

    
        
          The Vitruvian Mask

        

        
        
          The Roboticist of Versailles, Volume 2

        

        
        
          BJ Sikes

        

        
          Published by BJ Sikes, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE VITRUVIAN MASK

    

    
      First edition. April 7, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 BJ Sikes.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-0997437560

    

    
    
      Written by BJ Sikes.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-one

Twenty-two

Twenty-three

Twenty-four

Twenty-five

Twenty-six

Twenty-seven

Twenty-eight

Twenty-nine

Thirty

Thirty-one

Thirty-two

Thirty-three

About the author

Acknowledgements

Also By BJ Sikes



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    for Dover

      

    



  	
        
            
            In retrospect it seems I've lost
I could have won, but at what cost?
Is it too late now to be brave?
When there's no love left I can save.
 
—Unwoman, "Casualties"
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Adelaide rested her hands on the cold metal chest of her creation, her skin pale against the gleaming brass. The Automated Dauphin lay upon the worktable before her, inert, needing her to secure its future life, and that of France itself. The mechanical engineers she had fled with were of no help. Adelaide could hear the three of them now, toiling away in their own workrooms in the farmhouse. Later, no doubt, they would supply her with more of their concern ‘for her condition’ or, in the case of Dr. Gregoire, his derision. Then, their obligatory male behavior dispensed with, they would resume their argument over how best to restart the Weather Machines. As if the new regime would not immediately destroy any of the devices found to be operational.

The ache again filled Adelaide, the familiar, urgent craving for that which she had been raised to desire in the Science Academy. All else faded, as meaningless as her compatriots and their endless tinkering. Even the child in Adelaide’s womb could not inspire her to action beyond her immediate needs. None of it mattered, because none of it could make France whole again. Only the Automated Dauphin could deliver that promise, and only Adelaide could make it function. And so she went to work, to restore France. Her France. Not this untidy, chaotic mess the new king had created. She unscrewed the chest plate, looking for the source of the Dauphin’s most recent malfunction. Her back ached, tired with the weight of her huge belly. She paused to rub it and took a deep breath. The child in her womb, an unintended consequence of a rash decision, didn’t stir. He only seemed to move at night when Adelaide tried to rest. With her eyes, she admired her mechanical child on the scarred wooden table then caressed his cold metal face. The profile, sculpted to look like the old king, would be enough to have her executed for treason. “Why won’t you speak to me anymore? Was that cursed orb the only method you could use to communicate?”

Months ago, before her belly had grown so big, before the ruins of a farmhouse had become her refuge, a strange man had convinced her that he had a device, an orb that would function as a brain for her automaton. Installing it had been a disaster. The Automated Dauphin under the control of the orb had spouted false prophecies, not the words of wisdom she had hoped for. Adelaide had disconnected the orb and tossed it into the Seine, thinking her troubles over. But her creation, so briefly alive, had ceased entirely to speak.

The only response to her question was the hum from its servometers. At least his movement functions were still operational, although she would need to recharge his electric batteries soon. And she had nowhere to do that on this forlorn little farm in Picardy, miles from the bustle of Paris. The farmhouse itself was barely habitable, without running water or even gaslight, let alone electricity.

Adelaide exhaled a weary breath and continued opening up the chest plate. She squinted into the interior of the automaton’s chest cavity, looking for loose wires, and jerked away with a gasp. Deep in the workings, a bundle of rags served as a bed for squirming baby mice. A rodent had made a nest inside her creation. Adelaide growled under her breath, then gently lifted the intruders and their messy bed out of the automaton.

What damage have those little creatures done? How many wires will I have to replace now?

The adult mice squeaked and leaped out of her hands to the floor, scampering into a hole in the ramshackle wall. Adelaide followed with the nest of their tiny, squirming, pink babies. Huffing, she lowered herself to one knee and placed the bundle on the floor near the hole. The parent mice could take care of the rest. She moaned and heaved herself back to her feet, leaning heavily on the splintered wooden wall. It creaked under her weight.

Adelaide grabbed a dripping tallow candle and held it above the automaton, trying to get better light to see the damage. The molten tallow dribbled onto the table and Adelaide held her hand to catch the drips from touching the metal figure. The gleam of polished metal tubes in the chest cavity was duller than it should have been, but she couldn’t see any damaged wiring. She traced a delicate finger along the primary nerve-wire bundle to the processor. And there it was.

She groaned. The wires were chewed right at the connection point. Couldn’t the mice have gnawed anywhere else? It would take hours to repair what they had destroyed. Adelaide opened her small chest of machine parts, the only pieces of her former life that she had time to scrounge before her escape from Paris. The soldiers had been so close to discovering her hiding place in the Montmartre garret full of the wires, tubes, servos, and batteries she had hoped would be useful in finally making her automaton fully functional.

But she had not had time to complete her work in the garret. The Naturalist revolution brought a swift and sudden end to her former life, as the new king’s soldiers searched Paris for any Scientists, and especially those closely connected to the former regime. Adelaide had watched in horror from the secluded safety of her garret as people tore Watcher Spheres from the eaves of public buildings and trampled them to the ground. Monsieur Noyer, one of the Scientists in hiding with her at the farmhouse told of escaping a mob tearing apart a Weather Machine. Adelaide knew that none of the Weather Machines remained working in this region. They had endured too many daytime rain storms, complete with dripping ceilings and now moldering window frames, for them to still be functioning.

A knock on the door frame startled her back to the present. It was Monsieur Noyer, a shy smile creasing his pasty face.

“Madame, you’ve been back here for hours. Surely you could take a break for some tea? We are debating on the appropriate settings for the Weather Machine in this climate. We thought perhaps you might have something to add to the discussion.”

Adelaide sighed to herself. She had no interest in the other Scientists’ discussions but they persisted in interrupting her, trying to draw her into their own work. “I am right in the middle of a crucial repair. I’m afraid I must decline.”

Monsieur Noyer shook his head and departed back to their shabby sitting room. She and the three other Scientists had been in hiding now for six months. They were among the few, she knew, to escape the great purge, the Naturalists’ first act after seizing power. The day after the revolt, Paris newspapers had declared all Scientists to be enemies of the state. One particularly disturbing headline announced that the villainous Scientist President and his entire cabinet had been executed for crimes against Naturalism. Adelaide knew she would have likely met a similar fate if the Police Secrète had discovered her in the garret. She had not been part of the Royal Household for some months before the Revolution, but she had once been the scientist-doctor who cared for the Augmented monarchs and nobles at Versailles. The new king, it seemed, detested Science. He would not look kindly upon Adelaide if he knew of her existence.

So now here she was, hiding in this miserable farmhouse in the middle of an equally miserable region where it seemed to drizzle rain constantly. Even during the day. Despite knowing the Weather Machines were destroyed, she was still surprised to see daytime rain. The damp seeped into her clothing and turned her hair into an even frizzier mess than normal. She tried in vain to smooth it down, then gave it up as impossible and returned to her work, reconnecting wires from the Dauphin’s processor down to the actuator. She scrabbled her fingers in the tin of tiny brass connectors, feeling the bottom of the tin as she plucked out the piece she required.

“Almost empty,” Adelaide said to the Dauphin, placing a hand on his brow. “I need more than I was able to bring with me. I have no idea where to begin looking.”

She bit her lip. Without her Academy of Science connections, the artisans who made the intricate metal pieces she relied on were lost to her.

I wonder what they’re doing now? I’m sure the Naturalists have no need of artisans who create useful metal pieces for electronic work like this.

She sagged against the table and gazed out of the grimy window. The rain sluiced down the glass, weaving muddy rivulets and obscuring the view of the dilapidated courtyard. The lack of a view was no real loss. No flowers bloomed out there for Adelaide to enjoy, just thick, sticky mud and decaying hay bales. A sharp pang of longing for the beauty of the gardens of Versailles struck her.

I can’t remember the last time I smelled a rose in bloom. I thought the countryside would be full of flowers and greenery but it’s just barley fields and mud. And destroyed Weather Machines.

The baby kicked at her and she winced.

“Be still, child. Why must you kick me so ferociously?”

She straightened her posture. The baby must have been squashed by her leaning forward against the table. Adelaide shook her head at her own negligence. It was so easy to forget that she carried a tiny person inside her, one that responded to her actions, especially now, as her pregnancy advanced. She rubbed at her back again and a wave of exhaustion broke across her.

I need to rest. I can barely stand here to work.

It was still early in the day, but Adelaide was in desperate need of a nap. She covered the automaton with a torn sheet, patting it as she pulled the cover over its face.

“Farewell, my prince. I will return and work more on you when I have rested. Don’t worry, my child, we’ll soon have you working again and we will have wonderful conversations like we did before, in Paris.”

She turned to the door and halted. Dr. Gregoire stood in the doorway, his dark eyebrows raised, his mouth pursed. He had previously been a Weather Machine engineer and coming to Picardy had been his idea. It was quiet here, too distant from Paris for the Police Secrète to notice them. They’d be safe here, he had said. It just happened to be close to one of the Weather Machines that Gregoire had installed and was now trying to repair.

“Madame Coumain? I understand a meal will be ready soon. No doubt you have smelled the bread Zilda is preparing?”

Adelaide noticed the scent of baking bread. She had been smelling it for some time, but had ignored the meaning in her distracted state. Zilda, their one servant here, was preparing the evening meal. It was much later than she had thought.

“Thank you, Dr. Gregoire. I was just finishing here and will join you all in the dining room after I freshen up.”

“Of course,” he said, half turning as if to leave. But then he asked, “Were you speaking to your machine? Or perhaps to the unborn child?” Malice dripped from his tongue. She knew he despised her for her pregnancy. They all did, despite the concern expressed by Messrs. Abelard and Noyer.

“I often talk to the Automated Dauphin,” she replied, matching Gregoire’s haughty manner. She may have been near the end of her tether, but she would not pander to his sense of propriety. Gregoire, it seemed, was prepared to fence with her as well. He took a step into the room.

“And what does your talk accomplish?” he spat.

“It’s part of his learning protocol. He must know how to receive input as spoken words, in order for him to fully function.”

Gregoire sneered. “You refer to the machine as ‘he’? Doesn’t that seem a bit ... odd? It’s just a machine, not a person, Madame.”

Adelaide stiffened. She tilted her head back and stared down her nose, emulating the nobles she’d worked for at Versailles. “I refer to the Automated Dauphin as ‘he’ because he closely resembles the man he is based on, the late King Louis X. Once he is fully functional and is responding to his subjects, they will refer to him as ‘he’ not ‘it’. We wouldn’t want them to think of the Automated Dauphin as anything less than a person.”

Gregoire snickered, the sound incongruous coming from an elderly man in a frock coat. “Less than a person? It’s a machine, Madame, as I said. Thinking anything more of it is folly. This project of yours is a waste of time and resources. Our lamented Presidente did not approve of it, I had heard. Was it not the cause of your dismissal from the Court?”

Adelaide clenched and unclenched her fists, grasping at her skirts. Her face burned, and her eyes stung with unshed tears. She didn’t respond to his taunts, taking time to draw a slow breath. She raised her chin again. “The Automated Dauphin will help restore France to us. He will show the people the right way to be ruled, the fair way. He will hear all of their voices, not just the crooked advisors who flock to the king. He will give the people of France a voice. He will rule France fairly, justly. And he won’t forget how powerful Science has made the French. We Scientists, we will rise again, Dr. Gregoire. We won’t have to hide in backwater farms in fear of our lives. We will be respected again.”

Gregoire shook his head. “Madame, your folly blinds you to reality. The people don’t need a voice, they need bread. They are starving already without my Weather Machines. The barley and wheat are rotting out there in this incessant rain. When I repair the closest Weather Machine and the rains here return to their nightly pattern, the local people will be grateful once more for Science. Then word will spread to the next region, and the next, until enough people have been satisfied that Science can provide for their needs. Food in their bellies, Madame. That’s what they care about, not your lofty ideas of pure democracy.”

He spun on his heel and marched away. Adelaide wiped her sweating hands on her grease-smeared apron.

Weather Machines! That man has no vision. What’s to stop the king’s men from destroying his precious machines again?

She approached the metal figure, prone on the table. He looked so noble lying there, that Bourbon nose jutting towards the ceiling. She tugged the cover over his face and left her workroom. She needed a nap more than ever. Now that Gregoire had openly expressed his disdain for the Automated Dauphin, Adelaide would have to enlist either M. Abelard or M. Noyer to assist her. Neither option was particularly pleasing to consider, but, perhaps one of them still had connections with metal workers and could acquire the needed parts.

❖Φ❖

The smell of cabbage and boiled chicken drifted from the farmhouse kitchen into the poky dining room, fighting with the odor of men’s sweat and tobacco smoke. Adelaide sat at the table with her fellow Scientists, but she could barely breathe, let alone eat. She shifted on the hard wooden chair, trying to get comfortable. It creaked under her weight.

I’m an elephant. How much heavier am I going to get before this baby is born?

She cast a glance around the table, hoping no-one had noticed the creaking seat. Gregoire and the others were deep in conversation about pulleys and tensile strength, taking no notice of her at all. Adelaide suppressed a yawn. Their discussion reminded her too much of the boring civil engineering classes she’d endured at the Academy. She wondered about her fellow roboticists. Were they all dead or imprisoned? These mechanical engineers seemed to be the only Scientists remaining free after the great purge. Perhaps the new king’s loathing for technology had been aimed at the Scientists who had kept his great, great aunt and uncle alive for nearly a century. Or perhaps Dr Gregoire and his fellows were all too provincial to reach the notice of King Henri.

Zilda, shuffled into the room with a tureen of stew. The smell of cabbage intensified and Adelaide swallowed down bile. She needed to eat for the baby’s sake, even if the food looked and smelled repulsive.

Monsieur Abelard didn’t seem to mind the sulfurous stench rising off the dish. His plump red face shone in the watery lamplight. “Ah, Zilda, you are feeding us at last! I hope you made enough; I’m utterly famished.” He smacked his lips and inhaled deeply, his eyes closed.

Zilda glowered at him from under her eyebrows, but didn’t respond. She heaved the tureen onto the table and went back to the kitchen. She returned with a breadboard laden with fresh country bread and butter. Adelaide reached for the bread knife but Zilda was already slicing the loaf. The servant handed Adelaide a generous wedge, a smile creasing her wan face. “Some bread for you, Madame. Still hot from the oven. You’ll be sure to use plenty of my fresh butter. Good for your babe.”

Adelaide accepted the bread with a murmur of thanks and obediently slathered butter onto her piece. Zilda’s solicitous manner baffled her. She barely knew her, but the old woman treated Adelaide like a granddaughter. Adelaide only vaguely remembered her own grandmothers, but they too had baked sturdy country bread.

Zilda served the chicken and cabbage stew, heavy on the cabbage. Adelaide had never liked cabbage. The men ate heartily with no word of thanks to Zilda. She didn’t slice bread for them and left the dining room with another admonishment to Adelaide to eat more. She poked at her stew with a spoon. Chicken fat congealed on the surface of the broth. Adelaide shuddered and laid her spoon back on the wooden table. Zilda would scold her for not eating enough, just as her own grandmothers had done. Adelaide chewed on Zilda’s bread, careful not to bite down too hard. The flour Zilda acquired was poor quality and, despite sieving, full of tough grains and small rocks even after baking.

“Madame Coumain, you’re not eating your supper. Are you not feeling well?”

Adelaide looked up into the eyes of M. Abelard. His red face, painted with mock solicitation, glistened in the candlelight and she suppressed a shudder. “I’m feeling quite well. Thank you for your concern, Monsieur.”

He slurped a spoonful of stew and wagged his spoon at her. “You must keep up your strength, Madame. Your child will be born soon, I am guessing? And you will need a great deal of energy for the birth. Have you decided where the birth will be?”

The young Monsieur Noyer choked on his food. He gaped at Adelaide, his thin face flushing. “Oh no, Madame, not here, to be sure? All of that fuss and mess.”

Adelaide shook her head. “I haven’t really given it much thought. I’m not sure what one does in these circumstances.” Leave? And give up her work? The thought appalled her. But what would she do with the baby? And where would she give birth? She had avoided the decision for too long.

Dr. Gregoire cleared his throat. “It’s not for me to say, of course, but I believe . . . desperate mothers in Paris send their infants to the countryside for fostering. Keeps them out of the filth of the city. Healthier for young children, I’d say. We’re already in the country but I’m sure you could find someone willing to take the babe in this abysmal province. For a price, no doubt. These people of Picardy would do anything for a little money.”

Adelaide widened her eyes at him. Send her baby away? Was that truly the way of things? And how would these Scientists who had pledged to remain bachelors for Science know? “Can this be true, Dr. Gregoire? Mothers send their children to live with strangers?”

He shrugged his response. “Haven’t actually experienced this myself, being sworn to celibacy, Madame.” He stared pointedly at her swollen stomach. “As were you. You’ve never told us who the father of your child is. Or was it an immaculate conception?” He gave her a stern look. “Or more likely one of those decadent courtiers at Versailles. I’ve heard tales of the goings on there before our new king arrived.”

Adelaide flushed and tears filled her eyes. She gulped back the salty tears and dropped her gaze to the table.

Monsieur Abelard reached a pudgy, moist hand to pat hers. “Now, now, Dr. Gregoire, be kind. Can you not see that Madame Coumain is overwrought? A typical state for a woman in her condition.”

Adelaide pulled her hand from under his. Why was he always trying to touch her? She suppressed a shudder.

Dr. Gregoire muttered under his breath and stroked his whiskers. “I apologize, Madame. Of course it is not my business who fathered your child. But the question remains. Will you be leaving our humble shelter when the child is born?”

Adelaide clenched her spoon, watching her swollen fingers blanch. “I have nowhere else to go, Monsieur. I haven’t heard from my family since they sent me to the Academy twenty-five years ago.”

“And the father of your child?”

“Gone. He fled France last year, I was told.”

Dr. Gregoire leaned back in his chair and looked down his nose at her. “You are in a desperate situation, I think.”

Adelaide looked around the table at the men, hoping for sympathy or a solution. Monsieur Abelard’s hand crept back to grip hers. “My dear Adelaide, after your child is born, perhaps you should discontinue the work on the automaton and assist us in our work repairing the Weather Machines? The one nearby appears to be almost intact. With four of us at work on it, we might be able to start it up again soon. No more of this cursed daytime rain. What a glorious thought, eh?”

She pulled her hand back and glared at him. “Monsieur, I am a roboticist, not a mechanical engineer. I simply don’t have the brute force to work on a Weather Machine. And my own project is too important to set aside. I’ll just have to rewire some of the connections to make up for the lack of parts.”

Dr. Gregoire shook his head. “You are too persistent in regards to this automaton of yours, Madame. Why will you not see reason? Even if you managed to make it function as you intend, how will you bring it to the people without the king or his soldiers stopping you?”

Adelaide waved her hand at him. “I need to get him functioning first. Can’t you see how crucial it is and why I need your help?”

Dr. Gregoire sighed and spoke, his cadence slow, as if explaining something to a young child. “Madame Coumain. I’m sorry, but none of us believe that this idea of yours is realistic. All of your persuasive speech is for naught. We are not going to distract ourselves from our own project for this useless obsession of yours. Am I correct, gentlemen?”

The other two Scientists murmured their agreement, neither meeting her eyes, though she did not miss that M. Noyer paused before adding his voice.

Dr. Gregoire steepled his fingers and regarded her over them. “I have a proposal for you. I will pay for the child to be fostered, Madame, in exchange for your assistance repairing the Weather Machines. You can’t keep the babe here, after all. Perhaps Zilda can help find a foster mother for you nearby.”

Adelaide let out a breath of exasperation. “Monsieur, I have told you already I cannot assist you with the heavy work of repairing your Weather Machines. And I must ask again how you hope to keep it functioning when the first soldier to see it will call for a cannon. They will be destroyed again, faster than you can repair any of them.”

Monsieur Noyer leaned on one elbow to look down the table at her. “Madame Coumain, if I may, some of the work on the Weather Machines does not require much strength at all. In fact, it can be quite delicate work, to make the necessary connections between the motors and receptors.”

“Yes, of course,” M. Abelard added. “And the temperature monitors as well. They can be extremely sensitive and require a fine hand to adjust.”

Adelaide noted his own hand approaching hers, like a snake from across the table. She placed her hands in her lap, out of his reach.

Dr. Gregoire sat at the head of the table, regarding her over his steepled fingers, eyebrows raised in question. Adelaide met his gaze, trying to read his brown eyes for sincerity. Would he pay for fostering, or was this merely some trick of his, designed to humiliate her?

“You will pay for a family to take the child?” she asked him, rubbing her hands across her belly.

“I will, Madame. You have my solemn word. And you will lend your capable hands to our work. That is our agreement, yes?”

Adelaide nodded. “Yes, we are in agreement. And thank you, Monsieur. I will repay you when I can.”

“No need,” Dr. Gregoire said, waving a hand. “Your help on the Weather Machines will be my compensation. As M. Noyer has noted, some of the work can require a more delicate touch. And it won’t be terribly burdensome, I assure you. Most of your day can be spent at your leisure.”

Adelaide let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. She would have time to continue her work on the Dauphin after all. And without the burden of a child to raise . . .

“In that case, might any of you know where I could locate the finer parts required for robotics work? If I am to be idle at all, I would prefer to spend that time working on my automaton. I merely need to replenish my supply of connectors and actuators—”

M. Noyer cleared his throat. “Parts for an automaton? I’m sorry, Madame, but the robotics labs at the Academy were destroyed. And no one would dare to manufacture such things now.”

The robotics labs were gone? The news sent a pang of despair through her. Adelaide had spent long blissful hours as a student in those labs, before Piorry had decided to take her under his wing. Piorry. Her gut twisted at the thought of her ex-mentor and his betrayal. He’d almost murdered her to take credit for her most famous invention, the Archimedean Heart. She hoped he was still rotting in the Bastille where he’d been imprisoned.

Hot, choking tears closed Adelaide’s throat and she swallowed hard. Insufferable, these easy tears that threatened her dignity. Pregnancy took so much of her self-control away from her. She dragged herself to her feet using the table to support her weight. Dr. Gregoire rose to his feet, as did the other men.

“An early night for you, Madame?” M. Abelard asked.

Adelaide suppressed the shiver that ran through her at his words. Not trusting herself to speak, she nodded at the men and left the room. She passed through the dimly lit kitchen, not seeing Zilda until she spoke.

“Madame, are you well?”

The servant sat near the kitchen hearth, knitting. Adelaide sniffed back her tears and wiped her wet cheeks.

“Did those men upset you?” Zilda scrambled to her feet, holding out her arms. “You poor dear, why don’t you let me make you a nice cup of chamomile tea?”

Adelaide backed away towards the hallway, aching to be alone in her room. “No, no tea, thank you, Zilda. I’m tired. I just need to rest. Good night.”

Zilda dropped her arms back to her side. “Go to bed, there’s a good girl. You need rest. You work too hard. Good night.”
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Henri had never liked being on the water. The miserable excuse for a boat he now suffered on was no exception. It rolled and bucked, crashing through the waves of La Manche, that dratted English Channel. He would be lucky to keep his lunch, assuming he survived the trip at all. The water, the sky, even the air all around were rendered in shades of clammy grey. Henri peered into the gloom but saw no sign of the coastline. If France were still there, she was too far for Henri to discern through the abysmal weather.

He drew the collar of his wool coat closer to his ears, but still the wind still managed to insinuate itself, chilling his neck, and crawling down his spine. How long had they been traveling on this cursed boat? The captain had said it would only take three hours, and yet it felt like days had passed since he had last had soil beneath his feet.

I suppose I should be glad I’m not inside puking like Isabelle. Poor thing looked as grey as those clouds.

He peered again into the gloom. France was close, it must be. A surge of pure joy filled him at the thought of being home. His exile had been less than a year, but he had chafed at the English ways every day he had been in Great Britain. How he had longed for France. Even after wedding Isabelle, and being feted by the Naturalist supporters of the French king in exile. Now that the duc de Bordeaux had been crowned King of France and the Scientists swept from power, Naturalism reigned again and Henri could go home. As long as the Police Secrète didn’t keep prison records from the previous regime. But his imprisonment had been unfair. He had always been loyal to the duc de Bordeaux. Now that King Henri V reigned, new laws were in place. Hopefully the authorities would no longer consider Henri a fugitive from the law.

His half-brother John strolled onto the deck towards him. His brown hair was swept around his head by the wind, but the disarray was typical for him. Henri smiled at the sight, wondering again how John could be so much paler. Their shared African grandmother’s looks didn’t show in John’s features. Henri raised a hand in a wave. “Good afternoon! You’re not feeling as pathetic as Isabelle?”

John shrugged. “I suppose not. The waves seem to be less violent. Are we close to land?” He squinted across Henri’s shoulder towards the bow of the ship.

Henri let out an exasperated breath. “Who can tell in this mist? It’s almost as if we never left the island of fog and smoke they call England. But we’ll be home soon.” He grinned at John. “Are you pleased to be returning? Had enough of the English?”

John drew his eyebrows together, looking like an anxious pup. He always worried more than he should. “Are you sure it’s safe to return, Henri? We were wanted men ten months ago. What if we’re arrested when we arrive in Calais?”

“John, you don’t need to be concerned. Our good King Henri is in power now. He will support us, as we supported him in exile. I’m sure our records have been expunged in the regime change. I have heard talk of mobs destroying buildings and burning anything to do with the old robotic monarchs.”

John shuddered. “And executing Scientists and nobles who were loyal to the old King and Queen. What if someone remembers that I painted the Queen and her court? What if someone remembers Marie-Ange?”

“Hush, not so loud. They’ll only remember if you blab that sort of thing in public. You’re just an artist, not a court official. You were making a living, not declaring your loyalty. If you’re smart, that’s what you’ll say if anyone asks.”

John’s face was dark with concern. He bit his lip and stared out to sea. “I regret Marie-Ange. I miss her still. If I hadn’t agreed to help the revolutionaries, she’d still be alive.”

Henri snorted. “And married to that lizard she was affianced to. She was a noblewoman, lost to you at birth. Alive or dead, she would always be lost to you.”

John didn’t respond. He swallowed visibly, his Adam’s apple jerking in his throat. He nodded with a jerky movement. “What if nothing has changed?”

“John, stop worrying. We’ve discussed this at length. We’ve both read the newspapers. All those articles extolling the new Naturalism laws. And we’ve corresponded with Arthur. Remember how he said that Paris is free of those hideous Watcher Spheres and Augmented policemen? And the rains have returned. We won’t suffer under bright skies day after day.”

John quirked an eyebrow. “I thought you were tired of rain?”

“I’m tired of drizzling English rain,” Henri said, looking at the grey skies, “not honest French rain.”

“I didn’t really notice much difference. There was always plenty of drizzling rain in Paris. So no more Augmented people? What about the nobility? You’ve had more correspondence from Arthur than I. Did he say if anyone at Court was in exile?”

Henri eyed his brother. “Anyone? Or your lovely duchess?”

John started, as if stung, but quickly waved away the comment. “She was just a client, nothing more.”

Henri continued, “Arthur didn’t say who had been exiled. He doesn’t have any contact with Court, remember? His students come to him at Gleyre’s old studio. So we don’t know if your duchess is still at court.”

John’s cheeks flushed. “She was not my duchess. She was kind to me and Marie-Ange. And she is also a noblewoman, and a married one, remember?”

“Married to an absent husband.”

“We’ve had this conversation, Henri. He may have returned to Court to serve King Henri. Unless all the courtiers were dismissed and sent to their estates. Did Arthur’s correspondence say anything about that?”

Henri leaned on the railing of the ship and looked towards France. Was that coastline ahead? “No, there was no mention of nobility, Augmented or otherwise. The king outlawed Science, including all Augmentations, and the Weather Machines as well. He executed a few of the top Scientists, but they weren’t all named in the article.”

His voice changed, alerting John to something hidden. “Scientists were executed? Do you suppose the Royal Scientist-Doctor was among them?”

Henri’s response was a nonchalant lift of one shoulder. He stared at the approaching coast.

“Henri? Her name was Coumain, right? The one you seduced?”

Henri’s flare of anger startled both him and John. “Enough! I don’t want to discuss her. She’s probably dead. And Isabelle knows nothing of it, nor do I want her to.”

John opened and closed his mouth then thankfully kept it shut. He turned to survey the view of Calais, its black and white lighthouse rising high above the harbor.

Henri touched his shoulder. “I apologize, brother. My brief affair with Adelaide Coumain was regrettable. I was weak and don’t want that to be known further than between you and I. But look, we’re almost home! Soon we’ll enjoy real French food. Butter ... bread. And no restrictions on brandy anymore. I won’t have to beg that weasel of a wine merchant to sneak me bottles. I can’t wait. We’ll head straight back to Paris. I’m sure Arthur can put us up until we find flats.”

John smiled, charmed as always by Henri’s exuberance. “If only my house hadn’t been burned. I’ll miss that studio. The light was magnificent.”

“We’ll find you something even better. I’m sure we’ll have clients clamoring for our paintings, throwing obscenely high fees at us. After all, I did paint the king before he was crowned. And that lovely painting of the children in the garden you did last summer—you would’ve received prizes if we’d been in France.”

John leaned on the railing, looking towards the approaching coast. “I hope so. I have some money set aside from my English commissions to get set up, but I’ll need clients quickly. And you? Did the court in exile ever pay you for the paintings you did of the king?”

Henri flapped a hand. “Not yet, but now we’re back in France, I’m certain they will send me my fee. I’ll simply present myself to Court and wait for the commissions and fees to flood in.”

“Hah, that would be nice. I wonder, is Court still at Versailles? Do trains still travel between there and Paris, or are trains also banned?” He bit off his words, bitterness apparent.

Henri twisted his mouth in chagrin. “John, you don’t sound entirely convinced in the valor of the Naturalist cause. I’m sure they still have trains to Versailles. We don’t want to return to barbarism, after all.”

The ship drew closer to shore and the brothers paused to watch their approach. A small tugboat bobbed through the waves until he reached their prow. Sailors on both vessels tossed lines and tied the tug to the larger ship. As they were led into the harbor, Isabelle staggered to Henri’s side, still looking peaky. He wrapped his arm around her slim waist and drew her close to him. “There you are, darling. We’re almost home.” He pushed her curls back and kissed her damp forehead.

“Thank heavens. That crossing was much too rough for me. I wish the King hadn’t banned dirigibles flying into France. If only there was some sort of tunnel under the sea so we could avoid traveling by ship.”

Henri chuckled. “A tunnel? Foolish girl. What an absurd idea. But we won’t need to leave France again.”

With a thump, the ship docked against the quay and dockworkers hastily tied it to the bulwarks. The rain grew heavier, spitting cold spears of water as the passengers huddled into their cloaks on the deck of the ship. The captain approached the trio, a concerned look on his face. “I received word from the tug boat that the local officials wish to speak to you, Monsieur Desjardins.”

John stepped closer to Henri and took his arm, chin tilted in defiance. “And what about me?”

The captain shook his head. “No, monsieur, they only asked for Monsieur Desjardins. This way, sir.”

John and Henri exchanged glances and John nodded. “I see. They may not have asked for us, but Madame Desjardins and I will accompany my brother.”

They walked down the wooden gangplank together, Henri in front with the captain. A quartet of policemen stood on the dock waiting. One of them moved forward and scanned the group. “Henri Desjardins?”

Henri signaled with his hand, fighting the surge of panic. This was not how he had pictured his homecoming. “I am Henri Desjardins. You wish to speak to me?”

“This way.” The policeman stopped, looking at John and Isabelle. “Who are these people? I was only ordered to bring you.”

“This is my wife and my brother. They will accompany me. Anything you need to ask me can be answered in front of them.”

The officer sniffed. “This is irregular. My commander will have to decide what to do about these two. Come along.”

They walked through the cobbled, bustling streets of Calais, drawing stares from passersby. Henri glared in return, his head held high. Isabelle clung to his arm. Henri glanced back at John, who looked stern and forbidding. Henri recognized that expression. He wore it when trying to hide his fear. Henri tried to reassure him with a smile but his face was too stiff for more than a grimace.
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