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Free Short Story: The Red Stilettos

Gallery Viewport of airship The Elephant, 
New York City Sky Port, September 15, 1860
Madame Elvira Starr stared out the viewing port in the Gallery of her pachyderm-shaped airship, The Elephant, as the sun set on Manhattan and the scurrying masses five stories below. The setting sun shone on brass accents against the walnut-stained Douglas fir and claret velvet of the wide deck that spanned the width of the airship, lighted from new ætheric chandeliers and the isinglass panes that comprised most of the back wall. Only the slightest vibrations of the boilers broke the silence before the cruise, despite the crew's frenetic activity below. In a couple of hours, handsome women and powerful men would mingle here - dancing, negotiating, and gathering information. 

Though she hadn't donned her costume and persona, Elvira paced the Gallery in frustration. Her unbound black hair with its few silver strands fell to her shoulders over a crimson kimono that complimented her topaz complexion. The golden light on the reports didn't change the hard truth that everything she controlled rode on this one cruise to Charles Towne. In the next 20 hours, the colonial diplomats must be convinced to recognize the new Republic of Texas. Lining their pockets with trade deals would benefit them more than yet another skirmish over borders, trade routes, and whispers of revolt. A failed war would be bad for her business, but a successful one, even worse. The Texican's new technology would give them all access to the continent and the gold fields of California.

The ambassador from Liberia, Mpenzi Okoro, the reputed Queen of the Pirates of Savannah, would meet them in the air for her own safety and security. Zulie had made the arrangements, including a Liberian escort ship. 

With Liberia and Texas as allies, Elvira would truly be the Empress of the Sky, raking in the money and pulling the strings of every business in the continent, a goal she had worked for over nearly 30 years. 

The only other thing she could ask for would be for Zulie to be happy. 

Captain Zulie Dahomey strode across the Gallery. Her mannish body towered over Elvira, her hands folded behind her back in military stance. Her mahogany face held no expression under the cap of the crew uniform, its ocher and aubergine wool the only elegance she permitted herself, and that for the benefit of the crew. Her dark stare meant she had something to say, and it might as well be dealt with now. 

Elvira looked up at her best friend and lover. "What's the news?"

"Velvet says the Irish operative will be neutralized." Zulie slid into a chair beside Elvira. "Did you order it? Is she just protecting her cover?"

"I told her to use her judgment." Elvira searched her partner's face to ascertain what she thought, how she felt. "The Irishman asks a lot of nosy questions—he knows too much about our network. She had a lead from the Mauverton Detective Agency about some group financing a large operation, but didn't know if it affected us. Anything else?" 

Zulie leaned forward, her expression softer, her eyes wide, with an upturn to the corners of her mouth, for a moment revealing a tender spot. "It's time you took a day off. Let's go to the White Point Garden when we get to Charles Towne and waste some of the gold you make on this trip." 

There'd be precious little to waste after paying everyone, but Elvira smiled anyway. "I don't guess you'll take no for an answer?" She laid her hand on Zulie's arm. 

"That's right." Zulie clasped her long fingers over Elvira's hand. "You owe me that, and you need some grounding and sunshine before you dry up and float away like a bit of gossamer." She even smiled, white teeth breaking up the dark expanse of her face and laugh lines erasing the scowl she wore when working. "It wouldn't hurt you to eat some soul food either."

"And lose my girlish figure?" Elvira lightly stroked her captain's cheek. "Let's just get the toffs down South in one piece first."

Zulie shook her head and pulled her hand away, the softness retreating behind her stern facade. "This cruise is a bad idea. You've got nothing to gain, and everything to lose."

Elvira crossed her arms. "I have everything to gain. I'll know every syllable of what goes on tonight, who aligns with whom, who wants what, and what they are willing to pay for it." She paused, pushing a loose strand of her long black hair behind her ear. "Insider information is always valuable, and skimming a percent or two off the top pays very well."

"Then you should stick to the planters and industrialists and leave the governments alone. They won't ever be paid off." Zulie leaned in. "They are not as honest as you are." 

"If I can steer them into expending our network west," Elvira said, hands propped on hips, "how much do you think that is worth?"

Zulie stared for a moment, her head tilted, working scowl firmly in place. "Your neck, if any of it gets traced back to you." 

"Then we have to be careful." Elvira reached out for Zulie's hand, hoping that would ease her lover's frown and bring some softness back to her face. "We've been playing this game a long time, and we know how it works. I can handle these ambassadors. "

"When is it going to be enough?" Zulie's face scrunched into a deeper scowl. "You will never be part of the old boys' network."  She stood, crossing her arms, staring down at Elvira. 

"If we can't join them, we beat them." Elvira stood beside Zulie, putting her arm around Zulie's waist. "If I can give them what they want and make them pay for it, then that will be enough." Elvira smiled, without warmth, her whore smile.  "I know what I am, and delivering the happy ending has always been the mission. This time I choose what the happy ending will be."

Zulie looked away, her body rigid. "They don't listen to you." 

"Actually, they do listen," Elvira gave her lover a squeeze, "to rumors while they drink coffee, hints in the newspapers, and clues in their mailboxes."

"I think you're getting too big for your britches." Zulie put her hands on Elvira's shoulders and pulled her around to face her.

"Maybe, but then, I am not wearing any." She reached up kissed Zulie's cheek. "And I have you to protect me."

Zulie embraced her for a moment. "I will give my life for you one day, but it may not be enough." 

Elvira leaned her head on Zulie's shoulder, gazing at the deepening shadow below. "Let's get this beast in the air. I hate being grounded."

"Just remember that you can't get away from them once we fly." Zulie, too, stared out the viewport. "You can't own the city," she said at last. "And even if you did, the money's in Charles Towne. Plan your expansion there." Zulie let her go. "I'll see you in the engine room. Don't keep your fairy cogmother waiting." 

Watching Zulie walk away, Elvira sighed. They'd made a new venture where no one else dared tread, bringing their marks together like hummingbirds around a bright red hibiscus. Why couldn't Zulie see that? 

A few days playing in Charles Towne seemed a reasonable request. She could pacify Zulie and get her feet dirty. She'd have time to think about how to use her new alliances. 

One more day, and she'd have everything under control.

New York City, near the docks below the sky port

K. P. Jonas signaled to his runner, Brian, to tell his handler at the Mauverton Detective Agency that he would be late checking in. His gut muttered wrongness. Rumors swarmed about this particular excursion, though Madame Elvira routinely chartered her high priced cruises. Not for the likes of him, ten year's wages for a single night's ride, but a secret meeting, maybe a war council about Texas, had caused a stir, though he couldn't figure why anyone in New York cared whether some buckskins broke away from Mexico and the Indians half a continent away. He hadn't been able to find out. 

Loaded light, the liquor wagon's order came from Madame's distillery less than an hour before takeoff, not her usual instructions. Brian brought him the message to take a different route to the sky port where the ship was tethered. As drayman, Jonas knew every street in the city and the surrounding boroughs as well. This late in the afternoon, the streets would be crowded, not least along the river. He shook his head, coaxing the horses to pick up their pace. Madame Elvira didn't trust steam wagons with her products, though she paid her artificers well to create new gadgets. Horses were more reliable, rarely needed new parts, and ate cheaper. But she usually left the driving to the driver.

He could not figure what the Mauverton Agency wanted to know about Madame Elvira or who was paying them to find out. None of her many businesses were illegal, as near as he could tell. Her workers seemed happy enough, well-fed, even educated. He couldn't find much about who her clients were, but rumors said colonial ambassadors. It didn't make sense.

The Red Hares Gang wanted him to recruit new members from Madame Elvira's people, but most of the workers were women, not the rough and tumble men the Hares wanted. Few ever left the Red Hares except in a pine box, and they were curious about his detective activities. He'd been one of them since he was in short pants. 

Jonas snapped the reins to speed up the big horses, making good time. Something whizzed past his ear, followed by the report of a gunshot. He snapped the reins to spur the horses on, and they responded, barely allowing him to restrain them into a controlled gallop. The wagon complained of the strain with the crates of whiskey bottles and the cobbled street. Jonas ducked as low as possible, but he was still a target. More bullets landed near him, splintering the wood of the wagon seat. 

He didn't waste energy worrying about who his assailants were. He drove the horses as hard as he dared. 

A wagon blocked the road ahead—an ambush. He could not get around it. As he reined in the horses, a great weight knocked him into the street. Kicking feet surrounded him, and curses rained down on him from men he'd known all his life.

Jonas curled up to protect his head and shield as many of his internal organs as possible, but these boys knew their business. 

"That's what you get for spying on us, my boyo," said the Red Hares boss. "Since you've brought us such a nice present, we'll let you live today. Stay out of the old neighborhood if you want to keep your head attached to your shoulders." 

Jonas lay still, pretending to be dead. With luck, nobody would shoot him to make sure. 

The boss whistled to the men, who took the wagon, leaving him covered with mud and worse.

Jonas rolled to the side of the road and pulled himself to his feet. Probably a rib broken, otherwise he was a mass of bruises and a few cuts. 

Why was he still alive? The Red Hares cared nothing for the police, most of whom were brothers and cousins. Mauverton detectives struck little fear into their black hearts, yet he lived—surely they would not leave an agent alive if they knew that's what he was. Maybe they just wanted the whiskey. It didn't make sense. They'd never even asked for anything to fall from his wagon before. But his cover was blown. He'd have to leave town. The Hares didn't forgive.

He'd never make it back to Mauverton headquarters, back across Red Hares territory, so the airship was his best bet. No æthergram office or even a runner lay between him and the sky port, no way to explain what happened. He'd get to the airship and ask the Madame for her protection. She had a security leak somewhere, which she needed to know. He needed a ride out of town. Now. 

Jonas had seen enough of Madame Starr's way of doing business. He wanted to be part of it. He could spy for her instead of the Mauvertons. If she would take him on, he could get some real answers, see who her clients were and whose deep pockets kept his handlers well fed, and in return, he'd tell her what they knew about her. 

Away from the city, he could start a new life and have some hope of keeping it.

He walked, staying to the sidewalk. He jogged when he could get his breath and staggered along when he couldn't. 

By the time he made it to the ship, it would be ready to lift but without her liquor. Madame Elvira would not be pleased. He didn't yet know how much she knew about him. 

He jogged down the next block, close enough to see the great airship shaped like an elephant tethered to the top of a five-story warehouse. Impressively silly, it outdid P.T. Barnum's live elephant. They had to let him work his passage. If not, the loading dock boss might let him stow away. 

The thought of being aloft made him more light-headed than his injuries, making him stumble and prop himself up against a building to recover.  The thoughts of climbing the stairs to the freight elevator and then to the top of the building where the airship was tethered gave him pause, but it couldn't be helped. He'd be inside. He began to run as best he could, his ribs screaming as loudly as his ragged wheezing. 

He would tell her his story, and she would do whatever she would do. 

Engine Room 

On the port wall in the center section of the mechanical room, a small bowl hung from a short tripod of chain. It was not pretty, just a pan for catching oil, greasy inside and out, in contrast to the cleanliness of every part of the ship itself. In the bowl was a wrench, a cog, a bit of broken drive chain, a nut and bolt, and a few rivets. The great engine was silent, waiting for the steam to turn its screw and the propellers that pushed the ship along. The automatons that tended it were motionless, their gremlin handlers sleeping or hiding wherever they stayed while the ship was not in motion. Above the bowl, only visible from the corner of one's eye, was a soft, blue glow. Those who saw it said it was the fairy cogmother, but others dismissed it as a trick of the light, some kind of reflection.

The crew circled around the bowl, each one touching the inside of it and then marking a hand with the sooty smudge. The Chief Engineer placed a small finger mark of smudge on the great engine. 

"May we all work well and true," the Chief Engineer intoned, "each hand in the right place at the right time and out of danger." The aeronauts all raised their hands, some left and some right, displaying their marks. 

"We ask that you guide us through the night, and that your gremlins work with us, as we care for your vessel and its engine." 

"Aye!" they said in chorus, and then the crewmembers moved to their stations without another word. 

Neither Zulie nor Elvira spoke until they reached the stairwell to the passenger deck. Zulie turned up to the Gallery as Elvira stepped down towards the loading dock. 

"Why do you go through this charade?" Zulie asked. "Liberian ships run on technology and science, not superstition."

"That's where you are wrong." Elvira said, touching the back of her neck. "The ritual is for the crew. It helps them to believe in a little fairy dust, even if it is made of grease. A bit of superstition can do magic as long as you keep it on your side." 

Zulie raised an eyebrow and cocked her head. "But when it turns against you?"

Elvira laughed. "The peculiar fact of machines is that they know whether a person likes them or not." Elvira stroked the wall of the stairway. "I do love this ship. If getting a little fairy cogmother grease on the back of my neck helps me think a little better, it's a good thing." She took another step down. "The Elephant is my freedom, my life. I hate being grounded."

Zulie sighed. "And I worry about your being in the clouds. You need some downtime." She leaned against the wall, as if she too were tired. 

Elvira reached up to stroke her face. "I said we'd spend time in Charles Towne. Just give me one more day, and then...." Elvira simpered. "We'll play as much as you like." 

Zulie took her hand, holding it tight for a moment. "I'm holding you to that. No excuses. I'm tired of sharing you with the fairy cogmother." 

Elvira laughed. "You are the only one for me." 

Zulie smiled, and then turned to climb to the bridge. "I'll see you later then." 

Elvira watched her disappear up the staircase before she started down. Nobody would be in surveillance yet, and the lower levels were not watched so closely. She slipped a flask from her chemise and drank a few swallows of her tonic. She was already tired, and she had been awake only a few hours. Sleep had evaded her while she lay beside Zulie last night and tried not to toss and turn. She didn't let her women carry tonic with them, and she kept a close control over it. Nobody accused her of drugging her women, and she needed them sharp-minded, not dull and compliant. However, she needed to think for them all, and to stay on her toes. Zulie was right. A holiday on the ground would do her good, but she'd remember to bring tonic along so that she could enjoy their trip even more. Even Zulie took a swig on occasion, so she wouldn't mind. 

Especially if Elvira neglected to tell her.

Bridge of the Elephant

Captain Dahomey strode a few steps across a catwalk to the bridge. Though Elvira ran the cruise, Zulie commanded the airship. She wanted the crew focused, and her presence always put them on alert. She thought of it as respect, but she knew there was an element of fear there as well. Keeping a good balance benefited everyone.

"Captain on the bridge." 

Each crew member turned to her and touched their foreheads in recognition of her authority. They too had smudges of grease on their hands. Then the crew returned to their work, checking controls, and going through each item on their checklists.

The pilot stepped closer. "We're on schedule, everything checks out so far."

"Excellent." Zulie nodded toward the door. She and the pilot left the bridge to stand on the catwalk outside. "The Liberian ambassador will join us when we cross over Virginia."

"Noted," Atwater said. "We will watch for their signal." 

Zulie whispered, aware that the area was watched, "The password is 'crowfeather.' There can be no incidents this cruise. Keep your people on high alert." 

The pilot nodded. "How secure is this meeting? Too many people know about it, some that would like to see us out of the sky." 

"We are safe enough," Zulie assured her. "We've paid off all the usual authorities, and we have a Liberian escort ship." 

"That makes for a lot of people to keep a secret." Atwater twitched her shoulders, glancing at the open space below the catwalk. "People don't keep secrets well."

"Have you heard something?" Zulie searched her pilot's wary expression, not her cheerful self.

The pilot frowned and shook her head. "No, but something feels wrong, like an itch I can't scratch." 

Whatever was on the pilot's mind, Zulie wanted it out in the open. She tried another tactic. "What do you hear from your mother? Is she well?"

Atwater stared away for a few seconds. "She said to be watchful, that we are carrying dynamite and too many matches." She glanced up at the periscope lens that focused on the catwalk, but made no sign to communicate. Her body was stiff, alert, as if listening to something Zulie could not hear.

"I've taken more than usual precautions. I think we'll be all right." Captain Zulie put her hand on the pilot's shoulder to reassure her. "Your mother's visions are good, but I trust eyes on the ship more." 

"She said you would say that, but you should stop and feel your way through." The pilot held up a hand, palm outward, as if to ward off arguments. "She said some walls are hard to break through and must be scaled or gone around. Don't lead with your head."

The captain narrowed her eyes. "She said all that?"

The pilot met her glance, and then looked away, deferring to her authority. "I'm quoting her. I've delivered the message in good faith to her and to you."

"Thank you for the information." Zulie now also felt that itch of indefinable unease, but refused to show it. "Now, you have the ship to pilot."

"Yes, Captain." Atwater turned away, but then turned back, not approaching. "She said her influence was not the only one following this trip. Anything that happens here affects us all." She paused, gazing away from the Captain. "She says we need to watch our backs and both sides."

"We always do. Thank you again." The Captain nodded to affirm the pilot's message. She did not want the pilot worried about anything other than the ship. "Just keep an eye out. We know our people." 

"Aye, Captain." She held up her left hand, which bore a smudge. "Heads and hands where they should be." 

Zulie showed her own smudge. "Hands and heads. We'll lift off within the hour."

As she returned to her office, she mentally counted their enemies, wondering which one might hire a hoodoo, and what they hoped to gain. Most of their enemies worked directly, taking action, covert or otherwise, not hiring old women to conjure spells.

When no names came to mind, she considered their allies, as they had no friends. Would someone in the network turn against her? It was possible, but to what end? Elvira provided everything they wanted - power, money, social position, education for their children and protégés...if someone wanted more, she could ask. 

Elvira wasn't paying enough attention to her people, worrying too much about the information game. Nevertheless, she had good people, and she had the dossier on everyone else coming aboard. Did she have enough information on her clients to know who their enemies were? If she and her network were not the target, who was?

Could they find out in time to keep something bad from happening?

Twenty-one hours to Charles Towne.

Promenade Deck

An open deck on the top of The Elephant, with high railings and seats, was designed for  people to gaze through the windows along the sides. A brisk breeze ruffled the movable elephant ears that steered the ship, but once on the observation deck, passengers were protected by the transparent panels.

Mr. Jolly Rodger Dallas, representative of the new Republic of Texas, joined a short queue of well-dressed men in their top hats and fine suits as they entered the lift to The Elephant, the notorious air-borne whorehouse. The others had little to say to each other, saving it all for later, he supposed. His tailored buckskin frock coat was warm despite the evening air, and it gave him a sense of home, like the Stetson he wore, regardless of the amused looks they got. 

Riding this bloated beast of sin had cost him a pretty penny, though the whore had offered to pay his way.  He would never bed a whore nor drink a drop of whiskey, and wasn't about to be paid by such. He knew the evils of sin, and while he might have to live in the world, he would not be a part of its treachery. If the men he needed to deal with were happy with this smirch on their characters, so much the better. None would agree to meet with him while they were on the ground, so he'd bide his time and use their weakness against them.

The top-hatted nobs wandered about, looking out at the miasma of New York City across the river and marveling at how many of their brethren were crammed into such a small place. Dallas squinted into the sun. Maybe two hours of daylight left. He sighed, missing the wide-open plains of Texas, room for a man to breathe, space for a man to be part of something bigger than himself, not merely a cog in a machine gone wild. 

One by one the men disappeared into a hatchway, a security procedure, just as he had been warned. He wondered how much of what he'd heard was true, but he owed no one any favors. He shook his head, thinking, what a sorry way to do business. 

Dallas had a moment's doubt as he had no one to make introductions. However, with no more than a couple dozen passengers and twenty hours, he was bound to meet the ones that mattered. 

Texas, he reminded himself, was the only important thing. She must be recognized as a sovereign nation, and then she could develop her power and resources in this hemisphere. He knew the riches of his native land, the red dirt where he had been born,  and the men he had fought alongside, were better men than any of these yellow-livered colonists could imagine. Those riches were only the bargaining chip. For now, getting into the game was more important than upping the ante. 

When most of the others had gone down into the ship, he took his place in line. The other stragglers were enjoying the view, awaiting their women and their drink. None of the other gentlemen had personal baggage, J. R. noted with interest. He was the only one with personal baggage, his presentation. He'd surrendered his traveling trunk when he entered the lift. How did this Madame deal with such things, to keep them from being stolen? How would he know his own things were safe? 

It was his turn. He bent down to step into the short door, removing his Stetson. The room became dark as the door was dogged tight behind him. 

"Your name, please, Sir?" A feminine voice asked. 

As his eyes adjusted to the relative dark, he saw a young woman in modest street dress sitting at a desk, not what he had expected. "J. R. Dallas," he said. 

Two other young women, also dressed appropriately, stood behind him beside a screen. 

"Thank you, Mr. Dallas," the first woman said. "Please step behind the screen and remove your clothing. We will return it to you as soon as we check for weapons and other contraband." 

"Now you listen here," he sputtered. 

"This is a security procedure, Mr. Dallas. We ensure that no guns, knives, or other controlled substances enter our domain."

"You do not have the right to do this." He crossed his arms and braced himself on his boots. 

"If you do not wish to be searched, Mr. Dallas, you may leave now." The woman stared at him, unmoving and unyielding, but with a pleasant smile. She said, dispassionately, "We will do our best to be as efficient as possible, so that you may enjoy your cruise."

"But I've paid for this cruise, and I must get to Charles Towne."

"Certainly, sir, but as you read in our contract, we have dominion over every part of this ship outside the jurisdiction of local law enforcement. There are no refunds after you have boarded the ship. We expect to enjoy your company, but every passenger is searched to assure our security and your safety."

He stared down at her, frowning into her cheerful smile. "I don't have any guns." 

"Yes, sir, you do. A derringer in your left coat pocket, a pistol in a holster at your back, and at least one knife in your boot." The lady nodded towards the door. "Your choices are to leave, or to be searched. Some of our clients enjoy this process, but if you do not, we will be as quick as is practical. "

Growling his displeasure, he complied. 

"Hat and boots, first, please. Lottie and Carla will be pleased to help if you wish." 

He handed over his hat, and pulled off his boots. There was nothing for it but to go through this humiliation. Madame would pay for that, and there would be interest on that payment. His coat was next, and then his shirt, but he stalled at taking off his denims. 

"Come now, Mr. Dallas, don't be shy. We are known for our discretion as well as our other talents." 

Dallas grunted. He was not taking off his pants for these little whores, not on this date. He stepped out from behind the screen. "Now look here...."

"Yes, that is precisely what we will do." The woman held his own gun at his chest, much too far away for him to grab or even kick it out of her hands. The other two grabbed him with surprising strength, one holding him just off balance, the other loosening his belt and bringing his pants off. He tried to struggle, but the one behind him pinched both of his elbows in a way that nearly took his breath away. 

Once his denims were off, the other woman inspected his private parts in a most unladylike way. With each sound he made or attempt to move, the pain increased on his pressure points. 

"Take him to the shower," the first woman said, and the two others frog-marched him to a door he had not noticed before. They unceremoniously guided him into a room filled with steam and running water. 

"Wash behind your ears, Mr. Dallas," one of them said, not stifling her giggle. They dogged the door shut, and after he banged on in and yelled at them, he gave in and washed. No wonder the ride cost so much if they used this much water. Shortly the water turned off, and a blast of warm air dried him. Towels had appeared with a robe and a pair of leather slippers. As soon as he put them on, the door unlocked and opened. They were watching him - shameless. 

Another woman, blond and petite, carried a bag with his folded clothing. "I'm Brandy, your escort for this cruise," she said. "Please follow me to your room." She was modestly dressed and had the decency to look away. 

"Do I have any other choice?" he growled. 

"Not if you want to get dressed." She smiled in a professional way, not mocking or even amused. "Come on now, it's not so bad to have a hot bath." 

For all the power men had on the ground, the women were in charge here. He would change that power structure as soon as he negotiated his airship for Texas.

Meeting room

Captain Zulie climbed up the stairway to the level above the client cabins to the public door of the meeting room.  a larger room set up with a round conference table and upholstered wing chairs. A new chandelier with ætheric candles made the room sparkle above the table and left the fabric-covered walls dark. It gave the right ambiance for a meeting of the diplomats of all the colonies in the eastern half of North America. A serving area was set to the side where water, glasses, and savories would be available while the officials postured, pontificated, and pursued solutions to various conflicts, the main one being recognition of Texas and purchase of their new resource—the meeting before the official meeting in Charles Towne. 

Zulie smiled as she inspected the room again, all its normal furniture replaced and other features hidden. No one would have suspected that this same room functioned as the dungeon for Mistress Malevolent on many cruises. Soundproof except for her spy gear and protected from attack from the outside, it was more secure than any ground facility. They would be safe here, at least from outside forces. She had already done all she could to protect them from each other.  

"Surveillance," she said, in a conversational tone, not loud, not whispering. "Send someone down here to report on sound quality." 

While she waited several minutes for surveillance to send a runner, Zulie checked the stretched fabric that hid the viewing ports. With no light behind the windows, they were invisible. She spoke aloud as she walked around the room, so they could check the sound. "The room is well prepared. Good work."

Where were they? She needed someone to help check the listening ports hidden behind the walls. 

She went back to the chandelier and spoke loudly, "Did you hear me? I need someone to let me know if the new communications schemes are working."

Outside the room, she went halfway down the staircase to a hidden panel which opened to a dark room behind the meeting room, fitted out with stations for viewing the meeting.  The voyeurs who paid for those spaces had only had a place to sit and watch, so the soundproofing was doubly important. Now each window had a small desk, an earpiece to listen to the newly installed listening devices, and a tablet for recording notes, making it a bit crowded, but well worth the efforts the artificers had made. They had yet to find a way to make photographs in the darkness, but they had a team working on that process and on making automatic recordings of all proceedings. 

Elvira's women were good, but some information just wasn't traded even for excellent sex. Now she'd be able to hear what the clients said to each other, and not just what they told their escorts. 

As Zulie watched from the spy station, a crew member from surveillance dashed into the room. She looked around and spoke, but Zulie could not hear her through the listening earpiece. The new listening system was not working, only hours before the meeting. 

Zulie strode back to the meeting room. "Get the æthographer down here, with her assistant and anyone else she needs, to get this fixed now."

The crew member dashed out without a word. 

Ætheric malfunctions were not acceptable, and the system had been tested many times in the last week. Someone hadn't done the job right, or someone had deliberately sabotaged the system. Woz didn't do sloppy work, and they didn't have time to trace out every single connection that someone might have cut or pulled apart. 

When the meeting started, it all had to work perfectly, seamlessly. 

Zulie needed someone to check the inter-ship communications as well. It would not do to lose communication with the Liberian escorts.

Twenty-one hours to Charles Towne. 

The Loading Dock

Jonas stumbled toward the sky port into the afternoon shadow of the airship. He tripped on something, planting his face in the dirt. He scrambled to his feet, leaning on the fence for support. He would have to get into the loading dock first, with no wagon for explanation. He found a discarded box, and with some effort, lifted it to his shoulder. He hunched over as if the box were weighing him down, and walked by the guards who protected the toffs leaving their carriages and loading into their elevator cages. Some people had even paid just to ride up to see the view of the Hudson, but Jonas just kept walking. He knew laborers were invisible.

He'd never been up to the ship before, always just drove in the wagon and helped them unload it at ground level. They knew him, at least by sight, and didn't question why he was here or where the liquor was. They didn't ask about anything, and didn't talk much to each other, like there was something going on they weren't supposed to talk about. 

Once the crate came out on the roof, the men climbed off. Then a set of mechanical arms reached down to bring the crate into an opening in the belly of the ship. 

"What's all this, then, " Jonas asked, watching the box disappear into the ship. 

"Special cargo has to be unloaded on the ship," one of them said, "Then they'll send the crate down and we get another one."

"Any idea what's in them?"

The man looked away, off across the river. "They don't pay me enough to ask." 

Jonas didn't ride back down, but walked across the on the roof to a ramp where smaller things were being toted in—baggage, food, and to his surprise, cases of liquor bottles. These things didn't need special handling, and another shipment was there on time.  He'd been set up for the gang to hit his load, probably by Madame Elvira. 

"Ask if I can see Plato for a minute," he said to one of the workers toting a box of vegetables. "Tell him it's Jonas."

The dockworker looked him over, her face passive, but she nodded and moved up the ramp. 

He made himself look over the edge of the building, but felt his stomach climb into his throat. The pain from the scrapes and bruises was drowned out by the vertigo of seeing the city in the distance from five stories up. He closed his eyes and swallowed hard. He'd have to get used to being in the air. Maybe once inside, he would not have to look out.

He forced himself to look up into the dark bowel of the airship and to feel the solid ramp and the building beneath his feet. He had to explain to Madame what happened and ask her to take him away from the city. 

Another wave of dizziness hit him, but this time he wasn't thinking about how far he was from the ground. He'd used his reserves running from the Red Hares gang, and he was exhausted. He stumbled. A strong, brown arm grabbed his shoulder, sending stabs of pain through his body. 

"Man, what happened to you?" Plato, the loading dock boss, put his shoulder under Jonas's arm and half-dragged him inside. "Get this man some water," he called out. Plato set him on a crate. He grabbed a dirty bandanna from a pocket and started to dab at Jonas's head. "Madame said you weren't coming today." 

Jonas flinched away. "I got to talk to her right now. The Hares hit the shipment—got it all." He leaned over to put his weight on his feet. "Help me up to her office before it gets any closer to lift off time." He fought the dizziness and nausea. With any luck, Madame would kill him now and save the Hares the trouble. 

Plato's dark face frowned with concern, his grizzled eyebrows drawn together like a strip of wool. "Better stay down here with us. She's wound tight today—lots of toffs aboard, some bigwig meeting—lots of extra cargo." 

"All the more reason." He steadied himself with a hand up to Plato's shoulder. "Thanks." He pulled himself up straight and headed for the stairs. 

"Three flights up and to the left," Plato said. "I'll let her know you are coming."

Jonas nodded and straightened his back. The stairway was well lit from light set into the ceiling—the new lights some of the wealthy installed in their houses to impress their guests. It was like her to make the stairs safer for her employees. She didn't like sick days. 

He pulled on the handrail and made himself focus on the next step, one at a time. He didn't let his mind stray to the air outside and underneath the ship, just to the next step, up and up and up. He'd be fine in the cargo bay, and maybe the ship's doctor would patch him up. He had to get to her to ask for help.

Two flights up and one more to go. He stopped to get his bearings, as this floor was considerably better decorated and polished than the lower decks, with carpet on the floor, brass rails on the stairs and flocked paper on the walls. Very posh. An elaborate chandelier lit the way, above the landing with no obvious openings to that floor. Odd that. 

One of the women, still in her kimono, came down to meet him. "You Jonas?"

He nodded, not wasting energy trying to be charming. 

"Come on, then." She held out her arm to steady him, but he shook his head. No need for her to get dirty. 

"Thank you," he said, still watching his feet to make sure they went where he wanted to go. 

In the Gallery, the bar was luxurious, dark stained wood formed into delicate shapes, with brass taps and a full cabinet of whiskey bottles. 

The madam sat at a table, waiting for him. He focused his attention on her, standing as straight as he could. 

Madame Elvira Starr was dressed in black and white striped satin, sewn into chevron patterns with ruffles and a bright red corset, which didn't help his dizziness. He focused on her smooth complexion, her black hair piled on her head, and her black eyes above red painted lips. Her expression was neutral, which probably meant she was furious. She made no pretense of being friendly and accommodating. She inspected him like a piece of horseflesh, as if deciding whether to send him to the knackers. 

His brain refused to clear. She seemed angry that he had come.  He stood before her, trying to keep his balance, meeting her gaze. He had nothing to hide and not much more to lose. 

He'd have to play his one last card, much earlier than he expected, but it his only out. 

He waited for her to open the gambit, not speaking.

In the airship Gallery 

Holding her ionic stunner below the table in the airship Gallery, Madame Elvira took measure of the man standing before her, hat in hand. He was dirty, drying blood crusting his greasy brown hair and staining his gray shirt. His green eyes peered through the dark fringe of his hair and met her gaze without flinching. K. P. Jonas was supposed to be dead already.

"You've got either bullet-proof guts or a thick skull to show your ugly face here, empty handed," Elvira said. "Did you drink my liquor yourself or sell it off to your Red Hares boss?" She would have expected him to run back to his Mauverton bosses since he'd been ratted out to the Irish gang.

"I can tell you what I know," K. P. said, his voice low but clear. He let his hands hang by his side. "Or you can shoot me. Better that than go back to the city." 

He had nerve enough, not cocky bravado reeking of her liquor. He swayed slightly though the airship was steady
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