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  Chapter One

[image: image-placeholder]

From the Diary of Dame Millie Smith-Day-Butterfield: 
Perhaps it is a universal human condition that deep in our hearts, we think our suffering empowers us, that it improves the world, that if we simply bear enough pain, someone else will not have to feel it.  We long for control of the darkness.  We try our best not to harm others, but each life inexorably touches others as surely as a contagion grows.  However, some choices are unforgivable, no matter how far we try to tuck them deep inside our memories.
It was difficult to share my bed after ten years as a widow.  My new husband’s presence was warm and reassuring in the dark but his scent, the cadence of his breath were unfamiliar.  Which husband did I most desire to be beside me:  the old or the new, the living or the dead?  Each morning, which man did I hope to keep, and which ought I cast away for ever?  Should I linger abed, keep my eyes closed after waking as though the force of imagination could bring back my sweet Arthur? 
I do not always know which man I hope to see when dawn comes.
John Butterfield was as kind a gentleman as I had met in decades, although, I must admit that I had encountered so few since the loss of my first husband.  Ever since I had became seventeen years of age, my heart had burned for Arthur Day, and my life had become so intertwined with his such that when he was taken in a carriage accident, my own star burnt out also.  When I think upon it now, I can still feel the numbness of my spirit slipping away.  I fear the feeling shall never depart.
After his loss, I had nailed shut the windows, hidden away from the world, and indeed, I might still be buried in the dark to this day if it weren’t for the despicable and tenacious Benedict Meriwether Sterling who had exploded my cellar in an attempt to control forces from another world.
Then I escaped, I rallied.  I tamed those forces myself.  I defended England.  I sent the invaders away, and my John made sure that they could not return.
After a rather embarrassing appearance before Her Highness for which I shall ever feel ill prepared, I was absolved of blame for the battle which destroyed the Tower of London, and John and I were, in fact, knighted.
Oh, if Arthur could have seen it!  What might he have said?
But there were many things of which I am not proud, for the Tower had not been empty, and not all incarcerated there were guilty of treason, any more than I had been.
I had killed innocents to stop an otherworldly plague that might starve the country, if not kill with alacrity all people who resisted.
Surely there had been no other option, yet the victims shall for ever weigh upon me in the darkness.  I dream of green fire and screaming and those within burned, crushed, falling for ever towards the earth.  I dream of clockwork soldiers shooting my airship and crimson dragon eyes blazing, a masterpiece of engineering and alchemy crushing those on the ground who followed the orders of a corrupt mechanical Admiral.
Tears cannot replace the dead, and night terrors cannot cleanse the soul of sin.  Though I carry a scar on my shoulder from my crash into a bulkhead as the airship’s deck had pitched wildly toward that ravenous dragon, my small pain cannot replace that of the families broken apart.  The wound no longer bled, although it felt for months after that battle that my heart were bleeding.
When faced with the same conundrum again, what choice might I make?  Who was I now that my life had begun anew?







  
  Chapter Two
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Balancing my daily new routine was challenging and frightening. I struggled to adjust to my new job at the Division for Research of Special Technology. I had spent years in solitude, caring for my household of one, a kingdom of one. Now I was forced out the door into an office full of men for at least eight hours a day. I tell you, the smells alone! Oniony sweat and breath, the stench of tobacco, and other unmentionable odours were so strong that I feared the stink might follow me home. Of course, it did a bit— my John did work in the same building. I make exception for him, as love makes him sweeter than the others. 
Even common conversation was difficult.  I had found myself at a loss to participate in many commentaries because I could not relate to the events of the last ten years.  Still, I persevered.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You may be right.  I’m not certain I can keep up with all of this,” I said to John as we both swept the breakfast dishes into the sink and made haste towards the front door.  My shoulder ached, as it did from time to time, and my feet were still suffering from the day before.  I paused to hook my boots and found them mismatched, one a dark navy in colour and the other black.  I considered wearing them incorrectly rather than starting over again.  I decided that as that the rest of the office consisted of only men, only my heels would notice.
John went on, “You shouldn’t have to do it all, Millie.  You haven’t the time.  If we had help, perhaps we could come home each day to a warm house with hot tea instead of more work.”
I sighed at the thought.  “You may be correct, but I’m still made uncomfortable by the idea.  I can’t ask Gail to keep two houses at once.”  Our homes had briefly been connected through a most untimely cellar explosion, but the walls had been put to rights and an unoccupied home lay between myself and my dear neighbour.
“That’s quite right,” John said, as I fixed his pearl cufflink.  “She is no servant.  You’ll have to learn to trust someone new.”
“Ha!” I exclaimed, thinking of Sterling, the brute who had caused the aforementioned cellar explosion.
“Gail and I were new to you not so long ago, as was everyone at the Division.”
I conceded and blushed a bit, thinking of how the pirate Sterling and I had stolen the Division for Research of Special Technology’s only working dirigible.  Security at the needle-shaped building had increased since then, although I always cheerfully greet the men in charge of keeping out people like me.
I was employed there now and had every right to be present, but as the only woman and the only ex-pirate of sorts, however brief my heroic piracy tenure, I would never feel quite welcome.
When I entered the office floor that morning, only one man was hard at work.  The other desks were deserted.
I had just sat in my unforgiving wooden chair when there came the sound of many tinny, loud wolf whistles, emanating first from one desk then another, then another.  To be serenaded thusly was humiliating and rose my hackles, so to speak.  Then four young men leapt out from under their desks and whistled in chorus.
I caught sight of a handful of miniature phonograph horns lying in wait in open desk drawers.  It was a design which John and I had worked on together in our spare hours.  “You ought to be ashamed!  This is the most... ridiculous use of experimental audio equipment I have ever seen!”  My scolding tone held their attention until I slipped when referring to the correct sense.  Then they circled me, like actual children.
“The toff can see sounds!” The ringleader laughed, and they all took it in turn to jeer and bray.  I was upon the point of unleashing some very unladylike behaviour.
Then John opened the door, raising an eyebrow, and the boys hurried away to their desks, faces red.  He threw a glare to each side and then said, “My dear Millie, I regret that I was neglectful in forgetting my morning kiss to you.”  He took my cheek into his warm, callused palm and planted a rather showily possessive kiss directly on my lips.  I leant into him and made a most approving noise in response.  Then John glared at the room as a whole, and the guilty party of would-be wolves gave an imperceptible whimper and put their noses to the grindstone.
“Hello, Butterfield,” called the single boy who had stayed busy at writing reports throughout the commotion. I recalled that his name was Nichols.  He was rather small, and so was the other person to take abuse from the difficult young men.
“Hello,” John said back, as if it had been a perfectly normal morning thus far, then traversed to the small flight of stairs to his office overlooking the work floor.
John was forbidden to discuss his projects, but they were not mere mechanical tinkering like my own.  Members of the military were often consulting with him the first time I saw a man in a navy uniform enter the building, I listened so closely for a clockwork noise like the Admiral’s that I wanted to crush every pocket watch in the room.  John did not report that his visitor was inhuman, fortunately.  
At home, John privately pored over dozens of inventions of his own design. He was not untidy, but his organisation was less intuitive than my first husband’s.  I let him keep things as he liked as long as he promised not to build a machine such as could blow a hole in our cellar wall. 
That day, as I was ready to attempt repairs on a motor operated by a strange green crystal and to scavenge some beetle legs for my own private use, word came from the military that all testing was on a pause until new regulations had been clearly defined.  I had assumed that the changes were due to the study of alien artefacts that had descended on our city last year, but the public school boys surrounding me had other ideas.
Standing on his chair, freckle-faced Xaviers declared that there simply must be something within our possession that might assist the conquer of the world, and that the first person who found it would get a drink on him at the pub.  Thinking of my golden control device at home, I shifted uncomfortably.  It would have been so much easier to study the odds and ends that came the way of my department if I had used it in my job, but fearing its misuse, instead I had kept it as a personal memento.
It seemed the controller was soon to become illegal, if it already were not.
Another young man said in sotto voce tones, “Probably something to do with alchemy.”
I stiffened listening closely, but it was hard to hear over the laughter of the other men.  
“My father says they’re bearing down on the technology to prevent further attacks.”
“What does alchemy have to do with alien machinery?” asked Nichols, poking at a tiny gear with pliers.
Alchemy, illegal?  I ought to contact my mother-in-law at once.  I hastily removed the beetle that adorned my workspace those past few months, hid it in my pocket, and commented to myself loudly that I meant to turn it in.
What did the government know, I wondered.  John and I had explained the frequency modulation that blocked new technology from coming through, but no one had gone into fine detail about the means by which I had controlled the creatures.  I trusted no one else with the care of my golden control mechanism.  If something drastically changed, the device was sure to light up and inform me.

      [image: image-placeholder]I finished my work early and walked home in the pleasant afternoon sunshine, still wondering what the new regulations might entail.  Arriving at my front gate, I was filled with a sense of unease.
My newly painted door was slightly ajar, and my plants showed plain evidence of greenthumbery that I lacked. 
My heart caught in my throat.  I crept to the doorway, cursing the tapping of my mismatched boots.  Swallowing my fear, I took a peek around and saw that the front landing was somehow clean of its usual insect intruders.  
Abductors don’t clean.  I let out a shaky breath.  But had John gone behind my back and hired someone as a maid?
I let out a little growl and charged in the inner door. A honey blonde woman in a lace-adorned blue dress turned towards me.  I let out a girlish shriek.  With an American accent, she said, “Gee whiz, Millie dear, I didn’t mean to scare the daylights out of you.  Did you think I was a criminal or something?  In this outfit?”
Worse, I thought.  I hadn’t seen her in ages, but the shining hair and the western accent belied that this must be my cousin Eliza.
“You don’t have to speak like that in England,” I said, pulling my gloves off.  “Now what in the heavens has brought you here from abroad?  And how did you get in?”
She shook her head, tossing her loose curls.  “I wandered around outside a while, and I found the most wonderful gardener for you— by the way, the invoice is on the fireplace mantel.  You have one day to pay him.  Then I pounded the daylights out of that old screen door until it popped in.  That caused a fuss, and that nice woman two doors down let me in with your spare key.  Imagine, leaving it locked, and not even having a maid if you couldn’t be bothered to be here to greet me!  English manners, ha!”  She scoffed.
“Imagine...” I managed.  Eliza, here.  In my parlour.  Eliza hiring people on my behalf and not paying them.  Reality seemed to go a bit foggy as my poor brain struggled to process.
“Your mother has sent you a letter,” my cousin said, rummaging in her trunk and throwing bits of shameful underthings everywhere.
I felt the blood drain from my face.  “My mother?  Why is she writing after all this time?”
Eliza turned to me and rolled her eyes.  “She was congratulating you on your wedding as well as some other nonsense about the Queen?  I fear she’s off her rocker.”
“Surely you didn’t read my letter?”
“Of course I did.  It took for ever to get here.  What else was I to do on the way?”
I was beginning to seethe.  The cheerfulness of the lovely afternoon had long since drained away.
She tittered and waved the recovered letter about.  “Besides, what if a wind should rise up and blow it away?  How would you get your message if I did not memorise its contents?” 
“Memorise.”  I felt like a daft parrot repeating much of what she said, but my brain could not comprehend the situation at hand.  Perhaps I had left behind my intelligence at work.
With that, my mind shook off its rusty shackles.  I jabbed a finger at Eliza and said, “Give it to me now,” in a voice that would have easily quelled an angry pirate but sadly had little effect on my own kin.  Such was the way of things, I supposed.
“Fine,” she said with a dismissive air.  She finally passed along the object in question and looked at me expectantly.  “Aren’t you going to read it?”
“I’ll read it later.”  I placed the pages in my apron pocket for safekeeping.  I had other priorities at the moment.
She let out a huff.
I sank upon the boot bench and considered doing a runner.  Where were my good boots?  I had insisted upon sturdy new boots with low heels after my last adventure.  My ankles ached in memory.  Oh, my mismatched shoes!  I already had good boot on but not the other.  It had already not been a joy to walk home in them that day.  Just as I was debating the relatives merits of ankle pain per leg and discounting the possibility of periodically alternating my good right boot between two feet of different polarity, so to speak, I heard a familiar shuffling and a thud behind me.
John came through to the parlour, and I gave him a false smile that made his forehead crinkle in concern.  “This is Eliza,” I said, “my cousin, well, I suppose she’s also your cousin now.  Eliza, this is my new husband, John Butterfield.”
He took off his coat and hung it on the tree.  “I didn’t know that we were expecting visitors.”
“Do all your household staff have the day off, Cousin John?” she asked, giving him a critical once-over.  He dressed simply most of the time as befit his previous role as shopkeeper, only owning two jackets other than his preferred brown tweed.
“I didn’t know either,” I said to John, my smile growing stiffer and my tone growing sharper.
He extended his hand.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you.  And how long are you staying, my lovely Eliza?”
“Oh, my,” she said, looking at his callused fingers and oil-stained fingernails.  “How... provincial.”  She spun around.  “Having done half the work already in bearing the dull trip over, I might just stay for ever.  America is ever so dull, and it has no class, none at all.”
My cousin had changed little since childhood.  My smile stiffened, lips curling back, and it felt as if my face were practising at rigor mortis. No, mustn’t do that.  I turned away and attempted to forcibly rearrange my expression with my fingertips.  I managed muffledly, “Then we ought to find you a flat at once.  This area is very dull indeed, too far south for big soirees.  You’ll want to be at the centre of the social scene.”
“Nonsense,” John began, but then he saw that I had my hands stuffed in my mouth and was still facing the wall, glaring as if wishing death upon it.  “Oh,” he said softly.  “I see.”
It took tremendous effort to turn myself back toward my visitor.
“Surely you know someone who is having a ball or even a mid-sized soirée,” she said, fanning herself with a half-unfurled blueprint that had been resting on an end table.  John snatched it up then reached down to scoop up the items which had escaped the confines of her trunk.  His fingers connected with a small lace undergarment, no doubt French in origin, and then he dropped it back down to my threadbare carpet.
“No,” I said softly, turning back to her.  “I really do not know anyone of significance.  So much has happened over the past few years, and you wouldn’t even dream—”
“You think me unable to understand your big city life?”
I clenched my fists.  “No, I simply do not have time for a long story.  No time to explain, no time to entertain.  I am now employed.”
She huffed again and pointed at my husband.  “Isn’t he here to work instead of you?  You think you’re very important, I suppose, but I travelled such a distance, and believe you me, it was very unpleasant, with all the queasiness and the sailors and the fish on the docks.  I detest fish.”
“If you will just excuse me,” I said through clenched teeth and watering eyes.  I pulled John by the elbow to the kitchen and stationed him in the far corner.  He looked ever so concerned.  “I can’t do this,” I said breathlessly.
He said soothingly, “It really won’t be for ever.  Don’t you want to reminisce about your childhood?”
Didn’t he understand what a nuisance the woman was?  Had I really never mentioned her in the past few months?  Upon reflection, I wasn’t sure.  “Not at all!  I should turn her away, John!” I hissed.  “I didn’t invite her here.  How am I to entertain her?  She will do not a bit to help me, and she has no concept of our lifestyle.  Although... perhaps if she sits here alone every day...”  I thought the visit would grow dull ever more swiftly.
“It’s time to hire servants,” he said firmly. 
“But I—”
“Perhaps just one.  Let her be someone else’s problem.  She’ll get bored and move on.”
“She’ll make my life a veritable hell first.”
He patted my arm.  “It cannot be that bad.”
“Ha!”  Had he not been paying attention?






  
  Chapter Three
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We re-entered the sitting room, where Eliza was stood frowning at the dust on the mantle, She blew upon it and affected a petite sneeze. 
Gritting my teeth, I tossed a rag from my apron pocket, forgetting it was black with grease.  It missed her head but did land neatly on the mantle.  She wrinkled her nose.
“If you don’t like it, you clean it.  I didn’t even know you were coming.”
Eliza frowned.  “I wrote you twice.”
“I received no such letters.”  I always considered myself honour-bound to respond to any incoming correspondence with an immediate outflow of response.  I had even purchased new stationery after my wedding.
“There hasn’t been a great deal of post lately,” John mused.
I scowled.  “Oh, is the postman also irritated by our change in social status?”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s just the boys at work act as if I think I’m too good for them.  Perhaps because you have your own office?”
He raised an eyebrow.
“Fine, it is about the knighthood and the job!  I keep telling people it’s not like it changes everything, but heaven forbid I receive more respect.  Now they think I have married a man who has lofty ambitions yet cannot afford to take care of me.”
Eliza actually backed away, a look of quizzical surrender on her young face.  She moved to the kitchen and began to open containers and to sniff about in hopes of detecting brandy.  She came upon fresh biscuits from Gail, and I hoped those might keep her mouth occupied for a number of moments.  Instead, after one enthusiastic nibble she said, “So the knighthood or dameship or whatever is real?”
“Yes, it is, and it is also certainly not only because of John.  I did more than my fair share—”
John backed up, hands raised in confused surrender.
“So you really were knighted and it didn’t improve your status at all?”  She was showing less of her marginally polite veneer.
A wedge in the door, light shining through the gaps.  Disgrace, I thought with delight, would drive her away.  “Indeed,” I said to her.  “Aspersions were cast.  I am really quite the pariah, and people now call John a quack.”
My husband had gone red.  I pressed onward.
“Dear cousin, you won’t want to be associated with us one iota.  Now, tell me your budget, and I’ll find the nicest place in Kensington that—”
Eliza took a step backward.  “You really do need help.  Only you could manage to damage your reputation by doing... what was it you did again?”
“I fear that’s confidential.”
She looked doubtful.  “That sounds like government scull-duggery.  Everyone knows that there aren’t any ladies in those jobs.”
My husband put in, “I drew Millie in, my fault really.”
“That’s not what happened, John,” I gritted through my teeth.
He sputtered, “Ah... and then she was truly spectacular!   You should see—”  He cleared his
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