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​ The Malady

I have an interesting malady: I seem to
recall most everything I’ve ever heard, ever read.

Yet for the first month
after the meeting atop the Grand Ballhouse, I don’t recall much of
anything.

The city, like me, lay
stunned, quiet.

I believe we all needed
those calm days of rest. Those soft morning mists. Those gentle
overcast skies.

In the past two years,
Spadros quadrant had lost two Inventors. Hart quadrant had lost
their Inventor and Heir. Spadros and Clubb had both lost their
Patriarchs. Diamond had lost their Keeper of the Court.

But along with sorrow, the
Four Families of Bridges had hope. For the first time since the
Coup, my husband Tony had collected the Families together to defeat
our common enemy.

We had hope that Bridges
might return to peace under the Four Families’ rule.

Well, they had hope.

I had pain.

Confusion.

Grief.

My butler Alan Pearson
brought fresh flowers from my gardens every morning, trying to
cheer me. My servants brought me food, urged me to bathe, to dress,
to eat. Took me wherever in the house I was meant to be.

I drank my tonics: once in
the morning for my ruined liver, the second in the afternoon for my
general constitution.

My mind ever swam — with
images, with words, so much so that I might hardly see.

So many dead. So much
betrayal. The names, the faces, constantly in my mind. So much
revealed at that meeting, so much that threw every word, every deed
from those around me into question.

I didn’t know what to do
with it all. I felt so lost, so bereft, so lacking in the hope that
I would ever grasp what to do. What caused all this pain, this
turmoil?

All I wanted was to
understand.

But I couldn’t.

The pain from Joseph Kerr’s
ministrations, low in my belly, never left me. Dr. Salmon offered
salicylate, saying anything stronger might interfere with my
bowels, make the matter worse.

Yet the salicylate did very
little, and I quit taking it.

I suppose I could’ve had
more useful remedies had I lived in Azimoff, Nitivali, or even
Tollkeen. But though our Magma Steam Generators produced limitless
power, our city was under an “Edwardian” tech charter (whatever
that meant).

All I knew is that
“Edwardian” meant children died of measles, men died of a wound,
and my baby suffered, when a mechanism in his hip might heal
him.

Five hundred years earlier,
Benjamin Kerr set us on this path, and the Cultural Correctness
Committee was implacable in its desire to keep Bridges to his
word.

And so we suffered.

***

At times, the pain discouraged me. Joseph
Kerr had to have known something was wrong with him. Why didn’t he
care enough to protect me? Had passion blinded him to all
reason?

I didn’t know.

But the aftermath of our
few minutes of not-quite love was too much. The horrible look in
his eyes, the way he dismissed my fears. I could never trust him
again. And that grieved me more than anything.

Yet I had to keep going. I
still was Acevedo’s mother. I loved him. He was my baby. I had to
survive, for him.

I’d write notes. I’d send
up sweets. I’d take steps towards his rooms.

But it seemed too much. To
go into that horrible bedroom where Roy had been tortured? I’d find
myself weeping on the stair.

So Daisy brought him to my
study, every day.

The sight of my baby.
crippled and in pain because of me, would bring me to tears.

Now fourteen months old,
little Ace became confused, would cry.

Eventually, Tony made her
stop.

There was no way around it:
I had to keep going. I was still Queen of Spadros quadrant.

Every day, I sat at my
desk. My Queen’s box, with its piano black construction and silver
embossing, stared back at me. I tried to make sense of words on
pages. It felt as if I pushed neck-deep through mud.

After the attack on the
Manor a year prior, Tony had ordered street access limited to those
on our block. Every time a carriage came past, I heard Acevedo’s
terrified screams all the way to my study.

My son loved carriages —
until the day they produced bullets and death and blood.

His screams broke what
little concentration I had; I’d begin again.

It took me an hour to read
a simple sheet. Another hour to come to some decision on it.

The unread pages piled up,
leaving my secretary Mr. Eight Howell to make sense of the urgent,
to make decisions for things I couldn’t.

***

I didn’t suffer alone. All our emotions were
very close.

Despite his words outside
the Ballhouse, Tony seemed devastated by Alexander Clubb’s death.
He spent hours on the veranda, pen and ink and notepad before him,
his cane beside him, just staring at the garden.

Our bomb-sniffer dog Rocket
would often lay beside Tony, his head upon Tony’s foot. Rocket was
getting older; white hairs dotted his sleek black coat. Rocket’s
brood of pit bull terrier pups, now several years old and
well-trained, had taken over much of the work, guarding the homes
of Tony’s Button Men.

During the day, Tony sat on
the veranda. I sat in my study. I opened my Queen’s box. I tried to
work.

During the night, Tony and
I lay facing each other, holding hands as we cried.

I never asked why he cried,
nor did he ever ask me. But I think we both felt overwhelmed by the
magnitude of what we’d learned.

He had good reasons for
grief: his sister Katie’s murder, made to look like suicide. His
son’s injury, and perhaps even his own. His mother’s betrayals. Her
lies.

The deaths of so many of
his kin, some at his order. Some at his hand.

Tony had always hated and
feared the Business. Now he’d found himself leading the thing.

I wish I’d been able to
give him even some small comfort.

But I was drenched in
grief, choked in it. I’d cry myself to sleep, then wake in terror.
A shadow of a man with a knife, behind me, or to one side. I never
knew who he was, when he would grab me, how it would happen.

Sometimes Tony or little
Ace lay dead in the street. Other times, all the hundreds dead
because of me were there, eyes accusing.

I almost wished the dark
shadow would kill me, if only to make the dreams stop.

***

Through this time, huge boxes of documents,
letters, and ledgers about the Red Dog Gang and Polansky Kerr IV
came in every day, sent by the other three Families.

My bedroom filled first,
then my study. When the boxes continued arriving, I had my butler
Alan Pearson use the now-empty basement room his father had used to
store his many ledgers.

Tony had given me the idea
to use the basement room. Tony had sent what he’d collected down
there as well.

But on the day that the
last box was placed, as though an electrical light switched off,
Tony no longer cried.

On that day, he turned
distant, bitter.

Every time I made a move to
go down there, he’d make some cutting remark. “Go in,” he’d say,
voice dripping with sarcasm. “Not that you’ll ever do anything with
it.”

I didn’t know why he felt
so angry. He’d volunteered to gather the information. He seemed
pleased that I volunteered to help.

One day, I asked. “Are you
angry with me? Or have you learned something that troubles you?
Please, my love. Speak to me.”

But he’d snap, “You know
what you’ve done.” Then he’d pull away, storming down the hall.

On the steps to the
Ballhouse, he’d asked if we might try to love each other again. He
desperately wanted to, or he never would’ve asked. But since then,
he’d only grieved. And now he blamed me for something.

You know what you’ve done.

Did he mean me bedding Joe?
That had been over a year past, and we’d spoken of the matter in
detail. He knew what a terrible experience that had been, how I
regretted it, what it had cost me.

What did that have to do
with all this?

Yet even though he came to
my bed that night, he wouldn’t answer. “If you don’t know, then
nothing I say will help.” Then he’d turned away to lie staring in
silence.

I thought: perhaps he
feels I won’t help, as I promised. Perhaps he’s lost faith in
me. So the next day, I made myself get up, go to the stairs,
ignore his bitter words.

The boxes of information
from the Four Families sat along the walls, reaching from floor to
ceiling. A table sat in the center. The room was lit by a bare
electrical bulb overhead.

I stood in the doorway in
dismay. It was all too much. It reminded me too much of the room
full of Court cases when we thought Jonathan Diamond had been
taken.

Jon was dead.

Master Blaze Rainbow (who I
always thought of as Morton) had helped me. He was dead, too.

I ran from the room
weeping, passing my servants, throwing myself onto my bed.

When would this ever
end?

***

Duchess Sophia Whist, one of our few friends
in the aristocracy, gave a Midsummer Night’s Ball in honor of
Tony’s twenty-seventh birthday. The attendance was half of what
she’d hoped. Tony didn’t seem to care.

Perhaps intending to
brighten the tables, Duchess Sophia had included pressed daffodils
in the circle of decoupage that sat upon each center. They reminded
me too much of Jonathan Diamond.

Fortunately, I didn’t
notice them until we’d finished our meal. We left early; I couldn’t
stop crying.

After that, I began saying
no to every event. I just couldn’t make myself go to them.

But I felt desperate to do
something, anything, to make the words and images and feelings
stop. I’d try to play our grand piano, then find myself weeping
upon the keys. I’d sit in my garden as my lady’s maid Shanna tried
to console me.

Each night, Tony lay facing
away. Silent, sullen, as I cried.

Each morning, I felt
tormented by grief, flooded with grief.

I felt in a truly desperate
despair, one I never felt even in my darkest days of the trial.

I knew I must get up. I
must do these things. I wanted to do them. Each was so vitally
important!

Yet I could not.

I felt that I failed at
every turn. I hated myself for it.


​ The Heat






Then came July. By our Blessed Dealer’s
mercy, 1903 years after the Catastrophe. On the third day of July
came the full force of summer. And that summer was dreadful.

Sweltering heat overtook
the city. It was an unnatural heat, stifling and moist, without so
much as a breeze. And the Inventors couldn’t explain it.

Tempers rose. Old people
died. Babies wailed up and down every street as their exhausted
mothers doused them with water.

People took to their
basements to escape the heat. Doors and windows lay open, wet
sheets hung across them to keep out flies. The sale of mechanical
fans skyrocketed. Ice vanished from the city.

Perhaps Tony’d had some
premonition: he’d asked our housekeeper Jane to buy double our
usual ice order at the beginning of the season. Which was fortunate
for us: we had some at the end, where even the other Families ran
out.

It wasn’t the worst summer
of my life, even so. It was perhaps the second worst, or maybe
third. I didn’t know it yet, but those terrible days were soon to
come.

I felt so very grateful for
Tony’s foresight, yet the relative cooling in Spadros Manor seemed
the only comfort I might have.

I walked the halls, numb. I
couldn’t think.

Mrs. Regina Clubb said at
the meeting that I was a Memory Girl. Back then, I saw no benefit
in it.

I felt like a pillow so
full that it strained at the seams. Names, faces, dates. The
movements of so many people, I couldn’t follow them all. I walked
the halls, numb. I couldn’t think. I could hardly see.

And grief, grief, for the
people who’d died because of me. Air, Nina Clubb, Herbert Bryce,
Stephen Rivers, those hundreds in the zeppelin bombing. The guards
outside the Courthouse. Madame Biltcliffe, Maria Athena Spade, the
men who left Roy for the Ten of Spades. Inventor Maxim Call. Anna
Goren. My great-grandmother, who to this day I only know as the
Cathedral’s Eldest. Major Wenz Blackwood. The Major’s lawyer Hambir
Dashabatar and his family, betrayed by their own driver.

Morton.

Had Morton ever been my
friend? Or all the time he lived in my home, worked beside me ...
had he only been plotting my ruin?

And rhen there was
Jonathan. Jonathan Diamond had loved me. He’d loved me! How
did I not know? How did I not see? Why could I not understand?

He’d begged me.
Begged me.

The way his hands had
trembled! The way he’d pleaded! How did I not see it?

“Come with me,” he’d said.
In my folly, I’d turned him down.

Jonathan saved me, and my
son, and that night he lay dead.

I don’t know if I can ever
forgive myself.

The only positive thing
about the situation was that it felt decidedly cooler in the
basement. Many of the house servants took to their rooms there
during the heat of the day. And to my surprise, Alan — and more to
the point, Tony — let them. “We must keep our servants well. If the
house is presentable and the meals on time,” Tony said, “that’s all
I ask.”

There was so much I didn’t
know. So many questions that I felt desperately needed to be
answered. So much I didn’t understand.

Where was Joseph Kerr? Had
he decided to remain in Azimoff? Was he safe? Was he well?

Did he ever think of
me?

I didn’t see what he might
do there. So far as I could tell, he had little schooling and less
skill in trade.

He needed me. Why had I not
gone with him, when he asked?

Did he plan to return, to
resume his goal to become Mayor? I hoped so. With him gone, whoever
the Red Dog Gang had chosen for their Mayoral candidate was one
step closer to taking over the city.

And where was Joe’s twin
sister, Josie? I’d not heard anything of her whereabouts.

I worried for her so, alone
with her grief. She’d been maimed during her kidnapping, her wrists
rubbed beyond raw by the heavy iron shackles placed too tightly
upon her delicate pale skin. She’d lost her betrothed, her brother,
and her home.

Had she healed? Was she
safe? Was she with her grandfather? Or had she finally decided to
escape with Joe?

I missed her so much. Would
I ever see her again?

I didn’t understand why
everyone seemed so against Joe and Josie. It had to be their
grandfather’s doing.

Yet even then, the things
Mr. Polansky was accused of seemed inconceivable. Could Polansky
Kerr IV possibly be as evil as everyone made him out to be?

When I went to see Joe
after his terrible accident, he’d told me: My grandfather is a
monster.

Yet Tony and I had spoken
to the man. He’d had us in his home. Tony felt alarmed by him,
fearful even.

Yet to me, Mr. Kerr seemed
merely old, even kindly.

I felt hesitant to believe
evil of the man. Something about all this didn’t seem right.

My enemy Jack Diamond
believed Joe and Josie had been doing their grandfather’s bidding
this entire time. That they were plotting against me and my
Family.

I didn’t know what to
believe.

I had to talk to Joe about
this. If I could only speak with him, then I would know the truth.
I felt sure I could see it in his eyes. At the time, it was the not
knowing what to believe that grieved me so.

But where was he?

And what could we possibly
do about the Magma Steam Generators? Were the Generators somehow
responsible for this terrible heat, or was there some other cause
unknown?

I went round and round in
my mind, just as I stumbled round and round in the Manor, unable to
understand anything. All the thoughts, the memories, they weighed
on me. I couldn’t sleep, I could barely eat.

Yet somewhere in that
horrible summer, when I did sleep, the terrible nightmares that had
plagued me became lost in my exhaustion.

In a way, it was a
blessing: I was free of Jack Diamond in my dreams.


​ The Kin

Sometime in the midst of this, Alan’s
youngest brother Rob (now our night footman) roused us in the dead
of night.

Tony and I put on our
robes. Tony took up his cane, and we went downstairs.

Charles and Judith Hart
stood in our parlor: all in black, hooded and cloaked. They were in
their seventies, their hair mostly silver, although with streaks of
red here and there. They’d both lost weight. Mrs. Hart couldn’t
stand to lose much more.

Mr. Hart had implied his
wife faced some dreadful illness, but at the time, I didn’t know
what it could possibly be.

The last time I’d seen
Judith Hart was at the meeting. She’d stormed out with threats to
take her husband to court for his infidelity with (for one) my Ma.
So I was completely astonished to see them here together.

Tony seemed as surprised as
I was to see them. “How might we help?”

Mrs. Hart looked terribly
pale. She smiled weakly. “We’d like to see your son, if we
might.”

Tony nodded. “Of
course.”

We moved into the foyer;
Rob stood at the top of the wide sweeping staircase at parade rest,
a pistol strapped to his side.

Mrs. Hart hesitated at the
first step; Tony and Mr. Hart helped her ascend. We passed Rob
without a word.

Tony‘s first cousin Ten
Hogan (who we all called Sawbuck) sat dozing at the antechamber to
Ace’s room. A lit candle sat on the table beside him.

A huge, formidable-looking
man, Sawbuck stood quickly, took up the candle’s holder, went to
the far door, and gently knocked.

A few moments later,
Acevedo’s nursemaid Daisy peered around the door at us, her long
blonde hair tied in a kerchief. “Oh,” she said, then opened the
door wide, curtsying to the floor.

I took the candle from
Sawbuck and led the rest inside.

The window was cracked
open; a slight breeze stirred the room. Acevedo Spadros III lay
curled up on his right side asleep, facing us in the candlelight,
sweat plastering his wavy brown hair. His crutches — long canes,
really, with straps to go round his upper arms — stood leaning on
the end of his little bed.

Mr. Hart said, “He’s
beautiful.”

Mrs. Hart’s eyes were full
of tears. “He looks so much like Etienne did at that age.”

My half-brother, the former
Hart Inventor. He’d been some thirty years older. I’d never really
known him, other than a few strife-ridden words.

Now he lay dead.

He’d been about to reveal
something that his allies the Red Dog Gang didn’t want known, and
his most trusted man shot him from behind.

The Hart Inventor’s most
trusted man murdered him on the word of Polansky Kerr? How had one
elderly man inspired such blind loyalty?

Mr and Mrs. Hart gazed at
my son for some time, then Mr. Hart took his wife’s arm. “Let’s go
back down.”

I turned to Daisy. “We were
never here.”

Handing the candle back to
Sawbuck, Tony and I led the Harts downstairs to sit in Tony’s
study.

Mr. Hart said, “Your home
is remarkably cool.”

Tony smiled. “We store our
ice in the rafters.”

It’d been our newest
Inventor’s idea, and it worked remarkably well.

Mr. Hart gasped. “Like a
giant cold box!” He turned to his wife. “Judy, we must do this at
once.”

I felt surprised at him
using her private-home name in someone else’s, but Mrs. Hart smiled
fondly at him.

Tony set his cane beside
his chair. “We’re as safe from listening as humanly possible. How
might we help?”

Mrs. Hart stirred. “I’m
dying.”

I realized my mouth lay
open, and shut it. “I don’t understand.”

Mrs. Hart glanced at Tony,
then back at me. “It’s ... a woman’s sickness. The doctors say it
might be time to seek help in Azimoff —”

I gasped. Azimoff had the
best medical tech in the world, but for many, it was a last resort.
Most either didn’t — or if they needed tech not authorized in
Bridges, weren’t allowed to — ever return.

Mrs. Hart’s shoulders
drooped. “But I’ve decided not to go. I’ve lived to see my boy
die.” She shook her head. “What else is there for me?”

My immediate thought was:
What about your granddaughter? Ferti Hart might only have the mind
of a child, but ... she was Etienne’s blood.

Then Mrs. Hart smiled,
putting her hand on her husband’s. “But I’ve also lived to see my
Charlie finally happy. The plans he’s making for your boy’s
future!”

For some reason, I felt
touched; my eyes stung.

Tony stirred. “What
plans?”

Mr. Hart leaned forward.
“That’s what we’re here to talk about.”

Mr. Hart planned a tour of
the whole of Hart quadrant, visiting every village, spending at
least a day in each. Speaking to the people, taking note of their
concerns. “I’ve spent my entire life ignoring them,” he said.
“That’s how Polansky Kerr wooed them away.” Then he hit the
armchair with a meaty fist. “I must have my quadrant behind me.
Otherwise, they’ll have no love for my Heir.”

I nodded. Acevedo.

He turned to Tony. “With
your permission, I’d like to add my guards to yours in the
protection of your wife and son.” He gestured towards the door.
“You can’t have your right-hand man play guard at night, not if you
expect him to run your quadrant during the day.”

Tony blinked, drew back a
bit, then nodded.

“These are my most loyal
men,” Mr. Hart said. He turned to me. “Your kin. They’d die before
allowing any harm to come to me and mine.” He said to Tony, “But
you’re welcome to investigate them yourself before allowing them
into your home.”

Tony nodded.

Etienne thought the man who
shot him in the back of the head was his most loyal man. The memory
of my brother’s eye exploding has never left me to this day.

“The Four Families are
being pushed out.” Mr. Hart took a deep, shaky breath, and I
realized: he’s afraid. Why? “Julius and I are all that’s left. If
anything happens to either of us ...”

Tony’s jaw set, and I could
see the mix of emotions cross his eyes: doubt, shame, anger, fear.
His hand shook, just a little. “Let’s hope that never happens.”

Mrs. Hart surveyed Tony
with new respect.

Even though Mr. Hart was
the first to acknowledge Tony as Patriarch, he clearly didn’t think
Tony was ready to do what might need to be done.

And I wondered: is Lance
Clubb ready? Is Cesare Diamond ready?

Am I ready?

For better or worse, I was
both the Spadros Queen and the Hart Heir.

But I was, as they say, a
Pot rag. Hart quadrant probably despised me.

Besides, it was probably
safer to say that my Acevedo was the Hart Heir — he was male, after
all.

Yet Acevedo was just a
baby. Merely a name on a page.

Not only that, he was a
Spadros baby, the grandson of their Patriarch’s most hated enemy.
It would take a lot for Mr. Hart’s people to accept him as their
own. If Mr. Hart died before Acevedo had enough loyal men to seize
power, Hart quadrant could fall into chaos.

Was that what Polansky Kerr
wanted? Kill me and Acevedo, leaving him to pick up the pieces?

But he was over ninety. He
had to have someone in Hart quadrant. Someone already known and
entirely trusted. Someone the quadrant would surely follow. “Do you
know the names of Polansky Kerr’s men in Hart quadrant?”

Mr. Hart fixed his gaze
upon me. “I believe so.”

I sighed. “Assume there are
double the number. Even triple. We found several here upon the
Spadros Manor grounds.”

Mr. Hart’s heavy-lidded
eyes widened, just a bit.

I said, “My own lady’s maid
and her husband — our stable-master — gave aid to our enemies the
day we were attacked.”

Tony flinched.

I shook my head, feeling
exhausted. Details, information, pictures, faces of the dead. They
never stopped. “If these people can get into the midst of this
Manor, they can get into yours. Trust as few as you can. Put spies
on the rest.” I peered at Mr. Hart. “What did you decide about your
granddaughter?”

The Harts looked at each
other, evidently surprised by the change of topic. Mr. Hart
shrugged. “In what regard?”

“Is she well? Are you
keeping her a spinster? If not, have you chosen her ...” I wasn’t
sure how to phrase it.

Mrs. Hart said, “We’re not
forcing her to marry.” She took a deep breath, let it out. “Some
days she’s distraught, asking where her Daddy is, when he’s coming
home. Other days, she plays quietly with her toys.” Mrs. Hart
looked away, sadness in her eyes. “Ferti’s days of crying come
farther apart each week.” She sighed. “I suppose I shouldn’t blame
her; it’s been over a year since Etienne’s death. But I fear she’ll
soon have forgotten him.”

“I’m sorry,” Tony said
quietly. “I truly am.”

We sat silent for a moment,
then Tony said, “What is your plan? Other than guards? How can we
possibly heal this ... rift between our two quadrants my father’s
made?”

I felt uneasy hearing Tony
refer to Roy as his father once more.

Perhaps Mr. Hart felt the
same, because his eyes widened. “I must continue to act as if
nothing has changed until we can secure our Manors. But ...” He
seemed at a loss.

What would make people turn
from hatred to love? “Perhaps your local news might help. I know
the editor of the Bridges Daily, and —”

Mr. Hart leaned forward.
“Yes! Stories of human interest.” His manner turned downcast. “I
fear the museum for your father was a mistake in that regard. My
people leave there with an even greater hatred of the man.”

Tony let out a laugh. “So
why not use this? These newspaper stories might speak of the ways
this quadrant moves past my father’s,” he let out a breath, “grisly
legacy. How we aim to come to the truth, move forward.”

My imagination of the
terrible reports I’d received swam before me — hundreds found dead
in the pit below Spadros Castle, each sprinkled with lime. I
thought I might be sick. “Why did he do these things?”

Tony sighed, staring over
at his desk. “I don’t think we’ll ever know. Some need ...
compulsion, maybe. Something drove him. I recall as a boy, he’d
become more and more irritable. Angry. He’d lash out at the
slightest wrong breath.” Tony turned his head to look at us. “Then,
after a few nights — well, sometimes weeks — away, his mood would
change. He’d become almost happy.”

Mr. Hart shuddered.

Tony shrugged, his gaze far
away. “Those nights, he must have been doing what he most wished
to.”

Mrs. Hart said, “Mr.
Spadros, what he did wasn’t your fault.” She took a deep breath,
then nodded, as if to some inner voice. “Perhaps my people can be
of help.”

Tony froze.

Mrs. Hart had to mean the
Bridgers: her father was the Bridgers Grand-Master. But how could
the head of the most despised religious sect in the city be of any
help with public opinion?

Then I recalled their love
of printing anonymous pamphlets.

“Speaking of the truth,
sir,” Mr. Hart said. “There’s something you should know.”

Tony twitched, as if he’d
been thinking of something else. “Oh?”

Mr. Hart took a deep
breath. “Your father kept a private journal. We found it in his
torture rooms.” He hesitated, just a bit. “It’s gone missing.”

Tony and I both drew back.
“Oh.”

This was bad.

Tony said, “This has to be
the work of our enemies. No one would want this, or even care about
it, if it weren’t intended to harm us.”

Mr. Hart nodded. “I thought
the same.”

Tony took a deep breath and
rose. “Well, I wouldn’t fret much over it. When they use something
in it, we’ll know who they are.”

I hadn’t considered
that.

Mr. Hart helped his wife
up, then shook Tony’s hand. “Thank you for seeing us.”

“Not at all,” Tony said.
“You’re welcome here anytime.”

As Tony and Mr. Hart moved
away, Mrs. Hart took my hand. “I know what it’s like to be in a
home with ways very different than yours. Keep your eyes on the
path in front of you, and you won’t go astray.”

This sounded a bit too much
like Bridger rhetoric, but I gave her my warmest smile and squeezed
her hand as I walked her to the front door. She meant well, and who
might blame a dying woman for giving her last bits of advice?
“Thank you.”

She stopped, facing me. “My
father can be fearsome. But he’s not evil. He could be a formidable
ally.”

Ally with the Bridgers?
Things would be more desperate than we thought, if we had to take
them on as partners.

Mrs. Hart smiled. “I only
meant that he would be glad to see his great-grandson.” She let out
a breath. “He’s old, Mrs. Spadros. Sometimes, when you get really
old, petty differences mean less than they once did.”

I nodded, not really
understanding. “I’ll think on it.”

Mr. Hart returned to her
side.

Mrs. Hart said, “That’s all
I ask.” With that, she pulled up her hood and let her husband lead
her away.


​ The Test

After they left, grief filled me again. I lay
in bed unable to sleep, seeing the death. My brother’s murder by
his own man, his blood and brains spattering me. Marja’s face in
the twilight as the blood pooled around her. Little Ante, Duck’s
brother, so pale and still, his hands still clawing at mine. Maria
Athena Spade’s dead eyes, staring.

My front porch, dripping
with Roy’s blood. With John Pearson’s blood.

Days passed, weeks in the
steaming heat, without any relief in sight. The names, the faces,
the images, lying dead. Nightmares of my Tony, of little Acevedo,
even of Joe and Josie, dead.

Dead, because of me.

I lay weeping on my bed
after dinner one night — oh, I’d say it was sometime in early
August — when my lady’s maid Shanna came to me. “Mum, your husband
wishes to see you in his study.”

Fear spiked inside me: what
happened? I wiped my face, put on my house shoes and shawl, and
hurried out, dreading whatever news he had.

Tony’s study was in the
middle of the hall, so I descended the back staircase. The
gray-white marble felt cool against my bare fingers, the one bit of
comfort in this great lonely house.

Of course, in all this
heat, the electric lights lay quiet; only a few candles lit the
edges of the room.

Tony sat in his chair
beside the unlit fire, and when I entered, he gestured to the chair
across from him.

A figure, hooded and
cloaked, head bowed, face hidden.

I laughed, despite how
awful I felt. “Is this some test?”

Tony smiled. “It’s good to
see you laugh. It’s been far too long.”

When was the last time I’d
laughed?

Ah, it didn’t matter.
First, the puzzle before me.

The figure was of an adult,
but hunched a bit, smaller. A woman?

The cloak was of a thin
dark linen that I’d thought was black, but upon moving closer, I
saw it was actually dark brown. Gold embroidery lay upon the medium
brown cloth peeking through the opening of the cloak, far down at
the hem touching fine leather boots. More embroidery, dark brown,
covered the cloak’s edges.

The skirts, the embroidery,
the cloth ... all were of very fine make.

I took a step back. “This
can’t be.”

A wry laugh came from the
cloak, and I knew.

Mrs. Regina Clubb cast off
her hood, the straight golden hair piled atop her head shining in
the candlelight. “Very good, Mrs. Spadros.”

Since Roy’s death, Clubb
quadrant had distanced itself from us. Mr. Alexander had said this
was to help smooth the way for his son Lance’s marriage to Gardena
Diamond. So I never expected to see the Queen of Clubs in Tony’s
study.

Mrs. Clubb’s oldest
daughter was almost sixty, so Mrs. Clubb had to be close to eighty!
But it was clear Regina Clubb took illegal treatments from Azimoff.
Her skin had barely a line, her hair not a strand of silver. But
her eyes ...

I went to her, took her
black-gloved hand, and curtsied low. “You do me great honor.” One
only had to look in her dark blue eyes to see the story of great
age. Of having seen much, much too much.

“The honor is mine,” Mrs.
Clubb said. “Please, sit beside your husband. There’s much work to
do.”

I sat. “I don’t
understand.”

Mrs. Clubb said, “I owe you
an apology. I should’ve arrived sooner. You have your husband to
thank for my coming here.” She peered at me as if she saw my soul.
“Yes. I’ve never trained one this late, but —”

Trained one this late? “I
don’t understand.”

She sighed. “Too much
memory is a dangerous thing.”

Alarm spiked through me.
“Dangerous? How?”

Tony placed his hand on
mine.

Mrs. Clubb said, “There’s a
reason most people don’t recall things too terrible to face. Or
their minds change their recollections to give them the best chance
to survive.” She shook her head, her gaze downward. “True,
unvarnished memory ... now, that gives you nowhere to hide.” She
raised her face to peer into mine. “Nothing to protect you.” She
let out a sigh. “There’s a reason we grant such rare gifts to the
families of our Memory Children. By your age, most untrained Memory
Girls are either dead by their own hands, or completely mad.”

I felt entirely taken
aback.

Tony exclaimed, “Good
gods.”

Mrs. Clubb nodded.

I recalled then what the
Eldest, my great-grandmother, had told me of the sack of the
Cathedral: they say some women don’t remember. But I remember
every man. One hundred and one years later, I see their faces
before me.

How had she survived
it?

My husband’s voice shook.
“Is there a way to help her?”

Mrs. Clubb raised her
hands, her cloak falling aside: a thick sheaf of paper lay in them.
“There is.” The sheaf was bound on one side with a stout golden
cord. “I want you to read this before anything else. Tonight, if
you can. This is more important than anything you must do.”

I suppose as Queen of
Spades, I should’ve stayed seated. Let her come to me.

But she was so much my
elder that I rose, took the book from her. Stood peering at it. It
held an unusual odor. “What’s inside?”

She gave me an amused
smile. “You’ll have to read it and see.”

Mrs. Clubb rose then.

“Wait,” I said. “Ariana
Spadros. I thought she should be tested. As a Memory Girl —”

Tony gasped, taking a step
back.

“— Have her parents
contacted you yet?”

Mrs. Clubb stopped, staring
into my face, but at nothing. Then she focused on me. “They did.
She’s in the books,” at that, she frowned, “but her testing date
hasn’t been set.” She gave a definite nod, glancing away, then back
at me. “Tell me what you saw.”

“She’s only two, but she’s
smart. She remembers things.” I shrugged. “I don’t know any of your
lore, but even if she’s not ... even if she might only go to
school, her parents would be so happy.” I glanced away. “I’d pay
for her testing, if need be.” I took a deep breath, eyes stinging.
“If she is ... like me ... I don’t want her to go through what I
have.”

Mrs. Clubb placed her hand
on my upper arm. “I’ll see to it myself.”

***

After Mrs. Clubb left, I sat reading in bed,
more out of curiosity than anything else. Much of the book was
filled with exercises intended for very small children.

Tony peered over my
shoulder, helping me with words I didn’t know.

I asked, “Why does this
smell so?”

“Ah,” he said. “It’s a new
mechanism for printing ... I believe it’s called the Automated
Mimeograph? One of my Button Men has the mechanism in his office;
it smells just like that.”

“Oh.” I loved the warmth of
Tony’s body next to mine. He hadn’t shown such interest in my
welfare since I recovered from womb fever. I had a great desire to
put the book aside and kiss him.

“Astonishing,” said
Tony.

I’d lost focus. “What?”

Tony pointed at the page.
“See here?” He began to read aloud. “‘We don’t know exactly how the
phenomenon came forth. The religious call it miraculous, or cursed.
Tollkeen calls it a mutation of their Sacred Code; Azimoff in their
arrogance names it merely the product of training. That last we
deem wrong, because tiny children with no training at all can
recite an entire book they’ve barely learnt to read.’” Tony sat
straighter, turned to face me. “That must be why your mother set
you to messenger duty as a girl.”

Some pain loosed within me.
I wasn’t being punished. I wasn’t deemed unworthy. “I could recall
everything, even to the conversations going on around me at the
time.”

The implications of this
disturbed me. Why had I at times been unable to remember
anything?

Dr. Salmon had thought it
to be protective, but Mrs. Clubb had implied that a true Memory
Child had no such protection.

I shuddered.

“What is it?”

I shook my head. “A
feeling, that’s all.”

Tony took a pen from the
bedside table and placed it as a bookmark. “Enough of this then.
You’ll have all day tomorrow to read.”

I let him take the pages,
place them on the table beside him, cover me and kiss my hair. “Now
rest,” he said. “You’ve been too long a-crying, too little asleep.
You must rest, if you’re to truly get well.”

I turned to face him. “I
need you, Tony. I need you. Please. I love you. You said you wanted
to love me.” A sob burst forth. “Will you hate me forever?” I
reached out to him. “Am I to become one of the Dealers, here in my
own home?”

He flinched, drew back.

I repulsed him? I began to cry. “I can’t go on like
this.”

Tony shook his head. “Do
you want me to go?”

I grabbed his arm, sobbing.
“No. Oh gods, no. Please don’t leave me.”

Tony took me in his arms
then, but kept most of himself far from me. “I won’t leave you,
Jacqui. I promise.” He drew the covers over my shoulders. “Here.
Just rest.”

He held me as I cried.

***

Tony took over my work for the next few days
to let me rest and read.

I felt better the next day,
and more so the next. I continued reading the sheaf — part
instruction manual, part treatise on the knowledge gleaned about
the Memory Children — and began to do the exercises in it.

“Close your eyes,” it said,
“breathe deeply, and sit still. Picture your home, empty in your
mind. No furnishings, no pictures, nothing to distract or recall.
See each room clearly in your mind, as if you stood there. Now in
your mind, go to your front room. Picture enough baskets to fill
the room from floor to ceiling, from wall to wall! There should be
enough baskets so that there is not even room to crawl inside.

“In your mind, take any
piece of information and put it into one of the baskets. There is
no wrong piece! There is no wrong basket! Sort the information in
any way that pleases you. If you don’t know where to put a piece,
give it its own basket until you find a piece that goes with
it.”

I had a large, overflowing
basket of information that I wasn’t sure what to do with still
sitting in the corner of my bedroom.

“When you can find nothing
more for a basket, bring it to one of the empty mind rooms in your
home. You may choose any room you like. Put it there, note it, and
leave it. Free your mind from it, except for its location, until
the basket is needed again.”

I gasped. Free your mind
from it? Oh, what a blessed relief!

I rushed then to look at
every room in the Manor. I’d forgotten to tell Alan what I was
doing, so suppose I must have startled the servants when I went
downstairs, into the kitchens, along their private hallways.

But I had so very much in
my mind. I had to see it all.

I even took the winding
metal stairs beside the kitchens. Down, down, to the area the
Inventors once worked, now dark, quiet, empty. I lifted a lantern
before me. The ray cannon that the man who had become our newest
Inventor once worked on now lay upstairs with the rest, dead hunks
of mechanism until we might learn how to best repair them.

A few books lay scattered
here and there upon the dusty shelves, old notes and a well-used
pencil upon the bench. The lift to bring me to the chambers far
below was locked shut.

I could find neither a mask
to protect from the foul air in the depths nor the key to open the
lift door. Yet I recalled what the chambers far below looked like:
that would have to suffice.

Returning to my rooms, I
started in on the first exercise, in what would occupy my time for
many an hour.

I believe it saved my
life.

Yet there, that day, alone
in my bedroom, I felt confused. What should I sort first?

There is no wrong piece!
There is no wrong basket!

I first decided to make
mind-baskets of the dead.

Two baskets contained those
that I felt certain the Red Dog Gang had killed. In the first went
people I knew: Marja, the Bridges Stable-Master, Madame Biltcliffe,
Herbert Bryce, Army Major Wenz Blackwood, his lawyer Mr. Hambir
Dashabatar, Stephen Rivers, Inventor Montgomery Arrow, Morton.

After some thought, I put
Jonathan Diamond in there as well. I pictured his face as he lay
dying in that alley, so unnaturally pale. His lips, bluish. The way
he gasped for air. The Red Dog Gang may not have pulled a trigger
or thrust a knife, but they’d hounded my poor brave Jon to his
death, as sure as if they’d choked the life from his body
themselves.

Then, a second basket of
the people I’d never known: Joe and Josie’s uncle Mr. Shigo Rei.
The man who sold the jacket that Frank Pagliacci wore whilst moving
David Bryce around. Mr. Dashabatar’s wife and children. The
Detective Constable turned Family man Albert Sheinwold. The rogue
Spadros men calling themselves the Ten of Spades, who the Red Dog
Gang had used then murdered as they fled to what they thought was
safety.

Maria Athena Spade.

I felt it a triumph that I
was finally able to let Maria Athena Spade rest in the basket of
those killed by the Red Dog Gang. I’d shot her, though she was
unarmed. But I had to make myself see the truth: both Morton and
little Tim made it clear that when I fired, she’d already been
dead.

I had a third basket for
Anna Goren and Inventor Maxim Call. Both killed, it seemed, by the
same person, but not, so far as we knew, anyone from the Red Dog
Gang. A woman, brown of skin with eyes of blue, who Jack Diamond
claimed to be with the Dealers.

At the time, I wasn’t sure
I trusted Jon’s possibly-mad twin to have told the truth on that
account.

I put those three baskets
in the empty bedroom of my mind. I wanted to keep them close.

A fourth basket was for
those the Red Dog Gang had tried to kill, yet failed: Dame
Anastasia Louis, her “great-nephew” Trey Louis, my Ma. Those went
into my bedroom as well.

And then I needed that
second basket again, for the hundreds of people on the zeppelin,
exploding in front of my eyes as it rose to its doom. All the young
men who the Bridges Strangler had killed, before and after
then-Mayor Chase Freezout had covered up the murders. The men who
rebelled against Alexander Clubb, probably at the behest of the Red
Dog Gang, and had been executed for it.

One of those had been my
friend Karla Bettelmann’s father.

Frank Pagliacci, who I felt
sure was the Strangler, was deep in the Red Dog Gang, and I put his
atrocities at their doorstep. The Red Dog Gang had to have known
him for the fiend he was, and did nothing to stop him.

Then I needed that first
basket again. There was enough evidence in my eyes that Frank had
killed Tony’s sister Katie, arranging it to look like suicide and
getting the police to agree. Whether the Red Dog Gang had sent him
to kill her, or if he’d done it on his own, didn’t matter. They
were going to pay.

I placed Duck’s little
brother Ante in a separate basket. I’d killed the boy with my own
hand. But then there was also that driver who tried to violate me
as I left Spadros Manor, and I shot him for it.

That basket I put in the
back of the empty closets of my mind, and let it sit alone.

Filling these baskets
drained my strength, yet left me feeling a great vastness inside. I
lay on my bed, my feet still in their house shoes dangling over the
side, weary.

Words from the Memory Sheaf
(as I called it — no title lay upon the pages) came to me:

Filling your baskets is only
the beginning. Keeping your information in their baskets will
become your main test. You must continue to direct the information
to their proper baskets as the memories come forth. Only then will
your mind be free for other things.

I felt daunted.

Yet I felt hope. If small
children could learn these things, I could too.

And I had to. I had to
understand the connections between these things I’d learned, if
only to root out those who had tormented my Family, murdered my
friends. It was the only way to keep from going mad from grief,
from pain, from all these memories.

Dame Anastasia said the Red
Dog Gang wanted me broken. So I must not break. I had to fight. I
had to live. I had to learn the truth. This was the only way I
could defeat them.


​ The Protection

These exercises had taken me some time. Yet
Tony was far from idle. Over the course of several days, Hart men
came to call in small groups, brought by our plain carriage. As I
gained my strength, I spoke with Daisy, which was how I learned of
these meetings.

Tony called the Hart men in
one by one, presumably to discuss their qualifications and feelings
about the Spadros Family. Tony greeted the men in his study. Daisy
sat off far to one side, Ace playing with his toys on a quilt at
her feet. Sometime during this meeting, Tony would introduce
Ace.

The man would usually tip
his hat to the boy and go back to the conversation.

“You should’ve seen it,”
Daisy said. “The minute Master Shengji walked in, Master Acevedo
picked up his canes and stood.” She put her hand to her chest. “And
oh, the way the little master went to him! It touched me so to see
the man stop and crouch to greet your boy, before he even
acknowledged your husband.”

“Master Shengji?” I felt
confused, not recalling such a name.

“Oh, yes. Shengji ... what
was his last name again ... Forbus? Yes, that’s it. I believe he’s
Mr. Hart’s third — or maybe fourth — cousin, on his mother’s side.”
She brushed lint off her apron. “He claims you’ve met. He’s younger
even than me.” She smiled fondly, cheeks reddening. “The men all
call him Chipmunk.”

“Yes! I remember him.” A
young man, perhaps twenty or so by now, not fat, but giving the
impression of softness, with a round face and a bright smile. “So
now my boy has another companion.”

Daisy nodded. “He’s
wonderful with the little master.” She let out a sigh. “To be
honest, I’m glad he’s here.”

“Why do you say that?”

She looked away. “I feel he
truly likes children.” She faced me. “Master Ace loves everyone.
It’s best for children to be around those who love them in
return.”

***

I felt so relieved that Ace had someone he
loved guarding him that I felt a burden lift from me. My baby would
be safe.

As I continued the
exercises, my mind became clearer. I still grieved for everyone I’d
lost. At times, I even wept. But the crushing melancholy which had
plagued me for so long began to lift.

And I began to consider my
questions.

I couldn’t learn much about
Joseph Kerr or his sister Josie until one of them contacted me. The
Four Families were already searching for their grandfather; someone
would tell me if any of them had been found.

To be honest, now that I’d
regained my senses, I really didn’t care to see Joseph Kerr. He
didn’t need me. He didn’t love me.

I had to focus on today, on
dealing with what I could, on understanding what was happening to
us — me and Tony, the Four Families, the city’s mechanisms.

Most of it I had no idea
how to solve. But I might be able to help with Mrs. Hart’s
request.

The Bridgers were
dangerous, her father their Grand-Master even more so. But I knew a
woman, Gertie Pike, who seemed to still have contact with the
man.

But I didn’t dare do
anything without speaking with Tony. Something about the situation
frightened him. Until I knew what that was, I might find myself
making matters worse.

***

A few hours later, I sat at the table in my
kitchen at my apartments on 33 1/3 Street, Spadros quadrant. The
meeting was with Blitz, Mary, and my secretary, Mr. Eight Howell. I
both loved being there and felt Mr. Howell’s Backdoor Saloon at the
end of the street was much too close.

But I had to attend: the
discussion was about my building.

This was one of the safest
places I might be, apart from Spadros Manor. Blitz and Mary Spadros
were the butler and housekeeper of my apartments. Blitz was also
Tony’s distant cousin, born “under the table,” as it were. Both
Blitz and Mary were well-versed in firearms and sworn to protect
me.

Mr. Howell, a short man
with a big, bushy beard, had been a Spadros Associate before
becoming my personal secretary. He had rented the use of every
rooftop around; when I came here, snipers sat upon each, rifles in
hand, scanning for danger.

My own footman and driver
stood out front. Men guarded the apartment on the other side of
this duplex, both inside and out. A host of armed horsemen stood
ready at the Backdoor Saloon; Blitz need only whistle and they were
minutes away.

So why did I feel
uneasy?

A mechanical fan blew right
at us. Tony had sent a chunk of ice to place behind it, yet even so
the room felt stifling.

Blitz had located the
blueprints to our building, which were laid out on the table. We
held the edges to keep them from flapping.

“I don’t know what else to
tell you,” Blitz said. “All appears quite ordinary, on both sides
of the duplex.”

“Hmph.” Mr. Howell
scratched in his big bushy beard. “So they had to have made the
modifications after filing this.” He pointed at the area depicting
the back room. “Because nothing of what you’ve already found shows
here.” He leaned back. “There’s got to be a second set of drawings.
Besides telling the laborers where to place what, you’d need
correct blueprints, if only in case something doesn’t work as you
hoped.”

Blitz shrugged.

Blitz and Mary’s daughter
Ariana sang in the distance. It sounded as if she were playing in
my old rooms again. “Is there anything to indicate a false ceiling?
Or a place where a crawl space might’ve been added?”

“I haven’t seen one,” Blitz
said. “The foundation is solid concrete. I’ve tapped it for hollow
areas, measured inside and out ... I haven’t found so much as an
inch of difference.” He sighed, looking at Mr. Howell. “I don’t
know where else to look.”

Mr. Howell gave several
quick nods, mouth pursed. “Not to fret. I don’t see anything
either. It’s just ... I have a feeling. Something isn’t right about
this place.”

Blitz said, “The men in the
back said they thought they had mice. No one’s found droppings, but
one of the kids said he heard scratching.” He shrugged. “I’ll set
traps on both sides, see what we find.”

I stood, so they did as
well. “Thank you for your work,” I said, feeling morose. Not at the
idea of mice; I too felt something bigger was wrong here. “I truly
appreciate it.”

We all walked Mr. Howell to
the door. Mary had a loose house-dress on, but even so, her third
pregnancy was starting to show. I’d have to hire help for her soon,
if only someone to do the shopping once she was too big to hide her
condition.

Ariana sat in my old
bedroom with the door open, dolls everywhere upon the tight-laid
hardwood floor, singing, “The only solution is truth!”

This pregnancy had
definitely shortened Mary’s temper. “Ariana Spadros,” she snapped.
“You pick that mess up this instant!”

Ariana crossed her arms.
“No.”

“Get up and do it. Right
now. You know you’re not supposed to play in there!”

Ariana scowled. “No.”

Ariana was almost three,
and we’d hoped she’d go right past the “no” stage. But in the last
few weeks, “no” had become her favorite word.

I laughed. “What’s that
she’s singing?”

“Some slogan,” Blitz said.
“One of the Mayoral candidates says it.”

Mary said, “She must have
heard it from the kids out front.” She went to Ariana and took her
arm. “Up with you, right now.”

“No!” Ariana pointed at the
the floor; dolls lay scattered there. “I wanna talk my
friends!”

Mr. Howell laughed, shaking
his head. “Looks like you have your hands full with that one.” He
tipped his cap. “Enjoy your day.” Off he went down the front steps
and to the left past my plain carriage.

A messenger boy raced by,
the little bell on his bicycle jingling.

As Mary tried to make her
daughter stand up, Ariana screamed, “No! No!” and collapsed upon
the floor, wailing in a most dramatic manner.

Blitz and I still stood
inside the front door. Blitz said, “There’s something I meant to
ask. You haven’t had a case in some time.”

Mary knelt beside Ariana,
giving Blitz a “what the hell are you doing?” sort of look. Then
she hoisted the girl over one shoulder.

Blitz ignored her. “Should
I take down your signs, or leave them?”

I stepped outside and
turned to look at the signs:

Kaplan Private Investigations

Discreet Service For Ladies

Studio For Hire — Inquire
Within

Room for Rent

I understood why no one had
come to see me. Could anyone dare to ask the Queen of Spades to act
as their private investigator?

I’d never wanted this life,
or this title. All I’d ever wanted was to become an independent
woman of means. Have a legitimate business, to support myself so I
could travel. Live how I wanted.

So I could get out of this
city.

In my present situation, a
paying case seemed too much to hope for. But to take my business
sign down felt like surrender. “No, leave them.”

Mary had moved to stand
beside Blitz; Ariana lay over her shoulder, sobbing. Mary gave me a
thin smile. “It’ll work out, mum. Maybe you should advertise at the
Stations. Some outsider might need your help.”

I hadn’t considered that.
“It’s a good idea.” I had money saved up; surely I could spare some
for advertising. “I’ll have Mr. Howell order more business
cards.”

Mary took Ariana off her
shoulder and placed her on her hip. “That sounds good, mum.”

Ariana wrapped her arms
around her mother’s neck, her face buried in Mary’s shoulder.

My day footman (and
Queensman) Skip Honor stood by my carriage, waiting. Tony was to
meet with the Spadros Inventor and his men, and wanted me to be
present. “Well, I best be off.” I rubbed Ariana’s little back,
feeling a great fondness for her. “All will be well, little
one.”
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