
must have hurt!

She didn’t turn. “You think I
care about what happens to me?”

“Well, then, what’s wrong?”

She got very still. “You told
the boy you’d say good-bye —”

A shock went through me.
Pip!

“— and you didn’t! He just lies
in bed weeping.” She sounded ready to cry. “Why did you
involve him?”

She can’t even call her own
son by his name? “Why do you care?”

She turned, quick as a snake,
and for an instant I feared she might strike. “You don’t understand
anything! You act so high above us. But you’re just a common Pot
rag scrap, whoring about without any decency at all. I have to be
here, but that doesn’t mean I have to crawl. If you had any
heart, you’d go to him this minute and beg his forgiveness. But I’d
tell him not to give it.”

“Well,” I said, “at least now I
know where we stand.”

I went back to my room and shut
the door. Amelia’s outburst didn’t upset me: I deserved it.

Pip Dewey was just ten. His
mother had all but abandoned him, and he’d become attached to me. I
remembered the peaceful, happy look on his little face when he held
my hand against his cheek in the garden. I should at least have
left a letter.

I found a piece of paper, a
pen, and a bit of ink at the bottom of the bottle in a
writing-desk.

Pip —

I’m sorry I didn’t say good-bye. I
hope you’ll forgive me. I was afraid they would stop me from
going.

I’m safe and well. I hear you’ve
been sad since I left. I want you to be happy again.

Please write if you want to.

Your Friend,

Mrs. Spadros

I went down the front steps,
where a policeman stood guard. “Would you post this for me?”

“Surely, mum, if you have money
for the messenger.”

What happened to my money?

I rummaged around in my room
until I found my handbag with the change I’d set aside for Mrs.
Bryce. I gave the policeman his penny and hid the rest well. It
might have to last a while: who would give a job to a suspected
criminal?

Sitting at my table with a
drink, I opened the newspaper.

The Golden Bridges was a
disreputable tabloid — its byline: “Fuck the fairy tales, get the
Real Story.” The paper was a day old, and I imagined with Amelia’s
mood (and the faint smell) that she fished it from a trash-can. But
it was unstained and quite readable.

District Attorney Runs For
Mayor

Vows To “Clean Up Bridges”

Well, I thought. This explained
quite a bit.

District Attorney Mr. Chase
Freezout has made a bid for Mayor of Bridges. According to our
Inside Reporter, papers were filed late Friday afternoon.

This from a speech Mr. Freezout
made on the City Hall steps moments after: “So much has befallen
our fair city: financial ruin and the destruction of two of Merca’s
greatest treasures. The bombing of Flight A26 is just one example
of the rot which has crept into our quadrants. I vow to clean up
Bridges, making it safe and prosperous once more.”

Mr. Freezout will resign as
District Attorney should he succeed in his endeavor, but he intends
to personally prosecute this current case to its end first. For the
Bridges District Attorney to personally prosecute a criminal case
is historic.

Mr. Freezout began his legal
career in 1862 and was elected District Attorney in 1879. Although
his father Sir Stayman Freezout was forced to cede his title,
lands, and rank after the Coup, the Freezout family still lives on
190th Street, Hart quadrant.

Elections are set for November
4th to fill the post left by the recent death of Mayor Siete
Badugi, who has served for the past twelve years. The cause of
Mayor Badugi’s death is still under investigation.

So Mr. Freezout was an
aristocrat, with both the money and the motive to destroy the
Families.

But why target me? Did he
believe I’d lost the Spadros Family’s support? He couldn’t possibly
have known I’d planned to leave Spadros Manor: I didn’t know the
timing of it until it happened.

I was missing something
here.

I poured another drink and
continued reading.

Mad Jack Captured in Spadros
Quadrant

Yesterday afternoon, the
notorious Master Jack Diamond was captured at a business on 2nd
Street.

According to our Inside Reporter,
Master Diamond was seen entering one Bryce Fabrics, where he
accosted the shopkeeper, a widow. Neighbors, alerted to his
presence, removed him from the shop and beat him before Spadros men
arrived.

Master Jack was taken to the
Spadros-Diamond city bridge where he was released into Diamond
Family custody. The Spadros Family plans formal protest.

Although the quadrants are free
from overt Family violence, the Spadros and Diamond syndicates have
been at war since the Coup. We at the Golden Bridges hope
that this offense will not throw fuel upon an already tense
situation.

“This is unbelievable,” I
murmured.

Helen Hart Takes to Her Bed:

“Quite Seriously Ill”

Mrs. Helen Hart, wife of Inventor
and Hart Family heir Mr. Etienne Hart, has taken to her bed.
Doctors have declared Mrs. Hart “quite seriously ill” and “unlikely
to survive.”

The Harts are not planning
funeral arrangements at this time, holding out hope that the lovely
Lady of Hart may yet recover.

In the same paper, I found an
interview:

Our Inside Reporter Speaks:

The Hart Situation

The Golden Bridges now
speaks with our Inside Reporter to give you the Real Story.

GB: With the Hart heir over
fifty, no sons, and his wife dying, what are the Hart Family’s
prospects?

IR: Should anything happen to
Charles Hart, we predict a battle between his main men.

GB: Indeed, the man is seventy
and a prodigious drinker. But could his son Etienne not simply
remarry? As ghoulish as it may sound with the wife not yet in her
grave, the stability of the city may depend on the answer.

IR: The battle might happen even
if he does. A sickly man rarely seen without his mother beside him,
Etienne Hart seems most interested in books, not war. He may not be
able to hold the quadrant.

Another man was found
strangled. The headline brought fear to my throat — had they found
Joe’s body? But this man was short, blond — not tall and
brown-haired like Joe. I sighed in relief, without knowing why. I
knew Joe had to be dead, but seeing reports of his death would have
made it real.

Amelia set my dinner before
me.

“Thank you,” I said.

She said nothing.

“I wrote to Pip. You know why I
can’t go there.”

She shook her head.

“Sit down. We need to
talk.”

Amelia froze. Her lower lip
trembled. “Why do you do this?”

“I don’t understand.”

“I want to hate you! I do hate
you! Then you do this.”

I remembered the confusion and
fear when I asked the staff to sit with me after Tony was attacked.
Tony’s anger after Tenni — Madame Biltcliffe’s shop maid — sat at
the table with us. “What does it mean to sit at the table? I just
wish to speak with you.”

Amelia didn’t move for a few
seconds, then nodded as if she’d come to some realization. “You
don’t understand. This — it means nothing to you.” She took a deep
breath, let it out. “It means nothing.” She nodded. “Very well.
Then I’ll sit.”

She was right: I didn’t
understand. “I don’t mean to offend.”

Amelia began to laugh. “Your
Pot must be much different than people think.”

That seemed a fair statement.
We were poor, yes, but free, and proud of it. “I’ve left Mr.
Anthony. I won’t say why, as it’s not entirely my story to tell.
But to return to Spadros Manor, even to speak to Pip, would make
things more difficult for everyone. Mr. Anthony doesn’t understand,
which is why he’s so distressed.”

“He’s distressed because he
loves you.”

I pushed the remorse and grief
away. “Him loving me has never been the issue.” It only made Tony’s
problems — and his pain — worse when he learned the truth.

She gritted her teeth, not
breathing for a moment.

“There are things I need you to
do, yet you mustn’t even speak of them to Mr. Dewey. Roy Spadros
must not know.”

Her head shot up. “I swear,
mum, I’ve told him nothing since I learned he made that deal with
Mr. Roy.”

Roy Spadros violated Amelia
Dewey, which is how little Pip came to be born, and had continued
to terrorize her. Her husband only wanted to protect her, yet he
did the one thing guaranteed to drive a wedge between them.

Had Roy anticipated this? The
man seemed uncanny in his ability to torment others. “I don’t care
who you report to. But I must know who knows what I do. Mr.
Anthony’s life may depend on it.” I felt like a conniver for
playing on her love for Tony, but it was close enough to the truth
to be reasonable.

She fell silent for a few
seconds. “Mr. Anthony, mum. And his man Sawbuck.” She hesitated.
“And Mr. Pearson.”

I chuckled, shaking my head.
“Who reports to Mr. Roy.”

Amelia stared at me in
horror.

“What did you think all those
ledgers in my study were about? My husband caught him at it.” I
shrugged. “Don’t berate Pearson. He has his reasons.” The main one
being that Roy Spadros held John Pearson’s mother as hostage.

Amelia’s head drooped. “Yes,
mum.”

“Go to Spadros Manor, please.
Have my things brought here.”

“Everything?”

“As much as they’ll let you
bring.”

Amelia peered at me. “So you
really don’t intend to go back.”

“No,” I said, “I don’t.”

* * *

After Amelia left, I ate dinner, opening my last
bottle of wine.

Mr. Pike’s plan was good. I’d
hold an auction to “help the poor.” That the poor being helped was
me wasn’t going to enter into it. But I couldn’t run it myself. Who
might assist me?

Eleanora Bryce might be
willing, if she could find someone to watch David, who still did
little more than rock after his kidnapping. Madame Biltcliffe would
be ideal but I doubted she’d even speak to me after all that
happened. Tenni, perhaps?

Gertie Pike had a baby at home
and one on the way. But surely the wife of a law clerk would know
how to keep records.

Pouring another glass, I turned
out the lights and sat by the window in the darkness, as I had
every night so far.

Papers blew past in the wind. A
dog barked, off in the distance.

I might have dozed; a knock at
the door startled me.

Keenly aware I was in the house
alone, I peered out. Two men I didn’t recognize stood on my front
step. The taller one tipped his hat. “Miz Spadros, we just came by
to introduce ourself. I’m Sticks Monarch, this is Eight Howell.
We’re in charge of this street here.”

I gaped at them. “What does
that mean?”

Mr. Howell had a deep voice and
a big bushy beard. “We come for the packets every month. Your
Family fees?”

A laugh burst from me. “Roy
sent you, didn’t he?”

Mr. Monarch said, “Yes, Miz
Spadros, he surely did.”

“Well, I’m under house arrest
at present.”

“Yes, mum,” Mr. Howell said.
“Every house pays their street number whether you got money or not.
You live on 33 1/3 Street. So 33 cents. For the third, you pay an
extra penny every Solstice and Equinox. When you get income, we get
one out of every ten, pennies or dollars. Put it in an envelope and
seal it with your address on the front. We come by the end of the
month to collect. Is this a good time? Or should we come when it’s
light out?”

And it all goes to Roy
at the end.

I remembered Madame
Biltcliffe’s bruises. These two seemed pleasant enough but I had no
illusions what might happen should they learn I hid income. “That
would probably be better.”

“Or ya can come by our place to
pay,” Mr. Monarch said. “We run the bar on the corner.” He pointed
up the street to my left. “The Backdoor Saloon. Anything ya want,
ya can get there.”

Mr. Howell said, “If you need
us for anything, mum, just ask. Our street has its own messenger
boy. Potholes, someone bothers you,” he gestured to the policemen
standing by the barricade, “anything at all. That’s what you’re
paying for.”

“Very well.” There were a few
weeks left in May still. Anything might happen. “Can I ask a
question?”

“Sure,” Mr. Monarch said.

“Roy said you couldn’t kill me.
But why are you being polite?”

He shrugged. “It’s none of my
business where ya live, Miz Spadros! Sides, Mr. Roy lets us collect
from ya, which’s more for us.” He glanced quickly over his
shoulder. “If our other guys try something, just so’s ya know,
we’re not shooting ‘em for ya.”

I nodded. “Thanks for letting
me know.”

The police outside were
supposedly there for my protection. But these two just walked right
past them and up to my door. If they had evil intent, I’d be dead
now.

I closed the door with a laugh.
For some reason, I didn’t care.


​ The Law

I stood at the intersection of
Shill and Snow in the Pot. The ruined buildings towered over me,
clouds scudding dark across the full moon. Bodies lay around me,
bloody, their dead eyes staring at mine. Nina, Dame Anastasia, her
silly great-nephew Trey, the men from the Party Time factory, that
driver-man of Frank Pagliacci’s I’d shot — the one who tried to
violate me. Marja. Even Daniel lay there.

Beyond them, dozens,
hundreds of others lay there, faces turned away. It seemed quite
normal for them to lie on the cold gray cobbles.

Air ran towards me from
a distance, shouting a warning, pointing beside me. Jonathan’s
identical twin Jack Diamond stood there, head shaved, dressed in
white. He held a knife in his hand and hate in his eyes.

Jack grabbed my arm. “I
have you now.”

I came awake on the floor
beside the chair, heart pounding.

Footsteps ran towards my door,
then a loud banging. I got up, found a robe, opened the door.

Three officers stood in the
darkness. “Mum, are you well?”

So they hadn’t been told about
my nightmares. “I’m well. I’m fine. Thank you.” I began to close
the door.

“Are you certain? We heard a
scream.”

I felt amused. “Yes, I’m sure.
Thank you, constables.”

I closed the door and returned
to my chair, feeling shaky. I poured the bit left in my bottle into
my glass and drank it.

The sky began to lighten. Tony
would be waking. Alone.

I pushed remorse aside.
Murderers deserved to be alone.

* * *

The doorbell rang at seven.

I went to the door in my robe,
bleary-eyed. A group of men stood outside, a horse-truck past them.
Three more trucks stood behind that one. “Delivery.”

“Of what?”

The man checked a clipboard. “A
hell of a lot of clothes.”

“This way.” I had the men start
putting the racks in the back rooms. Then I went to the bathing
room.

From the first time I’d ever
taken a bath when I was twelve, my bath was always drawn for me.
The array of levers and knobs were daunting. Turning one did
nothing, and I feared spoiling the beautiful brass mechanisms
there.

I didn’t know how to work the
stove either. It didn’t look like Ma’s stove back home. I couldn’t
find any wood, nor any place to put it. So I forced a comb through
my hair, struggled into a house dress, put a shawl around my
shoulders, had some bread and jam, and settled by my tea-table to
smoke.

Amelia showed up mid-morning.
“You can’t even run a bath?”

I felt embarrassed. “Would you
show me how?”

So she showed me how to run a
bath (you first turned the back knobs to let the water flow). How
to use the stove (it ran on electricity from the Magma Steam
Generators, just like the lights). Where the cleaning supplies were
kept.

We had a cup of tea. This time,
Amelia sat without any fuss. “Has no one taught you anything
useful?”

I was a grown woman of two and
twenty! I knew many useful things: how to direct a household of
servants; how to watch for rival gangs; how to make deals and lure
a mark; how to read and write and figure. I could pick pockets and
locks, track a missing person, shoot a gun quite well, and thanks
to Josephine Kerr’s instruction, fight with a knife. I’d also seen
people do things I thought I might imitate, such as putting on
makeup (Amelia always did mine for me) and driving a carriage. “I
suppose I need to know new things here.”

Amelia chuckled. “That you
might.”

The rooms full of clothing were
fine, but I needed more basic items. “Amelia, can you fetch my
morning tea when you return?”

“Of course, mum.”

She seemed unaware of my
morning tea’s true purpose: to ensure no heir came to Spadros Manor
though my womb.

I had no plot against Tony;
bearing children held no appeal. As long as I was captive, a child
would only make life more difficult.

I would never consent to lie
with Tony after what he surely had done to Joseph Kerr. Yet my
encounter with the driver the week prior reminded me of the dangers
here. At any moment, a man might force himself upon me, and I was
very lucky the last time.

Amelia said, “Mum, why did you
bring all your things here?”

So I told her of Mr. Pike’s
plan: to sell my things at auction. I told her the auction was to
benefit the poor. “I’ve never felt comfortable with this, Amelia.
When I was a child, I learned that sufficient clothing was all a
person really needed. This,” I waved at the racks standing in the
hallway, and realized my truth. “It borders on obscene, when people
freeze in the winter.”

Amelia straightened, and her
countenance changed. I think for the first time, she respected me.
“I’ve never heard you speak so.”

“I suppose what you said
yesterday was true. I am from the Pot, and marked by it
forever. I can’t help my people, but if I help yours, perhaps I can
spur them on to some small kindness.”

At this I felt a deep sadness.
We lived in the same city, under the same dome. Why were we hated
so?

Amelia swallowed. “Then I will
help you. What do you need?”

I gave her the list of who
might be willing to help. I couldn’t send mail except through the
policemen outside, and who knew whether they opened it? But Amelia
could contact many people without being noticed. “I must keep back
our Fees. But I’ll also reserve 1% of my sales to be split between
those who help.”

She seemed taken aback. “You
wish to pay me?”

“You’re doing work which
Spadros Manor neither cares for nor has endorsed. Surely you should
be compensated for your time.”

Her eyes widened. “I’ve never …
if that’s what you wish, mum, I know my mother would appreciate a
new coat for Yuletide.”

I smiled at her. “If all goes
well, she’ll have roast ham too.”

Amelia’s eyes reddened. “Please
forgive my harsh words, mum. I was angry and spoke foolishly.”

I took a deep breath. Perhaps I
could help some of the poor in truth. “Here’s what we’ll do, once
we learn who’ll aid us …”

We needed somewhere to hold the
auction, an auctioneer, and a banker. Anywhere I went would swarm
with police, so security might not be an issue …

Amelia said, “Why not hold it
here? Then we wouldn’t have to pay to have this moved again.”

Would the Court allow it? This
was my building, after all. “Let me think on it.” Perhaps Mr.
Monarch would have some ideas.

The doorbell rang. Amelia
rushed to answer it. She returned with fear in her eyes. “Master
Ten Hogan to see you, mum.”

I went to the door, dreading
another meeting with him.

But Sawbuck stood in the open
doorway, perplexed. “What did you mean, we fouled it up?”

I snorted. “Do you think I have
no sense whatsoever?”

His gaze flickered to Amelia,
who stood behind me.

Her demeanor towards him turned
fierce. “You’ll not harm her, sir, or you’ll answer to me.”

Amusement crossed his face. He
patted the holster hanging from his belt. “Mrs. Dewey, if I wanted
to kill her, she’d be dead.”

We sat in the kitchen with tea.
I didn’t really want tea, but in Bridges all discussions seemed to
require it. “Amelia, I must ask you not to listen at the door. It’s
safer if you don’t overhear us.”

She paled. “Yes, mum, of
course, mum.”

If Tony ordered Joe killed,
Sawbuck would know. He might have even done it himself. But would
he come here if he had?

I took a sip of tea to reassure
Sawbuck, who despite his words had a wariness to him. Yet I felt
much the same. No one was more devoted to Tony than Sawbuck. Would
Sawbuck reveal the truth about Joe if Tony told him not to?

I decided to answer Sawbuck’s
question, then see where it led. “How much do you know?”

He glanced away. “Mr. Anthony
told me everything. About Miss Diamond and,” his eyes flickered to
the door, “the boy. About your … wedding. Damn.” He bit his lip,
not speaking for several seconds. “About your friend whose brother
went missing.” He rested his elbows on the table, not meeting my
eye. “I don’t know whether to be more angry at Mr. Roy for doing
this or at you for telling him about it.”

Him being Tony. “He had to know
the truth. No one else was ever going to tell him. I know it hurt
—”

“You know it hurt!” Sawbuck
sounded outraged. “You know it hurt?” His voice dropped to
an angry whisper. “You told him everything he based his whole life
on was a lie! That you loved him, that you stood
by him, that you —” At this, he faltered. “And you told him
in a letter from a servant, after letting him see you in an embrace
with that scoundrel. I don’t think he’ll ever recover.”

“What happened to his face? He
—”

Sawbuck put his face in his
hands. He sounded in agony. “Why did you let him go to the police
about Marja?”

This change of subject puzzled
me. “It was his idea.”

He peered at me. “You truly
don’t understand.”

I felt bewildered. “He said he
might get them to help!”

Sawbuck laughed bitterly. “The
Four Families have one law: handle your own affairs. Breaking that
law means death.”

“What does that mean?”

He put his arms on the table.
“You settle matters yourself.”

I frowned. “You mean he
should’ve pursued Marja’s killers?”

Sawbuck nodded, staring at the
table. “His men have been in turmoil from the night you left. Mr.
Roy forbidding them to kill you only agitated them further. When
they learned Mr. Anthony went to the police …” he rested his chin
on his arms with a weary sigh, “some of his men turned on us.”

Tony was the Spadros heir.
Sawbuck, Tony’s right hand man. Tony’s own men … Roy’s men …
turned on them? “Surely Tony knew this law. Why would he
—?”

Sawbuck looked up at me and I
knew.

I put my hands to my mouth in
horror. Tony knew I found him lacking! He was desperate to make me
value him. Love him.

My gods, Tony … did you
love me that much?

When Sawbuck spoke next, he
sounded bitter. “So what was this masterful plan you
concocted?”

Now I began to wonder if I’d
done the right thing.

I said, “My husband loves
Gardena Diamond. He’s in love with her.” Why did it take me three
years to see it? “I’m —” for a moment, I faltered. Joe was dead. “I
was … in love with Joseph Kerr. I thought if I disappeared,
Tony could search for me. Get the whole damn city searching for me.
There would be no scandal. No one would know. Then after a year or
two, he could declare me dead. He’d be free to marry her, as
everyone intended.”

My letter was so clear. Why
didn’t Tony understand?

“But you killed Joe before he
could get to me,” at this, I felt despondent, “and now it’s all
just a huge fucking mess.”

The front bell rang, and I
heard Amelia answer it.

Sawbuck said, “I didn’t kill
Joseph Kerr.”

Can he not at least give me
the courtesy of the truth? “Don’t play games with me, Ten, I
won’t have it!”

“Mrs. Spadros, I went to his
house as soon as we found you missing. We tore the place apart.
He’s not there. He’s not at his usual places. The house is empty.
His grandfather and sister are gone.” He let out a bitter laugh.
“The Harts were frantic to stop a war. Right now, they scour their
quadrant for him.”

Josie and her grandfather —
gone? Their house empty? But Joe said they planned to stay in
Bridges. “This makes no sense.”

Sawbuck sounded weary. “Sure it
does, Mrs. Spadros. You got played.” He shook his head, shoulders
slumped. “You both did.”

“What?”

“You’re not the first woman
he’s lured from her husband.”

“Nonsense! Joseph Kerr and I
promised ourselves to each other six years ago. It’s simple, now
that I consider it. Josie knew we planned to leave. She moved her
grandfather so he wouldn’t be forced to tell you where we
went.”

“Gods,” Sawbuck said as he
rose. “They played you right proper. Why, I don’t know, but I
intend to find out.”


​ The Box

I went to my room with a sigh. Sawbuck obviously
hated the Kerrs as much as everyone else in the city did, and was
ready to believe any sort of lie about them.

If Joseph Kerr were alive and
all these people searched for him, he would’ve been caught
already!

An opened crate sat on my
dresser. And what a welcome sight it was! Six bottles from the
Clubb Gardens Winery.

A note lay inside:

The doctor says you must not run out
of drink, or you will fall ill again. This is a token of our
goodwill and desire to be of assistance.

Alexander and Regina Clubb

The Clubbs had no true regard
for my health! They just wished me to stop telling Gardena Diamond
not to see their son Lance!

They couldn’t have me killed
after I’d warned Gardena of their plans: Gardena might be naïve,
but she wasn’t stupid. So they’d promised to support me during the
trial if I stayed out of the way.

Regina Clubb asked me to speak
no word against Gardena and Lance’s courtship, but I’d be damned if
I spoke a word for it.

Amelia came up. “Is there
anything else I can get you, mum?”

“Bring the bourbon. I’m the
only one who drinks it anyway.”

Amelia stared at me. “The
bourbon?”

“Yes, the bourbon. From Spadros
Manor. All of it. As much as they’ll let you bring.” I snorted to
myself. “I’m planning a party.”

She obviously didn’t understand
me. “Yes, mum.”

“Did they send any
writing-paper?”

Amelia gave three tiny quick
nods, her face a frozen mask.

“Bring it, then. We have work
to do.”

When Amelia brought in the
writing-box Tony gave me for our anniversary, I thought I might die
from the poignant grief which attacked. Amelia set the box down and
made haste for the door, closing it behind her.

Tony? Why would you
send this to me?

He knew.

Of course. I should have
expected him to know. Amelia had to go to Tony for permission to
have my things sent in the first place.

Tony knew how to hurt me, more
than anyone.






Inside the box were three
things I didn’t expect: my moonstone necklace, our wedding ring,
and a note.

Two I’d returned to him with
the letter I sent with Amelia when I left Spadros Manor. The third
read:

Jacqui —

I’m no fool.

You have no money. You’ll never be
received in society so long as you live there. So you could only
want your finery to pay whatever Pike is charging for this
debacle.

The man only wants money. He does
you no favors, nor will he help you once the hope of money is
gone.

Each of these things you’ve taken
from my home was given from my sincere and earnest regard. Yet now
that I’ve seen who you are, I’m glad to let them go.

I’ve made many difficult decisions
these past few days, but on this I refuse to yield: neither my son
nor Miss Diamond is to be exposed to scandal. Any attempt to file
for divorce, and I will revoke my father’s protection.

I won’t force you to return, but
neither will I allow you to leave the city with that scoundrel. I
would rather die.

Why would Tony write as if Joe
were still alive?

Could he not know Joe
was dead?

Tony had lied about so much:
why he married me, his love for Gardena Diamond, the son they had
together. But he couldn’t stand before me, look me in the eye, and
say he didn’t kill Joe. So he sent this letter, then had Sawbuck
come here.

Gardena, of all people, had it
right: Tony was a coward.

I shook my head, remembering
the night I thought Tony worthy of respect. How foolish I was to
ever believe that of him.

* * *

After luncheon, I sat in my room drinking, the
curtains closed. The bell rang. After a moment, Amelia knocked.
“Master Jonathan Diamond to see you, mum. I’ve seated him in the
parlor.”

“Thank you, Amelia, I’ll be out
in a moment.”

“I’ll be in back sorting your
things, if it please you.”

“That’s fine. I’ll call if we
need something.”

“Very good, mum.”

Jonathan came to visit often,
true, but every day? I wondered what this was about. I drained my
glass and went to the door.

The drapes stood open in the
parlor, which like at Spadros Manor faced the street. Jonathan sat
with the afternoon sun behind him, his hair a glowing storm-cloud
as he smiled up at me.

I had that fluttery flustered
feeling again, like the day he visited before I went to rescue
David Bryce ….

I realized I was just standing
there. Feeling foolish, I sat beside him. “How are you?”

He gave me a bemused smile.
“I’m well. And you?”

“I’m feeling quite well, thank
you.”

He pointed across the way to
the room beside mine. The room was packed with clothing. “You’ve
brought your things here?”

“I have.” I leaned my head on
my hand facing him, elbow on my knee. “Has anyone ever told you how
beautiful you are?”

Jon chuckled. “So you
won’t tell me why.”

I let out a short laugh. “Mr.
Pike wants me to auction it all. To pay him. The man does love his
money.”

Jon leaned back with a grin.
“So I hear.” He turned toward me so his knee was on the sofa
between us, his arm on the sofa’s back. “Will you need help?”

“Why, if you’d like to help,
I’m sure we can find work for you.” I twirled a lock of hair. “I
like it when you’re around.”

He turned away, moving to sit
straight on the sofa. Yet his cheeks colored. “You flatter me.”

I took his hand. “Do you wish
things happened differently?”

Jonathan’s thumb stroked my
finger. “What do you mean?”

“That I’d never been sold.”

Jon froze. “Your life has been
very hard.”

“Jon, look at me.”

He hesitated, then his eyes
became moist. “Jacqui —”

“What’s wrong?”

He reached up to smooth my
hair. “Why would you ask this? Of course I wish you’d never been
sold. It benefits no one,” his eyes dropped, “except perhaps Roy
Spadros.” He gazed at me again. “All I’ve ever wanted was for you
to be happy!”

Moved, I reached over to touch
the side of his face. The sight of his skin against mine was so
beautiful it took my breath away. “All I want is for you to be
happy, too.” Something in his eyes drew me towards him, and his
face came close to mine.

The next instant, he raised his
hand to my lips. “No. This is wrong.” He jerked away, rose. “I —
oh, gods, I can’t do this, Jacqui.” His hands balled into fists as
he stood facing away. “I won’t do this. Not this. You have a
husband.” It sounded as if he spoke through gritted teeth.
“Tony has trusted me as a brother. I will not — be this kind
of man!” He paused for a long moment, breathing heavily. “I
refuse to betray him.”

I felt chagrined. “I’m sorry,
Jon. I —” Oh, gods. Have I lost him? “You said it before.
You wish us to remain as friends.”

Jon went perfectly still.
“Yes,” he said finally. “You’ve both been hurt enough.” He went to
the door and was gone.






I wanted to run after him, to
cry out, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I just wanted someone to hold me,”
but it was too late. I’d made a fool of myself. Jon had made his
feelings clear long ago, and now it seemed I’d hurt him, on top of
everyone else.


​ The Bourbon

After drinking much of the night, the next day I
felt terrible. But it wasn’t just the queasy pounding headache. I
felt out of control. I should never have behaved as I did towards
Jon.

Something was wrong with
me.

Today will be different, I
vowed. I’ll have this one drink, just to feel better, but no
more.

I drew my own bath, washed and
combed my hair, and tried braiding it. Ma taught me to braid, of
course, long ago, but it had been years since I’d done it myself. I
hadn’t so much as tied my own shoes in six years. It seemed
unbelievable, yet sad.

I was lighting the stove when
Amelia hurried over. “Watch your shawl, mum. I’ve seen girls light
themselves afire before.”

“Oh,” I said, suddenly fearful.
“Thank you.”

I let her scramble some eggs
for us. We had eggs back home, but she seemed to want to do it.

Should I ask? “How is Mr.
Anthony faring?”

Amelia seemed intent on
cooking. “Much the same.” She shrugged, giving me a quick glance.
“But at least he’s eating.”

Grief, anger, fear, and worry
all mixed together. “Eating?”

The sound of stirring stopped,
and she clicked the stove off. “He didn’t eat for days after you
left.”

I squeezed my eyes shut,
clutching the sides of my dress. Tony never would eat when
upset.

I must not take pity on
him.

Too many had died to get me
away from the Spadros Family. I couldn’t go back. “Is his mother
with him?”

“She visits daily, for several
hours, and his manservant … or his footmen … or Master Hogan … are
by his side always.” The scraping resumed, and she moved to the
table. “Your food, mum.”

Tea and plates were set out,
and she went to a drawer to fetch silverware. I sat, no longer
hungry, but I ate anyway.

* * *

Later that morning, the bourbon arrived! I had a
nice long drink to celebrate — surely that wouldn’t hurt — then
placed the eight bottles next to the four bottles of wine still
left.

Jonathan didn’t return the rest
of the week. But I didn’t blame him. I imagined he felt the way I’d
felt with Mr. Hart’s advances.

I’d ruined everything, and it
was my fault.

I sat in my room when I wasn’t
in bed crying. I missed Joseph Kerr terribly. I missed Jonathan
Diamond almost as much.

If someone had asked if I
missed Tony, I would have denied it. But I know I did. The police
stopped knocking after the third night’s screaming, giving me
strange looks thereafter.

I didn’t blame them either.
During all those years with Tony, I must have sounded a madwoman,
but he never once berated me for my nightmares.

Once Amelia left each night, I
walked the halls for hours, alone. One night, tornado sirens went
off, but I ignored them.

How could I have been so
foolish, so selfish, so stupid? Why did I put Joe into such danger?
How could I ever once have thought my plan would end in anything
but Joseph Kerr’s death?

I should have been stronger. I
should have refused him. We would have lived in misery, but he
would be alive!

Why hadn’t Roy killed me? Did
Roy know of my torment, intend for me to suffer here? That must be
it, I decided. Roy Spadros only ever wanted others to suffer. He
thrived on it.

The only thing I could focus on
was giving water to my poor injured bird, which I did every time I
saw it.

What else did I have to live
for?

I drank wine for breakfast, and
bourbon the rest of the day.

“The eggs have gone bad,”
Amelia said. “Why didn’t you eat?”

“Not hungry.” Even I could tell
I slurred my words.

Amelia took hold of my arms.
“You have to stop this drinking. You’ll make yourself sick. And
you’re not eating nearly enough.”

I felt bitter. “Why do
you care?”

“Come on,” Amelia said, her
voice kind. “It’s past luncheon, and you’re still in your
nightgown. Let’s get you in your bath.”

Later, Jonathan Diamond came to
call. I knew I was drunk, so I determined to act as proper as any
quadrant-lady. I deliberately sat across the low coffee table from
him as Amelia served us tea.

Again, he’d arrived in his
white and silver carriage, dressed for the street like any other
gentleman. Which puzzled me.

“I hope you’re well, Master
Diamond. How may I assist you?”

He smiled. “Is it too strange
for me to visit my dearest friend?”

Friend.

With the word came the sharp
bitter pain of regret.

I blinked away the memory, took
a deep breath. “Of course not.” What could I say to him? “But I did
wonder why you had to ask permission to come here. Aren’t you
Keeper of the Court?”

Jon glanced away, crossing one
leg over his knee. “I removed myself from your case. My brother
Cesare will take my place.”

Cesare Diamond. A man who hated
me with passion simply because I was born in the Pot would oversee
my future.

Jon continued, “Everyone knows
of our friendship. And so,” he let out a breath, “whilst I still
act as Keeper of the Court, I may not do so with you.” He
swallowed, still looking away. “I approve.” He leaned forward with
a fake smile, not meeting my eye. “It refutes the rumor that you’re
being shown some favoritism.”

“Favoritism?”

“Rumors abound, the sort
depending on who speaks. Allowing you to live, allowing you to
remain here rather than the Prison. Many feel this trial’s a sham,
that the judge is bought, that you’ll be set free no matter what
the courts find.” He gave me a quick glance. “Because you’re with a
Family. People are very angry.”

I was a “Pot rag” — what else
could I expect?

We sat in silence as the birds
chirped outside. My little bird still lived, though it seemed
weaker every day. I tried to feed it, but the morsels only lay in
its mouth.

I desperately hoped my bird
would recover. I only wanted you to be free. But a cat had
clawed it, and now it lay dying.

I almost got up to get a drink,
stopping myself only just in time. “Any news of Joe? Have they
found him?”

Jonathan slumped forward, his
forehead in his hands, his elbows resting on his knees. “Jacqui …
“

His demeanor surprised me. “Oh,
gods, did they find his body? What did they do to him?”

Jon shook his head, which still
lay in his hands. “I fear to tell you. I fear …”

“What?”

“You won’t like it.”

I peered at him, unable to make
sense of what he was saying. “I beg you. Please tell me what you
know. I — I don’t think I can bear not to know!” I felt like
crying. “Joseph Kerr meant everything to me. I must know what
happened. Who did this. Where he lies.”

Jon raised his head, and I’d
never seen such an expression on his face. Concern, and yet dread.
I could see the gears turn as he decided how much to tell me.

It’s bad. “What did they
do to him? Did they —”

“He’s alive, Jacqui.”

“What?”

“He was seen yesterday at a
pool hall in the Hart slums.”

I frowned, confused. “Are you
sure it was him?”

Jon glanced away. “Several
swore they knew him. The others all said the same thing: brown
hair, tall, light brown skin, green eyes, very good looking. He
arrived with a red-haired woman. The woman said he hired her to …
um.” At that, Jonathan blushed. “This was very close to the
Pot.”

A laugh burst from me. “That’s
your evidence? The word of ruffians? There must be fifty men in
Hart alone who fit that description.”

“There’s more.” Jon hesitated
several seconds. “This was told to me in confidence, Jacqui. You
must repeat it to no one.”

“Go on.”

“Being Keeper of the Court
means you learn of things others might never know.”

I relaxed. “Go on.” It was
obvious there were rumors, but they were only that. Would they ever
find Joe’s body?

“There are five cases brought
before the Court by the families of five women — from all four
quadrants — who make claim against Master Joseph Kerr of Hart
quadrant.”

“For what reason?”

Jon looked away. “Seduction
with the promise of marriage, with a resulting child. The youngest
was fifteen.”

I stared at him in horror.

“Two of the children have been
born, and Jacqui, they look like him.” He grimaced, glanced away.
“The fifteen-year-old took her own life — the child still inside
her — in terror of being sent to the Pot.”

I shook my head. This made no
sense.

Then rage filled me. “Get
out.”

Jonathan rose. “If that’s what
you want.” He went to the door, rested his hand upon it. “If Joseph
Kerr is dead, why would Tony be searching for him?”

I hurried to him. “He’s
searching for Joe?”

“Tony staked a $10,000 reward
for Joseph Kerr to be brought to him alive. Why do you think his
‘friends’ tried to capture him?”

I stared at Jon’s back,
astonished. Ten thousand dollars? A man’s own mother would
turn him in for that amount.

Jon faced me, but his demeanor
was sober, almost sad. “Not only that, Joseph Kerr owes a great
deal of money; three loan sharks and six gambling halls that I know
of have sent men after him. Charles Hart ordered Mr. Polansky Kerr
and Miss Josephine seized. Alexander Clubb left instructions that
anyone fitting their descriptions in any way be detained at the
zeppelin station. Flights are being delayed right and left on just
this order. Why would these men go to such lengths if Joe were
dead?”

It was inconceivable. “Tony
sent you here.”

“What? No, Jacqui, I —”

“Tony sent you and Ten here
with these elaborate lies so I’d think Joe cared nothing for me and
I’d return to be caged like an animal. The idea that Joe would
ever abandon me! You lied about Roland and I forgave you for
it, but this time ….” I shook my head, outraged. “You’ve gone too
far. This is a lie I can never forgive.” I grabbed the door handle,
yanked it open. “Get out.”

Jon looked stricken. “Jacqui, I
swear I’m not lying.”

“Get out!”

The guards ten yards away
turned to stare.

“If that’s what you want,
Jacqui. But I didn’t lie.”

I slammed the front door. A
picture fell, its glass shattering across the hall. I went to my
room.

Amelia gasped, rushing in.
“Mum, are you well?”

“Fetch me the letter-box.”

“Yes, mum.”

I wrote:

You could never allow me to be free,
is that it? You hate the idea of me leaving so much that first you
murder then you slander the only man I’ve ever loved just to trap
me again. I won’t have it. I’ll die before I return to you.

I put it with Amelia to post to
Tony. As she left, she said, “Anything else, mum?”

“No, Amelia.”

“I’ll get some groceries
then.”

I poured another bourbon.

But something in the way Jon
spoke nagged at me.

I thought back to when he lied
on Queen’s Night after the dinner: he told me Roland was his
brother Cesare’s son. I’d been focused on Tony and Gardena, yet
even then I knew something wasn’t right. But just now …

I stood, pacing, the curtains
fluttering in the spring breeze, and the air was strangely
silent.

Oh, gods.

Still alive?






It had to be some lie. Tony
lied about Gardena, he lied about Roland, he probably even lied
about it being so dangerous that I had to be caged everywhere I
went.

My mind flashed to the times I
barely escaped violation by a scoundrel. Vig was there the first
time, and I had my pistol the second. Tony simply couldn’t conceive
that I could handle myself.

Why would Tony concoct such a
lie? Why would Jon spread it?

I sat, drained my glass, poured
more bourbon.

Lit a cigarette, hands
shaking.

Jon couldn’t lie like this,
bold-faced, without any shame or guile. I knew when Jon
lied, because it was so rare.

Jonathan Diamond believed
Joseph Kerr to be alive.

But it was impossible. How
could Joe be alive? What would possibly make him not come to
me?

Joe would have tried anything
to get to me. He would have sent someone, if only to learn if I was
well. When he learned I’d been ill, put under house arrest … he
would have been frantic.

I paced the room. There must be
some reason he couldn’t come to me. Maybe he feared Tony would harm
me if he did. Maybe he feared the men who sought him had spies
here, or at the hotel when I was there. Perhaps they chased him
off.

But to not even send a message
…

No. Joe would never abandon me
like that.

Joe could be lying in a ditch
somewhere. He could’ve been waylaid. He could’ve been killed by one
of these men …

Three loan sharks … and six
gambling halls …

Joseph Kerr owes a
great deal of money.

I sat heavily. Jon
thought it was a great deal of money.

Jonathan Diamond had access to
as much money as Tony did.

How could Joseph Kerr owe so
much money?






His sister Josie had spoken of
their grandfather’s desire not to take money from the Hart
syndicate, and they’d suffered for it. Their poverty was obvious.
Joe said they couldn’t even afford to feed the horse we’d loaned
them.

I could understand Joe taking
out loans. I could perhaps understand going to a loan shark if
their credit was very poor. They were Kerrs, after all, the last
descendants of that old, hated monarchy. Perhaps they weren’t
deemed worthy of proper rates.

But why would Joe gamble?

How could he get himself into
that much debt?

The side door opened and
shut.

Joe asked if I had any money …
any money at all …

Dread gnawed at me. I gave
him all the money I had in the world so he could get our tickets
…

The night we left, Joe showed
me the tickets. Three tickets, edged in red. One for him, one for
me, one for my Ma.

I didn’t get a good look at
them, but they were real. I saw them.

I rose, frantic. “Amelia!”

She came running in. “Yes,
mum?”

“Do you know anything about the
zeppelin?”

“Like what?”

“When you get your tickets.
What do the colors mean?”

She let out a relieved laugh.
“Well, mum, I’ve never bought them. But the colors are for the
year. That’s why everyone goes on holiday during Yuletide. You buy
them whenever you like. But the outgoing ones are only good until
midnight, New Year’s Eve.”

“So what’s this year’s
color?”

“Blue, I think.”

“It can’t be …” Joe’s tickets
were red.

The stubs on the
station floor two weeks ago — edged in blue.

The ticket stub
fluttering away from Jon’s pocket — edged in blue.

Had Jon been out of the city
and back again since he brought me to Clubb Hotel? Where did he
go?

“Mum? What’s wrong?”

“Blue? Are you certain?”

“No, mum, I’ve never bought
one. If it’s important, I can ask.”

“What color were they last
year?”

She chuckled. “That I remember.
A dark yellow. My uncle’s grandson works at the ticket factory.
Last year at Yuletide he said they looked like —” she blushed,
hiding her mouth with her hands.

“Like what?”

“Like they was dipped in piss.
Forgive me, mum, I —”

I waved her off. “I’ve heard
the word before.”

“Yes, mum.” She rushed out,
closing the door behind her.

Blue this year.

Ticket stubs edged in
blue littered the zeppelin station floor …

A ticket stub edged in
blue fluttered away in the wind …

They were yellow last
year?

How long had Joseph Kerr held
those red-edged tickets?

Why would he trick me this
way?






“I trust Ten,” Tony
said, “and I trust you.”






I collapsed into a chair and
began to weep.

I left Tony … dear sweet Tony
who trusted me. Who loved me. Who stood up to Roy Spadros for me.
Who gave up Gardena and Roland for me.

And then the only man I had
ever truly loved took all the money I had and left me!

Left me to face Tony. To sit at
the zeppelin station, humiliated and alone. To become Regina
Clubb’s pawn because I had no other option. To the mercy of Frank
Pagliacci, Jack Diamond, and Roy Spadros. To face public shame, and
at the end, the gallows.

Joe knew what would happen if I
remained in Bridges.

And he left me anyway.






I cried tears of shame, of
fury, of anguish and hate. I threw my glass at Amelia when she
asked what happened, and wept at the mark on the door, the
shattered ruin, the wasted drink.

I wept as I brought another
bottle to the table, and as I wrote to everyone, asking their
forgiveness.

Ma never came to check on me,
not even when I was sick. I remembered her disdain the night she
sent me away.

Was she glad to be rid of
me?

I set the letters out on the
table in the hall. “Amelia,” I called out. “Send these at
once.”

“Yes, mum.” Amelia peered
around the corner from the end of the hall. “Then I’m going to see
my daughter, she’s unwell.”

Amelia was probably glad to be
away from me too. “You do that.” I closed the door to my room,
locked it.

Then I saw my little bird, its
body torn by that wretched cat.

My bird lay unmoving …
dead.

“No!”

I clung to the cage in anguish,
weeping. My little bird!

My little bird.

“Oh, gods,” I wept. “Finally
you’re free.”






I would never be free. Tony
would never release me. Despite Mr. Pike’s words, no one would
believe me innocent. I’d have to betray everyone to get out of the
city. And Joe … how could I ever be free of this torment, knowing
the man I gave everything to took my love and crushed it beneath
his feet?

Five women, Joe? And
one of them fifteen?

I searched for a glass, my
house shoes crunching as I went. I returned to my table, opened a
bottle and drank straight from it. I’d never done so since I first
drank vodka, the night Air died.

Air. Gods, Air, why did you
ever care for someone like me?

He was as big a fool as I was.
He made the mistake of loving me. I killed him. No matter what his
mother said, I killed him.






I loved the way the liquor
burned through me, the way it did those few moments me and Air were
happy together. Perhaps it was a sign. Maybe I would see Air again
before it was all over.

I lay my pistol on the table in
front of me. I put my dagger next to it. The curtains blew in the
breeze, and the air was warm. It was a good day. I couldn’t have
picked one better.

The bottle beside me was empty,
so I got up, opened another one. After some time, I squinted at the
bottles on the table. How did two empty bottles get there? I needed
more to drink.

A full bottle sat on the
sideboard across the room, so I got up to get it. But my foot
slipped out from under me. The room moved, and I felt sick. I
thought I might be falling.

In fact, I was sure of it, but
I didn’t really care anymore.


​ The Horror

Frantic voices. Angry words which made no sense.
Sobbing. Screams. Laughter.

But instead of the woman from
the hotel — Mrs. Clubb? — this was a deep, rich laugh from a large
man.

At Clubb Hotel, I’d feared I
was mad. Now I knew I was.

He laughed in triumph as I flew
through a storm-cloud, thunderbolts crashing around me. And I knew
— I just knew — that he didn’t just mock me. He pursued me!

I could hardly breathe for fear
of the man pursuing. He laughed as he chased me through the
green-gray storm, a massive wall approaching to cut me with knives
of silver.

But I flew too fast, too high,
and I began to fall from a terrible height. And the laughter came
closer … and closer … behind …!

A strange room, my heart
pounding in a shaking sweat. The room golden, hot, the sound of
fire blazing from behind. Flames shot forward from each side.

Someone terrible was after
me.

Yet I couldn’t move. I couldn’t
move!

Jack Diamond, head shaved and
dressed all in white, emerged into the fiery light. Something
glinted in his hand.

I stared at Jack in horror. I’d
left the window open. Somehow he’d gotten in my room, taken me
here!

But how? Where was I? What
would he do to me?

He moved forward. “Oh, good,
you’re awake.”

Terrified as I’d never been, I
screamed, pushing myself into the cushions behind me.

Jack’s face filled with alarm.
“Oh, gods.”

But it wasn’t Jack’s deep, deep
voice. “Jacqui, it’s me.” He didn’t sound like Jack Diamond at
all.

Jack pulled the skin off of his
head, and the coiled black hair underneath was thick and wild.

I stared, aghast. How did Jack
pull the skin off of his head?

Two old people tottered in.
Jack said, “Turn on the lights.”

A dark-skinned man with black
hair wore a khaki shirt and pants. He held a dark brown
finely-knitted hat in one hand and a water glass in the other. He
put the glass on the side table and sat on the bed beside me.
“Jacqui, it’s me. It’s just me. You’re safe.” He clasped my hand.
“I will never let anyone harm you.”

I clutched his hand, sobbing in
relief. “Jon? Oh, Jon, I was so frightened. I thought you were Jack
here to kill me.”

Jonathan Diamond sat holding my
hands, face sad.

Suddenly, I realized how deeply
this must hurt him. “I’m sorry. But I … I couldn’t move, and —”

He gave a dejected smile. “And
I look like him.”

“Yes. Well, no, not now that I
see you properly … you look like you. Why can’t I move?”

Trees rustled behind me
outside. The breeze floated the sheer white curtains beside me.
Shadows lengthened in the setting sun.

“You’re tied to the bed. But
now you’ve returned to us,” Jon’s eyes reddened, his hand
tightening on mine, “maybe now we can untie you.” He and the old
woman beside him removed the sheets which bound me to the narrow
bed. Then he sat beside me again.

I smiled at Jon, feeling safe,
content. Then I felt confused. “Where am I?”

“You’re in a cottage in the
Spadros countryside. The doctor will be glad to hear you’ve
awakened.”

“What happened?”

An instant of grief crossed his
face. “I found you on the floor.” He seemed haunted by the memory.
“Amelia had left you alone. When she returned, she cleaned you up.
I brought you here to get well.” He spoke as if leaving out a great
deal.

I’d sent Amelia to fetch
bourbon … or was her daughter ill?

I tried to sit up and the room
turned gray. Jonathan stood over me. “Don’t try to rise, my love,
please, just rest.” His hand felt cool on my forehead, and I closed
my eyes.

I dreamed Jonathan wept. I
drank watery alcohol. I dreamed Tony said, “I love you,” and fear
gripped me. Would he make me go back? Jon kissed my hand: I felt
safe, content.

I opened my eyes and it was
dark.

I lay propped up, with pillows
behind me. Jon sat asleep in a chair beside me. He had different
clothes on.

What day was it?

Jon came awake with a start and
grasped my hand, eyes bloodshot and alarmed. “What is it? Are you
well?”

“I think so, but I haven’t
tried to move since that last time.”

Jon smiled to himself. “We’ve
had difficulty keeping you in bed.” He checked his pocket-watch.
“Time for your draught.” He went to the dresser, opening a
notebook. He lit a small lamp. I saw him pour water from a pitcher,
then heard him pour again, then count under his breath. He poured
liquid once more, then brought me a glass of something darkly
opaque. “Drink it down.”

It tasted like almost
completely watered-down bourbon mixed with herbs. It was fairly
disgusting, but I drank it all, handing the glass back to him.
“What’s this about?”

He sat the glass on the
nightstand. “You poisoned yourself with bourbon. The only way to
bring you back to health without causing epileptic fits is to wean
you off alcohol altogether. It’ll take another week or so. But you
must never drink again. Another poisoning would surely kill
you.”

Never drink again. I
didn’t know what to say. Of course, I’d often considered cutting
back some, but ….

He sat beside me. “It will be
the most difficult task you’ve had to face, but you’re stronger
than you think.” Jon’s face was resolute. “I’ll help you, for as
long as I can.”

Grief flooded over me. What
do I have to live for?

For a long time I couldn’t
speak for sobbing, then I turned away. “Why bother?” What I’d done
to Tony. My little bird. Everyone. “I don’t deserve to live.”

I felt Jon’s hand warm on my
shoulder. “You do deserve to live! You have a husband who loves
you, Jacqui. Even now. You have … a maid who awaits your return.
You have … friends who care about you.” He took a deep breath. “Who
love you.”

Most of my friends are
dead. Or have betrayed me.

But then I remembered what Mrs.
Clubb said, about how I was wrong to say I had no friends and no
future.

I didn’t wish to believe
it.

Yet here Jonathan sat. The
doctor visited. These servants must have cared for me. “I’m sorry
to be so much trouble.”

Jon patted my shoulder, and I
could tell from his voice that he smiled. “You would have to do
much, much worse to cause me trouble.” I heard him take a deep
breath; his voice trembled. “I would do anything for you, Jacqui.
Anything. Even unto death.”

I closed my eyes and cried as
he smoothed my hair.






When I awoke, I was no longer
tied.

Tony stood in the doorway, deep
sadness in his eyes. Then he knelt beside my bed near where my hips
lay and took my hand.

I bit my lip, trying not to
cry. What could I possibly say to him?

His bandage was gone; a red
scar lay on his right cheek. “I’ve had a long time to think about
what you wrote —”

Oh, gods, I thought. The
letters —

“— and what I wanted to say —“
he hesitated, tightened his grasp on my hand, gazed down at it, “—
is that even though your vows to me were forced, mine to you never
were. I’ve been angry. I’ve said things I regret. But even though
perhaps we can’t live together — now — I never wanted you to
die!” He brought my hand to his lips, then to his unhurt
cheek, and it reminded me of Pip that day in the garden. “My father
told me once that to take your life is a grave error, because
whether your cards are good or bad, it’s your duty to play them to
the end. If your life is bad, you only give them to some innocent
to endure in your stead.”

Why would Tony mention suicide?
“Ten told me everything. I don’t want you to die for trying to
please me!”

He said nothing, yet his grip
on my hand tightened.

I couldn’t let myself feel for
this man. Too much had happened. “I’ve said things I regret as
well.”

He gazed into my eyes. “I don’t
want you to suffer, Jacqui. I’ve only ever wanted you to be happy.”
But he said it as if he despaired of ever being so himself.

I couldn’t let myself pity him,
or I might agree to go back.

Tony sounded lost. “Were you
never happy?”

I shrugged, not meeting his
eye. Telling him how much torment I’d been in all these years would
crush him. Relating a happy moment would only give him false
hope.

“I need you, Jacqui. I need
you. I can’t do this without you.”

“Do what?”

“Find this Red Dog Gang. Regain
control of our quadrant. Show my men I’m capable of leading them!”
He rested his forehead on the bed’s edge, gripping my hand as if
drowning. “I dread the man who directs this horror! I hear the
ticking of his merciless mind, feel the rumbling of his terrible
machine of war. Like fog, he covers everything, lies behind every
window, yet offers no place to hide. His only wish is to crush us!”
He raised his head, rested his other arm on the bed. His eyes
pleaded with me. “Please come home! I can’t protect you otherwise.
I need you to be safe. I’d die if they harmed you.”

I turned my face away, and he
released my hand. It pounded, tingled, ached. I focused on the
sensations for a long time, examining their pain in every
detail.

They were important.

They were a reminder.

Tony thought he loved me, but
his fierce grasp on my life hurt.


​ The Boy

A far off door opened, and footsteps came down
the hall.

Tony looked over his shoulder
at the doorway; there stood Gardena and the little boy I’d seen
months ago on Market Center.

Gardena said, “Say hello to
your daddy.”

Gardena had Jonathan’s dark
skin and eyes; as Jonathan came to stand behind his sister, their
eyes were both rimmed in red.

Roland Anthony Spadros, a boy
of four, held wildflowers, and peered at Tony, hesitant. Then he
looked to his mother.

Tony appeared completely
astonished. He didn’t rise; he turned round to face the boy, his
voice full of emotion. “What a fine boy you are! Oh, my dear, dear
son,” he said, “come to me.”

The boy ran to him, black
ringlet curls bouncing. The happiness in Roland’s face as he hugged
his father for the first time made everything worth it.






Tony said, “Are those flowers
for me?”

Roland said quite seriously,
“No, sir.” He presented them instead to me. “I’m sorry you’re not
feeling well.”

I smiled at him, taking the
flowers. “I’m feeling much better. Your uncle Jon has taken very
good care of me.”

“Mama said you’re my Mama too.”
He seemed confused.

“You may call me Jacqui.”

At that, he made the most
adorable little bow. “Thank you, Miss Jacqui.” He ran back to
Gardena, hiding his face in her skirts.

She knelt before him. “Would
you like to go outside with your Daddy and Uncle Jon? I hear there
are animals, like at home.”

His face made an “oh” as he
jumped up and down in delight.

“Take hold of Uncle Jon’s hand,
please,” she said, rising.

Roland grabbed Jon’s hand; Jon
smiled back at me as he let himself be dragged away.

Tony went to Gardena. “Thank
you.” Then he went round the corner and was gone.

Gardena stood in the doorway
staring blankly for a moment, then wiped her eyes. “Oh, Jacqui,
what have you done?”

“Come sit with me, Dena.”

She pulled a chair close and
sat, not looking at me. “I’m so sorry. For everything. Most of all,
how you learned of it.”

I let out a sigh, feeling
discouraged. “You were afraid. He was afraid.” I couldn’t say what
I most wanted to, that I tried to disappear so that they could be a
family. “I don’t blame you any longer. I’m just glad my husband can
see his son.”

Gardena gave a small smile as
she gazed at my bed-sheets. “It was Jon’s doing. He told my father
everything. Gods, Jacqui, I never knew what it’s been like for you
all this time.”

This surprised me. “Jon never
told you?”

“Not a word.”

“I told my husband the truth.
But I don’t know what I should have done anymore.”

Gardena snorted. “Anthony was
furious at first, because Jon knew everything yet never told him.
Yet Jon’s only wish has been to offer support to you both.”

“Remember when you acted so
silly in my garden? You said we’d have a sleep-over, do each
other’s hair, tell each other’s secrets.” I regretted not taking
her seriously. “Were you trying to tell me of Roland, even
then?”

Gardena shrugged, head
down.

She hadn’t yet once looked at
me. “Dena, what’s wrong?”

Her eyes reddened. “I’ve done
you such a great injustice. I was a stupid frightened girl trying
to be a woman, whilst knowing nothing about what that meant. And I
knew what I did was wrong.” She glanced at me, then away. “I knew
Anthony wasn’t yet of age. I knew he’d never been with a woman. I
knew you two were betrothed. I knew I exposed him to terrible
danger, from both his father and mine.” She shook her head, her
voice breaking. “Yet I did it anyway, for my own selfish gain.”

I shrugged. He was seventeen,
old enough to refuse. She was only nineteen, and we’d never met.
“And now you have a son.”

She smiled fondly at my
bed-covers. “Yes. He’s the joy of my life.” Her smile faded. “But
I’ve given him no future.” She let out a sigh. “At best, he’s a
Spadros bastard in Diamond quadrant. At worst, he’s the son,” she
said bitterly, “of a whore —”

“Dena —”

“— who should by rights be in
the Pot. What kind of life can he ever have?”

“Gardena, look at me.”

She turned red eyes to
mine.

“You are not a whore.” I
smiled, remembering the brash young women I admired so as a child.
“Back home, that would be a mark of honor.”

Gardena’s eyes widened,
horrified. “Really?”

I chuckled. “Really. And you
have many options open to you.” I recalled the things Mrs. Clubb
thought I was jealous of Gardena for. “You’re young, beautiful
—”

Gardena blushed.

“— able to bear sons, healthy,
and from a good Family. Why should you not marry who you
choose?”

I wanted her to choose Tony.
But I couldn’t say that. Not if I wanted to keep my bargain with
the Clubbs. At this point, I needed every break I could get if I
were to escape the gallows.

“No one will have me. My father
has worked tirelessly on my behalf for years. Every man he
approaches balks at the thought of marrying a ‘spoilt woman,’
taking on the care and responsibility of another man’s child.
Everyone except Lance … and I … Jacqui, after what you said to me
back at our luncheon —”

“Your son is an heir to
Spadros and Diamond. All Lance needs to do is make Roland love him,
and the Clubbs have three quadrants. The Harts could do
nothing.”

“— I just don’t know.”

“My husband loves you
desperately. I intended —”

“No, Jacqui! No! This is
horrible! How could I bear it, knowing you tried to die so I might
have your husband? It’s not worth it.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

Her head drooped. Tears ran
down her cheeks, dropped to the bed. “Then what did you mean?”

“You know what happened. I left
him.”

“You left him … so he could
marry me? That makes no sense!”

“I — I loved someone else.”

“Oh. Jon never told me
that.”

“But …” Grief came crushing
down upon me. But I would not cry, not now. “Things don’t always
work out the way you expect.”

She sat silent for several
seconds. “I’m sorry.”

We sat there as the birds
chirped outside, deep sadness filling my heart at the sound. My
poor little bird.

“Jacqui, what should I do about
Lance?”

I felt numb. “What do you
want to do about Lance?”

“I don’t know. If his parents
are scheming to take Roland from me, if Lance only wants me for my
son’s claim on Spadros Manor, then I won’t have anything to do with
him.”

She left the unsaid dangling.
But if he truly loves me …

Lance might truly love her. I
didn’t know. Gardena was almost 25, a spinster with a bastard son.
Any moment, her situation might be revealed, putting them both in
terrible danger. This could be her last chance at marriage and a
secure future.

But if she married Lance, Tony
might never see his son again. Little Roland, the potential heir to
Spadros, Diamond, and Clubb, could become a pawn in some
future Family struggle. Or be in danger from someone in the Clubb
syndicate’s succession. Or even from Lance’s own men.

Why had Joe abandoned me? Tony
and Gardena might be together now, naturally drawn closer in their
search for me. There had to be some reason, something where this
made sense.

I’d placed every hope in Joseph
Kerr, and he’d failed me.

“Jacqui, what’s wrong?”

I shook my head, despondent.
“All I ever wanted … I just want to make sure Roland is in my
husband’s life! It gives him such pain to parted from his child.”
And from you, I wanted to say. But I couldn’t say that. “I
only fear that …”

“That Lance may not honor him
as Roland’s true-born father.”

I nodded, unable to speak.

Gardena nodded slowly. “Then I
will insist on it.”

But once married, would Lance
have any reason to honor that?

“Roland keeps asking for Lance,
Jacqui. Asking why we can’t visit. I don’t know what to tell
him.”

I felt afraid for Tony. And for
little Roland. “It’s your choice, Dena. Only you can trust whether
he’ll remain true to his word.”






Gardena left, returning twenty
minutes later to say goodbye.

Tony never returned. I lay
listening to doors open and shut, to murmured conversation, the
sounds of a carriage. Two carriages.

Then Jonathan appeared in the
doorway.

“You have hay on your knee,” I
said.

Jon chuckled, brushing off his
trousers. “I hope you’re well?”

I considered the matter. “I
am.” Emotion swelled at the memory of Roland’s little face. “I’m
glad Tony got to see him.”

Jon nodded rapidly, lips
pursed, not looking at me.

“Is something wrong? Come sit
with me.”

Jonathan sat where Gardena had,
eyes downcast. He took a deep breath. “I have to believe all will
be well in that regard.”

“Why did you bring them here? I
fear Roy may learn of it.”

Jon snorted, a small smile on
his face. “He already knows.”

“How did he find out? I never
told anyone, I swear —”

Jon took my hand. “Tony told
Roy himself.”

“What? Why?”

“Tony told me he needed to
start behaving like a man.”

This took me aback.
“Really.”

Jon nodded, eyes unfocused.
“Tony went to Roy and confessed it all.” Jon turned to me in
disbelief. “He said Roy embraced him, wept at the news. Roy said he
was proud of him.”

I never expected this. “This is
incredible.” We sat in stunned silence. “Does Tony not fear for his
son’s life?”

“He does. But he feared it’d be
much worse should the news emerge some other way.” Jon peered at
his hands. “Yet this is far from over. What Tony did infuriated my
father.”

“Oh? Why?”

“Tony never asked leave to
speak of it! If Roy had reacted with anger, tried to seize Roland,
harm my sister —” Jon shook his head. “Our border guards were
unprepared. Tony should’ve included us in the decision. Or at least
given us notice.”

“What will your father do?”

“What can he do?” Jon sat
silent a moment, then chuckled. “If I hadn’t pointed out that
keeping the Spadros heir from his son could cause the very war he
feared, we might not be having this discussion.”

That eased my mind on another
matter. Would Lance Clubb risk war to keep Tony from Roland?
Unlikely. But the thought of Roland growing up with Mrs. Clubb gave
me pause. For years, the boy had lived apart from his father. She
could speak any sort of lie in his ear, turning his fragile love
for Tony into disdain. I gripped Jon’s hand. “Don’t let Roland
become a Clubb discard.”

Jon nodded slowly, face
thoughtful. “We’ve had many such discussions, before my father ever
agreed to the courtship.”

“But these discussions must
include Roland’s father! If the Clubbs know harming Roland turns
half the city against them —”

Jon placed his hand on mine.
“Tony has no firmer advocate in Diamond Manor.” Then he chuckled.
“I’m sure my father rues the day he had me of all his sons
appointed Keeper of the Court.” He gave me a wry grin. “You learn
much listening to these trials.”

I felt relieved. “What’s it
like? Being Keeper of the Court.”

He shrugged. “Much paperwork
and boredom. A few exciting moments when the lawyers spar with each
other. Much of it is sad.” He straightened, let out a breath. “But
it’s a noble office, one few younger sons of great houses get
opportunity for. It suits me.”

“I’m glad it does. Who acts in
your place now?”

Jon grinned. “I’m sure my
father coerced someone into duty.”

“You don’t know?”

“I don’t even care. I told him
I wouldn’t leave here until you were well, end of story.”

“My word,” I said. “I’m
surprised you defied him so.”

“It’s of no consequence,” said
Jon. “Until you’re well, the rest of Bridges can go hang.”


​ The Grief

The next day, I was able to rise from bed, sit
in a chair. The servants aided me, yet they never spoke, even when
I spoke to them. In the reflection, my eyes were strange: a faint
yellow where white should be. And a tender red scar lay on my left
temple. I recalled drinking, the broken glass on the floor,
falling.

Jonathan said I looked much
better, and the way he said it made me afraid. How ill had I
been?

Jon and I took tea on the
terrace outside the front door. The cottage lay in a valley
surrounded by pines, an arbor of black roses stretching along one
wall. Beyond to our right lay a wide path through the trees. Cows
lowed softly from beyond view.

The day was lovely. The elderly
servants poured tea, brought fruit and cakes, then retreated. It
wasn’t until Jon pointed it out in hushed whispers that I noticed
none of them had thumbs.

Jon’s face was filled with
horror. “They have no tongues, either. What happened here?”

My mind seemed slow, confused.
“I don’t know.”

“Spadros men come weekly with
food already prepared, wine and beer. They place it on this table,
then leave immediately.” Jon let out a breath. “These people are
being kept alive for a reason.”

This stank of Roy Spadros.
“Have you asked about it?”

Jon gave a sudden bitter laugh.
“Would Spadros men tell a Diamond? But I don’t believe they know.
They have orders and they follow them. I’ve seen men on the hills,
rifles pointed at the delivery men. I’d bet the men on the hills
know even less.”

I peered at the hills,
uneasy.

“Soon, you’ll be well enough to
leave this place,” Jon said. Then he shuddered. “I hope never to
return.”

“Have you been treated
well?”

“Yes,” Jon said. “And the
doctor comes every few days to examine you. The last time, he
examined everyone.” He chuckled, amused. “I don’t think he approves
of my being here, but fortunately it’s not up to him.”

I smiled. “I will tell him
you’ve been nothing but a gentleman.”

* * *

I remained at the cottage until the water I
drank had no bourbon in it. I also took what the doctor called
“liver tonics,” which seemed to help. My hands still shook at
times. But gradually my mind cleared, and if I smoked I felt
better.

Jon suggested I begin a
journal. We spent afternoons in the garden. In the evening he read
to me in the parlor. Yet I felt he kept a certain distance from me.
He took long walks alone. He sat for hours gazing at the hills,
seldom answering when I spoke.

From his behavior, it seemed
something was terribly wrong. I felt somehow that whatever was
wrong must be because of me, because he never spoke of it, even
when I asked.

At first, I felt so alone. And
I wept when a bird chirped, or an evil memory intruded. Yet the
gentle warmth of the sun, the scent of the black roses covering the
arbor on the terrace, even the view of the hills soothed me. I
think they helped me heal.

And I slowly realized — feeling
more than a bit foolish once I did — that of course he wasn’t free
to share every burden with me. Jon was Keeper of the Court. Not
only that, he was a Diamond, and held secrets we might never be
able to speak of.

This thought sobered me. Jon
had been so devoted during my sickness, even whilst carrying his
griefs. I hoped the day might come when I might be able to help him
in some small way as well.

* * *

Dr. Salmon came to visit twice a week. The last
time he visited, he examined me most thoroughly, one of the old
women standing beside him. “You seem remarkably well, all things
considered. I thought at one point we might lose you.”

This took me aback. “Was it
really so bad?”

“Yes.” He placed a lined hand
upon mine. “I’m sure Master Diamond has told you that you must
never drink alcohol again.”

“Yes, he told me. He’s been the
best, the kindest caretaker one might ever have.”

He patted my hand, his ancient
eyes moist. “You’re a very, very lucky young woman.” His lips
tightened into a thin smile. “We’ll have to be most careful if you
should come with child, but you should still be able to bear a
healthy heir.”

I snorted. “I’m not going back
to Spadros Manor.”

“What if you fall ill
again?”

“My maid is with me. Police
stand guard. My husband won’t force me to return, so I fail to see
why it’s any of your concern.”

“I care about your well-being,
whether you do or not.” He turned away. “Very well. I’ll call on
you in a few days.”

“How do you know where I
live?”

He frowned. “Why, Master
Diamond and I brought you here.”

That made sense.

But I still worried. “Something
very odd happened this year.”

This drew his attention. “Tell
me more.”

“I’ve remembered things I
didn’t before. It would seem obvious for me to remember them, and I
feel as if I should have remembered them, but I didn’t. Then the
memory came suddenly, without reason and with great force. From a
smell, or a word.”

He nodded slowly. “Memory is a
delicate thing. Were the memories painful ones?”

I felt suddenly unable to
speak.

“Sometimes — if the memory is
very painful — the mind doesn’t want to remember. The memory is
hidden, if you will, until it’s needed.” He gave me a gentle smile.
“It’s all quite natural, and there’s no need to fret about it.”

“Will there be more?”

“If you have more, there may be
more.” A puzzled look spread over his face. “You’re quite young.
Usually people are in their thirties — or older — before this sort
of thing happens. If it does.”

“Well, thank you. It’s good to
know.” I let out a laugh, relief sweeping over me. “More than once,
I’ve feared I might be mad.”

He smiled at that. “You had a
bad time at the hotel, but that was due to drink. Or rather the
sudden lack of drink after long overindulgence. Now that
we’ve gotten you clear of it, I think you’re recovering
nicely.”

* * *

A Spadros “plain” carriage — dark brown without
markings, so it resembled a taxi — took me and Jonathan Diamond
back towards the city. We sat across from each other during the
long trip, but diagonally, gazing out of the windows beside us.

I’d felt ashamed to speak of my
missteps up to then, but I didn’t want to part without resolving
the matter. “I’m sorry for what happened that day in my
parlor.”

He continued to gaze out of the
window. “Think nothing of it.”

“You must not berate yourself.
It was wrong for me to put you in that position.” Wildflowers
bloomed along the road, but the summer’s light seemed dim. “The
fault was entirely mine.”

He nodded, not looking at
me.

“And I do wish very much to be
friends.” I turned to him, my heart full. “I need you. I — I need
someone to talk to. I need a friend. At present, I have very few.
Well, to be honest, without you I have none. When I return, I’ll
once again be alone, and I …” at this point, I felt as if I
rambled, so I straightened, collecting my thoughts. “I don’t want
you to fear to visit.”

He gave his first real smile in
days. “Then I’ll be sure to visit.”

At this, I felt much
relieved.

Jon leaned forward, his elbows
on his knees. “I worry for you.”

This surprised me. “Why? The
doctor says I’m fine.”

He turned his head to peer out
of the window. “How do you feel about what Master Kerr has
done?”

“I don’t know that he’s
done anything.”

Jonathan crossed his legs,
leaning away, resting his elbow on the window’s edge.

“You believe Joe to be a cad? A
scoundrel?”

Jonathan gazed out of the
window. “It doesn’t matter what I believe. But your marriage is
harmed, perhaps forever. Whether dead or alive, a man you love
didn’t stand for you. Fight for you. Protect you. Instead, he went
out of the window when your husband appeared in anger, leaving you
to face the consequences alone.” For a moment, his jaw tightened.
“His sister — a woman you’ve known since birth — has disappeared.
Your own men have betrayed you. And you’re accused of Dame
Anastasia’s murder.” He uncrossed his legs to face me, elbows on
his knees. “This on top of all the death and torment in your life.
You’ve lost so much.” He put his hands together, resting his
forehead upon them. “Please, Jacqui — let yourself grieve.”

My eyes stung, but I shook
myself, straightened, and my vision was clear. “I’ve cried many
times, Jon. Just because I don’t care to do so in front of you
—”

“You used to.” Jon gazed out of
the window. “You said you needed a friend to talk to. I hope I’m
here when that time comes.”

I recalled his zeppelin ticket
flying away. “Do you plan a trip?”

A wistful smile. “How many men
understand their future?”

For this I had no answer, even
if I’d known what he meant.


​ The News

I peered at Jon as the carriage continued
towards my apartments. I’d been at the cottage three weeks. What
happened whilst I was gone? Jon had said nothing about current
events, and no newspapers arrived at the cottage. I’d surely missed
my court dates, and I dreaded what Molly and Mr. Pike would have to
say.

As we came closer to the city I
began to feel afraid. What if Tony had me locked in the carriage as
he did before, forced me to return to Spadros Manor after all? I’d
never be allowed to escape!

Dread gnawed at me as we
approached the outer road. But the carriage sped past 192nd Street,
and I felt a huge sense of relief.

We stopped in front of my
apartments behind Jonathan’s carriage, which had returned for him.
Once we had alighted, I said to Jon, “Thank you for
everything.”

“Rest well.” Jon tipped his
hat, and climbed into his carriage.






I expected Amelia to answer the
door, but instead Blitz did!

I drawled, “Blitz Spadros.
Whatever are you doing here?”

He chuckled, and the look in
his eye told me he remembered the night in the back of Vig’s saloon
when I asked that very thing. Opening the door wide, he turned into
the hall. “She’s back!”

I was pleased to see Blitz,
although puzzled at him being here. Blitz was Tony’s distant cousin
and our night footman. He claimed he never needed much sleep;
perhaps he brought news.

I couldn’t imagine any news
from Tony being very pleasant.

Amelia emerged from a back
room; Mary Pearson followed. Mary was twenty and pretty, with
straight light brown hair which in some lights looked blonde. She
was a maid at Spadros Manor, and the butler’s daughter.

“Mary! This is a pleasant
surprise.”

Blitz was grinning, which
always reminded me of Tony.

I said to Mary, “I hope your
parents are well?”

Mary seemed surprised. “They
are, mum, thank you.”

Blitz put his arm around Mary.
“May I present Mrs. Spadros.”

“Wait,” I said. “You got
married?”

Blitz said, “We’re your
staff.”

“How wonderful!” I always liked
Blitz, and Mary too. “I never even knew you fancied each
other!”

Mary blushed, relaxing into his
side, and it was so sweet and charming that it warmed my heart.

Amelia said, “You’ve had a
long, tiring ride. Would you like some tea?” So we sat in our
parlor as Amelia brought in the tea-tray. “Before I forget, mum.
You have a meeting with Mr. Pike on Tuesday at half past ten. The
Court carriage will take you.”

“Thank you, Amelia.”

She wouldn’t sit with us. “You
have need to speak with your housekeeper and butler, mum, and I
have much to do.”

Once Amelia left, I said,
“However did you come to be here?”

Mary looked to Blitz, who put
his cup down, hesitating a long moment. “I’ve always supported and
I dare say loved my cousin. But the night Mr. Anthony struck me for
doing my best to follow his instruction, I knew we needed to leave.
Your illness gave us the perfect opportunity.” He grinned at Mary.
“We’d been wanting to marry for some time. Her father gave
permission, and I don’t think Mr. Anthony much cared one way or the
other.”

“So did you marry at Spadros
Manor?”

Blitz let out a short laugh.
“Hardly. They were still patching all the holes inside.” He glanced
at me. “You know —”

Tony’s men attacked him inside
Spadros Manor? I took a deep breath, feeling shaky. “So where did
you marry, then?”

“Vig’s place.”

“Vig’s? How is he?” Vígharður
Vikenti and I had been friends for years, and he owned a saloon not
actually that far away.

“Much better,” Blitz said. “We
helped him clean up the place. With Natalia doing the cooking, it’s
about back to normal.”

Natalia was — as she said it —
“of the Romani,” a bit older than I was. She wasn’t one of Vig’s
“working girls” in back — I think she was a dancer. But she and Vig
always seemed at odds; I never expected her to stay long.
“Natalia’s — cooking?”

Blitz laughed. “She’s a better
cook than his mother.”

Grief struck hard. Roy’s men
destroyed Vig’s saloon — where he lived with his mother — as
punishment for Vig refusing to inform on me to Roy. That night, his
mother’s heart gave way.

It was all too much. “She
helped me when no one else would.” I wiped my eyes, raising my
teacup. “To Vig’s mother.”

“To Vig’s mother,” Blitz said.
“May she receive better cards next time.” I don’t suppose Mary knew
Vig’s mother, but she toasted her just the same.

I put down my teacup. “I
thought Natalia would’ve left.”

“She tried,” Blitz said, “but
between the Travelers’ Federation searching everything and the
Clubbs searching everything, it’s hard for her people to travel as
they want to.”

I stared at him, not
understanding.

“They smuggle themselves in the
cargo.”

“How very clever,” I said.

Lance Clubb was going to
smuggle my Ma out, before the zeppelin exploded. Why didn’t I think
of doing that? I could have been out of the city long ago.

But I wouldn’t have gone
without Joe, and it seemed that Joe wouldn’t have gone with me in
any case. I didn’t want to think about that, really, or I’d end up
crying. “What must we discuss?”

Mary smiled. “It’s so small
here there’s not nearly much to do.”

I said to Blitz, “Did Amelia
tell you of the auction?”

“She did.” Blitz gave me a grin
which said he knew exactly what I was up to. “We have a date: June
14th. It’s all set up.”

“Notify Mr. Blackberry of the
Bridges Daily.”

“Will do.”

“I’ve seen no news,” I said.
“What’s happened in Bridges?”

“Oh, mum,” said Mary. “You have
no idea.”






Not only had a group of Spadros
men turned on Tony, even more refused to follow Roy anymore.
“They’re calling themselves the Ten of Spades,” Blitz said, “and
they vow to kill you.”

“Really.” For some reason, this
didn’t surprise me.

“Well, not really. But if they
had you in their sights they wouldn’t hesitate. They hate Roy,
despise Mr. Anthony, and feel the Family’s left the old ways. They
want new leadership —”

“In other words, them.”

Blitz laughed.

Sawbuck and his men had been in
firefights with these rogues — who numbered much more than ten —
several times in the past month. “They’re trying to show they
aren’t afraid of us,” Blitz said. “Looks like Mary and I got out of
the way just in time.”

“Do you think they’ll come
here?”

“With all those police outside?
I doubt it. But once the trial’s over … ?” He let it trail off with
a shrug.

“Well, let’s worry about that
later.” With my luck, I’d be hung before the rogues caught up to
me.

“It’ll turn out, mum,” Mary
said. “I know you didn’t do it.”

Mary brought out a box full of
old newspapers and began reading to me. A steam pipe exploded in an
abandoned home on West 6th in Spadros. Several homes were destroyed
and a dozen killed. The power went down in Clubb for a whole hour
at sunset, leaving several square miles in the dark at
dinnertime.

People were angry at the
Inventors’ Board for not maintaining the pipes and wires. “What do
we pay them for,” one editorial said, “when they aren’t doing their
jobs?”

The Inventors I’d met so far
had an intense interest in the Magma Steam Generators. Inventor
Maxim Call would probably say, “if the generators don’t work, you
won’t need the pipes.”

Yet the Inventors directed the
Apprentices, craftsmen, tinkerers, and assistants who did the real
work. Had their minds become so fixed upon discovering how to
repair the Generators that they’d lost focus? “Blitz, send word to
Inventor Call. I’d like to speak with him.”

“Be happy to.”

The Clubbs — true to their word
— had sponsored several editorials asking why the District Attorney
persecuted a woman on such flimsy evidence. “Who analyzed the
handwriting on these documents? Can we trust him any more than we
trusted the so-called ‘Doctor’ who certified those ‘miracle
gems’?”

“Oh, that’s a good one,” I
said.

The Golden Bridges held
a great deal of speculation as to why the trial hadn’t begun.
Rumors I’d fled the city, rumors that they’d secretly hung me
without a trial. A group marched on City Hall in protest of the
latter, to be met by Bridgers, protesting that crime families
should be running the city at all.

“Was Jack really captured in
the quadrant?” I never dared to ask Jon about it.

Blitz chuckled, a wry grin on
his face. “I was with Sawbuck when he learned the scoundrel wished
to enter. We let Master Diamond in, then followed to lay in wait. I
felt surprised by how fast the neighbors converged.”

“I warned them about him. Was
he badly hurt?”

“Nah,” Blitz said. “Just fists
and boots. We took him before they went for bricks and pipes.”

I almost felt sorry for the
man. Clearly Jack was mad to enter the quadrant again, especially
after Tony threatened formal protest for his harassment of our
merchants the first time.

Blitz said, “His father was not
at all happy, I’ll say that.”

Mary laughed, as did Amelia,
who had come for the plates.

I said, “I know the woman who
owns the shop. Do you think they’ll let me go to her? She must have
been terrified.”

“Not a chance,” Blitz said.
“But they might let her come here.”

“Look into it.”

Blitz said, “What do you want
to do for Midsummer?”

I felt melancholy. That was a
holiday, but it was also Tony’s 23rd birthday. I doubted this
Midsummer would be very happy for anyone. “Whatever you want is
fine.”

Blitz sobered, no doubt
realizing the same. “My apologies.”

I rose. “Thank you. All of you.
For everything.”






I returned to my room and lit a
cigarette. I sat at my tea-table smoking, desperately craving a
drink. I always drank sitting here.

Amelia sat in the kitchen
polishing the silver, springing to her feet to curtsy when I
entered. I got a glass of water, returned to my room, and sipped
the water, wishing it were wine. The thought of drinking bourbon
made me more than a little ill.

A few moments later, Amelia
came in with a tray holding a water carafe, some empty glasses, and
another glass filled with tan liquid. “Your tonic, mum. The doctor
said once a day.”

It was bitter, which seemed
fitting. I’d ruined my poor liver as badly as I had my life. “For
how long, once a day?”

“I don’t know, mum, you’ll have
to ask him.”

After luncheon, Amelia gave me
a tour of my apartments. Amelia and Mary had straightened my rooms,
then cleaned and organized everything. “The auctioneer and banker
are hired,” Amelia said. “We have furniture, awnings, a tent, and
workers. It took some time to find ones who didn’t want money up
front.”

The ball dresses hung in one
room, the street dresses in another. Amelia and I stood in front of
rows of walking dresses.

Gods, I thought, how is it I
have so many things?

I had Amelia save aside four
outfits for court, three dresses to wear inside, and my brown
widow’s outfit I only wore on cases. I could only hope that
someday, if I survived this, I might work cases again.

“The Spadros men said they’d
build a place for the uppers to sit,” Amelia said, “and secure food
carts for the crowds.”

“What about those who live
here?”

“Mary went round already and
told them of it. All on this block get to see your things for free,
before the crowds do. Mr. Monarch thought that’d make them feel
better about all that’s gone on.”

It sounded good. But I wondered
if it would be enough.

In the large room upstairs, the
lighter items such as hats and jewels lay displayed on tables and
shelving. Everything had been tagged, categorized, and put in the
order the auctioneer wanted it. I felt impressed. “You’ve done very
well.”

Amelia smiled. “Mary’s been a
big help, mum. She’s done a lot of this when the butler sleeps
during the day.” She giggled. “Never thought we’d have two
lovebirds here.”

I chuckled. “It is amusing.”

“Oh, mum, that reminds me. Do
you want to sell the cage?”

I stood considering for a long
moment, then nodded.

“Very well, mum. I’ll have Mr.
Blitz move it up here.”

Then she pointed at the
jewelry. “A Mr. Roman contacted me when he heard of the auction,
asking for ‘the honor of evaluating the gems.’” She grinned
knowingly. “He said it just like that. I don’t think he wanted
anyone to devalue the things he’d made.”

“So they’ll let us hold the
auction here?”

“I spoke with Mr. Roy’s men.”
She peered at her hands.

My Family fees for May. “Who
paid them? I must reimburse.”

She didn’t look at me. “There’s
no need for that.”

“Nonsense.” I strode down to my
room, returned, thrust the thirty-three cents into her hand. “In
this home, you’re no servant to be exploited for my benefit.” At
Spadros Manor, they would’ve taken the money without considering
how it impoverished her. “You’re a free woman. You deserve to be
treated as such.”

Where did she get the money in
the first place? “You’re paid for informing on me, aren’t you?”

Her head drooped. “Yes,
mum.”

“Take every cent. Maybe we can
find some benefit in all this.”

“Mum,” Amelia said soberly.
“Something you’ll want to see.”

She took me out front and to
the right, to the small patch of ground beside the stair. Hoots and
whistles rose from the barricades as we emerged. A flat gray stone
the size of a dinner plate lay on the ground. “We put your bird
here.”

I crouched down, heart
clenching, to lay one hand upon the smooth cool surface, the other
upon the rough wall before me.

I only wanted you to be
free.

I struggled to hold back the
tears, unwilling to cry in front of those men. “Thank you,
Amelia.”

Amelia turned to face the
street.

How I wished I’d never let my
bird go the night I left! If not for that, it might be alive and
happy still.

Was leaving Spadros Manor a
mistake?

No. I was no tame bird, born to
live my life in a cage.

If only there had been some
other way.


​ The Father

I went to bed early, tired by the long day, and
slept late. I had no schedule, no one to call on, and I liked it.
Looking back, I think my body was still healing from what I’d done
to myself.

The noise outside my window
rose and fell all day as people moved around behind the barricades.
It was almost tea-time when the noise rose significantly. At first
I saw nothing, but then several sorrel horses appeared, ridden by
men in red and silver livery, followed by Charles Hart’s red and
silver carriage.

Dismayed, I rushed to the
parlor. “Blitz! Mary! Amelia! Come here this instant!”

Amelia came out of the kitchen.
“Mum, what’s wrong?”

“Mr. Charles Hart is here.”

She dashed towards Blitz and
Mary’s rooms. A few minutes later, Blitz hurried up, putting his
jacket on as the doorbell rang. I glanced back to see Mary duck
into the back entry to the kitchen, her hair flowing about her
shoulders.

“Blitz,” I whispered, pointing
at his fly.

His face turned horrified, then
crimson as he zipped.

The doorbell rang.

Blitz took a deep breath, let
it out, then opened the door as if he did this all the time. “Good
evening, sir. Welcome.”

Mr. Charles Hart was
accompanied by several men who resembled him in some way, although
much younger. Many came in past him to scrutinize the quarters.

Mr. Hart took off his top hat
and handed it to one of his men. Then he moved a step inside,
perhaps unwilling to stand in plain view of the street. When his
men returned, nodding, he said, “I hope it wasn’t too rude of me to
visit for tea.”

“Of course not, sir,” I said.
“Please come in.”

Mr. Hart sat on the parlor
sofa. Blitz stood by, as Pearson had so many times back at Spadros
Manor. Amelia brought tea. Mary (her hair in a proper bun now)
brought sandwiches and small cakes, then all three of my “servants“
retreated.

Mr. Hart’s men vanished to
various corners of the house, presumably watching out of the
windows for attackers.

It was what I’d be doing. In
light of Roy’s hatred for the man, I fully expected a bomb to be
tossed in the window the entire time.

We sat eating and drinking in
silence, then I ventured, “To what do I owe this tremendous
honor?”

Mr. Hart gave me a gentle
smile, so unlike his fearsome reputation. “I wished to see
you.”

“I’m astonished to see you
here.” A black-haired man dressed in street clothes walked past,
his eyes very much like Mr. Hart’s. A cousin? “You’re a Patriarch,
the father of an Inventor.” I felt awed, yet uneasy. “Who am I,
sir, that you should risk your life and the lives of these men
simply to have tea with me? I don’t deserve such honor. Nor do I
want such responsibility.”

He shrugged. “Perhaps things
are changing. In any case, the responsibility’s all mine. Perhaps
I’m a fool: I put you in as much danger as any of us.” He set his
cup and plate down, gazing into my eyes, and spoke earnestly. “But
I had to see you, Jacqui.”

For a stranger to address me by
my first name was the height of familiarity. I shrank back,
disturbed. “Mr. Hart —”

He shook his head. “I don’t
know what Roy Spadros told you, but I’ve never meant you harm.”
Both his eyes and voice held an intimate passion I didn’t expect.
“I’ve held you in nothing but the most tender regard from moment I
first lay eyes upon you. I —”

“Sir. Please. Stop.” I rose,
yet he sat, although he should have by rights risen the moment I
did. Agitated, I began to pace. “Yes, I’ve left my husband’s home,
for reasons I won’t share with you. But I’m a married woman, sir.
You’re a married man. A father. A grandfather! It’s not only
unseemly, but …” I recalled Jon’s words, “a betrayal of my husband,
who you called friend and brought under your roof, for you to speak
to me so.” Since he didn’t have the courtesy to rise, I returned to
my seat. “I’m grateful for your regard, sir, I truly am, but I will
not become your mistress.”

Mr. Hart gaped at me. “What has
Roy Spadros done to you?” He turned away; when he glanced at
me again, his eyes were red. “Now I understand why he’s allowed our
meeting today.” He shook his head slowly, his downcast face
stunned, disbelieving. Then he faced me, voice full of emotion. “I
deeply apologize, Mrs. Spadros. I was wrong to speak so, or to
cause you discomfort, particularly at such a time. Please forget I
said anything.” He rose, not looking at me. “Forget I ever came
here.” He took a few steps away, calling to his men in a language I
didn’t understand.

Compassion swept over me. He
must feel humiliated. I put a hand on Mr. Hart’s arm. “It
wouldn’t offend me to be your friend. If that be acceptable.”

But at that, he smiled, and it
was a real smile. “It would be an honor, madam.” He kissed my hand
quickly, as a gentleman should with a woman married. “Thank you for
your hospitality.”

The man had more depth to him
than I’d thought.

Blitz came out of the kitchen
to stand beside me as the carriage moved away. “What did he
want?”

What did he want? I had the
feeling when we spoke that our words somehow missed each other. “I
thought I knew, but now, I’m not entirely sure.”






The four of us brought the
plates to the kitchen.

I said, “What language did Mr.
Hart speak to his men?”

“Mandarin,” Blitz said. “It’s
the language of his people.”

I nodded. Like Tony’s people
spoke Italian. “This Mandarin sounds like nothing I’ve ever heard
before.”

“Fiendishly difficult,” Blitz
said. “In fifty years marriage, not even his wife has mastered it.
We’ve tried to learn it over the years, to infiltrate, you know,
but only a few have had the knack.”

I laughed. “Is that all you men
want? To best each other?”

Mary and Amelia smiled to
themselves.

Blitz gave me a flippant grin.
“What else is there?” But then he sobered. “Of course not. But we
live in Bridges, Mrs. Spadros. If you don’t gain territory, you
lose it. If you’re not careful, you’ll die full of lead in an
alley. This is no game.”

I returned to my tea-table by
the window, puzzled. I’d thought Mrs. Hart would know her own
husband’s language. “Blitz?”

He opened the door. “You need
something?”

“Come sit with me.”

He chuckled, taking a few steps
in, yet left the door open. “Amelia told me about your Pot ways.
You want me to sit, in full view of the street? You’ll be the
scandal of the quadrant.”

“Stop this nonsense and sit
down,” I said. “Pull the drapes if it makes you feel better. What
does it mean to sit at the table anyway? Pearson and Jane used to
sit with me without such fuss.”

“Mr. Pearson told me you
insisted on it for so long they feared causing offense by
continuing to refuse.” Blitz didn’t pull the drapes; instead, he
pulled his chair out a foot from the table then sat. “Generally,
servants don’t sit at table with their betters.”

At this, I felt sad. “Yet
you’re Tony’s cousin!”

Blitz grinned, leaning his
chair back. “A distant one, with many an ancestor from ‘under the
table.’” He rocked on the chair’s back two legs. “The great and
powerful Vincenzo Spadros was my forebear. He never married, yet
the man loved women both high and low. Mr. Anthony has distant
cousins to spare.”

“How did they manage not to be
sent to the Pot?”

Blitz let out a short laugh.
“No one cares who fathered a slum boy, Mrs. Spadros. When the
rule-marms come by, you can always find someone to take
credit.”

Just so. “What do you know of
Mrs. Judith Hart?”

Blitz stopped his rocking. “Ah.
Now that’s one to keep an eye on. What would you like to know?”

“You said she doesn’t speak Mr.
Hart’s tongue. It seemed odd.” About as odd as Tony never even
trying to teach me Italian, although I thought I understood that. I
was from the Pot, never to be trusted with the Spadros Family’s
real secrets. Yet Judith Hart didn’t look like any of the Families,
other than the red in her silver hair. “What Family is she
from?”

Blitz shook his head. “She
wasn’t in a Family. She was born on Market Center. The Bridgers’
Grand Master is her father.”

“The Bridgers’ Grand Master?
Her father?” This was an entire surprise. “The man must be
ancient.”

Blitz nodded. “Nigh close to a
hundred, and as fiery as ever.”

I recalled what Doyle Pike’s
granddaughter-in-law Gertie said:

“Ugly women are doomed
to live at home as a burden to their fathers, or sent off to try to
join the Dealers. But in the Bridgers, it’s the pretty girls have
the most trouble. All the men want them, yet none are allowed to
pay them court. Most pretty ones run off.”

Even at seventy, Judith Hart
was still handsome. As a young woman she was probably quite pretty.
“What else do you know about her?”

Blitz shrugged. “Only the
obvious.”

I frowned. “What?”

“One child in fifty years’
marriage. And in public, they barely tolerate each other.” He
glanced away. “The rumors are Mr. Charles Hart has a great deal in
common with my forebear, if you take my meaning.”

Ah. A philanderer.

Though Mrs. Judith Hart refused
to acknowledge my existence, for an instant I pitied her. She must
be well aware of Mr. Hart’s feelings for me, the latest in a long
line of women.

“So young Judith left the
Bridgers with young Charles, and when she was found with child ….”
I smiled to myself. “A young man might find it difficult to risk
the Bridgers’ Grand Master’s wrath, whether he was in love with
said young woman or not.”

Blitz grinned. “That was what,
ten years after the Party Time Prohibition Act? Bridgers were
attacking Party Time dens with axes. A lot of pressure to marry the
girl and shut the game down.”

I considered Tony, pressured by
Roy to marry me. I wasn’t angry that he’d rather have married
Gardena, or even that they’d had a son together. What really hurt
was that he hid it from me. That he lied. That he never trusted me
with his child.

Blitz said, “Mr. Anthony will
be well. We’ll see to that.”

“I don’t hate him, you know.
Not really. It’s just that —”

“You don’t love him. You don’t
even need him. Everyone saw it but him.” He rose. “I best get back
to work.”

He winked at me; recalling what
he’d been up to, I laughed.


​ The Stunt

After all the excitement, I slept like the bird
outside my window, waking later than I hoped. My carriage pulled up
to the offices of Pike and Associates as the clock chimed half past
ten.

“You’re late,” Doyle Pike said.
“I trust you’ll be punctual next time. We have much to discuss.” He
gestured to a chair on the other side of his desk. “I hope you’re
feeling well?”

“Indeed.”

“Your little stunt might be
useful after all.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Stunt,
sir?”

“Trying to drink yourself to
death. You haven’t told me everything, Mrs. Spadros, and I don’t
appreciate that.”

“What would you like to
know?”

“Everything about your
relationship with Dame Anastasia. When you learned of her scam. Why
you of all people were acting as her agent, and why you came to me
for help. Why you left your husband, and why you tried to kill
yourself. And those damnable letters! Why did you never tell me of
the forgeries?”

“Sir, that was all over the
papers.”

“What do I care about the
papers? I wasn’t foolish enough to waste money on speculation, so I
knew nothing of it. Until that blasted fool Freezout stood gloating
about his letter collection.”

Oh, dear. I suppose it wouldn’t
do to embarrass your lawyer. He would’ve been completely in his
rights to demand payment up front. “Where should I begin?”

“At the beginning. But we have
until half past noon. I will not delay my schedule for you or
anyone else.”

I let out a laugh. So the man
liked his luncheon, did he? “Very well.” I told him I met Anastasia
Dame Louis at my engagement party to a man I didn’t love. “Roy
Spadros held a gun to my head and told me if I let my husband know
of this I would die.”

Pike leaned back, hand to his
chin. “Which makes it interesting that he’s forbidden his men to
kill you now.”

He knew about this but not my
letters?

He waved it off. “My grandson
Thrace has become obsessed with Family matters. Continue.”

So I told him about the job
Anastasia gave me, and how I learned of her scam. I also told him
of my relationship with Joseph Kerr — which discomfited me no end —
and how we planned to leave together. And how Tony caught us and I
escaped, ending up at the zeppelin station alone.

“So you were brought to Clubb
Hotel.”

“Regina Clubb wanted me to
betray my people to leave the city, which I refused. But she said
she’d help me during the trial.”

“In exchange for?”

“Not any of your business.
Sir.”

“It is if you want me to
continue to help you.”

The man was infuriating. “She
wanted Gardena Diamond to see her son Lance. Gardena wouldn’t see
him. Mrs. Clubb wanted me to intercede on her son’s behalf. That’s
all.”

He chuckled. “You’re right,
that wasn’t my business. So the Diamonds and Clubbs want to ally.
Very interesting. Especially in light of the recent unpleasantness
with young Master Jack.” His eyes narrowed. “Yet you’re friends
with his sister. And his twin. And you’re under Clubb protection,
yet living in Spadros. You, of all people.” He cackled, then leaned
forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “We may need an untangler
to sort this one out!”

What did he mean, me of
all people? Such an odd man. “I thought you didn’t read the
news.”

“Just not the details of an
inquest which didn’t concern me.”

How had this not
concerned him? “Yet not two months ago, you proceeded to blackmail
me regarding your testimony in it.”

He chuckled. “I had to have
some way of getting the money you owed me.” He leaned forward. “Did
you know about Dame Anastasia’s scam when you came to see me?”

“No, I thought I was doing her
some small assistance by sending letters to her debtors. I never
imagined all this would happen.” I felt weary. “Well, sir, I’ve
done what you asked. The auction is this Saturday, and you’re
welcome to attend.”

He gave his alligator grin.
“Wonderful! We should get a rousing crowd. Where’s it taking
place?”

“Right outside my apartments.”
I gave him the address.

“I wouldn’t miss it for the
world.”

* * *

Blitz opened the door with a flourish, wearing a
black suit. He did a fair imitation of Pearson. “Good afternoon,
Mrs. Spadros.”

I laughed. “You’re making a
most proper butler.”

He slouched against the
door-frame and lit a cigarette. “Thank Mr. Pearson for that. He
about talked my ear off with unsolicited advice.” He followed me to
my room once he closed the door.

I said, “I’m to return to Mr.
Pike at half past ten on the 23rd, with a hearing the same day at
the Courthouse at two. Would you arrange luncheon on Market
Center?”

“Of course.”

“And see if Master Jonathan
Diamond may join me.”

Blitz raised an eyebrow, but
said only, “Very well.”

I felt a twinge of regret.
“Master Jonathan is our closest friend, Blitz. He means only the
best for my husband and I.”

He nodded. “Let me arrange
these then.”

“Blitz, how are we paying for
all this?”

His eyes flickered to the side.
“The Court gives you a daily allowance for food and
essentials.”

Which the quadrant was paying.
But there was something he wasn’t saying. “And?”

“And of course, you have your
account at the bank.”

There couldn’t be much in that.
“And?”

“And Mr. Anthony is obligated
by law to pay for whatever else you might need.”

“But? I know there’s something
you’re not saying.”

His shoulders dropped. “None of
us want that, Mrs. Spadros, if we can do without.” He glanced away.
Taking Family money came at a price. “Mary and I have some saved.
We’ll make do.”

I shook my head. “You keep
tally of every cent! I mean it.”

He chuckled. “Very well.”

“Thank you.”

That stopped him. “Why do you
thank us?”

“Because you do a great deal
for me. It would be rude and ungrateful not to.” For an instant, I
felt angry, but I pushed that aside. “I don’t understand why the
quadrant-folk treat you so poorly. Their horses are cared for
better.”

His eyes fell. “They say some
are born high cards, some low.” He shrugged, still not looking at
me. “Thanks.”

Blitz went off, and I sat with
a cigarette, pondering his words. How could our peoples be so
different after just a hundred years?






The Bridges Daily sat on
my tea-table. The only item of interest was a full-column article
describing Mrs. Regina Clubb’s plans to attend the auction.

Well played, Mrs.
Clubb!

Mrs. Molly Spadros wouldn’t
attend: she’d be a prime target for the rogues. Mrs. Judith Hart
hated me. Mrs. Helen Hart, from all accounts, lay on her deathbed.
Mrs. Rachel Diamond — who everyone thought dreadfully ill — would
only attend if Gardena was allowed to bring her, which given the
current climate between Spadros and Diamond, was doubtful.

Mrs. Regina Clubb could have
quietly shown up, veiled, without telling anyone, and no one would
be the wiser. But commissioning an entire article in the news
declaring that she planned to attend? Now my auction was a notable
social event! All the uppers in the city would rush to attend, for
fear of missing the spectacle.

I wondered if Mr. Pike read the
news that day. I imagined he’d be just as amused by this stunt as I
was.


​ The Choices

Early the next day, Mr. Roman, a heavy-set
olive-skinned man, examined my jewelry, affixing a certificate of
authenticity and a minimum price to each. “A pity you had Dame
Anastasia’s necklace cut up, now that I consider it. It would have
fetched a good price from the notoriety alone. But the rest of
these are in as good a condition as when I made them.”

“Wait,” I said. “Isn’t this
moonstone hers?”

“No,” he said. “I persuaded
your husband to buy mine instead. It’s as real as anything else you
have here.”

Tony’s face as he placed the
moonstone around my neck appeared before me. I pushed the memory
away. He’d bought it to help me bear an heir, never knowing of my
morning tea.

I couldn’t allow myself to feel
anything for him; it made things too difficult. “Do you believe the
stories? About the moonstone.”

He shrugged, picking up a
bracelet. “I’ve worked with gems my entire life, Mrs. Spadros, and
I’ve never found any particular benefit to them. Other than
adornment, of course.”

After Mr. Roman left, I decided
to give the necklace to Mary.

She hesitated to take it. “This
is too great a gift, mum.”

“Do you and Blitz want
children?”

“Of course, mum.”

“This is said to help. It’s
real, not one of Dame Anastasia’s copies.” I handed it to her.
“Wear it close to your heart. I wasn’t able to be at your wedding,
but I can give you a bride gift.”

Her eyes filled with tears.
“We’re so grateful for your kindness, mum.” She kissed the
gemstone. “I’ll treasure it always.”

Suddenly, sawing and hammering
came from across the street.

Mary spoke from behind, her
words almost drowned out by the noise. “The stands for the uppers,
mum. I’d almost forgotten.”

“I suppose this is to be
expected. Our neighbors must hate us.”

Mary said, “We’ll find some way
to make it up to them.”

Hammering and sawing went on
for many hours, stopping only at luncheon and tea-time. By dusk,
the men had completed the stands, a set of stairs on each side.

The racket began again at dawn.
As the day progressed, a low platform stretched across the
remainder of the narrow street, with steps leading down both behind
and in front on both ends. Once that was completed, the men began
furiously sanding all that they’d done so far.

The barricades to my right had
been moved another twenty yards to the end of the street, then
reinforced with a thick wooden fence and gates which locked. Police
checked the identifications of anyone who wished to enter,
escorting them to their doors.

A tent pavilion ten yards long
and five wide stood across the street towards the right barricade.
Two men carried in a full-length mirror, others a carpet, which
they unrolled inside.

This area would be for uppers
to try on dresses or jewelry before bidding. A fifty-cent deposit
was required to try on each item, which would be refunded should
the lady win the item.

I’d invited everyone involved
to tea so we might discuss the plan for the auction. The
auctioneer, Benjamin Tops, and Gertie Pike, who’d be doing the
book-keeping, arrived at the same time.

Gertie was an unattractive
woman of twenty with lank blonde hair, who wore the same gray dress
she always wore in public. Fortunately for her, the heavy material
hid her four months’ pregnancy: she merely looked stout, rather
than scandalous.

Mr. Tops was a big blond man
with a fine voice and graying mutton-chop sideburns. He shook my
hand firmly, as if I were a gentleman. “An honor to meet you, Mrs.
Spadros.” He glanced around. “Is your husband not attending?”

“He had a prior engagement. But
this is my property, and I have full permission from Mr. Spadros to
sell it.”

Mr. Tops gave me a smarmy grin,
speaking a little too enthusiastically. “I understand
completely!”

“Please, sit, all of you,” I
said. Men were shouting, sanding, and hammering outside. “I hope
you’ll excuse the noise.”

Right then, the noise
stopped.

Everyone laughed, sitting
around the low coffee table. Mary and Amelia brought in tea,
sandwiches, and small pastries, then I began to pour as everyone
took what they wanted.

Blitz, dressed in butler best,
stood before us. “Viewing is from ten until four tomorrow, the
auction at the same times the day after. Mrs. Dewey,” he pointed to
Amelia, “will take charge of the viewing. One maid per rack will
show items to each group. These items are not to be touched except
by those providing a deposit.

“Mr. Monarch has provided men
to take viewing fees — a penny a person — and to stand overnight
for security. He’ll have locking canvas drapes to guard the racks
from dampness.

“We have five locking
money-bags, with boys hired to run them to the banker as they fill.
Only the banker has the keys.”

Mr. Tops said, “Will he be
arriving shortly?”

“Our banker had a prior
engagement,” Blitz said. “He’ll be here tomorrow with his guards.
Once the money-bag arrives, Mrs. Pike will count and record, then
the banker will verify amounts as he puts the money into the
lock-box.”

Mr. Tops gave Gertie a quick
once-over; the smarmy smile returned. “Good idea.”

Gertie stiffened, narrowing her
eyes with a slight frown.

“On auction day: once a winner
is declared, Mr. Tops will direct his man to bring the item and the
customer to the payment table. Mrs. Pike will record the buyer’s
name, the item’s name, and the amount, then write a receipt.
Payment will be verified and stored by the banker. The item will be
packaged and given to the customer or taken to their carriage.” He
gestured at Mary. “Mrs. Mary Spadros will take charge of packaging,
transporting, and securing items which need to be held to the end
of the auction. A guard and messenger will assist her. Afterward,
the final monies will be tallied, and everyone paid. Any
questions?”

I raised my hand. “What am I to
do?”

“Nothing,” Blitz said. “I’ll
stand here with you as your butler, and assist directly out front
if needed. But the Court allowed this auction with the
understanding that you would neither leave the building nor show
yourself to the crowd.”

I felt crestfallen: I wanted to
watch the auction!

“You’ll be able to watch from
upstairs, mum,” Mary said. “Just don’t go to the window, and you’ll
be fine.”

The sound of men moving about
outside resumed. I said, “Would anyone like more tea?”

“I think we’re done here,” Mr.
Tops said, rising.

“I’ll see you out,” Blitz said,
and the two went off.

Gertie Pike took another small
sandwich and a cup of tea.

Blitz returned with Jonathan
Diamond.

“I thought I’d see how you
fared,” Jon said.

I rose, offering my hand for
him to kiss. “Master Jonathan Diamond, may I present Mrs. Gertie
Pike.”

Gertie rose, and Jonathan
offered his hand, which she shook and resumed her seat.

Jon stood there, his face
perplexed.

I said, “Would you care for
tea?”

“No, thank you. But I’d be glad
to sit with you.” Jon sat, then turned to Gertie. “How are you
acquainted?”

“Mr. Doyle Pike is my husband’s
grandfather.”

“That’s excellent,” Jon said.
“Mr. Pike has a fine record in large cases such as this one.”

Gertie pressed her lips
together, crossing her arms.

I said, “Would you like to tour
the racks, Mrs. Pike? When you’re done, of course.”

“Why-ever would I want to view
your clothing?”

I shrugged. “Many will be out
front tomorrow to do just that. I thought to give you first
view.”

Her face turned skeptical. “I’m
not sure why you sell them.”

I felt sure she’d been told. “I
have things I no longer need, and I wished to benefit the
poor.”

“Really,” Gertie said flatly.
“What’s your interest in the poor?”

Jon said, “Mrs. Pike, is
something amiss?”

“I’m perfectly well,” she said.
“But I find a woman with such wealth wishing to rid herself of it
so quickly odd in the extreme.”

I smiled. Envy did not become
her. “Have you never wanted to make a new life, Mrs. Pike?”

“I did,” she said sharply,
“when I married my husband and had his children in his home.”

Her intent was plain. But I
needed her help, so I said, “Then perhaps you understand I might
wish to benefit others as well.”

Jon said, “Would you like an
escort to the taxi-station, Mrs. Pike? Mrs. Spadros is recently
ill, and needs her rest.”

Gertie put down her cup and
rose. “I would appreciate that, sir.” She turned to me. “Good
evening.”

I rose also. “Shall I see you
on auction day?”

She hesitated. “You shall.”
Then she and Jonathan left.

Mary stormed in with a large
tray. “The nerve of that woman!” She began filling the tray with
dirty plates and cups.

I laughed. “You listened. Shame
on you.”

“She has no right to speak of
what she knows nothing about. She best watch her tongue on auction
day, or I’ll have it out!”

I remembered the poor
tongueless servants at the cottage, and I felt a sudden melancholy.
“Don’t say such things, Mary.”

Her head drooped. “I’m sorry,
mum.”

I never expected such ferocity.
Perhaps this tabby was a secret lioness. “I feel grateful for your
support.” I went to the door and peered out front. To my surprise,
Jonathan Diamond and Gertie Pike faced each other in the late
afternoon’s glare, arguing in whispers, fingers pointed! I said,
“Whatever are you two doing?”

Gertie flushed crimson.
“Nothing, mum. I was just leaving.” She hurried away, leaving
Jonathan to gape at her.

The men had hammered a black
skirt round the platform and the edges of the stands, and were
painting the exposed wood a dark green. “Come inside, Master
Diamond. Leave her be.”

Jon pushed in past me. “The
woman is incorrigible.”

I shut the door, amused.
“Oh?”

“Opinionated, rude, and
altogether too harsh.” Jon stopped, took a deep breath. “How did
the meeting go?”

“It went well. Would you like
to see everything?”

Jon laughed. “In this, I agree
with Mrs. Pike: browsing rooms of ladies’ clothing is not my idea
of entertainment.”

“Very well, then. No tea, no
last view of my worldly goods before they’re gone forever. What
would you like to do, then?”

“Let’s sit upstairs for a
bit.”

So we went upstairs, where a
table and chairs had been set, I suppose, for me to watch the
auction. Jon ignored the hats and jewelry and plopped himself
down.

The sun blazed off to the left,
a red ball low in the sky. The rooftops stretched as far as one
might see, and in the far distance, a hint of Market Center. I sat
beside him. “Would you like to visit for Midsummer? We can see the
fireworks from here.”

“Alas, I must attend the
spectacle in person. My father would be annoyed if I missed it,
especially if I were here instead.” He put his hand on mine. “But
your invitation pleases me.”

Jon leaned back, gazing out of
the window as we watched the sun set, his hand touching mine. A
twinge of grief regret heartache, then that day, for the first
time, out of all the choices, I chose peace. In the end, I believe
that’s what saved me.

The clock struck six. Jon
kissed my hand. “I must go. We have guests tonight, and I dare not
be late for dinner.”

I stood, taking his arm. “And
who might these fine guests be?”

Jon looked at me sideways, and
at that instant, he reminded me of his sister Gardena. “You know I
can’t say. But it will at least not be boring.” He chuckled as we
descended the stairs.

We went to the door, where
Blitz stood with Jon’s top hat.

I straightened Jon’s cravat.
“Well, my dear, enjoy your not-boring dinner.”

Jon beamed, stepping back to
give me an extravagant bow. “Until we next meet.”

I laughed. “Go on, before
you’re late.”

He took his top hat from Blitz,
chuckling as he bounced down the steps and to the right, where I
imagined his carriage waited beyond the barricade.

Blitz stood gaping. “I’ve not
seen him do that in — well, ever.”

I leaned against the door
frame. “Neither have I.”

* * *

Before the sun had risen fully, a knock came at
the door; Mary answered. A woman spoke to her.

I leapt from my bed, rushing to
the door without a robe. “Eleanora? Please, come in.”

Eleanora Bryce, a brown-haired
woman of middle age wearing widow’s brown, entered quickly,
glancing behind her. “I’m grateful your man brought me.”

“Mary, this is Mrs. Eleanora
Bryce.”

Mary curtsied low. “A pleasure,
mum.”

I escorted Eleanora to my room,
putting on a robe. Mary brought in tea. Then we sat at my
tea-table.

“I’m sorry it took so long to
visit,” Eleanora said. “Since that Diamond man came, people have
been afraid to stay at my home. But David’s safe. I’m here as long
as you need me.”

That was a relief. “Has David’s
condition changed at all?”

“Well, mum, I didn’t want him
to know you were still in Bridges. He got very quiet when he first
heard — for a whole day, he didn’t rock at all! He didn’t speak; it
seemed he was deep in thought. Then he heard about the trial and
how they mean to hang you, and it upset him no end. He cried for
hours. Now he just lays in bed staring, except when he hears a
noise outside. Then he jumps at the sound, and rocks again for a
long time, just like he used to.” She sighed. “I don’t know if this
is good or bad.”

“I think it’s good. He’s taking
notice of the world outside.”

“You think so?” Tears came to
her eyes, and I took her hand.

David was all she had left. Her
oldest son Nicholas (we children called him Air), my best friend as
a child, was murdered in front of me when I was twelve. For a long
time, Eleanora blamed me for his death. His sixteen-year-old
brother Herbert was killed in January by the Bridges Strangler.

How did she bear it?

“I think he will,” I said. “The
doctor said so, and I trust his judgment.” We sat silent for a
moment, then I said, “Tell me of the man who came. I’m astonished
he would have the temerity to return to your home after all he’s
done!”

Eleanora peered at me. “It
wasn’t him, mum.”

I felt so shocked that for an
instant, I couldn’t speak. “What?”

“He was dressed like the
man who came to see us before David was taken: dark skin, wearing
all white, his head shaven. But this man was taller, more slender.
And much younger — why, not much older than you. He cried out as
the men beat him, asking why I told people he took my son.”

I sat there so astonished I
wondered if I were in a dream. “You’re sure this was a
different man?”

“Yes, mum. He came in courteous
as you please, and inquired as to my son’s health. He wanted to
learn the truth of David’s taking, and was confused when the men
attacked.” Her face turned disapproving. “Not at all like the other
man. That man was at least forty, and he came to make mischief.
When the men threw bricks at him, he knew why. He just wanted to
escape.”

Someone else took David.

It wasn’t Jack Diamond.

How could it not be Jack
Diamond? “Are you certain?”

Eleanora said, “I swear on the
Cards.” She made the sign of the Board, crossing her arms to clasp
her shoulders. “May mine be burnt for a lie.”

Jack Diamond didn’t take
David.

Could the Red Dogs be trying to
frame him, too?






I sat stunned at the revelation
while Mrs. Bryce drank her tea. Then I truly looked at her.

She’d always been quite pale.
And grief had taken its toll on her, even in the few months since
David’s kidnapping. But today she seemed almost happy. “You look
well.”

Mrs. Bryce smiled. “I am.”
After a moment, she said, “I never thanked you properly for the
money you gave me.”

It was less than a dollar, and
she’d thanked me once already, but I kept silent.

“It may not seem like much,
mum, but I got new cloth, and paid my bills and fees. And I was
able to send a letter.” At this, she beamed. “And he answered!”

“Who answered?”

This sent her into an
outpouring of story about her dead husband and the terrible things
he’d done. Several men in Dickens harassed her after he died, yet
another helped when all seemed lost. “He’s been trying to find me.
He wants to come here.” Her eyes filled with tears. “He’s coming
here!”

“Oh! That sounds good!” I
smiled, sobered by the look in her eyes. “You love him.”

Her cheeks colored. “I do. And
I think he loves me. That some good might come from all this seems
too much to hope for.”

I considered this. “He’s coming
here; that’s got to be good. Did you tell David?”

“I didn’t want to get his hopes
up. Besides, he barely knows the man.” She pondered this. “No, I’ll
wait until he’s here. Until he tells me of his intentions. Until
I’m sure.”

“That sounds wise.” I was
reminded of how Roland asked for Lance, who it seemed Roland
already loved. If Gardena decided to end her courtship with Lance,
it would break the boy’s heart.

David Bryce had gone through
enough for one lifetime already.

Eleanora set her cup down. “Now
what can I help with?”

“You and my maid Amelia can
oversee the viewing.”

Eleanora nodded slowly. “How is
it to be run?”

“Amelia has it planned out,
never fear.”

At that moment, the side door
opened and shut. Amelia came to the open doorway wearing her maid’s
uniform. “Mum, you need to —” She stopped when she saw Eleanora and
curtsied. “My pardons, mum, I didn’t know you had a visitor.”

I rose, as did Mrs. Bryce.
“Mrs. Eleanora Bryce, may I present my lady’s maid, Mrs. Amelia
Dewey.”

Amelia curtsied low.

“Mrs. Bryce is here to help you
with the viewing.”

Amelia peered warily at
Eleanora, then back at me. “I’m sorry, mum, you wish me to direct —
her?”

Oh, dear. Eleanora, though she
lived on the worst street in Spadros quadrant, was a merchant, and
of much higher standing.

Eleanora smiled, taking
Amelia’s hand. “My dear Mrs. Dewey. You know best what Mrs. Spadros
wants. Let’s discuss how to proceed in the parlor, so our Lady can
prepare herself.”

With a stunned backwards
glance, Amelia let herself be led out. Good thing I knew how to run
my own bath.

Since I wasn’t allowed out,
getting ready was merely a matter of quickly bathing, putting on a
house dress, and fixing my hair.

A bit later, Amelia knocked.
“Mum, do you need anything?” Her eyebrows rose when she saw me.
“You’re making excellent progress, mum! Would you like some
breakfast? I know it’s early yet, but the men will be here
soon.”

Eleanora and I had just set
down to eat when the bell rang. Men began moving racks to the
street, and Amelia hurried out to direct their placement.

“Mum,” Mrs. Bryce said, “may I
ask why you sell everything?”

The way she said it moved me as
Gertie’s sarcasm could not. But I couldn’t break down, not now. “I
left my husband, and I’m in terrible debt. I may never wear any of
this again.” I shrugged, discouraged. “He wants nothing of me in
his house, so —”

“I’m so sorry, mum.” She
reached across the table to take my hand. “If I can do anything to
help, I will.”

A rack went by out in the
hallway, and I called out, “Stop!”

I rushed over to them. My red
dress of crushed taffeta I wore the night Tony was attacked, the
dress which Tony liked so well. My forest green gown that I wore at
the Grand Ball this year. The matching coat, my favorite, beaded
and trimmed in black. These things held memory. How could I let
them go?

“Not these yet,” I said. “Put
them aside.”

The men draped them on a chair
in the parlor. I returned to my seat. “This is more difficult than
I thought.”

Mary came in. “Things will get
better, mum. You’ll see.”

I smiled at her. “Mrs. Eleanora
Bryce, may I present my housekeeper, Mrs. Mary Spadros.”

Eleanora’s eyes went wide.
“Such a lovely girl!” She held out her hand. “A pleasure to meet
you.”

Mary curtsied. “And you,
mum.”

Introductions completed, I
finished eating, as everything I had in the world was wheeled out
to be sold.






The doorbell rang and after a
moment, Blitz came in. “A Miss Tenni Mitchell to see you?”

“Oh! Yes! Please send her in at
once.”

Tenni was taller than I
remembered, and had filled out since I’d seen her last. The days of
her being my body double on cases had passed, it seemed. “I’m
working at a dress shop down the street from Madame’s,” she said.
“They pay a penny extra a day, since I can take measurements and
figure.” She beamed. “I can get meat for my sisters on
Sundays!”
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