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The horse ambled its way into town, past the few wooden buildings that housed a grocery store, a scavenger store, a restaurant, and the sheriff’s office. Lucy sat atop Lance and gave him very little direction. Meridune was home and, after riding Lance for three years, the horse seemed to know when they were here. It surprised Lucy that he knew where to go, as many towns in the Broken States looked the same. She wondered if the town smelled different to Lance, but thought it might also be that she relaxed as soon as she saw the town limits sign.

Lucy could move Lance along a little faster, but it was too hot to hurry, and they were both dehydrated. It was a long ride from one town to the other out here, and the sun beat down hard during the summer. From the way the road looked, it had been a while since the last rain. They kicked up a small cloud of dust as they moseyed along. Lance neighed as he went right for the space in front of the saloon. Once he was in front of the post, his nose dipped to the trough, and she dismounted.

“Lucy!”

The voice was followed by the sound of small feet pounding on wooden steps inside the saloon. The young girl’s voice carried over the din from the poker tables and music from the standing piano. Someone was pounding away on the keys, their voice almost hitting the right notes. Dean and Meena, twins, loved to play piano and were good at it, but neither could sing. Lucy smirked at the sound as she turned toward the doors of the saloon. She waited until Gracie was outside, then opened her arms wide. The young girl, her blond braids streaming out behind her, ran at full speed, jumped off the boardwalk and into Lucy’s arms.

“You’re back!”

“Hey sugarplum. Did you miss me?”

“Lots and lots! You’ve been gone forever!”

“I told you I would be. I had a job to do.” She gave the girl an extra squeeze, then set her down. “Where’s your momma, sugarplum?”

“In bed. She’s not feeling well.”

Lucy frowned. “Well, I’m sorry to hear that.” She saw Irene and nodded in greeting before turning back to Gracie. “Go say hello for me, would you?”

“Ok!” The six-year-old ran off with as much enthusiasm as when she ran down the stairs.

Lucy looked toward the saloon as five other people came out. She recognized most of the faces, but frowned when she saw what each was wearing. Usually, Irene’s Escorts wore shorts or skirts with either half shirts or bras. Sometimes, when the weather was in the 100s, some went with bikini bottoms and were topless. Today, they all wore rather strange clothing.

Irene, the saloon owner and Madam, wore a green dress with a thick, twisted gold rope as a belt. The belt ended in larger than seemed necessary tassels. They looked large enough to grab on to and pull. The dress blossomed out from her waist, fell to the floor, and was embellished with thinner twisted gold rope on most of the hem.

Lucy looked down the line at the other four people who stood at the railing. Next to Irene was a tall man she hadn’t met before, in tight white pants, a frilly white shirt, and a purple velvet coat with tails that hung to the back of his knees. His short hair was shaved almost to his scalp, and there was a curious look in his dark eyes. He looked good, but he also looked completely overdressed.

Next was another person she didn’t recognize. They had a nice smile, shoulder length hair, thick black eyeliner around their blue eyes, and a five o’clock shadow. They were wearing what could either be a dress or coat that was red and yellow and green and brown, and . . . She tore her eyes away from the technicolor nightmare, and her gaze fell upon Alice’s smiling green eyes.

Lucy lifted her light brown leather hat off her head, revealing the red bandana that hid her thick dark hair. Alice wore a gold dress that hugged her body and stopped at her knees. The slim straps showed off her shoulders, which her red hair brushed. Beads hung from the hem of the dress and moved as Alice did. Lucy whistled in appreciation.

“Howdy.”

“Howdy yourself.” Alice’s voice was soft and inviting.

Lucy smiled as she twiddled with the brim of her hat and looked Alice in her clear green eyes again. “It’s been a while.”

“Need a place to lay your head?”

“I would appreciate that.”

The women stared at each other for a moment before Irene broke the silence. “For now, you’re needed upstairs, Alice. Moris wants the pleasure.”

“I’m sure he does,” Lucy said loudly enough for the Escorts to hear, but not loudly enough for her voice to carry inside.

Irene gave her a look. “You know what you can do with that attitude, Lucy.”

She put her hat back on her head and turned to Lance. “Yes, ma’am.” She gave Alice one last soft look before the woman turned and went back inside.

“The rest of you, go find a lap to sit on. Lucy’ll be around for you to talk to later.”

This was met with a chorus of grumbles along with a few voices saying, “Bye, Lucy!”

Lucy’s thick, dry lips turned up in a grin even as her attention shifted to Lance. Unbuckling his saddle bag, she let it fall to the ground as the sound of footsteps came closer. Irene appeared to her right, near Lance’s backside.

The saloon owner leaned down and picked up the saddle bag. “You don’t know what’s going on with the train, do you? Stella heard it was going to be late.”

Lucy turned toward Irene. “It’ll only be late by a couple days. A factory Under caught fire. It caused one of the vents to the Above to blow up. There was enough heat released that the area got hit with a few meteorites. The fire and Bombardment stopped the factory for a few days while the miners rerouted the vent. The Regulators confirmed the heat was dissipating correctly.”

“Do you know what the factory was making?”

Lucy paused, looked at the sky as she tried to remember, then shook her head. “Nope. I don’t think it’s something we use here. It’s something they use in the mines out west, so they had to delay the train until it was fixed.”

Irene nodded. “That’s good to hear. We were getting worried. All the rumors.”

“There’s always rumors, Irene. You don’t usually care about all that.”

Irene sighed and looked toward her saloon. “There’s been a bit of an upheaval. Grace got the Red Death.”

Lucy looked shocked. “You’re kidding.”

Irene scrutinized Lucy. “You weren’t with her last time you were here, were you?”

She shook her head. “No, but Gracie and I spent a lot of time together. Does she have it?”

“She tested negative. As soon as Grace realized she had it, she taught her daughter not to get close. It’s been hard for them both.”

Lucy nodded. “All right. But why are you so keen on the train? Are there any meds on it?”

“No, but . . .” She hesitated, then after a moment, plunged ahead. “Grace wants to talk to you. She said something about the train but wouldn’t tell me more.”

Lucy frowned.

“You can be in her room. She knows not to touch anyone.”

“Wait, she can’t work, can she?”

“No.” Irene’s expression revealed nothing. “They don’t have anywhere else to go. We’ve all been pitching in to help with her care and food. She had a little saved up.”

“Her momma won’t take her?”

Irene shook her head. “Grace hasn’t dared tell her. She’s afraid her mother will take Gracie once and for all.”

Lucy shook her head. “That woman . . .” She shook her head again, then frowned a little. “Grace will need a lot of care before she dies.”

“I know.”

Lucy’s eyes narrowed. “What’s she got on you?”

Irene’s mouth dropped open in shock. Then her eyes opened wide in surprise. “Oh, you little . . .”

Lucy burst out laughing. “Sorry, Irene. I couldn’t help it.”

“You’re in a tear today.”

“I like being here. It’s home.”

Irene nodded. “I get that. Come on, get the rest of your stuff. I’ll prepare a bath for you.”

Lucy grinned and turned to take care of Lance.

~~~~~
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HALF AN HOUR LATER, Lucy soaked in a tub of hot water in Irene’s room. It was the woman’s private room, no clients allowed. The tub was porcelain, with claw feet, and weighed so much it had to be on the ground floor. Irene had gladly given up her room on the top floor to have this installed. It was big enough that with her back against the tub wall, Lucy’s feet just touched the other side. It was heaven. A lot of places had running water and bathtubs, but Lucy wasn’t as friendly with the people of other towns. She wanted one home, and Meridune was it.

Lucy grew up in an orphanage, in the Under, but when she started traveling at the age of fourteen, Meridune, Irene in particular, took her in. The Hired Hand she was following for her Apprenticeship wasn’t treating her well and was barely teaching her anything. Irene noticed, took her away from Darrell, and set her up with Cecil, who showed her the ropes of being a Hired Hand. He taught her many things, from filling out the right paperwork to learning how to shoot a gun.

A small sigh escaped her. She missed Cecil, but all roads led to death, eventually. A knock on the door roused her from her thoughts. “Go away!”

The door opened anyway. “This is my room! My saloon. You don’t tell me to go away.”

Lucy laughed at Irene’s irritation. “I knew you’d come in. No one else would have.”

Irene nodded as she came in and closed the door. “I suppose that’s true. General store had your hair products last month. I wasn’t sure when you’d be home, so I bought a couple bottles for you. Want me to braid your hair?”

Lucy’s voice was full of gratitude. “That would be appreciated. Thank you.”

Irene moved a wooden chair to behind Lucy’s head. The chair creaked as Irene sat down.

“You want the orange scented or non-scented?”

“Orange, please!”

As Irene worked her hair, she and Lucy continued to talk.

“If you want Alice’s company tonight, she’s ready for you. Middleton ran his monthly tests; all my Escorts are clean.”

Lucy’s voice sounded intrigued. “You only use ‘Escorts’ when you have a mix. Otherwise, you just say women. When I was here last, you only had women. I saw the new people out there earlier but wasn’t sure if they were Escorts or servers.”

“Yep. Women, men, and everything in between. Jeremy is homosexual, and Linus is non-binary, bisexual. They might be interested in you.”

Lucy sighed as Irene continued to work on her hair. She could take care of it herself, and usually did, but it was a treat to have someone else braid it. “Were both of them outside when I showed up?”

“Jeremy had the purple coat on, and Linus had the very colorful coat.”

Lucy frowned. “Yeah, where did you all get those clothes? That’s not usually what you wear. And your dress is nice, but it just looks off for some reason.”

Irene stopped working on Lucy’s hair as she laughed. “It’s supposed to. Scavenger came through, oh about two months ago now. They found a practically untouched theater out in the middle of the old farmlands, near the lakes. No one had found the costume department, and the clothes were in cedar chests. Most of the costumes didn’t have identifying tags on them, but we all went nuts. We probably spent more on them than we should have.”

“What’s yours from?”

“It’s from . . . It’s from a book that I can’t remember the name of. I never really liked the title, but it was set in the slave era, from Way Before. At one point the main character . . . shoot, you know how I am with books. I love ’em but can’t remember the characters in them. Anyway, the main character, it’s after the war, and she has to impress someone, but all her clothes have been taken or destroyed, so she gets her former enslaved servant to make her a dress out of drapes!”

Lucy burst out laughing. “That’s ridiculous!”

“It is pretty silly, but when I realized this was from that scene, I had to wear it!”

Lucy continued to laugh as she shook her head. “Some people think up the oddest things.”

“I wish I had enough of an imagination to create a book.” She placed her hands on Lucy’s hair again. “I’m doing four thick braids, by the way.”

“That works. Thank you. And you don’t need an imagination with the stuff that happens here!”

This time they both laughed. “I suppose that’s true.” There was a pause as she worked Lucy’s hair. “Did you want me to introduce you to anyone new?”

“Though I do like variety, I want to be with Alice right now.”

Irene tsked. “I’ve never understood your relationship with her. I know she doesn’t let you pay.”

Lucy shrugged. “I please her, she pleases me. I don’t know if it can be more than that. I like to travel; she doesn’t.”

“I suppose if it works for you both.”

“It does. When it doesn’t, we’ll talk further.” Lucy sighed again as Irene tied off a braid. “Now, other than helping me with my hair, why are you really bothering me?”

Irene snorted. “It’s my room. You’re bothering me.”

Lucy snickered. She could almost hear Irene rolling her eyes.

“I came to let you know that Grace is asleep already, but Gracie is waiting for you in the dining room. She has some pictures she drew for you.”

“I love that kid.”

“She’s a sweetie.”

They were silent for a while as Irene tied off another braid, then Lucy asked a hard question. “What’s going to happen to her?”

“Grace’s illness is progressing slowly. That means she’ll probably be around for another year. Gracie’ll be old enough to Apprentice somewhere by then.”

“She’ll be seven. That’s not old enough.” There was disdain in her voice.

“Well, not for here, but she doesn’t want to Apprentice for me. There are other professions that take them at seven. We’ll make sure she gets a good Teacher.”

“And if she wants to Apprentice somewhere that doesn’t take her ’til she’s ten or thirteen?”

“She can waitress in the saloon. She’ll be off limits to the clients.”

Lucy shook her head carefully. “She deserves to be in school until she’s ready to take an Apprenticeship.”

“Grace saved up some, but she doesn’t have that kind of money.”

When Lucy realized Irene had finished another braid, she pulled away to turn and look Irene in the eyes. “I do. I’ll give you money to make sure Gracie can go to school until she’s ready to Apprentice somewhere.”

“And if she decides to Apprentice when she’s seven?”

Lucy continued to hold Irene’s gaze. “Then you make sure she gets that money.”

Irene nodded. “Of course.”

“Thank you.” She leaned back against the tub wall again. “You have any idea who gave Grace the Red Death?”

“She has some idea, but I don’t know. It wasn’t a Townie. We’re all clear.”

“All right. I guess I can ask her myself tomorrow.”

“Yep.”

Lucy felt Irene tie off the last braid.

“Your hair’s all set. I’m leaving the oils on the floor right here. Don’t forget to grab them before you go. You can pay me back later.”

Lucy reached up a hand to touch the four thick braids. “Thank you, again. It’s nice to have someone else do it.”

“You’re welcome.” She sighed heavily and stood from her chair. “I’m going back out for a bit. Take your time, but don’t take too long. Gracie is waiting and your dinner’s just about ready.”

“What’d you order me?”

“Steak, potatoes, and grilled prickly pear. There’s cake for dessert.”

Lucy made an appreciative noise. “You know what I like!”

“Yep. Just remember it’s out there, all right?”

“Yes ma’am!”

Irene opened the door. “It’s nice to have you home.”

“It’s nice to be home,” Lucy said with a smile in her voice.

With that, Irene left and closed the door behind her.
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A soft knock on the door roused Lucy slightly. Her mind drifted between awake and asleep, her thoughts aimless in the laziness of a morning with no agenda. Alice, to her left, grumbled.

“Go away!” Alice’s sleep-rough voice was too low for the knocker to hear, but the annoyed sound did wake Lucy the rest of the way.

The soft knock on the door came again. Alice pulled the covers over her head and curled up away from Lucy. The door opened slightly, and Irene’s voice came through the crack.

“Lucy? You awake? Grace is ready for you. It’s best to talk to her when she’s feeling good.”

“Yeah. I’ll be right there,” came the sleepy answer.

“Breakfast?”

“I’ll eat after I talk to Grace.” Lucy rubbed the sleep out of her eyes, or tried to.

“Grace is in room six.”

“Thank you.”

“Yep.” Irene then shut the door.

Lucy sighed heavily and sat up. She rubbed her face with her hands to try and get her mind working, then stood and went to the wash pitcher and bowl. There were two washcloths on the dresser next to it. She smiled, grabbed one, and cleaned up quickly. She could have a real bath later, but this was fine for now.

Cleaned up, she pulled her jeans, blue shirt, and vest on quickly. She tied a red bandana around her braided hair, then sat in a chair to pull on her socks and brown leather boots. Once dressed, Lucy looked over at the bed. Alice was still asleep. Lucy stood and walked to the bed without trying to be quiet. She went to Alice’s side and pulled the covers back carefully to expose Alice’s flame-red hair. She pulled the covers back some more and saw that Alice was, in fact, fast asleep. Lucy leaned in and gave her a kiss on her freckled cheek.

“I’ll be back,” she whispered as she pulled away. “Keep the bed warm.”

Alice made a noise in the back of her throat as Lucy laid the covers on top of her lover. Lucy smiled down at the bed, then left the room. The hallway was quiet at this time of day. Most of Irene’s Escorts worked the night shift, until the train came in. Then, they usually worked double shifts, but mostly downstairs in the saloon at the gambling tables. Though some of the train passengers used Irene’s Escorts, it was never that many. Usually, they couldn’t afford them. If they were heading west, the clients wanted to save their money for their new life. Those headed west usually went to work the mines or had just enough money to start businesses that would support the miners.

The people headed back east either had enough money to live in one of the big underground cities or were slinking back to their families empty-handed. Either way, life on the East Coast was a bit easier. For reasons scientists hadn’t determined yet, the dirt from California to almost Texas was turning rust red from the meteorites that landed during the first and subsequent Bombardments. The red desert hadn’t reached past the Mississippi River yet, which meant the land could be farmed. It was still easier to grow crops above ground. Out west, the land was dry.

A sigh escaped Lucy as she moved down the hall and stopped at the farthest door from the stairs. She knocked softly, and Gracie’s voice called out, “Come in!”

Lucy opened the door and stepped inside. Gracie was in the far corner, playing with dolls. The young girl looked up, shot up like a rocket, and ran to Lucy.

“Hi Lucy! Are you going to have breakfast with me?”

Before she could answer, a soft voice came from the bed. “No, sweetie. I need to talk to Lucy, alone. Go have breakfast with Linus, ok?”

Gracie looked at her mom on the bed, nodded, and hugged Lucy. When she let go, she blew a kiss in her mom’s direction, then headed out the open door.

As Lucy closed the door, she looked at Grace. “She’s being very accommodating.”

“We had to have some very serious talks when I suspected I had this.”

Lucy looked around the room, found a chair, and brought it a bit closer to the bed. Grace was sitting with her back to the headboard, a quilt over her legs. She was paler than usual, which was a feat. Grace never liked going out in the sun, despite growing up on a farm. Most clients were attracted by her pale skin. Now, her ivory skin looked pallid, her thick dark hair had thinned considerably, and her dark eyes were lackluster.

“How are you?”

“Fine, except for, you know . . .”

Lucy nodded. “Irene told me you caught it. When did it start?”

“About six months now. It started on my feet. It’s up to my knees now. Middleton estimates I have a year, but if another illness hits me, it may take me sooner.”

Lucy nodded, unable to think of anything to say. Grace caught some kind of virus every winter.

“Did Irene say why I wanted to talk to you?”

“No, she said she didn’t know.”

Grace laughed. “I told her.”

Lucy’s eyes went wide. “Well, that’s uncharacteristic.”

“She’s been changing. She is getting up there in years.”

“That woman hasn’t changed in all the years I’ve known her. I doubt she’ll really change now.” Lucy crossed her arms and really thought about Irene’s attitude. Normally, she wouldn’t allow anyone to use her tub, and normally, if an Escort couldn’t work, she wouldn’t let them take up a room in the saloon. “Ok, maybe she is changing.” Lucy shook her head. “I’ll leave that for another day. Tell me what’s going on.”

Grace smiled weakly. “I want to hire you. I want you to find out who got me sick.”

Lucy’s eyes opened wide. “What?”

“I want you to find the man who got me sick.”

“Do you have any idea who it was?”

“When the train came through in February, three men employed me. It was one of them.”

Lucy looked shocked. “Three? That’s rare.”

“Two were business partners and were with me at the same time. One was a man who won some money downstairs and decided to spend time with a woman.”

“Do you know their names?”

“They didn’t give me their names, but the businessmen said they were opening a pet shop out west. They were real proud of their idea. They want to sell the mutated animals as pets. I think they said they had both Apprenticed as vets and were branching out.”

“Anything else on them?”

She shook her head. “They looked about the same. Taller than me, well fed. One had a purple suit, said it was his favorite color. Both had brown hair and thick beards.” She giggled. “One had a crooked dick.”

Lucy burst out laughing. “Well, I’m not getting close enough to find that detail!”

Grace’s smile blossomed largely on her face. She briefly looked like her old self. “Yeah, I know, but if you talk to some Madams out there, you might be able to find them that way.”

Lucy nodded. “Good point.” She gazed at Grace for a moment, then asked, “What about the third man?”

“I have a feeling he was the one who infected me. He couldn’t stop touching my feet. The other two men didn’t touch me too much, but I think it’s best if you talk to all three.”

“Who were you with last?”

“The lone man.”

“Ok, so if he did infect you, the other two won’t have caught it from you.”

Grace shook her head. “No.”

“You got any information on him?”

She shook her head. “He was headed out west to work in the mines. He said he didn’t have anyone back home and that he planned on working until he had enough money to marry, then he would head back east.”

“Got a name or nickname or anything?”

“He said people called him Deter, but that he didn’t like it. He said going to the mines would allow him to leave that name behind for a while.”

“Shit, Grace, you’re not giving me much.”

“The only other thing is that he spoke with an accent.”

“Underground accent or something else?”

“Something else. Remember when the Orators came through a few years ago and they had that main speaker who had that weird accent no one had heard?”

Before answering, Lucy thought about it. The Orators came through town about twice a year. Usually, Mr. Bradly was the main speaker. He had a clear voice that carried over the crowd. She squinted as she thought about that other man, and his voice came back to her. She nodded. “I remember the accent. It sounded like it was from overseas, but I don’t remember where.”

“I don’t either, but this man sounded like that. He,” Grace looked away, “he did try to tell me where he was from. He was really talkative, but he finished before he could say the country. Then he was too tired to talk.”

Lucy laughed. “All right. I do remember the accent, and if I have a nickname he didn’t like, that might help.” She sighed. “He didn’t say what city or mine, did he?”

There were many mines out west, all being worked by people who wanted to make money until they had enough to raise a family. Lucy wasn’t sure why there were so many mines, but there were always rumors. Some speculated scientists wanted more of the Red Rock used in the meteorites during Bombardments to learn more about it. Some speculated people were looking for metals that could be scavenged, from when the cities were obliterated. Some even speculated that the Under was trying to expand beneath the Pacific Ocean. No one really knew for sure, but the mines employed a lot of people and paid well.

Grace’s soft voice cut through Lucy’s thoughts. “He said he was fascinated by the Red Rock, but most people are.”

“All right. I can try and track these men down, but I gotta ask, why is this important to you? If he’s sick, he might die before I find him.” Lucy sighed sadly. “You might too.”

Grace looked away. “I know, but . . . I don’t know; it feels important. I can’t really say much more than that.”

Since Grace refused to look her way, Lucy knew something was up. “You’re lying. What’s going on?”

Grace looked briefly at Lucy, then looked away. “Alright, there are two reasons why I want you to track these men down, the lone man in particular.” She paused and took a short breath. “I’m pregnant.”

Lucy was silent as she digested the news. “You don’t know it was one of them.”

“I do. The month before the train came, I was at mom’s place. She wanted to see Gracie. She doesn’t approve of what I’m doing, but she likes to see Gracie. We were there for a month. I got my period. I came back, the train was here, and that night I saw those three men. I found the spot on my foot the next morning. I didn’t get my period after that.

“After three months, I had Dr. Middleton run a test. He confirmed I’m pregnant. I’m almost six months now.” She placed a hand on her relatively flat stomach. “Because of the Red Death, I can’t keep any weight on. We also can’t do too many exams, but the baby is fighting. Deter got me pregnant. The other two men were using me as a ruse. They were more interested in pleasing each other than in being pleased by me. They touched me some, but when it came to the end, they weren’t anywhere near me.”

There was a lot Lucy wanted to say, but she felt it best to let most things go. “Well in this day and age, you’d think they would just ask for a room.”

“Some men can’t. They think they have to be careful. I don’t get it, either, but it’s money. I don’t question people’s desires unless they want to hurt me.”

Lucy nodded in agreement. “All right, so you need me to make sure the businessmen aren’t sick, and you want me to tell Deter he’s a father.”

“Yes.”

“Then what?”

Grace looked confused. “I don’t . . .”

“When I find Deter, do you want me to simply tell him he’s probably the father of your child and let him go, or do you want me to bring him back here so you can talk to him?”

Grace’s eyes went wide. “Oh! I hadn’t even thought of that.”

Lucy stood silently as Grace looked away and seemed to think about her options. Finally, she slowly nodded. “I want to talk to him. Can you bring him back here?”

“I can try my best to do so.”

“Ok. Thank you.”

Lucy nodded, then looked at Grace but didn’t say anything. The woman seemed to understand.

“I can pay you. I’ll leave everything of mine to you.”

She shook her head. “I can’t take kids.”

“I didn’t . . .” Grace seemed to think about what she said, then tried again, “I’ll give you everything I have minus Gracie and the new one. She’s almost old enough to Apprentice anyway.”

“Do you know what she wants to do?”

“She wants to be a doctor.”

“Middleton is getting old. Does she want to Apprentice with him?”

Grace shook her head. “She isn’t old enough to make that decision, but I talked to him about it. He wants to stop working. His hands shake too much. The town is looking for a replacement, but we’re having a hard time. Most want to be on the East Coast or Under, where it’s easier.”

“It isn’t any easier Under. People like to lie to themselves.” The women looked at each other for a moment, then Lucy continued. “When she’s ready, I’ll take Gracie to another town, if needed. I know a doc or two that should be amicable to having an Apprentice. They aren’t so far away she won’t be able to visit home when she wants. And one’s a woman. Doc Caster loves to teach.”

Grace relaxed back against the headboard. “I like the idea of that, but I don’t know what she’ll do until then. I have some money, but not enough to keep her safe until she’s old enough and pay you.”

“You let me, and Irene worry about Gracie’s education. We’ll keep her safe.”

Grace gave Lucy an odd look. “She has changed.”

“Not for this. Leave it alone.” She added the second part quickly as Grace looked about to speak.

“All right. Well,” she sighed and sounded more tired than she should, “I suppose that’s all buttoned up then.”

“I still don’t understand why you’re having me do this.”

Grace blinked and opened her mouth. “Middleton told me something interesting after he diagnosed me.”

“Lay it on me.”

“The Red Death doesn’t affect everyone the same way.”

“Oh?”

“Some people show symptoms right away, like me. Some show symptoms years later, and some never show symptoms. If the dad doesn’t show symptoms, it’s possible he won’t die from it early. I want my kid to have a chance to know their dad.”

“And if he is sick?”

She shrugged. “At least the dad’ll know.” She looked toward the corner of the room, where all of Gracie’s toys were laid out. “I wish I knew who Gracie’s dad was.”

Lucy leaned back in her chair. “Would make things easier.” She frowned a bit. “Is the baby going to have the Red Death?”

“Middleton’s never seen a woman who had it who was pregnant. He’s trying to find out, though.”

“How?”

“He asked on the wire if someone else has seen it. Other towns close to us are asking towns they’re closer to. He said he sent out an ‘all hands’ message, which he said would spread the question until it reached the end of the line or until someone came back with an answer. Doctors in the Under are getting asked too.”

“That’s a lot of towns.”

“He says he’s done this before, says it helps other places too. Remember that odd rash Vera got last year?” When Lucy shook her head, Grace corrected herself. “That’s right, you weren’t here for that. Vera got a rash on her arms after working in the garden. Wasn’t like poison oak or ivy or sumac or anything like that. Turns out she’s allergic to the toxins in the rhubarb leaves. Middleton found out about it by asking the docs on the wire to put out an ‘all hands’ bulletin.”

“Well, ain’t that something.”

“He’s still helpful.”

“Yeah, but he needs to stop before his shaking hands make him slip up.” She sighed and looked at Grace. “You sure about this?”

Grace nodded to indicate she knew the conversation had gone back to the hiring job. “I am. I want my baby to have a chance. This is probably it.”

Lucy nodded and stood up. “I’ll get the paperwork sent off today. And I’ll do my best to finish this job.”

Grace smiled. “You usually do. Thank you.”

Lucy nodded once, then left the room.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Three



[image: ]




Irene opened her bedroom door and nodded to Lucy. “Get it all figured out?”

“Yes and no. I have some questions about you now.”

“Oh?” Irene started to straighten up her room as Lucy came in.

Before she made herself comfortable on Irene’s bed, Lucy looked around the room. The room was already clean. Due to Irene moving around and avoiding her eyes, Lucy figured the woman didn’t want to talk. She persisted anyway. “Why are you letting them stay here?”

“They have nowhere else to go.”

“Last year, you kicked Fawnna out when she got sick. She didn’t have anywhere to go, either. The year before that, Ty got sick, and you kicked them out. You don’t have a good track record for keeping sick workers, Irene.”

Irene sighed audibly, shook her head, and sat in the nearby chair. “Well, first off, Fawnna and Ty both tried to cheat me on numerous occasions. I don’t stand for that. Grace has always been truthful.” She paused. “I don’t know, though. Feels different with her. She was my Apprentice. She’s been with me so long; she feels like family. I was Grace’s midwife for Gracie. When she confessed she didn’t know who the father was, I decided it didn’t matter, and Gracie felt like my grandkid.”

​She looked down at her hands and picked at some lint on her skirt. She still wore the same green dress as yesterday. Lucy didn’t say anything. She had never seen Irene look anxious before. Finally, she spoke.

“I don’t know if I ever told you. I can’t have kids. All the stuff that happened during and after the Bombardment, some people were rendered sterile. I was born on the East Coast. My great-grandparents lived on land that was highly irradiated. They didn’t know. They were able to have many kids, as was my dad. He met Mom coming home from the mines. She was from around here. I was born on my dad’s land, which was passed down from my great-grandparents. My siblings and I were all born sterile. Radiation was supposed to have gone by the time I was born, but scientists say it’s still there. Grace feels like my kid, even though she isn’t blood.”

Lucy gazed at Irene for a long time before Irene finally looked at her. “I’m sorry you can’t have your own. I know how much you love kids.”

She gave a weak smile. “I feel like it’s best that I couldn’t, with what I do for a living, but I still wish . . .”

“I don’t understand fully. I don’t want my own, but I’ve heard this story too often.”

Irene smiled weakly again. “I love her, and Gracie, and I’ll do what I want concerning them. And one or two others.”

Lucy nodded. “I get that.”

They smiled at each other and let the conversation lie between them for a moment before Lucy started in again.

“I get all that, really I do, but before yesterday, you never let me use your tub.”

Irene waved the statement away. “And I would not have allowed it this time either, but a very good client asked to use the one upstairs with one of my Escorts.”

“You’ve made others wait.”

Irene gave Lucy a pointed look. “I already said there were one or two others that I feel are my own.”

Lucy gave an embarrassed but happy smile and looked away. “Aw, shucks.”

Irene sighed again. “Any other questions, little miss?”

“A ton, but none you can answer.”

“Did you take the job?”

“Yep. She wants me to find the men she slept with who weren’t from here. She said she slept with three men before getting the Red Death. Said she was at her mom’s place for a month prior. Is that true?”

“It is. I remember, as one of her regulars was rather angry that he couldn’t have her for a month. Then she came back, and the others paid more for her time, so he couldn’t have her that night. And the next morning, we found the spot.”

“I didn’t know it started that quickly.”

“It can if the person is prone to illnesses. And you know Grace is always sick. Middleton said something about her immune system being weak. I don’t remember too much about human bodies unless it’s how to please them.”

Lucy laughed. “Yeah, that stuff never stuck in my head either, but I do remember something about an immune system. We all have it. It’s what fights diseases.” She vaguely remembered more but wasn’t confident enough to continue. “So, it can show up that quickly? We sure it wasn’t her mom or one of her mom’s farmhands who had it?”

“We asked. We also had Middleton run the test on all of them and on everyone in town. He said no one had it except Grace.”

She stared at Irene. “We have nearly two hundred people here. That’s a lot of tests.”

Irene caught Lucy’s real meaning. “The test is now free since it’s destroying towns. They’re starting to worry it’ll get to the Under and destroy those too.”

“Oh. Wow, that’s . . .” She was quiet for a moment. “Maybe I should get tested. You know, just in case.”

“He’ll run the other tests for you too. The ones my Escorts get.”

“He ran those for me the last time I was here, and the only one I’ve slept with since is Alice.”

Irene nodded, then went back to an earlier question. “What’s Grace paying you, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“All that she has, minus Gracie.” She left out that Grace was pregnant, as she didn’t know if Irene knew.

“What is she asking you to do?”

“Find out who got her sick.”

“Why?”

Lucy paused and gave Irene a level look. “How much did she actually tell you? I know she talked to you, but I don’t know how much.”

Irene returned the level look, then sighed. “I know she’s pregnant.”

Lucy nodded. “She wants me to find the dad. She’s pretty sure she knows who got her pregnant. If he’s the one who got her sick, she wants to make sure he’s aware he’s sick.”

“Why does she want him to know she’s pregnant? She didn’t tell me that.”

“She wants to give the kid a chance to know him. She regrets that Gracie doesn’t know her dad.”

“But if he’s dying . . .”

Lucy held up her hands. “I’m for hire, Irene. I love the woman and Gracie. I’ll do what I can to help her, even if it’s a fool’s errand.”

“You’re not going to earn enough for your troubles.”

“I don’t want this getting out, but I’ve done a few jobs that earned me a lot of money. I can take on jobs that don’t pay much if I feel it’s for a good cause, or for a friend.”

Irene gazed at Lucy for a long, silent moment then, “Only one type of job gets a Hired Hand a lot of money.”

Lucy didn’t look away. “Yeah, the ones where clients pay lots.”

Irene opened her mouth to say more, then thought better of it. She gave a curt nod, looked away, and stayed silent.

“I know what you were thinking.” Lucy’s voice was soft. “Did you really think I wouldn’t take one of those jobs?”

“I’ve heard it changes people.” Her voice was soft too, as if she didn’t want the discussion to continue.

“It did, but Cecil told me how he felt the first time he took an assassin’s job. He told me that it was my decision to take one or not, and that when I did, I should schedule about two months to myself afterwards to really reflect on it.”

“Oh.”

“Irene, my first assassin’s job was when Cecil was still alive.”

She whipped her head back to stare at Lucy, her eyes as large as saucers. “Oh!”

“These last two weren’t assassin jobs. They just paid real well.” She chuckled. “Rich people will pay anything if they think something is worth it.”

“Oh.” Irene sighed audibly as she processed the conversation. “I just never thought.”
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