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Dedication

For Emily Henry and Chloe Benjamin, for believing
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Epigraph

In the dusk of the evening as I stroked Macak’s back, I saw a miracle which made me speechless with amazement. Macak’s back was a sheet of light, and my hand produced a shower of crackling sparks loud enough to be heard all over the house. . . . My mother seemed charmed. “Stop playing with the cat,” she said. “He might start a fire.” But I was thinking abstractly. Is Nature a gigantic cat? If so, who strokes its back? . . . I cannot exaggerate the effect of this marvelous night on my childish imagination. Day after day I have asked myself, what is electricity . . . ?

—Nikola Tesla

. . . you who have existed

to resist me as I made you up.

—Stephen Dunn, “Loves”
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Preamble

MAY 1782

He had heard the rumors for weeks before the letter reached Mount Vernon, but when it finally arrived, he found himself unprepared to answer.

The envelope sat on his desk where he’d left it, leaning against a tallow candle. It was before dawn, perhaps four or five in the morning, and he’d passed an uneasy night considering the implications. He was so seldom home in Virginia, and at first he allowed himself to think that was the reason for his restlessness. At the presidential mansion in Philadelphia, he was often woken up by little sputterings of noise: a carriage rattling down the brick road, a tomcat howling at the night sky. At Mount Vernon, all was quiet, like a heavy blanket over the mouth.

And now he was awake.

He made his customary rounds, lighting the fire, quickly bathing, buttoning his shirt as daylight stole in. The letter slept on his desk.

Before he turned to face it, he took a breath, and considered the fields outside his window. He had left this place when the country had been founded; he had hired workers to tend his fields while he went north to tend to his country instead. But he was here now, overseeing the last of spring planting—well, looking in on the planting, at least. Virginia didn’t need him anymore.

He didn’t miss it, Virginia, not in the way he thought he should. Instead it stole over him in strange moments: midnight, ink-stained, reworking a letter with Monroe’s notes in mind, and suddenly he was fourteen again, copying out The Rules of Civility and Decent Behavior, his quill nib leaking all over his palms. Mount Vernon’s spring breathing in through the window.

A cockerel crowed outside, and he knew he must open the envelope.

He had to do it now, before his household was awake. But first he let himself do the thing he’d been avoiding.

He let himself imagine what it might say.

One thing he knew for certain: the American army was afraid. They had just won a decisive battle against the British and the French, and they were justifiably proud, and now they were afraid, because soldiers who were paid only through the goodwill of individual states—and not through, say, taxes imposed by Congress—were soldiers who didn’t rightly know where their next meal came from.

They were soldiers who didn’t believe in their Congress. In any Congress at all.

And say that, rather than passing laws to pay the army, Congress refused. Say that, perhaps, those generals who were tired of waiting met one night under cover of darkness. That they each swore an oath to secrecy before beginning to speak. Together, they would write their president a letter. They would remind him how their country loved him, how a benevolent monarchy had ruled Britain well and for years. Why shouldn’t America improve on their idea? Why, they could even imagine a country without something as inconvenient as a Parliament or, say, a Congress.

What was the purpose of elected officials? None that they could see. Only partisanship. Infighting. Disunity.

He was reading the letter now, he had it in his shaking hands, and though he wanted to throw it in the fire—this letter that asked him to destroy all he’d built—he told himself to stop first, and think. To consider, fully, the question.

He trusted his own judgment. He knew those who among his men would make good leaders. James Monroe, perhaps, and Thomas Jefferson. (Had Benjamin Franklin not been struck by lightning, he’d have been an excellent choice as well.) If they were not forced to cater to the whims of the public, if they did not need to seek reelection in Congress—why, they could certainly accomplish the work that was important to them. Give them each a territory, the way the British did with their colonial Governors. Let them rule it as he saw fit.

And his grandson, George, was only a year old, but he and Martha had the raising of the child, and he knew that he’d instill in him the values he’d grown up with. The ones he’d so painstakingly copied out when he himself was a boy.

Little George would make a good king someday, he was certain.

When you considered the idea—considered it, mind you, not yet acting on that consideration—it made a certain kind of sense.

Oh, it was absurd. He would answer the letter quickly and put on his workman’s boots and ride Nelson out through the morning fog until he forgot this notion altogether.

George Washington set himself down at his desk. He took up a piece of good British paper and shrugged up his cuffs and dipped his quill.

Dear Sirs, he wrote, and then he stopped, his nib dribbling onto the page.

It was, he had to admit, a hell of an idea.

    

    
    [image: image]





Map

[image: image]







[image: image]

Prologue

When George Washington is crowned sovereign of the First American Kingdom, he decrees that his country be separated into provinces, each led by a Governor selected from his most trusted lieutenants. As new territories are claimed for the Kingdom throughout the nineteenth century, King Washington—and his heirs, the King Washingtons that follow—draw new borders and appoint new white men to lead.

To the west, Alta California and Willamette; to the south, Nuevo México and the tiny duchies of West and East Florida. Livingston-Monroe, named for the men who purchase the territory from France, make up the country’s heartland. St. Cloud stretches down the Mississippi River, while the seat of the King, New Columbia, extends along the eastern seaboard.

Once Washington is declared King, elections cease altogether.

In the years that follow, Governors pass on their territories to their sons, who become Governors in turn. Hungry men, these new Governors: eager for glory, eager for progress and for action.

These Governors are skeptical of what they call “foreigners.”

These Governors are determined to keep power however they can.

All except for Remy Duchamp, the youngest Governor in the American Kingdom. He is interested in intellect, invention, innovation; he is less interested in maintaining the armed borders of his province, St. Cloud. Now, in 1893, he looks to put on a great Fair the likes of which the world has never seen.

But the great Fair is months late, and St. Cloud has grown restless. There are rumors of trouble on the western border. Rumors of war.

And in St. Cloud’s largest city, Monticello-by-the-Lake, a girl holds the nation’s future in her hands.
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One

APRIL 1893

It was death to stop at the corner of Augustine and Dearborn in the city of Monticello-by-the-Lake at the end of a working day.

Claire Emerson knew that, standing beside her best friend, Beatrix, in the crowded road. Even now, as she stood on her toes to look up at the posters pasted onto the brick wall of the Campbells’ building, she had her elbows drawn in to her sides. Not to clear a path for the horse-drawn carriages; not to make way for the electric trolley squealing up the street, its cables throwing off indifferent sparks; not as a courtesy for the people streaming past—the working girls off to the dressmakers’, the men with their hats and coats and grim, sun-scrubbed faces, the newsboys waving their rags, the scientists smelling like ambition and smoke, the soldiers like last night’s liquor. Not to make way even for the lumber cart rattling along down the road, its long, bristling logs threatening to break free and roll like the thunder of God himself straight down Augustine Street to the glistening lake beyond, flattening every last thing in their way. It had happened last week, killing two horses, three steelworkers, and a seven-year-old orphan. It would happen again whether or not Claire cleared a path.

She was folded up onto herself on this street corner because, while she wanted to see the new posters pasted to the Campbells’ building brick, she didn’t want anyone to steal the package in her arms. She didn’t have a lot of control over her own life, but she could control whether tonight her father slapped her full across the face again.

“But then,” she said to Beatrix beside her, “if he notices that I’m missing one of the socket wrenches he paid for, he might do it anyway.”

“Hush. He won’t notice, you know he won’t even look through the bag until the morning. And besides, you know I’m good for it.” Beatrix craned her neck, trying to get a better look at the poster. “I’m never going to get this engine working if I have to rely on my own coin for the materials. Let’s consider it a donation.”

Claire smiled, despite herself. “Is it a donation if you’ve forced me to do it?”

“I’m not forcing you. I’m forcing Jeremiah Emerson. And we hate him.” She said it like it was fact.

Claire supposed it was. She shifted the knobby bundle to her other arm. “I still can’t see what it says. We can come back tonight, after the day’s died down.”

“Your father won’t be home yet, you don’t need to rush. And anyway, it’ll be about the Fair.”

“Of course it’s about the Fair. It always is. It’ll still be about the Fair when we come back. And besides, I’ll be gone by week’s end, does it really matter if—”

“Everyone will know already,” Beatrix said, and as if the thought spurred her on, she propelled herself forward. Though she was tiny, her wild blond bouffant made her easy to follow. It had survived both her work at the stockyard and her long, hot walk home in a boater hat. Now her hair survived the crowd, sure and steady as a halo above her pale face.

She was back in moments, face grim, and she took Claire by the arm to pull her away—careful, as always, to make sure she didn’t touch Claire’s skin with her bare hand.

“What did it say?” Claire asked, but Beatrix was two steps ahead and affected not to hear. Down Augustine Street, past the orphans from the Home for the Friendless marching in their long gray lines, their lunch pails hanging from their grubby hands. The little girl who had died had been one of them, Claire knew. She dropped a coin into one of their buckets.

Through it all, Beatrix moved like a dancer, and Claire her poorly practiced partner. You’d never think she was the one who was half blind, Claire thought, but she supposed it made a certain kind of sense. One only had to look at the cloth-of-gold eye patch her best friend wore to know that Beatrix had to watch her steps. The watchfulness made her graceful, and that grace carried them through the congested streets.

Beatrix stopped at the foot of the stairs up to the El railway station, at the end of a very long line of men. She adjusted her skirts, and then, discreetly, her corset.

Claire gave her a sympathetic look. She was struggling, too, to catch her breath under her laces.

“It’s going up tomorrow,” she said. “The Fair. That’s what the poster said. It’s going on, as scheduled.”

“You were expecting another delay,” Claire said.

Beatrix hesitated. “I was hoping for one. For you. We’ve had so many, and so close to the scheduled start—I was just hoping that if you’d have some good news for him tonight—”

Claire hardly heard her. She wasn’t sure why it was such a surprise, that the Fair would go on. But then, when it had been delayed for so long, who could blame her?

“I can tell your father for you,” Beatrix was offering.

At that, she snorted. “That would make it worse, and you know it. Sunday just needs to come and go without him suspecting anything.”

The two of them climbed the metal stairs, slowly, as the crowd boarded the train. It waited, sleepy as a cat, painted as always in the governor’s midnight-blue livery.

“He wants to be paid for his work.”

“I understand, but if he won’t get paid until after his Barrage, you’d think he’d want it to happen sooner—”

Claire lowered her voice. “There’s still a problem with the Barrage.”

“I’m sorry?” Beatrix laughed, shook her head. “No. But you said—”

The unexpected April heat, the awkward weight of the package she carried, the long black curl plastered to her temple. The dread of seeing her father not twenty minutes from now. “He swears it will work,” Claire said, fiercely enough that her best friend blanched. “And we’d all better hope it will, because if our creditors come by again, they will break his hands, Beatrix, and God only knows what Duchamp will say—” The woman behind them coughed delicately. “Governor Duchamp will say. Much less the General. We have a permanent pavilion waiting. It has our name on it. Our name—and if the Barrage isn’t a success, if my father fails, and if Sunday comes and he’s in one of his rages, I won’t be able to—”

“All aboard!” The conductor’s voice was a trumpet. “This is a Monticello train, calling at Lordview, Woodlawn, Delaware, and Almondale!”

The crowd surged forward, taking the two girls along with it, and as she clutched her package to her chest, Claire seethed. She had never seen anything like this in her seventeen years. So many bodies. People from all over the First American Kingdom, there to gawk at the city Claire lived her life in, like it was an amusement or an oddity. They were there in that train car with her, people from her own province, Monticellans and St. Clouders and the backwoods farmers who tithed corn and soybeans to their Governor; Livmonians, those settlers from the province of Livingston-Monroe, weathered in their muslin shirts; wasp-waisted girls from New Columbia with their parasols, their clutching children; folk from every corner of their country and from Britain and Persia and Japan besides. All of them here for the Governor’s Exhibition and Fair.

They had been here for a month now, clogging up Monticello’s dusty roads, lunching by Monticello’s glimmering lake, making Claire’s life louder and harder and just all-around worse, and tomorrow the Fair they waited on would actually open. The axe would finally fall.

“All aboard!” the conductor shouted again, and Beatrix yanked her skirts away from the closing doors, and all at once the train fell silent as it rattled away from the station.

“I’m sorry I was cross,” Claire said. She was horribly aware of the man next to her, of the two inches of skin between her gloves and the long sleeves of her dress. How close he was to touching her.

“I know,” Beatrix replied. They had said it to each other before. They would say it again.

“Come by at eight tonight? One last hurrah.”

“Eight,” Beatrix murmured back. “Don’t forget my tails.”

 The train had emptied out before pulling into the station at Lordview. The neighborhood had originally been called Lakeview, for its sweeping view of Lake Michigan, until one of Governor Duchamp’s courtiers had been granted the bluff overlooking the bathing beach to build his own mansion. Now, instead of the lake, the neighborhood gazed upon the high walls that surrounded Lord Anderson’s gardens. Some wag had started calling it Lordview, and that was that.

As Claire walked down her neighborhood’s dusty streets, she brooded over the package in her arms.

The Fair.

The Fair, a grand show of American ingenuity, of wonders the public had never even dreamed of. A fair that St. Cloud had won the rights to host against every other province in the First American Kingdom. A fair that had stood half completed, its great Ferris wheel still just bones and timber when the Governor was laid to rest in the mausoleum overlooking the Jefferson River, when his young son took the reins.

It would be years late, and the bane of Claire’s existence.

She mulled all this over as she walked the road back to her house, her lumpy package clutched to her chest. The sky was fading from its milky yellow to the milkier red of sunset, and all along Belmont Avenue, the streetlights were turning on. The suburb stretched out in all directions, a plan more than a place. So much of it was still just mud and churned-up dirt. It had been built to grow into. Here and there, a house stood like a tooth in an empty mouth.

If she walked more slowly than she usually did, if she let her mind wander, it was because she knew what waited for her at home. Her father in their too-expensive house, sequestered in his study. Their young maid slaving over the wood-burning stove, trying to turn out a dinner that would make Jeremiah Emerson smile. Nothing made him smile, and the maid resented it, resented that she alone was left to deal with the household while Claire was sent off on special errands. Genius girl, she called her, because when Claire returned home, she was ushered into her father’s study, and there she often stayed until dark.

The house came into view through the ever-present smog. It was pretty, she supposed, gabled and painted blue, though as she approached, she saw that the glass in their sitting-room window was cracked. She stopped for a moment to stare.

Who had done such a thing? A creditor, surely. Still, it had been expensive to buy a pane of glass so large, and it would be expensive too to replace it. She walked through the wooden door and right through the kitchen, where the maid, hair hidden under a kerchief, was frying up rashers of bacon.

“Have a good day?” Margarete asked. It wasn’t a friendly question.

“No,” Claire said, shortly, because she hadn’t, and though the other girl would never believe her, she would have traded their places in an instant. It wouldn’t be a problem if Jeremiah Emerson didn’t heap the work of three servants on his housekeeper’s small shoulders. “Any callers?”

Margarete correctly heard “callers” as “creditor thugs.”

“Only the one,” she said, her accent lingering at the edges of her words. “We hid. He went away. It wasn’t so bad.”

“After breaking the window to send a message.”

“As you saw.” Margarete turned back to the stove. For a girl fourteen years old, she had a surprising gravity to her manner. “He’s in his study, talking to someone from the Governor. Waiting for his genius girl, I’m sure.”

“Of course,” Claire said, staring up at the staircase, and then heard what she’d just said. “Margarete, you know that I’m not—you know that it’s a punishment, don’t you?”

“A punishment?” Slowly she held up her ash-blackened hands, her skin white beneath. “Let’s talk about punishments, then, the next time I’m to do the laundry. Maybe you can haul the water or work the press.”

Few maids would have spoken that way to their employer’s daughter. But few maids were girls adopted as a sister and then treated as a servant.

Claire set her jaw. It was fair for Margarete to say it, but that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. “I’ll be in his study.”

“Tell him I’ll have supper in thirty minutes!” Margarete called as Claire climbed the stairs.

Though their house was lavish looking from the outside, on the inside it was spare. The walls were unpainted, the floors unpolished. The Emerson house was one meant to be tended by an army of servants and decorated with an expert’s touch, but there wasn’t any gilt on the trim or paintings on the walls. It looked like what it was. A house purchased with the promise of wealth, left bare when that wealth never arrived.

Jeremiah Emerson wouldn’t be paid again for his Barrage until it exploded its terrifying fireworks across the Monticello sky.

Claire lingered in the empty hallway, outside her father’s study door. He would have spent his day down at Jefferson Park, in the pavilion that had been built to house his inventions. When Governor Duchamp had first ordered the pavilions built, they had been little more than wood painted to look like marble. Then the Fair was delayed again, and again, and eventually it was clear that the pavilions needed to be reinforced if they were to survive the harsh Monticellan winters. They became, in fact, the things they had been only meant to reference. Buildings of gleaming white marble, speckled and veined like something out of ancient Rome.

Jeremiah Emerson would have arrived with the dawn at the building that wore his name. He would have spent the day inside with his workmen, tearing down and rebuilding his mighty gun, the gun that only fired for its inventor on those days that his daughter had blessed him.

And on the days it failed, Emerson would come home and take those failures out on his daughter.

At least today she had a moment to compose herself out here on the landing. The housekeeper hadn’t said who was in with her father, but she knew who it was.

The General. He had a name, but no one ever used it. Why would they need to?

“—we can’t countenance another delay. We need a show, and an impressive one. That boy may very well think that this Fair is about our kingdom’s ingenuity. I suppose leaders need to have ideals.” His tone was acid when he spoke of his young Governor. “What I need is an assurance that our borders aren’t invaded while we’re congratulating ourselves on our smarts. The Livmonians need to be afraid of us. Properly afraid.”

“Then give me another day to get it right,” her father said. “Let the Barrage go on the second day, or the third. Or next month! If the Fair’s to run until fall, we can build anticipation—”

The General snorted. “You’ve had enough time. There were German firms that were offered your contract, as you well know. But all I heard from that boy was of your gargantuan gun. Well, your gargantuan gun still doesn’t damn well work. And you know the real reason for this show. Our neighbors to the west need to see some real might. They want to get a taste of us, take our lands? We’d blow them to smithereens. So much for that.” A thud, like he’d swung his boots down to the ground. Had he been sitting on her father’s desk? Claire felt a wash of annoyance and admiration.

“So much for my genius, you mean.” Her father’s voice was sour.

“As you said. I’ll expect you in the morning.” Claire scuttled back from the doorway as she heard him approach. “Tell your pretty daughter hello for me.”

A shot, expertly aimed. “Of course,” Jeremiah Emerson said, and Claire was almost proud at how he hid his despair.

She waited with her hands clasped at the top of the stairs for the General to leave. What she saw first was what she always did, what she was meant to see. His uniform. The fitted jacket, midnight blue, and the softer blue of the pants below, the half cape with its ermine trim, and everywhere, gold scrollwork, like an endless poem made of thread. That thought would be lost on the General, a man whose neat dark mustache looked like it was trimmed against a ruler.

“Miss Emerson,” he said, reaching out to take her hand in a way he surely thought was charming. He was a handsome man, but it was an afterthought. His uniform was fit to swallow any beauty he had.

“A pleasure.” Claire kept her hands where they were, and after a moment, he dropped his.

“Your father”—he said this conspiratorially, as though Jeremiah Emerson weren’t still five feet away—“will be the death of us, you know.”

“I thought that was why you hired him.” When he raised his eyebrows, Claire said, “Death.”

“Yes.” The General smiled. “Of course. He’ll do it well, when all’s said and done. And tell me—”

“If you’ll excuse me,” she said. “I’ve been holding this bag of wrenches for three hours now.” With her foot, she shut the door behind her.

Claire knew she should be more careful with him. The General could fabricate some offense, have her thrown in jail. He could withdraw her father’s contract. He could finally make the marriage proposal he’d been threatening for months; he could make it, take her to bed, then withdraw the offer immediately. He could wreck her life in any of a dozen ways for mouthing off to him, but Claire was Claire, and she’d never met a bad decision she didn’t like.

Sunday, she thought. Sunday. All I need is to make it till this Sunday.

“Your wrenches,” she said, dumping the bag on her father’s desk.

Jeremiah Emerson scowled. He was a beefy man, with thick, corded arms and a thatch of dark hair. He strutted around in shirtsleeves, looped his fingers through his suspenders, left his jacket crumpled in a ball on the floor. Claire often thought that he had cultivated his idiosyncrasies in the same way as his inventions—deliberately, with great care.

“You’re late,” he said.

“What did the General want?”

“Don’t pretend you didn’t hear.”

Claire kept the desk between them. It was safest that way. “What do you need me to do?”

He studied her. “Open the bag,” he said. “No. With bare hands. Come on, girl, you know better than that.”

She drew her head up high. Gently, she pulled off one glove, then the other, and laid them before her.

“On with it.”

Claire untied the grosgrain ribbon and tugged open the mouth of the bag. The wrenches inside gleamed dully. The study wasn’t bright enough to allow for intellectual pursuits or professional exploits; the electric lamps that were everywhere else in the city were missing here. This room was still lit by gaslight, another money-saving measure. Any real work Jeremiah Emerson did was at his pavilion in Jefferson Park.

This room was for conversations with the Governor, and the Governor’s staff. It was for organizing his notes for the next day.

For tormenting his daughter.

“The wrenches.”

Claire wanted to take up the lot of them and pitch them into her father’s face. Black his eyes. Knock out his teeth. Rattle the brain that wasn’t smart enough to get them out of the mess he had created, that relied on this insane superstition instead. She’d gone far enough to lift a pair of torque wrenches when her father clucked his tongue.

“One at a time,” he said, his eyes bright with anticipation.

He didn’t have to give her instructions. She knew what she was expected to do. In one open palm, she cradled the tool. With the other, she drew her fingers together over it, like a priest would sprinkle water on a child.

“I bless this tool,” her father said.

“I bless this tool,” Claire said, low.

His chin went up sharply. “Did you mean it?”

“I meant it.”

His hands seized, and in a galvanic motion, he lunged forward to pull it from her hands.

“You have to mean it, girl,” he breathed, the wrench bright in his fingers. “You have to mean it, or else I’ll be in the same place I was this morning. Do you know how they looked at me when I walked in? All those porters, those immigrant whoresons I found down in the stockyard—I gave them better lives, I offered them clean work, to lift and carry and mind my work, and after my failures, those same men had the audacity to look at their employer and pity him today! I will not have that! I will not be threatened by foreigners who were not born to this great American Kingdom, these—these Germans who want my contract, and moreover, I will not have sedition in my own house! You know that you are blessed—”

Claire took a shuddering step back, hands clutching her skirts.

“—you know that you are blessed and that it is required of you to share those blessings with me. I am your father. You have been standing each night in this house I have raised over your head and you think that you can fool me? That you can withhold what is mine by right because of your feminine whims and caprices? No.” He was whispering still, harsh and forced, his hands convulsing around the wrench. “No. I say no to that. I say you will not bring down this dishonor upon my home.”

Some small, screaming part of Claire thought, He’ll beat me with that wrench. She thought, He should have been a preacher. She thought, No one will ever believe just how powerless I really am.

“I bless this tool,” he growled.

Claire swallowed. “I bless this tool,” she said, and the words were crackling and strange in her mouth.

With a clang, he dropped the wrench onto the pile. He held his hands out, like she was a child again and needed help climbing up to her feet after a fall.

She placed her hands in her father’s. By now, she knew what he wanted.

“I bless this man,” he said, and waited.

Claire looked into his horrible, eager eyes. “I bless this man,” she said, and what she thought was, I hope you die in your sleep, and though every night she wished it, every morning she woke to him still there, still breathing.

“Bless my work in this exhibition. Bless it, and mean it, goddammit, or it’s your head on the platter too.”

“I bless his work,” she whispered.

If that was the case, if she had so little control, how much power could a girl like her possibly have?

Jeremiah Emerson waited, head cocked, as though some angel was going to whisper in his ear. “Let me get my clothes for the exposition,” he said finally. “You’ll bless those. You’ll bless my notes. It shouldn’t take more than a few hours. You won’t need to know a thing about them, of course. I wouldn’t expect you to.” He sighed. “I only wish that I could take you to the pavilion tonight. But I can’t risk it. Not until tomorrow. A man shouldn’t show his weakness that way.”

“In what way?” she asked into the waiting silence.

“No one should take his heart out with him in public. No one,” he said, and swept off to his bedroom, leaving Claire to stare disbelievingly after him.
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Two

Jeremiah Emerson’s madness, as his daughter understood it, had begun after her mother’s death. More precisely, it had started in the weeks before.

Her brother was already training furiously for his escape; he intended to play baseball for the royal touring team. Her father had been working at a munitions firm, developing a project he called a “grenade,” and when he came home at night to their little tenement apartment, his face and neck were dusted with the black powder that was the mark of his trade. The talk was all of explosives, of their potential in combat. He tinkered and tinkered, but he could make nothing explode.

Claire had been eight years old. Her father was her own private king. The last Governor Duchamp—Leonard, the current Governor’s father—hadn’t ever put too much stock in women, and though reformers put on men’s trousers and stomped through the streets howling for work and respect and autonomy, they were eventually rounded up and put into asylums, where they could get the help they needed. One had to appreciate one’s place in society.

Everyone knew that women were the angels in the house. They inspired men to do good works out in the evil world; they made their homes a place of comfort for those men to return to.

Claire’s father might have been her king, but her mother only paid lip service to his rule. Every morning, Susannah Emerson kissed her husband at the door, and when it shut she took Claire into the kitchen, pulled food from the larder, and began quizzing her on mathematics as she mixed up the dough for her buttermilk biscuits. While the two of them pressed the clothes they’d spent hours scouring, Susannah taught her daughter Milton and Donne. She sewed their clothes while teaching her geography and the history of the American Kingdom, and Claire threaded her mother’s needles while she listened. Sometimes the little neighbor girl with the eyepatch would come by with apples or new-made cheese or a cloth of her own to sew, and Susannah would set her a place for her to listen, too.

But Beatrix wasn’t there on the day that Claire remembered best. That day, while making a dress for her daughter—a gray poplin with billowing sleeves, the last of her mother’s dresses Claire would ever wear—she asked what Claire thought of their young Governor.

Claire shrugged. “He’s French. I don’t like him much.”

Susannah Emerson had pursed her lips as she laid a half-finished sleeve out on the table. “Do you know the story?” she began. This was how all her mother’s history lessons began. A story. She smiled down at the length of poplin before her. “The Duchamps have been woven into the fabric of St. Cloud for nearly a hundred years.”

The original Governor, Montague Duchamp, had been a Frenchman who had helped the young American Kingdom win the War of 1812. He’d been a spymaster; his agents embedded themselves into the British units up in frigid Canada, fed them lies about their American enemy. Fifteen cannons became twelve. Five hundred troops became fifty. The British underestimated their enemy’s resources, and because of it, their American enemy won.

In thanks, King George Washington carved out a province for Duchamp. The long stretch of land that swaddled the Mississippi was given into his keeping; at that time, it was the farthest west the American Kingdom stretched.

Duchamp, in an attempt to maintain the peace, named his new province St. Cloud after the town in Île-de-France where he had lived as a boy. And if by chance his new subjects found their ruler unpatriotic, they would be appeased by his ruling seat—Monticello-by-the-Lake, a city perched on Lake Michigan, a city named for Thomas Jefferson’s estate that he’d so admired on his visit to the country’s capital to meet the King.

By all accounts Duchamp ruled his own province fairly and well.

His grandson Leonard hadn’t. When the neighboring province Livingston-Monroe began to nibble away at their western border, establishing military outposts on the Mississippi’s western banks, Leonard Duchamp shrugged at them. Let them have what they would; his focus turned ever back to Monticello.

This Duchamp patronized artists, built skyscrapers, paved the roads. Had his guard ignore the brothels and the dance halls if they looked respectable enough from the street. All the lines between “looks nice” and “is nice” began to blur. When the first European prince deigned to visit the city, he disdained a soiree at the Governor’s Mansion for a night in the city’s sordid Levee district, where, in a gilded pool hall, he played roulette with thieves and sipped his champagne from a courtesan’s shoe. The city grew ever wilder, ever lusher, ever hungrier to rage out beyond its borders.

And when Leonard Duchamp died suddenly a year before his Great Exposition was to be staged, his young son, Remy, was thrust into his role and told to make the marvel happen.

“It’s a complicated place, our city,” her mother had said, holding her piecework up to the light. Claire had abandoned her work to listen, her chin resting on her hands. “But I don’t think it’s a bad place to live.”

“Father thinks it’s evil,” Claire said.

“Not evil. Alive.”

She shook her head. “Father doesn’t want me to go out into it alone. Not without someone to keep watch over me.”

At that, her mother paused, then set the unfinished sleeve onto the table. “Never be afraid of being alone, Claire. I’ve taught you well enough, and why? For you to be your own best company. You can mind yourself.”

It was the closest her mother ever came, in words, to defying her father, and when the typhus swept through their tenement two weeks later like a wave and took her beautiful mother with it, down and out the front door in a pinewood box, Claire held on to that one moment of rebellion.

Her brother left only two months later. Though Ambrose had always been a fine athlete, he had been so anxious the morning of his tryout for the King’s baseball team that he’d snuck out to vomit in a flower bed. Ambrose had always told her she could be whatever she wanted, a queen or a mathematician, and so she took both her brother’s hands in hers and told him he was the best shortstop in the world. When he didn’t seem to believe her, she took his baseball bat and blessed him, touching each of his shoulders the way a queen might, and he went off into the morning and came back with the news he’d made it through to the next round.

She didn’t bless him then. It felt silly, childish, and anyway she didn’t think he needed it, talented as he was. But Ambrose couldn’t catch a thing the next day at tryouts. Couldn’t hit the ball. The coach told him, bemused, that he’d give him one more shot. That final morning her big brother hauled her out, his “good-luck charm,” to bless him again. He even went down on one knee like he was her knight, and rode off to his tryouts with Claire’s handkerchief in his pocket.

Suffused with confidence, Ambrose made the team. Claire told her father the whole story at dinner, after Ambrose had waved goodbye to them from the window of the King’s train, but Jeremiah Emerson only paid her half attention.

For the rest of her years, she would think back on that innocent story told over cold pigeon pie and wonder. Was that the moment where the train derailed?

Because her father’s work grew wilder and stranger, and he grew stranger with it. After Susannah’s death, after Ambrose’s departure, Jeremiah left his young daughter in the house alone. Often after work he would stay out for hours, carousing in the Levee district he so disdained. When he returned home, stinking drunk, he’d wander into his daughter’s room to cry. “I can’t live in this sinful city,” he’d sob, kneeling by her bed. “I can’t live in this house. This is a land of death.” And then he’d leave his daughter in the dark, to her ever-worsening dreams.

Jeremiah Emerson didn’t touch his daughter, much less hug her goodnight. He couldn’t even look at her straight, this girl with her mother’s face. He arranged for the necessities, and let her grow.

He had a horror of their tenement home that he claimed was tainted by sickness. But he didn’t air the place out or move his family. He didn’t do anything; he didn’t seem to mind if that sickness he so feared took his daughter.

He waited. For what, Claire didn’t know.

In the meantime, she played by herself, dirty and unkempt, her own best company. She snuck out to eat meals with Beatrix’s family, and though the Lovells had so little to share, they welcomed her to their table. When their tenements felt too small, Beatrix and Claire ran wild through the Monticello streets, and Jeremiah Emerson never knew the least of it. When he came home in the evenings, he seared his meat on the stove and cut her off bits with his knife, as though she were a dog. Most nights he left it at that, left the dishes to molder on the kitchen sideboard and his daughter to put herself to bed.

Claire prayed every night for her brother to come home to help, to fix things, but their mother’s death didn’t seem to affect Ambrose at all. At the very least, it didn’t bring him back to Monticello-by-the-Lake. Instead he sent Claire letters and money, when all she wanted was for him to come and take her up in his arms and carry her away from this place.

Two years passed. Then her father brought a girl home. A German orphan from the Home of the Friendless, meant to cook for them and do their chores. She would treat Miss Claire like a lady, Jeremiah said, and in return she would have a place to sleep. Margarete scowled from underneath her new bonnet and said she would.

While the urchin rolled up her sleeves and got to cleaning their kitchen, Jeremiah Emerson took his daughter by the hand and sat her next to him by the fire. He expressed surprise at her height, as though she’d been doing all this growing in purposeful secret.

“Things are going to be different, girl,” he said.

He was making progress on his work. He was developing a new kind of gun. Something that could make big explosions, ones he indicated with his hands, as though explaining to a dog the size of a promised bone.

Claire wanted to bristle at the implication. Her mother had taught her calculus, but she had taught her too to love her father. She settled on nodding, as though she were amazed.

A promotion would be coming soon. Did she understand what that was? And when Claire nodded again, so happy to see her father’s joy, he looked down at their clasped hands and said, “Do you know? I feel like maybe we should all have ourselves a treat. Lemon ices!”

She nodded again, bewildered. There hadn’t ever been money for treats, or so she’d thought.

“Lemon ices and—no. I’ll send the girl out for ices. I have an idea for—an idea. I won’t say what. Here,” he said, and dug a handful of coins from his pocket to put on the table. “Go. I’ll be in the
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