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      Commensalism: A relationship between two living organisms where one benefits and the other is not significantly harmed or helped. The word derives from the medieval Latin word, formed from com- and mensa, meaning "sharing a table.”
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      Londo City, The Anglo Territories—2515

      

      Angela Beach returned from work on Wednesday to see two men dragging Citizen Dunn out of her flat. Citizen Dunn. Right. The alias hadn’t fooled her. She had recognized the hoyden Joanna Wilder the moment she’d seen her, pale and feverish, struggling to carry a trunk into her flat. She also knew Joanna Wilder was wanted for crimes against the Overseers. And her. Gabriel Stone had turned away from Angela the day that woman had waltzed into their clinic.

      And now, Joanna and a brat had moved in next door. She was most likely raising the bastard her sister had been carrying years ago, before the riot. Who knew where the real mother was. A family of sluts. That’s what the Wilders were. Sluts.

      Through the thin walls of the old townhouse, Angela had heard Joanna coughing all night. She was ill enough to be reported, taken away to the Central Compound and disposed of. What a stroke of luck that had been.

      Angela hurried down the street. It was about time her fortunes changed. Since Gabriel had fired her, the only job she could find was washing coal, filling a position vacated by the hoyden’s sister, Eva. She hated every minute of the job. But even more, she hated being forced out of Gabriel Stone’s world.

      And who was to blame for her fall from grace?

      Joanna Wilder.

      The moment Angela had recognized the woman, she had turned her in—doing her civic duty, getting her own back and qualifying for a hefty reward in one strategic move. And today was payday.

      She skittered across the cobblestones to Joanna’s flat.

      “Citizen!” she called. “It’s Angela Beach.”

      A slight man in a top hat ducked out of the flat. He held up a small dress. “You didn’t tell us she had a kid.”

      For a moment, all Angela could do was gape at the agent’s face. He had ugly pink scars on both sides of his mouth and blotches on his face and neck, where he had suffered other wounds that were still healing.

      “Cat got your tongue, woman?”

      “No, citizen, no. I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      “I said, you never mentioned a kid.”

      “I thought the illness was enough. Is the child important?”

      “Everything about a criminal is important.”

      Angela’s heart skipped a beat. She didn’t want to displease an agent of the Overseers. Her reward hung in the balance. Overseers used the slightest transgression to withhold food and favor. To ingratiate herself with the agent, she offered the only other tidbits of information she knew.

      “She’s probably at school, citizen. She looked old enough. She should be home any minute.”

      The agent peered down the street. “Well, that’s good news. What’s the kid’s name?”

      “I don’t know. Verna or something. They just moved in.”

      “Hmm. Have you ever seen Gabriel Stone hanging around here?”

      “The doctor?” Angela shook her head. “Of course not.”

      She would never betray Gabriel, even if she had seen him. Never. She loved him.

      The short man shouted directions to his henchmen, ordering them to tie Joanna’s hands and feet, take her to the coach and then drive the vehicle around the corner, out of sight. He ducked back into the apartment. Angela followed, worried that he was going to postpone her compensation.

      “About the reward, citizen?”

      The agent glared down his broken nose at her. “What reward?”

      “I was promised a reward for supplying information about the criminal.”

      He gave a curt laugh. “I don’t handle rewards, citizen. Send an invoice to the Central Compound.”

      “But citizen…”

      “Out. You are interfering with a government operation.” He held open the door and nodded at her to leave.

      “But citizen!” she sputtered. “Might I have a receipt or something? To prove my claim?”

      “I don’t have time for that now.” The agent slammed the door in her face.

      For a moment, Angela stood on the stoop, mute with indignation. She raised her fist to pound on the door but thought better of it and let her arm drop.

      She knew if she sent an invoice, the paperwork would be misplaced. She knew a reward would never arrive. That’s just the way the Central Compound worked. She would have to be satisfied with the arrest of the hoyden and leave it at that.

      Next time, she would insist on credits up front. And when and if she ever saw the man with the scars again, she would refuse to tell him anything.
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        * * *

      

      Eight-year-old Veronique Dunn paused at the corner of her block, immobilized by the warning sign on her doorstep. A chill shot down the backs of her legs as she stared at the Londo City flat she shared with her mother. A black scarf lay on the doorstep of her home.

      The sign of trouble.

      Her mother’s stern voice echoed in her head. “If you see my scarf on the doorstep, Veronique, hide. Don’t come back until the scarf is gone.”

      A gust of wind blew Veronique’s dress against her legs. The October afternoon was cold and damp and had seeped into her bones during her long walk home from school. Her toes and fingers were blocks of ice. She had looked forward to a warm fire and cup of tea.

      But now this scarf.

      Veronique would never dream of disobeying her mother. She and her mother lived a nomadic life full of secrets and worry. From a very young age, she had been taught not to trust anyone, not to tell anyone where she lived or what her mother did for a living. She knew she had a father, but he worked on the northern borders, doing something her mother refused to talk about. Her mother put foul-smelling paste on her hair to dye it to a mousey brown, so she looked like every other girl in Londo City. She hated that paste. And she hated looking ordinary. But her mother had insisted that she never draw attention to herself.

      Worried and cold, Veronique ducked out of the street and into a nearby alley. Maybe if she waited a few minutes, the danger would pass, and she could go home. All would be well. Her mother would not explain anything, as usual. But she would hug Veronique and tell her that she was so glad she was safe and that she was a good girl. The best. Her mother’s hugs and praise were wonderful. All she needed.

      She would have to wait for hugs and praise, though.

      If Veronique and her mother been living in their old apartment, she would have gone to her friend Jane Ulrich’s house to wait out the danger. But she and her mother had recently moved, and Veronique wasn’t sure where Jane lived in relation to their new flat. It would be dark soon, and she could not take the chance of being found wandering the streets after curfew. Her mother would get in trouble if that happened.

      Veronique would have to bide her time alone in this unfamiliar neighborhood until the danger passed or her mother whistled for her. Her mother’s whistle could carry for blocks, and was an effective, anonymous method of communication.

      After an hour, the scarf was still there. Rain began to fall. Veronique hurried back to the alley, found a pile of cardboard boxes and made a tiny enclosure to huddle in. She clutched her legs and sank her chin on her knees, waiting for her mother’s whistle.

      The whistle never came.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning when she checked her street again, she saw the black scarf still there, like a dead crow lying on the doorstep. Fog rolled around Veronique’s boots, as she stood at the end of her street, distraught.

      “Mother, what has happened?” Veronique whispered. A sob caught in her throat. What if her mother had been taken away because of her illness? She had been sick for a week, barely able to get out of bed. People who got that sick often disappeared. Dread washed over Veronique. “What should I do, Mother?”

      Cold and hungry and worried, Veronique trudged back to school. At least she would get a morning and midday meal there. Maybe her mother would come and get her at school. That had occurred a few times in the past, when they had moved to a new place without warning.

      But after school, her mother was not waiting for her. And when Veronique returned to her new address, she saw the scarf still on the doorstep. A man in a greatcoat and top hat now stood at the door, tapping a cane in his hands and glaring up and down the street. He looked mean. And he was waiting for her. She could sense it.

      Veronique’s heart skipped a beat. She raced back to the alley and leaned against a brick building, trying not to cry. Her mother had always told her that crying never got a person anywhere. Thinking did.

      She would force herself to think instead of succumbing to the panic flaring inside her.

      It was clear that she would have to come back another time to search for her mother. The mean man would never let her into the flat. He might even abduct her. But she also knew that she couldn’t face another freezing night in a cardboard box. Her only recourse was to try to find Jane’s house. Jane would help her.

      Veronique trotted down the alley and prayed she would find Jane’s house before nightfall.
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      Ten years later—October 2525

      

      Veronique Dunn sensed something was wrong the instant she unlocked the gate of the churchyard.

      She paused, one hand on the ancient latch and the other reaching for the knife sheathed in her boot. As she straightened, she held her breath and focused on the Pre-Reformation graveyard to her right. A strange panting sound drifted over the hush of evening and then broke off. In all the times she’d slipped through the rear door of the church, she’d never seen or heard anything out of the ordinary in the old burial ground. The place was so decrepit that even the dead had left it.

      She leaned forward, trying to see through the ever-present mist that rolled along the ground, but all she could make out were vague forms of headstones and crypts. Perhaps what she’d heard was vermin scuttling through the weeds. Nothing more.

      Then she heard the sound again: the odd breathing, and finally a sigh, as if someone had just relinquished a precious dream. The hairs on the back of Veronique’s neck stood up and her ears began to ring.

      Fog and darkness closed in on Veronique as she stood at the gate, wondering what she should do. She could run. She was good at that. Running had served her well for the past ten years. Or she could steal closer and investigate.

      At this time of night, the only person who might be at the church was Citizen Carson, the rector. No one else but she and the rector had a key to get into the high-walled yard. If he were in some kind of trouble, she had no choice but to help him. She owed him. Even more, he was her friend.

      Like a shadow, Veronique slipped through the gate. Her leather boots made no sound on the pavers. Her velvet cloak brushed against her thighs in silent caresses. She forced her rapid breathing to dwindle to nothingness as she crept forward, until she had gained the edge of the old graveyard. She ducked behind a crypt and peered around the corner.

      There, between two tall headstones, Veronique saw a flutter of movement. She pressed against the side of the crypt and drew her cloak around her just as a kneeling figure turned to look her way. She flattened against the stone, praying that he could not see her. Evil pulsed from the man while he scanned the darkness behind him. He had unusual reflective eyes like those of a cat, but with a gaze that glowed red instead of green. When his disturbing regard swept over the crypt, Veronique froze. Her heart thudded so violently, she worried that it would batter through her ribcage.

      You do not see me. You do not see me.

      Sometimes when she concentrated hard enough, she willed herself to disappear—or at least she had managed to vanish from some people’s sight. Then again, maybe it had been just lucky coincidence that she had escaped notice. She could use such luck right about now.

      The glowing eyes raked past her. Then the man jumped to his feet, as if startled. His face lost all color. Veronique blinked in surprise. Had she been seen after all? And if so, what was so frightening about a young woman dressed in cast-off trousers and boots? Yet the man was definitely terrified. He stood transfixed by fright, with his arms outstretched and his mouth hanging open.

      Something swept past Veronique—more shadow than shape. She realized she had not been the one to frighten the intruder. Someone who had been standing directly behind her had terrified him. The shape took form and substance in front of her as a tall man in a Brandenburg coat materialized out of the swirling shadows. Veronique stared at the man, but in the darkness and with his back to her, all she could make out was the glint of his shining shoes and the flash of his gold-tipped cane.

      “You!” the intruder gasped.

      “Yes.” The tall man strode forward.

      The intruder raised his hands. “Have mercy!”

      “Why.”

      “I was only doing my job.”

      “At whose bidding?”

      “Moray’s. Agent Neal Moray.”

      “Did he tell you to kill for pleasure?”

      The intruder stumbled backward, tripping over a grave marked only by a hillock of weeds. “I didn’t mean to!”

      “A lie.”

      “It’s the truth!” The intruder scuttled backward as the tall man pressed forward. Veronique could see a rumpled body lying on the ground nearby. “He was weaker than I guessed!”

      “Stupidity as well as a lie.”

      “He was old. Older than allowed!” The intruder backed into a headstone, which blocked his retreat. Desperate and afraid, he hugged his arms around his scrawny chest. “Have mercy, Colonel!”

      “What were you doing for Moray?” the tall man demanded.

      “Looking for someone.”

      “Who?”

      “If I tell you, will you let me go?”

      “I don’t bargain with murderers.”

      “Come on, Colonel,” the intruder pleaded. “Favor for favor.”

      The tall man twisted his cane between his hands, and Veronique heard a clicking sound. “I repeat: who is Moray looking for?”

      Terrified, the intruder eyed the cane. “A girl,” he blubbered.

      “Why?”

      “He didn’t tell me. I swear. All I know is that she might live at this address.”

      “At a church? I hardly think that’s the case.”

      A chill raced down Veronique’s spine. Someone was looking for a girl living in a church. It could only be her. The Overseers must have finally found her. After ten years of dodging their agents and spies, she had been found out—and just three days before her eighteenth birthday when she could no longer be arrested for being an orphan. She would have smiled at the irony if she wasn’t so afraid.

      “You’re lying,” the tall man barked.

      “No! I swear! I’m telling you the truth! Everything I know!” The intruder held out his hands again. “Please—have mercy, Colonel.”

      “Very well.”

      Veronique watched in horror as the man swept up his cane and with a powerful downward thrust, plunged it into the chest of the intruder. She heard the smaller man cry out, make a queer gurgling sound, and then go silent.

      “There’s your mercy,” the tall man declared. Then he turned.

      Veronique froze a second time. She pressed against the crypt, her arm holding the cape around her head, and didn’t move a muscle. Through a crack in the cloak, she watched the tall man stride back to the body on the ground and lean over it. Veronique saw two booted feet twitching as if the person on the ground was riding an imaginary bicycle. Then the boots touched at the tips and went still.

      Before Veronique could make sense of what she was witnessing, she saw the tall man straighten, twist-click his cane in both hands again, and turn for the flagstone path—and her.

      You do not see me. You do not see me. Dear Bob Eleven, you do not see me.

      The man swept toward her. He was much taller than she was, with pale skin and dark hair cut long over his ears. But the rest of his face was lost to the darkness. As he came abreast of her, he paused. A soft scent of sage laced with pine wafted around him. Veronique didn’t dare take a deep breath, even though the fragrance was more seductive than anything she had ever smelled. He turned his head to study her.

      Veronique flushed. It was obvious she had not made herself invisible to this man. But she didn’t lower her arm to reveal herself, afraid that he might notice that under the male clothing she wore, she was the very young lady the intruder had been looking for. Instead, she tightened her grip on her knife, in case the man with the cane decided to attack her. If she caught him by surprise and nicked him, she might have a chance to get away.

      “See to your fellow citizen.” His crisp baritone voice rang with authority, like that of a man accustomed to being obeyed. He had a slight accent as well, as if he had been raised outside Londo City, which was peculiar. “He is not long for this world.”

      To her immense relief, he resumed his forward progress and passed into the shadow cast by the crypt. And then, without so much as the slightest sound, he vanished.

      Very peculiar.

      

      Veronique’s knees shook as she lowered her arm and let her cloak fall around her shoulders. The last few minutes had frightened her to the core, more than all the times she had faced danger in the streets. Clutching her knife in a trembling hand, she rushed toward the figure on the ground. The closer she got, the more certain she became that it was indeed the rector who had been attacked.

      She dropped to her knees in the damp grass beside him. “Citizen Carson,” she whispered. Sick with worry, she inspected his body. The rector lay on the ground as if asleep. His face was deathly white, and his lips were a strange gray color. While she was still staring at him, she saw his eyelids flutter. Hope soared in her chest.

      “You’re going to be all right!” she urged, reaching for his hand. She was shocked at how cold he was. His fingers were as cool and clammy as the claws of a bird. “Hold on!”

      “After you,” he gasped, without opening his eyes.

      She clutched his lifeless hand to her breast. “What?”

      “Someone. Monsters.”

      He validated what she had already surmised—that someone nasty named Neal Moray was after her.

      “Don’t speak,” she urged. She could tell that the effort to talk had sapped what little energy he had left. “Save your strength!” She scrambled to her feet. “I’m going to get some help.”

      “Letter, Vee,” he added. “Symphony.”

      She had received a letter from the symphony? Joy tangled with dismay streaked through her. Citizen Carson was close to death, and yet he was talking about a piece of mail. Surely, he wouldn’t mention such a thing at a time like this unless the letter had something to do with the attack. The letter must have led the murderer to the church, and to the old man who had endangered his life to protect her.

      But why were people after her?

      She had no time to think about that, much less the Symphony Committee and her audition and what it all meant. She had to get help for Citizen Carson. Veronique yanked off her cloak and draped it over him.

      “I’ll be right back!” she promised. She hated to leave him, but she had no choice. He needed a doctor.

      Veronique dashed across the churchyard, burst through the back door of the church, and took the stairs leading to the sanctuary two at a time. She skittered past the altar where food was distributed every Sunday, and then ran into a nearby corridor. At the end of the hallway, she spotted the gleaming glass and brass PneumoTube fastened to the wall. Next to the tube was a collection of short yellow pencils in a cup and a stack of note paper on a shelf. She’d never had occasion to send a message, but she’d seen others use a PT, so she was pretty sure she could master it.

      Her hand shook as she scrawled a plea to send an emergency team as soon as possible. Then she stuffed the paper into the awaiting canister, pressed the button to create a seal, and the paper flew off to the operator at the other end. With any luck, a medical team would arrive within the hour.

      Veronique dashed back out to the graveyard, hoping the rector had regained some of his body heat while draped in the warmth of her cloak. But as she hurried to his side, she couldn’t help but notice that he hadn’t moved. In fact, he looked eerily still. She knelt beside him again and saw that he wasn’t breathing.

      “Citizen Carson?” She reached out to touch his cheek and was shocked to discover his flesh was already cool with death. Desperate to find signs of life, she slid her fingers down his neck, searching for a pulse. His throat was flaccid. She pushed down the cloak, laid her hand on his chest and bent to his nose. He wasn’t breathing. His chest remained still.

      “No!” she cried, her heart breaking. Why would anyone want to hurt Citizen Carson? He was a harmless soul. A kind soul.

      Tears welled in Veronique’s eyes as she smoothed back the old man’s white hair and gazed down at him. She knew it was useless to try to rouse him. He was gone. The only father figure she had ever known was gone. For a moment, she sat beside the old man in stunned disbelief.

      

      Veronique and Citizen Carson had shared a strange table. As a child, she had spent many nights at the church listening to him play a piano. He had hidden away the instrument in a subterranean chamber made soundproof with layers of cardboard and wadded newspaper fastened to the walls. The room not only suppressed sound,, it was also the warmest chamber in the cellar. For over a year, Citizen Carson had not suspected a young girl lay against the wall in her own roll of cardboard, lulled to sleep by the music of Chopin, Mozart, and Schubert. She had listened well, and easily memorized the passages the old man played.

      One night, the rector had come upon her sitting at the keyboard and picking out the melodies she had heard. Instead of chastising her for trespassing, he had sat down beside her and shown her the rudiments of music. On that evening, her life had changed forever. In three short years of evening instruction, she surpassed the old man in both technique and interpretation. And when his hands began to tremble with the onset of age, making him unable to play the pipe organ during the Distribution and endangering his livelihood, Veronique took his place at the keyboard. No one had been the wiser. No one could tell that a tall young woman in a hat had replaced the bent old man in a hat. In return, Citizen Carson paid her a small salary, enough to fool the authorities that she had parents to feed and clothe her, and that he was still capable of doing his job. No one knew that for the most part, Veronique lived in a church.

      Citizen Carson had been father, teacher, and mentor to her. She would never forget him. But she would have to grieve for him later.

      Veronique wiped away her tears and scrambled to her feet. Her immediate concern was for her own safety. She must gather her meager possessions and clear out. She couldn’t take the chance at being discovered in the church when the emergency team arrived. She was underage, illegal, and—now more than ever because of the rector’s murder and some person named Moray—on the run from the law.

      

      Veronique left the church by a side door and headed for the nearest train station, where she wouldn’t look out of place with a bag. She sat on a bench in a pool of light from a gas lamp and by habit placed the small satchel that contained her entire wardrobe between her feet, safely out of reach of thieves. Even though she was the only person on the platform, she tilted her hat to keep the pale light from illuminating her face and betraying her age. No decent young person would be out at such a late hour. For a moment, she sat in silence, struggling to marshal her senses after the harrowing events of the evening. Then she pulled the letter from inside her vest and held it in her hands for a moment before she opened it.

      She had found the letter propped upon the keyboard of the hidden piano, where Citizen Carson had been certain she would find it. She turned over the envelope and looked at her name and address typed on the front.

      This was the first piece of mail she had ever received. This was the first official recognition of her as a living, breathing member of Londo City. After ten years on the run since the disappearance of her mother, she had taken the chance to announce her existence by entering a musical contest. Her eighteenth birthday would arrive in just three days, and once she was eighteen, she could no longer be picked up as an orphan and spirited away by agents of the Overseers. In a matter of hours, she would become a certified adult and could finally come out of the shadows.

      Still, she couldn’t help but damn the arrival of the letter for causing the death of her beloved friend. Citizen Carson must have taken the envelope to the soundproof room and had been accosted by his assailant on his way back home. His last words still haunted her. He had spoken of monsters and someone pursuing her. The only monsters in Londo City that she knew of were hunger and poverty—and maybe that man with the cane who had slaughtered the killer in the garden.

      Who would send someone to track her down? No one in his right mind would pursue a penniless orphan. There was nothing to gain.

      Filled with grief and worry, Veronique flipped over the envelope and tore open the flap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Veronique pulled out a piece of cardstock and held it to the light. The uneven strokes of an overused typewriter spelled out her name, the address of the church and then a message.

      

      
        
        CONGRATULATIONS

        Your application has been accepted by the Symphony Committee. Music for your audition is enclosed. Memorization is required. Once the audition times have been determined, you will be notified by post.

        Please use the enclosed envelope to verify the receipt of this notice and to confirm that you are still eligible to compete in the contest. Again, you must be between the ages of eighteen and twenty-six, born in Londo City and female.

      

      

      

      Veronique reread the message and then pulled out the sheet music that had been folded and tucked in the envelope. It was a Souza march. Predictable. The only tunes permitted in Londo City were marches. She scanned the score, saw nothing that was overly challenging, and then put the music in the pocket of her vest. She slumped against the back of her seat and wondered how she would respond to the Overseers without giving herself away again. She tapped a finger on her lower lip as she considered her options.

      Now that the rector had been killed, she had only two choices: give up her dream of becoming a member of the Londo City Symphony or find a new mailing address. She would never give up her dream. Music was going to be her way out of poverty. She would do anything to get to the symphony audition. But the only other mailing address she could think of was the home of her friend, Jane Ulrich. Would sending mail there put Jane’s family in danger? She couldn’t risk it.

      Before she could come up with a less threatening alternative, she saw the last train of the evening puff into the station in a cloud of steam and a screech of brakes. Quickly, Veronique returned the cardstock to its envelope and then pushed it back into the safety of her inner vest pocket. She grabbed her valise and rose. She would ride the train to the end of the line, find a place to hide for the night, and then ride back into the city at first light. She didn’t have a ticket, but she didn’t care. The worst that could happen was to be roused by the conductor, discovered to be a vagrant, and thrown off the train. She was accustomed to being tossed off trains.

      Veronique settled into a hard seat at the back of the car, pulled her cloak around her, and used her valise as a pillow. If she didn’t waste any time, she could catch a few hours of sleep before a conductor walked through the train. Sometimes at night, the conductors didn’t bother to check the handful of passengers at all. Maybe tonight, she’d get lucky and remain unmolested until they arrived at the end of the line. She tucked her hands under her armpits to keep them warm and closed her eyes as the train chugged out of the station.

      As she drifted into sleep, her thoughts turned back to the church and poor Citizen Carson.

      With a pang, she remembered the way he had looked during his final moments of life—so white and still. Grief constricted her heart and unshed tears burned her throat, but she took a deep breath and fought off the heartbreak. She couldn’t allow herself to blubber. She had to block this evening from her mind and concentrate on the future.

      

      In the morning, as Veronique rose stiffly from her resting place behind a rubbish bin, she thought of Jane again, and she suddenly recalled the vacant apartment next to the Ulrich’s. She could use that location as her temporary address, at least until the postman caught on to the error. Veronique brushed off her cloak and smoothed back her hair. Today she would go to Jane Ulrich’s house and ask her to keep track of any mail delivered to the place next door. Even better, if Veronique could find a way to break into the abandoned flat, she could stay there until she was selected to be part of the symphony.

      If she were as good a pianist as the rector had claimed she was, her cold, dreary nights spent huddled in corners of basements and alleyways might soon be over. The plan included a lot of “ifs” to be sure, but it was time her luck changed. She trotted back to the train station to catch the first run to the heart of Londo City.

      While the crowded train chugged toward the city center, Veronique’s thoughts filled with memories of her only female friend.

      Jane was the one person in Londo besides Citizen Carson who knew Veronique was an orphan living on the streets. They had met in school, a place that Veronique had utilized more as a source of food and shelter than as a fount of education. Breakfast, lunch and afternoon snacks were served at school, as the majority of parents worked in the fields far from town and did not arrive to pick up their children until late in the day.

      For most of the children, after school care was just another dreary part of their daily schedule. For Veronique, after school care had been a lifesaver. During her first years alone, there were many days when she had nothing to eat besides the skimpy food provided by the government. But it had been enough to survive on.

      For the last ten years she had kept her unusual social status a secret, except from Citizen Carson and Jane, who had been not only perceptive but also amazingly kind to her. She had slipped her sweet treats, hand-me-downs, and even a birthday gift last year. Jane claimed Veronique was the sister she would never have, but the two girls could not have been more dissimilar.

      Jane was tiny where Veronique was tall. She was mousey where Veronique was a contrast of milky skin and vibrant—although hidden—russet hair. Jane was a dutiful citizen and outstanding student, while Veronique received honorable marks only in her physical education classes. Her teachers thought Veronique was just another dull street urchin, doomed to work the land for the rest of her life, never to be chosen for marriage, never to have children or a career or a future. None of the teachers suspected that Veronique possessed a brilliant talent for music. She had to hide that part of herself from the world, just as she had to hide everything else about herself. Playing music, other than condoned governmental marches and ditties, was frowned upon as a frivolous waste of time.

      Veronique sighed and leaned her head against the grimy windowpane of the train car. She didn’t care how many people thought music was frivolous. It wasn’t frivolous to her. And it never would be. Music was all she had. All she had ever had.

      

      That afternoon, Veronique rapped on the door of the Ulrich’s flat, anxious to share her good news and hoping she could keep from telling Jane about Citizen Carson. The less the Ulrich’s knew about the crime, the better it would be for them should they ever be questioned by the officers of detention.

      It would be difficult to keep from confiding in Jane, however. She needed to confide in someone. But she knew it would be selfish if she sought solace for herself at the expense of her friend’s safety.

      Jane was ecstatic about her symphony news and urged her to mail back her reply immediately. She dragged Veronique out the door, down the walk, and headed for the nearest mailbox.

      “But Veronique, you also need to tell my folks,” Jane grabbed the worn cambric of Veronique’s sleeve and pulled her to a stop outside her townhouse. “You just have to!”

      “Not in a million years.” The less Jane’s parents knew about her, the better. That had been her theory for the last ten years, and it had kept them safe.

      “But it’s such an honor. They will be so happy for you.”

      “I’m not telling a soul unless I get selected.” Veronique walked to the wrought iron mailbox at the side of the street and placed her hand on the flat top of the cylindrical box.

      Thousands of hands had done the same over the centuries. Wars had been fought, bombs had been dropped—the bomb had been dropped—but the mailbox had survived to stand as a testament that some things could survive the violence and stupidity of man. It was reassuring to look down at the squat mailbox and still be able to read the embossed metal letters that spelled out “Royal Mail.”

      Royal Mail. If all went as planned, Veronique soon might meet a royal male—or as close to royalty as her society got. The Anglo Territories no longer supported a king and queen as they had in the old days. Londo City and the outlying areas were ruled by a mysterious group called the Overseers, who had come to power after the last drop of British blue blood had been spilled during the Second Reformation five hundred years ago. That much she knew. But Veronique had no idea what the First Reformation entailed. History was no longer taught in school. History was considered useless information that no one benefited from. The Overseers were all about the cost to benefit ratio.

      Now that survival was not so difficult, the Overseers had eased up a bit. The curfew had been extended. Ration tickets for meat were easier to get. Colored fabric had been introduced, as long as the color was practical—which meant dark. A weekly newspaper had even been allowed to be published.

      But more importantly to Veronique, the Overseers had announced a talent search to establish a new Citizen Symphony. For the first time in hundreds of years, Londo City would host public concerts.

      Veronique had jumped at the chance to apply for a symphony position. She had made the first cut, which involved the sifting through of thousands of applications and essays. She would do anything it took to get to the next step.

      She slipped the gray envelope from the pocket of her violet and black striped vest and held up the letter in the late afternoon fog. A hush settled over her, as if the fog were wrapping itself around her, whispering in her ear, urging her take the future into her hands and show the world what she was made of, no matter how much her mother had told her to keep in the background and never make waves.

      Her mother’s warnings and worries, as well as her face, were only vague whispers now.

      Veronique said a silent prayer, pressed the envelope to her full lips, and then slipped the paper through the slot. The heavy envelope slid away into darkness. Veronique watched it disappear and heard the soft plop as it landed. Then all went still and final. A thrill laced with dread washed over her.

      Lately, she had become accustomed to such unsettling sensations. Ever since her seventeenth birthday a year ago, Veronique had become aware of a transformation inside her. She was losing what little patience she possessed. She couldn’t concentrate and couldn’t sleep. The urge to run—to physically tear through the streets—came upon her so strong sometimes that she thought she would burst. The night air seemed more piquant and the moon more seductive. Inside her roiled a wild restlessness, driving her to break away and leave her tattered childhood far behind.

      Sometimes she wondered if the hunger she felt was simple sexual desire. She was of the age to want to lay with men. But she knew better than to give in to such desires. Extramarital sex was illegal and punishable by death. Unlicensed pregnancies, though rare, were ruinous—and the infants were quickly whisked away by the authorities, never to be spoken of again. Proper young ladies never spoke of sex either, even though they all wanted to experience it. Especially Veronique. But sex for the most part was something only the elite enjoyed. Most people were too malnourished and too tired to pursue such exotic pleasure.

      Veronique patted the top of the mailbox and turned.

      “It’s done, Jane.” She glanced at the row of townhouses behind her, which were dingy even in the failing light. “So that’s Plan A.” She brushed her hands together. “Now for Plan B.” She adjusted the moth-eaten velvet cape at her shoulders.

      Jane stared at her. “What’s Plan B?”

      “I need a dress and shoes for Plan A, so I’m applying for a job at Whites.”

      “You aren’t serious! That’s a gentleman’s club!”

      “So?”

      “Well, it’s no place for a girl!” Jane sputtered. “Not a decent one, that is. You aren’t planning to turn illegal—"

      “Of course not.” Veronique marched down the weed-choked sidewalk. “I intend to take the piano player’s job. I saw an advertisement in the paper.”

      “But isn’t that a night job?”

      “It is.”

      Jane caught Veronique’s elbow again, and Veronique tried to ignore the flash of fear in her friend’s eyes. “Do you think it’s wise taking a night job? How will you get there and back?”

      “I’ll manage somehow.”

      “But it’s dangerous at night in the city. Everyone says so. The curfew—”

      “I know how to keep my wits about me.” Veronique waved her arms wide. “Besides, look at me. I’m very tall for a female. No one ever bullies me. No one ever has.” She shrugged. “So I don’t think it will be a problem.”

      “But do you think you could do it—the job, that is?”

      Veronique didn’t grace the question with an answer.

      “Not that you aren’t a wonderful musician, Vee.” Jane struggled to keep pace with her. “It’s just what kind of music do men like that listen to?”

      “I don’t think they care.” Veronique replied. “I’ll just make it interesting. Men are visual creatures, Jane. Looking good is ninety-eight percent of the battle. Dress me up. Put some lipstick on this mug,” she waved a hand near her mouth, “And I’m pretty sure I’ll be fine.”

      “More than fine. But it could be very dangerous, Vee.”

      “I’m aware of that. But I will just have to take the chance. I’m not working in the fields like our parents. I’m not going down the same road as everyone else around here.”

      “So does that mean there’s no Plan C?” Jane asked.

      “If you are referring to the field work application, no. I’m never sending that in.”

      “But you’ll miss the window! I’ve sent in mine. I hoped we might work together. It would make it more bearable.”

      “No offense, Jane, but field work isn’t for me.” Veronique patted her friend’s shoulder as a wave of claustrophobia swept over her. The thought of toiling in the fields was like being sentenced to prison for life. “It’s music or nothing.”

      She stopped at the gate of a townhome with a drab wreath hanging on the door. Jane’s mother brought home low-grade vegetables from the fields, which she dried and wove into wreaths and wall hangings. Her pieces were the only domestic adornments most of their neighbors could afford.

      Jane touched her arm. “Do you want to come in for a while? There’s some porridge left.”

      “Thanks, but I need to head out. I’m not sure how long it will take to get to Whites. And I want to be there the moment they open.” Veronique placed her hand around a spike of the fence that bordered the neglected garden at the front of the house. “Do you want to tag along?”

      “My parents would kill me if I went that far from home!” Jane opened the gate beside her. The ancient hinge complained with a wail.

      “Well, I have no choice.” Veronique threw back her shoulders. “Wish me luck?”

      “Oh, Vee!” Jane hugged her. “Be careful.”

      “I will.” Veronique hugged her back, but stiffly. She wasn’t accustomed to physical displays of affection. When people touched her, it always felt as if they were sucking something vital out of her. She preferred to keep her distance.

      “I have to go.” Veronique stepped out of the embrace.  “I’ll be back in a few days, if not sooner, to see if the Overseers have mailed the schedule. Will you be sure to check the mail next door for me?”

      “Of course.” Jane took a step toward the house behind her. Her troubled thoughts were plain to see on her face. “But I worry about you, Vee. It’s not good to want so much. What if you don’t get the position?”

      “I don’t know. But I’m not going to think about that. Not until I have to.”

      “Just remember what we were taught, Vee. ‘Self-involvement and greed for fame are evils all should strive to tame.’”

      “I’m not looking for fame.” As if to accuse her of lying, wind from the Thames wafted past, adding to the autumn chill. Veronique pulled her cloak around her as the cold threatened to settle into her bones. “I’m just trying to survive. On my own terms.”

      A second thrill raced through her, but she wasn’t sure if it was in anticipation of the interview to come, her defiance of the teachings of her childhood, or just out-and-out terror at having to walk the streets alone that night.

      Veronique waved good-bye to her friend and set off for the long trek to Whites.
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      Veronique breathed a sigh of relief when she finally arrived at the block on St. James Street where Whites was located. But she wasn’t so relieved to discover her journey had ended at a high stone wall and simple black door. There was no sign of a gentleman’s club on the deserted street—not that she was certain what a gentleman’s club looked like. Hoping for the best, she lifted the heavy ring and rapped it against its brass plate.

      As Veronique waited for a response, she checked the time on a man’s pocket watch that she carried on a chain around her neck. She was shocked to discover it was seven o’clock. It had taken her two hours to walk the distance from her shabby neighborhood to this more fashionable side of town. If she got the job—when she got the job—she would definitely not be able to make the trip on foot every night. Precious money would have to be spent on public transportation—if there was such a thing to be had in the middle of the night.

      The door opened, and a man dressed in a black suit and white shirt and tie looked her up and down as if she had fallen from the sky. “Yes?” he demanded.

      “I’m looking for Whites.”

      “Sorry, young lady, but Whites is for gentlemen only.”

      “I’ve come about the advertisement.” Nervous, she thrust the scrap of paper in front of

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/lucky-logo.jpg
LUCKY





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/images/image-3.jpg
RONICLES






