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Morning Meetings
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The cheerful brightness of morning light filtering through the windows belied the crisp air beyond. It painted the walls in shades of butter and sunflower. Lenore gravitated toward it as she ran her fingertips along the book spines in Eamon’s and her library. She raised her face to the sunshine, bathing in the little warmth it offered. If only she could soak it up and store it away for more difficult times.
Hearing footsteps on the stairs, she spun and headed for the doorway.
“Good morning.” Lenore did her best to sound cheerful. She even managed a half-smile.
Eamon looked at her for a moment. “Morning.” He didn’t return the smile.
“Would you like to walk to work together?” She took a step forward. “I thought I might get an early start.”
“No, thank you.” He adjusted his cravat. “I hope you have a good day.”
He continued out of the house without looking back. Once he was gone, Lenore’s face crumpled; it’d been this way for the last several weeks. She sank into a stiff leather armchair and allowed herself to weep. 
“You must accept your feelings,” Mina had counseled her. “Allow yourself to process them.”
Lenore hadn’t told Mina, Neal, or the rest of her adoptive family what had transpired between Eamon and herself the night of the Halls of Justice attack. She could tell they had an inkling, however. Eamon’s anger at discovering Kieran’s existence followed by Lenore’s increased presence in their home must have told them enough.
“What did he say?” Neal had asked not long after that dark night.
“He’s upset with all of us,” was all Lenore would betray.
She hadn’t wanted to risk angering Eamon further by “airing their dirty laundry,” as Eamon’s mother often phrased it. Later, however, she’d told him about Neal’s question. Eamon had barely hidden his contempt.
With Bitsy curled up in her lap and Majesty at her feet, Lenore allowed her mind to wander. A distant lone zeppelin glided by the window, possibly on its way to Bone Port. She wondered if the passengers could see the sweep of white-clothed protesters spilling across the Parliament building lawns below. Their ranks had swelled after the Enforcers had been given temporary extra funding in response to the attack. The thought weighed Lenore down even more. She tried to follow Mina’s instructions, though Lenore’s old thief-self warred against it.
Stuff it down, the voice inside her said. Don’t let yourself break like this.
She let loose another sob and pushed the instinct away. Lenore remembered her mother, the hope just before that small office wall had exploded. It hurt, but she let the pain pool inside her heart. Her loss was worthy of her tears, so she honored it.
The sharp emptiness of the house cut into her heart. Thank the stars for Bitsy and Majesty—they were the only support she had left here. After Lenore had cried her tears into their coats, she opened her pocket watch. Neal and Mina’s precious gift, with its exposed gears and smoked glass face, gave her bittersweet news. Given that she’d risen early to catch Eamon, she’d be right on time.
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Camilla shifted her doctor’s bag to one hand and knocked on the grey-blue door. She chanted the prayer that had become a ritual with these visits: Please let him wake up today.
Every day that Falcon remained unconscious eroded hope for his recovery. Camilla cursed the explosive that had blown him off that window at the Halls of Justice. The event had killed hers and Lenore’s mothers, Adelle and Twila, and left Falcon comatose, though only Camilla and a few others knew the full truth of it. 
She focused on the door to re-center her thoughts. Its knob was black, the trim white. Falcon’s mother had painted it to resemble a blue jay’s plumage. The door opened, revealing Falcon’s father, Scholar Jacob Smoke.
Without preamble, he informed her, “No change since the other day.”
Camilla’s heart sank, but she molded her expression to one of comforting encouragement. Following a gesture from Scholar Smoke to enter, she headed straight down a corridor into Falcon’s makeshift sickroom.
When they had transported him home, Mina had recommended he be moved as little as possible. Since his usual room was up a grand flight of stairs, the Smoke family had fashioned a space for him in a small conservatory at the back of the house.
“He’s always loved the view from this room,” Rhea, Falcon’s mother, had said. “Perhaps the sunlight will be good for him.”
At the moment, Camilla was concerned about the chill seeping in through the windows. Embossed birds on striped wallpaper swooped along panels of sunshine, and the family had placed cheerful flower arrangements around the room. Camilla laid another blanket over Falcon’s unconscious form. She checked his vitals and performed other necessary hygiene tasks. As Jacob Smoke had said, no change—unconscious but stable. 
After her ministrations were complete, Camilla pulled up a chair next to Falcon. “It’s been difficult without you,” she whispered. The Smokes often popped in during her visits, so she kept her words between Falcon and herself. “Emily Lee’s parents have sent her away to a boarding school in the north. I understand it’s an excellent institution, and it gets her out of the city. I suppose Mrs. Lee is protecting Emily in a way, even if Emily hates everything about it. Mina tried speaking to Mrs. Lee about Emily’s position again, but Mrs. Lee still refuses to hear any argument for it. I think she’s fairly well written Mina off, but I wrote to Emily this morning. She made me promise to keep her updated on things here. Eamon wasn’t much help. He’s still upset with Lenore about the Halls.”
As well as Kieran, Camilla mentally added.
She stroked Falcon’s hand. He’d worked so hard to keep them safe that night. He could have turned them in or at least abandoned them, but he had put himself in harm’s way instead. He’d even gone so far as to try to help Adelle and Twila escape—prisoners he was meant to keep incarcerated. And this was his reward. He had hurtled back, fallen, as everything flew apart in that fiery blaze. 
“I want to thank the stars you haven’t had to answer for anything that night, but it’s not worth… this. The Enforcers have questioned Mina and me as to your state. They’re questioning everyone about the attack. I thought attending Fourth Hawkins’ funeral would bring me some closure. Then I thought perhaps it was just slow in coming.” Camilla’s voice cracked. She took a deep breath to collect herself. “You know how I hated him, and yet… Blast it all.” A few tears rolled down her cheeks. “I thought at first this was about my mother and you, but… Why, Falcon? Why am I mourning him? He was the worst kind of monster.”
She dabbed her face with a lace-edged, clumsily embroidered handkerchief. In echinacea pink floss, the letters HCA blared against the white silk—the C for Camilla being larger than the other two letters. Mina had counseled Camilla and Lenore together on processing their feelings, but it wouldn’t do to fall apart when the Smoke family was in their own pain, not to mention the possibility of appearing unfit to treat Falcon.
“I miss you,” she whispered. “Please, get better. There’s nothing more I can do on this end.”
Camilla’s throat tightened, and she paused to collect herself. Taking deep breaths, she reclaimed distance from her patient, hating the need to do so with every inhalation.
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As soon as Lenore entered the Arc-Tech department, she headed for Neal’s desk. She often left work late nowadays, so everything looked exactly as it had when she left the evening before. Tidy stacks of papers and correspondence stored in their respective envelopes hunkered behind rulers and pen cups—barriers Lenore had erected in the battle to keep the center of Neal’s workspace usable. She knew what her mentor had on his agenda, having looked over his diary last night, but she gave it another check anyway.
“G’morning, Nori,” came a gruff yet soft voice beside her.
A familiar, exquisite scent tickled Lenore’s nostrils and dragged her attention to the stout figure standing a few paces off. Copper held out a paper cup and wrapped parcel. She said nothing and kept her eyes glued to the cup. 
Their relationship had become rather complicated these last few weeks, ever since Lenore had learned Copper had enabled the Reaper’s Collective to blow up pieces of the Halls of Justice. He’d cut ties before the attack, when the Collective tried to kill him. They’d used what he had taught them, however, to take out innocents, including members of the museum staff and Lenore and Camilla’s mothers. Having learned Copper’s reasoning, Lenore couldn’t entirely blame him, but he still had blood on his hands. Then again, he’d been a dear friend and supportive mentor, so she didn’t always know how to interact with him.
“Neal told me where to find that place that does up coffee,” Copper continued. “Thought you might like some.”
Lenore finally raised her eyes to Copper’s face. “Thank you,” she said, and took the proffered gifts.
Copper shifted from foot to foot. “Neal told me how you liked it. I hope I did it right.”
“Thank you.” She tried to hold Copper’s gaze, to think of something more to say. With each passing moment, more heat flooded her cheeks. “I’m sure it’s lovely,” she mumbled before turning away again.
“You going to Neal’s do tonight?” he asked.
Neal and Katerina Holmes were co-hosting a soirée to drum up support for their Enforcer reform initiative. They’d recruited as many of their family and friends as possible to help give the attendees a positive experience and inform them of the reform’s goals.
Lenore nodded, not wanting to discuss the event with Copper. It was too close to the disaster he had helped engineer. She grasped for a different topic and swept her eyes over Neal’s desk again. Her eyes landed on his open diary. “We’ve got new graduate student interviews today.”
“Aye. Let’s hope this lot is better than Dempsey.”
Lenore gave a strangled laugh and glanced back at Copper. His mouth ticked up into something that almost resembled a smile.
“Would you believe he was the best of the last lot?” he said.
“No,” Lenore replied, perhaps a bit too emphatically. “I really don’t.”
Copper didn’t know Dempsey, their former colleague, had hired a shadowy coterie of assassins to kill Lenore. The contract had finally been dissolved, but Dempsey had escaped and disappeared without a trace.
“It was his grades,” Copper explained. “Top marks from university. We knew he was a prat from the get-go, but on paper he was the best candidate. And his daddy was a generous donor.”
Lenore made a disgruntled noise of acknowledgement and lifted a folder from Neal’s desk. She’d scrawled Grad Student CVs across the tab.
Offering the folder to Copper, “Want to see what we’re working with this time?”
Copper’s brushy beard perked up as he took it from her, and he motioned to the research corner on the far side of the room. She grabbed her coffee and unwrapped the accompanying parcel—pound cake. Companionable ease joined them at last as they sat, occasionally commenting on the applicants’ qualifications. 
Lately, Lenore found her job trying. On top of the awkwardness with Copper, assisting Neal with the Archeology department’s sunken temple project had its own problems. The congenial facade Eamon donned at work cut her like splinters of ice, which melted beneath the heat of their colleagues’ knowing glances.
While she and Copper worked, Lenore had to push back tears. Only once, though, thankfully. Anything could set her off nowadays. In this case, it was gratitude that she and Copper had managed to connect. 
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Winter was good to Kieran, with its longer nights and fewer people outside. The cold air felt like a mild breeze on his skin. It was odd to think summer used to be his favorite, back when he’d been mortal. He crouched against a tree trunk, balancing effortlessly on a sturdy bough. Below sat a tiny but tidy back garden. Kieran gathered shadows around himself for camouflage. He dearly wished he could go inside, but ever since her purging, Annabelle made every room as bright as daylight. She only turned the lights down before bed, and humans were deadly boring to watch sleep, no matter what some of those over-romanticized novels said. 
He chuckled. As children, she turned up the petrolsene lights in his room at night when he’d annoyed her, knowing he didn’t sleep well except in total dark. At least that hadn’t changed.
Annabelle was making dinner for herself and her daughter, who was elsewhere in the house, probably painting or updating business expenses for Annabelle. When they were in the same room, Kieran sometimes hid beneath the closest window and listened. He sighed. It was pathetic, yet it was the only way he knew to retain a connection with his older sister, tenuous though it was. Neal and Mina had suggested on many occasions that, perhaps, he should reveal himself, but if a time for such things had ever existed, it had long passed.
Annabelle had turned herself in for purging for her daughter’s sake. That hideous practice—“cleansing” a criminal through torture and confession—had cost Annabelle’s hand. Kieran hadn’t been there for her then. Now that she’d pulled herself up by her bootstraps, it wasn’t his place to upend her life. She’d thought him dead for over a decade, seemed to have made her peace with it, so he remained a silent observer. He saw her happy, and that was enough.
 
)(
 
Three black-clad figures walked into Rook’s office as silent as shadows. Rook was already standing, Dmitri just behind him. Garrick stood behind the desk, ready to pull switches rigged to hidden crossbows around the room. Rook hoped it wouldn’t come to that. 
He’d been forewarned of the dark trio’s arrival, and he mentally ticked each of the goons stationed at various posts outside his office. One, a behemoth called Grunt, covered the door. That was standard. But the rest, the plants pretending to peruse the market’s wares or even selling items, were not.
Rook smiled and spread his hands in welcome. “Good to see you, Reaper. I trust the outside world wasn’t too terrible to traverse.”
He extended his hand, but the Reaper made no move to take it. They didn’t even tilt their bird-masked face to look at it. 
No one knew the strange figure’s real identity. They didn’t even claim a gender. With their robes pooling beneath them like squid ink, Rook wondered if the creature had some kind of horrible, slimy, cephalopod face. That certainly would explain the ridiculous getup. 
Rook retracted his unshaken hand, shrugged, and turned, one eye always on his guests.
He made sure to use Dmitri’s code name. “Ermine, drinks, if you please. Absinthe, yes?” Rook winked at the visitors. “If the rumors are anything to go by anyway.”
The Collective members gave no indication of having heard him, much less of being impressed. Their round, soulless, glass eyes, which bulged from brass and leather masks, stared forward. Metal grates served for their mouths. Dmitri, almost as stone-faced, headed over to the drinks table. He remained behind the invisible line Rook drew with his body.
“May I invite you and your associates to sit?” Rook asked, and glanced at the two Crypt-Keepers behind the Reaper.
“No,” one replied.
“You prefer to stand and drink?”
The other Crypt-Keeper pointed at Dmitri. “We came only for him.”
“Really? I’m disappointed.” Rook did not at all look disappointed. “Your note made it sound like you wanted to establish new business dealings. ‘You have something of mine,’ I believe it said?”
“No one leaves the Collective,” the first Crypt-Keeper replied.
“I understand the pain of losing one of your flock. Believe me, I’ve been through it. But you know what they say. If you love something, let it go.”
Dmitri returned with two small glasses and handed one to Rook. Rook clinked his against the one Dmitri still held. He then leveled his eyes at his guests as he took a sip. Dmitri continued to hold the other glass in silent challenge.
“This worm belongs to us,” the first Crypt-Keeper said.
Rook’s eyes narrowed. “I’m done talking to you grunts.” A sound from the goon at the door. “Oh, not you, mate. You stay out there. Thank you.” Rook looked back at the Reaper, who rose almost as tall as him. “I want to hear from the big dog.”
A long pause passed. Dmitri took a sip of his absinthe.
A deathly wheeze rattled from the Reaper. “Do not test me.”
“I assure you, there is no test in play.” Rook’s tone was deadly calm. “This is business. Ermine works for me now.”
“His interference has taken one of my children from me. His life is mine.”
“Your ill-conceived attack on the Halls of Justice cost this city much more. The Enforcer ranks have swelled. How many of us will lose people thanks to you? You’re not the most popular person at the moment.”
“Will you kill me then? Call your planted soldiers in here and strike me down?”
A smile curled up Rook’s face. “No, but I can’t speak for anyone else. I want a truce between us instead.”
Another pause.
“Indeed.”
Rook waited, but the Reaper didn’t elaborate. “That’s not an agreement.”
“It is not a refusal either.”
The Reaper turned and left without another word, black robes whispering over the floor as the Crypt-Keepers followed. Rook waited until the door was closed again and the sound of feet on the stairs outside had subsided.
He placed his glass on the desk. “Glech! How does anyone drink that swill? Garrick, post additional lookouts. I want to know the moment one of those morbid morons enters the Char district.”
Garrick grumbled and shot Dmitri a venomous look as he left.
“Thank you. I still love you, even if I do have a second second-in-command now,” Rook called to Garrick’s retreating back. He sounded uncannily like a parent of small children. “Let’s try to remember to play nice with one another. I need you all at your best.” He pointed at Dmitri. “You watch yourself. I think that freak would sooner flay themself than give you up. Although, who knows? It might enjoy that.”
“Yes, sir,” Dmitri replied flatly.
Rook stole one final glance at the broad window that looked down over the market. Should he have just killed the Reaper and been done with it? No. Even if he’d succeeded—far from a sure thing—it would have started a war. One he wasn’t sure he could win.
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Gathering Support
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Lenore pulled her coat more tightly around her. A fierce winter wind tugged at her hair and shook a bevy of russet leaves from their branch. They swirled over Lenore’s head and onto the museum’s roof. Lenore watched them go, gazing up at the imposing building.
“Are you ready to go?” came a voice like sunshine cutting through rain.
Lenore turned and gave a small smile as Camilla and Mina approached.
“Yes.” She motioned to her skirt, waistcoat, and blouse hidden beneath her coat. “I hope this is sufficient for Neal and Katerina’s gala.”
“It’s not.” Mina squeezed Lenore around the shoulders. “But not to worry, darling. We brought something for you that will do.”
Camilla held up a trio of garment bags. “We’ll have lots of time to change beforehand.”
Lenore took one from her and nearly dropped it, expecting it to be lighter. “I should try sparring against you. You look as if these weigh next to nothing.”
Camilla’s eyes brightened with pride. “It takes a good bit of elbow grease to saw through solid bone.”
Lenore made a noise in her throat as her stomach turned.
Given the size of their party and parcels, the three traveled by growler instead of the cheaper hansom cab. Within its privacy, Mina schooled them on everything they needed to remember that evening, though Lenore wondered if it was mostly for her benefit.
“Remember, she is Lady Katerina tonight. Or Lady Holmes. Use your discretion. We must appear both proper and approachable.”
Lenore wished for a guidebook, or at least a checklist, for determining which to choose in each situation.
“Who will be there?” Camilla asked.
“Goodness, I wish I could remember them all,” Mina said.
Lenore’s confidence returned. This she could do. “Neal had me quizzing him with flashcards today. Cambridge, who’s coming tonight, is good friends with Jones, who isn’t. They’re on opposite sides of the argument. Laurel has already pledged his support, and Evergreen is firmly ambivalent, but he’s coming for the free food.”
“I’d like you to stay close to me tonight, please,” Mina said. “Goodness knows I won’t know who’s who in there.”
Lenore inwardly sighed with relief. She could follow Mina’s lead regarding titles. “Is this normal? Garnering support by throwing a party?”
“Apparently,” Mina said. “I went to one of Katerina’s soirées years back, when she pushed for looser travel restrictions.”
“Did it work?” Lenore asked.
Mina held her hands up like scales. “Part of her proposal eventually passed, but she had to surrender the other part and offer support for someone else’s scheme to make it happen. To be honest, I didn’t try terribly hard to keep up with all the associated intrigues.”
“Zeppelin restrictions loosened, but trains remained the same,” Camilla said. “And she voted in favor of higher tariffs on goods shipped from Duskwood.” Silence met her explanation. “It was very exciting the way Beatrice told it.”
Dread curled like smoke into the back of Lenore’s mind. Tonight had all the portents of being frightfully dull, but Katerina and Neal’s goals were more important than her own comfort.
The growler pulled up to the Holmes manor, a stately building of whitewashed stone with an elaborate water garden in the back. A white-gloved, black-tuxedoed footman greeted them with a perfectly lukewarm tone and led them to a guest room to change. Several vanity tables lined one wall, and Lenore wondered if they were usually here. As many events as Katerina and her husband, John, hosted, it was possible they always kept this room ready for such situations. The Allens normally attended only their New Year celebrations.
Not one minute after the ladies had been deposited, Beatrice, Katerina’s daughter, entered and whirled around the room like a congenial cyclone.
“Doctor Allen,” Beatrice cooed, kissing the woman on each cheek. “I can’t tell you how delighted we are that you came.”
“It’s lovely to see you again, dear,” Mina said.
“And Camilla.” Beatrice pronounced each syllable of her name like she was savoring it. “I never tire of seeing your sweet face.”
Camilla laughed like silver bells. “Nor I yours.”
“Lenore, I’ve missed our lunches of late. Where’s Eamon? I heard he’s not coming tonight.”
Lenore caught the sympathetic glances Mina and Camilla threw her and forced a smile. “He has a prior engagement at the Badger Club.”
Beatrice gave a measured yet playful roll of her eyes. “How disappointing. Of course, this is why I’m still single. I haven’t the patience for anyone who doesn’t support my endeavors a hundred percent. If he were mine, he would be on the verge of losing me, but you, my dear Lenore, are far more patient, which is what makes you such a jewel.”
Lenore blinked as no less than three conflicting emotions assailed her. “You are in top form tonight, Beatrice.”
“Thank you. Now, how can I make you ladies shine? Not that you need much help, but we need to dazzle the other magistrates tonight.” She flickered her fingertips through the air. “Dazzle their top hats right off!”
Beatrice laced and styled and perfected, somehow not displacing a single strand of hair while doing so.
“Lenore,” Beatrice said as she placed glittering gems artfully throughout Camilla’s hair, “you’re acquainted with that Varick chap, yes? Friends even?”
It took Lenore a second to realize Beatrice meant Rook—the name sounded alien coming from her friend’s mouth. She covered the pause by pretending to focus on her makeup. “I am.” 
Beatrice set the rest of the hair gems onto Camilla’s vanity table. “Here, darling. Could you finish with these, please? Your taste is ever so good.” Without waiting for an answer, she trotted over to Lenore and slid what looked like a fascinator from a reticule hanging from her wrist. The hair accessory made Lenore do a double take. “I commissioned this especially for you.”
“It has gears on it.” Lenore batted one of the fascinator’s swaying feathers with a finger. They were black, sturdy, and tipped with gold. A few glass gems glittered here and there, but the bronze, silver, and gold gears sprinkled around the piece instead of the usual flowers held Lenore’s gaze.
“Yes, to signify your position,” Beatrice explained. “It matches the pocket watch Neal gave you, doesn’t it?”
“It does, rather well actually, but the gears don’t serve a purpose.”
“Of course they do. I just told you.”
“Yes, I know, but I mean functionally. They don’t do anything. That’s the whole point of a machine part, to work.”
Beatrice chuckled. “Oh, Lenore, pragmatic as ever. It’s art.” Lenore didn’t know how to respond to that. “I’ll just clip this here… Perfect. As I was saying, Varick Pendragon is a friend of yours, but do you know who his father is?”
“We don’t really discuss his family,” Lenore said. The truth of the words made them effortless to say.
“And I’m not surprised. That whole purging business left quite the stain on their reputation.”
Lenore traded a surprised look with Camilla. Purges weren’t usually spoken of in polite society, at least not so openly. In hushed whispers behind fans and hands, yes, but never so matter-of-factly, and especially not by fine young ladies. Even amongst the middle class, it was treated as a bit of a dirty word.
“I don’t mind telling you, though,” Beatrice continued, “that his father is none other than the Speaker of the magistrate council.”
Even Mina spun in her seat, half-painted lips hanging open.
Lenore recovered first, eyebrows still bobbing. “The Speaker? Of the entire council?”
“Does Neal know?” Mina asked.
“Indeed.” Beatrice’s eyes danced. “I’m surprised you didn’t.”
Mina gaped. “He never told me. Though, to be fair, I never asked. That is…”
“Shocking,” Camilla finished.
“I know. It positively rocked us when we found out. Of course, the Pendragon family tried to keep matters quiet when Varick disappeared, and doubly so when he came forward.” Beatrice placed a delicate hand to her lips, feigning embarrassment. “Anyhow, I was wondering if you, my dear Lenore, might have a chat with your friend about mending some fences, as they say. Get back into his father’s good graces and convince him to throw us a little support.”
“The Speaker is meant to be an unbiased party,” Camilla said.
Mina returned to her vanity mirror. “But he’s been known to support Enforcer causes before.”
“And Lenore here can remind him of that, maybe nudge him toward nudging his daddy into a more bipartisan position, hm?”
Lenore laughed. “I’ll talk to him about it, but I wouldn’t count on it.” Camilla made a noise, though Lenore couldn’t quite decipher it. “Saying that, will Speaker Pendragon be in attendance tonight?”
“Oh no,” Beatrice scoffed. “He wouldn’t deign to attend a pitiful gathering like this. Besides, he’s supposed to be a neutral party, remember?”
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The ballroom sparkled like sunlight on rippling water, while low chatter mimicked the sound of a babbling brook. Wine flowed in every shade. From light topaz to citrine to dark amber. Pink sapphire and rose quartz. Warm ruby, cool garnet, and nearly amethyst. It loosened lips and billfolds—something Lenore had grown accustomed to seeing but could never quite accept. Lowly plebeians like she had once been only ever had enough money to come in coin form. She couldn’t understand how flimsy paper was somehow worth more than solid metal, yet she didn’t hear a jingle all night.
As promised, she shadowed Mina like a faithful cat. Not dog. Dogs didn’t slink and watch like Lenore did. She provided what information she could as they circled the room, chatting and glad-handing and discussing the “Enforcer changes,” as Katerina and Neal had taken to calling them. Changes they desired, changes they disliked, always letting their party guests fill in their own interpretations whenever someone flung the phrase into conversation like a baited hook. Neal and Katerina’s main goals tonight were to garner favor, take temperatures, announce their next event—a masquerade for which they hoped to acquire numerous commitments—and perhaps even drum up a few donations to the cause. If they failed to pass their motion at the next regular magisterial council meeting less than three months away, they wouldn’t get another chance. 
Beatrice claimed Camilla as her partner for the evening, and the two ladies left Lenore to charm everyone they met together.
Lenore quickly decided she didn’t like this type of party. She kept stealing glances at the long table at the back, laden with food, and willed her stomach not to grumble. She hadn’t had time to grab dinner, so she barely sipped her wine, wanting to stay sharp.
“Bring me a salmon toast and I’ll love you forever,” Lenore whispered to Camilla as their paths crossed again.
“You already do,” Camilla whispered back.
“A cheese straw. Anything!”
A new voice called Lenore’s attention away. “Mrs. Lee.” This was Magistrate Warren, if memory served her. “Where is your husband tonight?”
Lenore glanced at the ring shining painfully bright on her finger. She’d recently begun going by the surname Blackbird-Lee, though Neal didn’t seem keen on using it, nor did she expect this gent to care much for a correction.
Thinking of Eamon, bitterness spiked within her, but she kept her countenance cool and pleasant. “Working late. He’s also an apprentice, but in the Anthropology department.”
“Ah, well, once he completes his apprenticeship, I’m sure you’ll be able to spend more time at home,” Magistrate Warren replied.
Lenore’s smile widened, though it felt more like she was baring her teeth. “I couldn’t. My job is far too fun.”
He chortled and slapped Neal on the back. “I suppose this old chap mustn’t be too dreadful a boss then. Eh, Magistrate Allen?”
He laughed again, and Lenore snuck a glance at Neal. She knew how much he hated his political title. Like her, he smiled, but she caught the same tightness in his features she felt in hers. Magistrate Warren and Neal continued to chat, and Lenore’s eyes drifted back to the refreshments table.
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Lenore did a circuit around the house when she returned home that night and found Eamon sitting at a table in the library with no less than four books open before him. Shelves towered around them, while a fire crackled in the fireplace. The licking flames had eaten nearly all of their wooden fuel, but the resulting warmth still hung around. Majesty lay curled beneath the table, golden eyes shining. Bitsy, who hung around Lenore’s neck, growled at the canine. In response, Majesty lolled out her tongue and wagged her tail. Lenore petted Bitsy’s head to quiet him. Her shoes tapped on the wood floor, but Eamon didn’t look up from his work.
“Did you feed Maj?” she asked.
The regal wolf replied with a look that said, No. No one ever feeds me.
“I did,” Eamon said. His focus remained on making notes in a small journal. Majesty huffed and laid her head back onto her paws.
Lenore couldn’t help but smile at the leggy canine. Her smile faded, however, when she turned her attention back to Eamon. “Long day?”
“Yes. Still at it too.”
“Beatrice asked after you.” When he didn’t reply, she added, “People might get suspicious if we keep not appearing in public together.”
“You’re the one who said you can’t pretend everything is fine, which is curious given how easily you lie about everything else.”
Lenore opened her mouth to protest, but no sound came out. The effort to keep herself from crying again demanded too much.
Eamon spared her a glance. “In any case, it’s not as suspicious as you think. You obviously haven’t known many upper class married couples.”
Lenore remembered her conversation with Beatrice earlier that evening. How patient was she really? She wasn’t sure how long this toxic environment could last before she forced a change.
“Did you really go to the Badger Club this evening?” she asked.
This time, Eamon looked at her properly. The cold, thin line of his lips and the contempt in his eyes made Lenore’s anger rise, but she clamped her mouth shut.
“Of course I did. I said I was going, didn’t I? What were you expecting?”
Lenore took a deep breath and barely managed not to huff as she released it. “I was just trying to be communicative. Your plans might have changed for all I know.” The haughtiness in Eamon’s expression remained. She decided to try one last time. “I can tell you’ve got a lot of work to do, but would you like to share a cup of tea? Just for a few minutes before I go to bed?”
“No, thank you.”
The words clanged against Lenore’s ears. She barely managed to utter a civil goodnight before quitting the library.
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The sun struggled to spread its shine over the waking city as it crested the distant buildings. The Copper quarter’s white plaster and red brick appeared sullen in the dim light, but coaches and cabs bustled over the cobbled road, spry as spring rabbits.
As Camilla and Mina walked to Mina’s clinic, Camilla spied Ginger Oran walking arm in arm with her twin sister, Mint. They came from the other direction across the road, toward their mother’s apothecary shop. Ginger waved her arm like a flag in a gale. Camilla smiled; Ginger had always been the best at mornings. Camilla and Mina returned more demure though no less friendly, finger waggling responses.
“Be right back,” Camilla said. She broke away from her aunt and crossed the road to her friends.
Ginger waited for Camilla, while Mint went to unlock the door. Just as Camilla reached their side, Mint called her sister’s name. She sounded concerned. Camilla turned her attention to the older twin, who stood at the apothecary’s entrance.
Leaflets covered the shop’s stoop. Dozens of them. The sisters picked up one each and compared them. Identical, the leaflets were printed on black paper and bore the image of a flexed arm in white ink with the word “FIGHT!” written underneath. Smaller print below read,
 
The Enforcers are death. Show them we won’t take their abuse any longer.
 
The twins exchanged a concerned look. 
“Could this be from the protesters?” Ginger asked.
Mint shook her head. “They’re supposed to be peaceful.”
Camilla wished the flyers were from the protesters, who still occupied the Parliament building’s lawn day in and day out. Instead, she suspected these came from the strange organization Dmitri had joined—the Reaper’s Collective. She turned to see Mina at the clinic’s door with another black leaflet. A moment later, Stephen, Mina’s other assistant, appeared over the rise at the top of the road. Even from this distance, Camilla could make out the black sheet of paper he carried.
The sight of Mina on the other side of the gulf bred a plague of terror in Camilla. A similar tableau had played out just before her mother had been killed. Camilla dashed into the road, heedless of traffic. A chestnut gelding hauling a cab reared up on its hind legs as she ran right into its path. The horse pawed the air. Camilla froze as its hooves descended toward her. She felt herself yanked back and found the twins hanging onto her. They were on the walkway again. The cab driver shook his fist and shouted at Camilla, but she couldn’t hear him over the screaming realization that she had almost just died.
“Milly!” Ginger gasped. “Are you alright?”
Camilla could only nod dumbly.
Mina appeared beside them and checked Camilla for injuries. “Darling, what were you thinking, darting into traffic like that?” Anger and relief vied for top spot in her tone.
“I’m sorry. I… I got scared.” Visions of her mother across a different gap, just before Camilla had lost her forever, burst before her eyes. She looked to Mina. “Are you alright?”
“Yes, dearest, I’m fine. Well, not quite fine.” She held up the leaflet, still gripped in her hand.
“They’re all over,” Stephen puffed, pulling up to the group. “Bloody things are on every doorstep.”
Camilla couldn’t tell if he hadn’t seen the almost-accident or if, since all was well, he’d redirected his focus to the next emergency. He might not have had the best bedside manner, but he was certainly good with triage.
She turned to Mina. “Can Neal do anything? Or Lady Katerina?”
“I don’t know. Maybe…” Mina stopped to think. “Stephen, go to the museum and find my husband, Engineer Neal Allen, in the Archeotechnologics department. See what he makes of this.”
“Doctor Allen, I’d be faster,” Camilla said. “I know where to go.”
“I want you here with me,” Mina said, “not out there by yourself.”
“Mina,” Camilla pressed. The rest of the group looked taken aback at this breach in their usual propriety. “This is too important.”
Mina pressed her lips together and shook her head. “Stephen will go.”
“But—”
“But nothing, young lady.” Mina fixed Camilla with a hard look that referenced events they couldn’t speak of here.
She willed her simmering emotions to steady while Stephen hailed a cab. Camilla was surprised at how cross she was with her beloved aunt, though the fear thrumming underneath superseded.
Mina asked the twins, “Is your mother coming soon?”
“She’ll be along,” Mint said. “She asked us to open the shop so she could deliver some orders.”
Mina pressed her fingertips to her forehead. “Are you two sure you’ll be alright by yourselves?”
Mint and Ginger exchanged a look before Ginger said, “Doctor Allen, we’ve opened the shop plenty of times. We’ll be fine.”
“I know that. What I mean is… That is to say…” Mina took a deep breath. “Of course. If you need anything, though, please don’t hesitate to come over. Even if you feel silly about it.”
Mint laid a hand on Mina’s arm. “Don’t worry, Doctor Allen. We’ll look after each other.”
Mina watched as the twins unlocked and entered the apothecary shop. She then herded Camilla back across the road and into the clinic. Once inside, she leaned against the wall.
“This can’t be happening again,” she muttered.
Seeing Mina so weary doused Camilla’s anger. Camilla hugged her, squeezing a little longer than usual. “We’ll get through it, whatever happens. Shall we prepare the clinic?”
Mina took one more moment to breathe before straightening up and giving herself a little shake. With a stronger voice than before, “Yes, of course, darling.”
Despite their hopeful words, unease jangled Camilla’s nerves. True, Neal and Katerina were doing something about the Enforcers, but no one was doing anything about the Collective.
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The Arc-Tech department was quiet this early in the morning. Only Lenore occupied the huge workshop, which also served as office and reference library. Sitting in the comparatively tiny research corner, she gripped a cup of tea between her hands, trying to ward off the chill slithering over her. The familiar presence of her favorite squashy chair and nearby bookshelves comforted her a little. The sheet of black paper lying on a low table before her, however, radiated raw malice.
The sound of the door opening and shutting on the other side of the workshop made her lift her head. She recognized Copper’s heavy footfalls. Unexpected anger sparked, pulling her features into a scowl. Leaflet in her free hand, she marched to Copper’s desk, where he always started his day. He watched her approach with an inscrutable expression.
She slapped the black paper onto the desk and jabbed a finger at it. “Do you know anything about this?”
Copper barely looked at it. “Why would I know anything about it?”
“Because you worked with them. What do they want? Why are they trying to incite violence?”
Copper picked up the flyer and examined it. “We don’t know who made these. It might be—”
“You know as well as I do the Reaper’s Collective is behind this!”
Copper’s eyes snapped to hers. His mouth thinned into a stern line. “How do you know who they are?”
Lenore leaned back against the desk and crossed her arms. Neither had ever said to the other who they were. She sipped her tea and decided not to say anything more.
Copper’s face transformed like a heating teakettle. His finger popped up under the pressure, and he shook it at Lenore. “Now you listen here, young lady—” Lenore’s eyebrows shot up into her hairline. “You heard what I said. Whatever you’re mixed up in, I want you out of it. Those people won’t hesitate to kill you for even knowing who they are.”
“I’m not mixed up in anything,” Lenore shot back. She knew her chances of being believed were slim at best, given she’d told Copper she’d been inside the Halls of Justice the night of the attack. “And don’t speak to me like a child. You’re not my father.”
“Well, someone’s obviously gotta talk some sense into you.”
The sound of the door opening again stopped them. Lenore took another sip of tea, listening to the shuffling footsteps she was fairly certain came from Ezra. Sure enough, her fellow apprentice shambled into view a few moments later and gave them both a sleepy wave.
“Morning.”
Lenore assumed as pleasant a tone as she could muster. “Good morning, Ezra. Neal’s out. He’s gone to speak with Lady Katerina and the protesters.” She shot Copper a look that said, So be a bloody professional and let’s get on with it.
Copper’s answering glare was angry but resolute. He wadded up the leaflet and chucked it into the bin beside his desk.
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The Hollow Tower
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The small sitting room was warm, almost uncomfortably so, with a fire crackling away in the hearth. Lenore, however, was pleased for the excess heat. The sky, a flat sheet of steel eking watery light through the windows, was conspiring with the wind, which had bitten especially hard on her journey over. She still felt the cold beneath her skin. Their chairs, circled around a small table, were as cheerful as the fire, embroidered with colorful flowers and twining green vines.
Lenore giggled as Lowell nudged her with yet another biscuit. She was quite pleased with herself, considering she hadn’t cried once all day, and Lowell had more than made up for her rotten journey over. His sunshiny personality practically beamed light into her. She was having tea with him and Felicia and trying to forget all the nasty words that had been exchanged lately.
“I know you too well, my tinker belle,” Lowell teased. “Biscuits always make you happy. Have another. Have two more!”
A second joined the first in their silly pestering, and Lenore laughed again. Perhaps she wasn’t as good at hiding her feelings as she’d imagined. Then again, Lowell usually seemed able to tell when she needed cheering up. She didn’t really have the energy to protest—not that she would have protested extra biscuits anyway—and accepted the baked goods.
“Thank you.” Turning to Felicia, she added, “Thank you both, for always being so willing to open your house to me. It’s such a nice escape from the rest of the world.”
“We certainly think so,” Felicia replied. She smiled as she sipped her tea, but no warmth reached her eyes. Felicia didn’t wear her heart on her sleeve like her brother. “I have to go out later. Do you have plans to stay here?”
Lenore shifted her gaze. “If that’s alright.” She left off the words “with you”, knowing Felicia held some modicum of control over Lowell’s life. Lenore being alone in the house with him wasn’t quite what upper class society considered proper.
“You know you’re always welcome here.” Lowell patted Lenore’s hand. “Day or night, you come whenever you need a respite.” She watched Felicia’s face from the corner of her eye, but the woman betrayed nothing. Meanwhile, Lowell turned to his sister. “We’ve got some smashing new designs drawn up. I finally received those materials I sent for ages ago. The box was so heavy it nearly pulled my arms from their sockets!”
Felicia didn’t answer Lenore’s query. Both ladies sipped their tea while Lowell waxed poetic about the contents of his long-awaited shipment.
When she’d finished, Felicia said a few perfunctory farewells and swept out of the room. As she left, she called back over her shoulder, “Don’t break anything important.”
Lenore couldn’t tell if she was being serious.
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Rook entered Fetch—or Felicia, as few knew her—and Lowell’s house through the conservatory, around the back of the house. He could have used the front door, but that required knocking and he just couldn’t be bothered. He wanted sleep, and the Thorne manor had the advantage of being closest to his last meeting. That, and Lenore had started coming round more often since the Halls of Justice attack.
He had just hung his coat on the rack in the receiving hall when a voice broke through his drowsy thoughts. 
“Your friend Lenore,” Fetch said.
Rook turned and bowed to the woman, who stared down her nose at him. She stood with hands on her hips partway up the staircase—a queen surveying a lowly servant of her queendom.
“How may I assist?” he drawled.
“Are you aware of her situation?” Fetch asked. “The issues in her marriage?”
Rook forced his smile to remain in place, but his eyes turned cold. “I am.”
“I am appalled! Is he having an affair?”
“Not to my knowledge, and believe me, I’ve looked into it. Why do you mention it?”
“Because the poor thing is completely cut up about it. It’s upsetting Lowell. I’m going to have to start buying biscuits at this rate.”
Rook crooked an eyebrow at her. “And store-bought biscuits are the worst.”
“Pure dreck. The whole thing’s casting a pall over my house. When are you planning to do something about it?”
Rook threw back his head and laughed. “Why on earth do you think I’m going to do something about it?”
Fetch descended the staircase and began donning her coat and gloves. “Because of what she means to you. To be honest, I’m surprised the man still has all his pieces attached.”
A sly smile sliced across Rook’s face. “If I could manage it without upsetting the balance, I would happily deprive Eamon of an appendage or two. There are Lenore’s feelings to consider, however.”
“How tiresome.” Fetch rolled her eyes and turned to walk out. “Just do something to brighten up my house.”
“I’ll see what I can manage.”
“That was not a request.”
She shut the door with a decisive snap. Rook sighed; his nap would have to wait. He headed for the place he would most likely find Lenore.
She, Rook discovered when he walked into Lowell’s workshop, was elbow-deep in a wooden box of iron ball bearings. Always tidy, Lowell’s tools hung along the walls like regiments of soldiers ready to serve. A pleasant mélange of scents drifted through the air: wood, oil, and gingerbread—a leftover treat from tea, Rook guessed. Quietude sat in attendance like a soothing companion. Rook knew its presence had fled Lenore at her house, the museum, and the Allens’ manor, turning Lowell and Fetch’s home into a refuge.
Rook sidled up to her. “And what sort of mischief are we up to today?”
Before Lenore could answer, Lowell exclaimed, “Oh, good! So glad you’re here. We really needed a third, and you know Felicia has less than no interest in assisting.”
Rook smirked, but his eyes remained half-lidded with tiredness. “And you assume I’m keen? This looks precisely like the sort of thing I’ve proven to be rubbish at.”
“He’s right.” Lenore grunted as she shoved a hollow metal cylinder down through the ball bearings to sit flush against the bottom of the box. “He was useless in Bone Port.”
Rook watched as she began removing handfuls of the ball bearings from inside the cylinder to outside it. “Why didn’t you just empty the box and refill it around your… whatever that metal tube thing is?”
“Because it’s too heavy for me, and we don’t have that kind of time.” As if in response, the sky rumbled like a coal engine with indigestion. She looked at the ceiling. “We need to hurry. Rook, could you finish this, please? Lowell, is your assembly ready?”
Lowell brandished several metal spikes, the very picture of a general celebrating victory. “These are, but I need to bang a few more into shape.”
Lenore trotted over and donned a pair of protective goggles. “It’ll have to be messy.”
His brow furrowed, making his good eye squint behind the smoked glass of his customized protective eyewear—customized because it had to fit over the usual mask he wore. 
Lenore brushed his arm as she passed. “I know, my mechanical marvel, but it won’t look nice once we’re done anyway.”
“I never agreed to this,” Rook called after them. Despite his words, he worked with deft fingers, eager to see how quickly he could complete his task.
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It was a lucky thing indeed Rook had come along when he had, and not just because he’d gotten to show off. With nary a grimace, he’d lifted the box that had reportedly nearly pulled Lowell’s arms from their sockets. He could also keep an eye on Lenore and Lowell, who must have each taken out their good sense to play with and lost it.
On the rolling lawn of Fetch and Lowell’s back garden, surrounded by stone musicians, the three hurriedly erected a ramshackle framework—a hollow tower of metal piping. Clouds as heavy as the hammered iron they resembled rolled above. The sky grumbled at them for daring to test its power. Rook’s lower back tingled not for the first time.
“I’d like to reiterate,” he called over the wind, which blew his hair into his face and stung his eyes, “that this seems like a phenomenally bad idea.”
He also wanted to point out Lenore had another tool for this—her curio—but he suspected doing the project with Lowell had benefitted her more. If this failed, she could always fall back on the strange lightning-shooting weapon anyway. As Rook understood this insane undertaking—and he barely did—if it worked, the ball bearings would somehow become hundreds of charged ferrousites and stick together like magnetite or lodestone. The how and why behind it all eluded him, however.
Lenore maneuvered another rod into the cylinder inside the box. “Almost there.” The top of the rod, like those around it, sat against the tower’s inner framework, resembling dry noodles against the edge of a pot.
“You’ve said that three times now.” The sky flashed white fangs above. Rook twitched as the oath living inside him snarled in reply. “That’s enough now. We have to go inside.”
Lenore began to protest, but Rook stopped her with a faint touch on her elbow. His eyes fixed on her as hard as the statues’ around them.
Her gaze traveled to where his hand pressed against the pain in his back. “Okay. Lowell, we’re ready. Let’s go in.”
Lowell looked back as Lenore tugged him along. “Do you think we need to adjust any of the central conductors?”
“The forces of nature aren’t that fussy, so we don’t need to be either.”
They tucked themselves into the conservatory with a perfect view of their setup in the distance. Lowell volunteered to get something to sip while they waited. Rook wondered if an agenda existed behind the man’s insistent refusals for assistance.
“Stronger than tea, if you please,” Rook said to Lowell’s disappearing back. He turned to Lenore and lifted her hands to his lips. He kissed her knuckles. The gesture rasped against the edges of propriety given their situations. “Thank you.”
Lenore smiled but gently pulled her hands away. “I never want to cause you pain.” Rook’s smile cracked like a rusted beam, and Lenore heaved a sigh. “Never more than I can possibly help.”
She looked outside at their creation. The sky flashed, creating its own pyroprismatic show, and rain began to patter against the windows around them.
“About Eamon…” Rook rolled different word combinations around in his mouth and imagined the possible outcomes of each. “I’ve seen how he’s acting. It’s hardly convincing anymore.”
Lenore’s shoulders tightened, and he feared he’d chosen poorly. Her voice was soft when she answered. “It’s still what’s expected of me.” Rook made a disgusted noise at that. Lenore turned her green eyes back to him, their color dimmed. “I know, but it’s what’s safest for everyone. And I made a commitment.” Rook opened his mouth to object, but Lenore cut him off. “I lied, Rook. I’ve lied to him about so much, or at the very least kept secrets. I’m trying to make amends. I tell him where I’m going. Eamon knows each time I’m gone where I’ll be and with whom, when I feed Kieran and… and what passes between you and me. It’s the only way I can think to fix this.”
I could kill him. I could just kill him, and no one would have to know, Rook thought. Or just punish him a little.
“Does he ever tell you no?” he asked.
Lenore’s smile threatened to break Rook’s careful control. “No. I think even he knows that’s too far.”
Too far for her or him? 
Rook’s fingers itched to grab one of his knives. Or to punch something, but no good targets volunteered themselves. Instead, he brushed his fingers against hers as the weather darkened further. The rain poured heavier, matching his mood.
“Just be sure you don’t give up anything you can’t stand to lose.” Now it was Rook’s turn to interrupt Lenore’s protests. “I know, I know. Believe me, I have every faith in your ability. It’s your willingness I question. You’re too good.”
His spirits lifted as Lenore turned back to him. A challenging glint lit her eyes. He didn’t care if she was deflecting. He was all too happy to see fire in her, something that had been sorely but understandably missing of late.
“You’re one to talk,” Lenore said. “You don’t even want to get rid of your oath.”
Rook matched her gaze and leaned toward her. A lock of hair fell over his eyes. “The oath has its downsides, yes, but it also has some strong advantages.”
Lenore smirked and brushed the rebellious lock back into place. “It robs you of choice. Besides, if you want to protect me—”
“I do.”
“—then wouldn’t it be better to get rid of it and do so without pain?”
“If you stumble upon a way to release me from the pledge I made to your father, we can find out.”
Caw! Caw!
His grin disappeared into a confused pucker as they looked to the noise. Their heads cocked in sync at the sight of a raven roosting in an upper corner of the room. It fluttered to the back of a chair and croaked again.
“Has that been here the whole time?” Lenore asked.
“I didn’t see it when we came in,” Rook said, “but I was more concerned with making sure you didn’t accidentally get yourself killed.” A fragment of his smile returned while he watched her try to formulate a defense. His vow had spoken; that was difficult to argue with.
The familiar sound of Lowell clomping back claimed their attention.
As he reentered the conservatory, Lenore asked, “Lowell, are you aware you have a raven in here?”
The bird cocked its head at them, giving Rook the distinct feeling it was studying them as much as they were it. Lowell glanced at the chair-turned-perch and got back to refusing Lenore’s help with the refreshments tray.
“Thank you, petal, but you just make yourself comfortable. Yes, she comes around now and again and makes for excellent company.”
“She?” Lenore asked.
The raven flapped her wings and cawed.
“She,” Lowell said.
Beyond the conservatory’s glass walls, the clouds slashed the air with claws of searing white light, which streaked down to the hollow tower. A split second later, the box beneath the apparatus exploded in time with a great crack of thunder. Lenore screamed as smoking wood shrapnel flew in all directions, trailed closely by some of the ball bearings. Without thinking, Rook pulled her into his arms and held her tight as she began to shake.
He whispered into her ear, “Shhhh, it’s alright, little bird. We’re all fine.”
“I say, looks like our lyrist might have lost his nose.” A comical grimace stretched across Lowell’s face. “Felicia will not be happy about that. I can’t see any other damage, though. At least not from this distance. And our work hasn’t been in vain. Best if we wait for the storm to pass before checking the results, I think. If what those chaps in your Environmental Kinetics department said is right, we should have far more ferrousites than we need, eh?” Lowell finally turned back to Lenore, who nodded, seemingly unaware that Rook still held her. “My dear tinker belle, I didn’t know you were afraid of thunder. Here, sit down and have some spiced wine. It’s simply the best for settling one’s nerves.”
Rook reluctantly released Lenore so Lowell could usher her to the sofa. Rook saw Lenore gathering her wits in her slow inhalation, re-establishing her walls in the firm set of her jaw. Strong though she was, strong and radiant like a steel lily, he wanted to draw her back into his arms and fight her fears for her. To give her rest the way Lowell had.
“It surprised me, that’s all.” Her voice still trembled. “You said this is spiced wine?”
“Nice and hot.” Lowell placed an earthenware cup in her hands. Tendrils of steam rose out of it and caressed Lenore’s face. “Oh my stars and garters, you’re shuddering. How is my brave sweet pea, who’s faced murderous brutes, so afraid of a little storm?”
“Felicia will be furious you broke into her stash,” Rook cut in. He took a cup and a seat for himself. The spiced wine would likely do him in after the day he’d had, but he welcomed it. With a wink, he added, “Perhaps we shouldn’t tell her.”
The raven squawked and ruffled her feathers at them.
“Oh, are you going to tattle on me?” Rook laughed at his own joke.
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The dark wood walls of Scholar Bates’ office reflected the light from the petrolsene sconces and lamps around the room like moonlight on snow. The radiator hummed and burbled in the corner. Sweat prickled the back of Lenore’s neck, but it wasn’t thanks to that modern heating system. Her heart pounded in her ears, and the tea Scholar Bates’ assistant had served tasted like too-warm nothing.
Lenore had received a note earlier that day requesting her presence for an afternoon meeting in his office. She’d paced the Arc-Tech department, wanting to ask Copper if he knew anything about it. In the end, given the last conversation she’d begun with that question, she’d decided against it. Instead, she’d helped Ezra with improvements to the Subaquatic Sloop copy—SS for short.
After everything that had happened at the Halls of Justice, the project that had once been a passion was now a source of pain. The crate it had traveled to Springhaven in had clued her in to Copper’s involvement with the attacks.
Watching him explain a complicated mechanical concept to Ezra as they lay on the floor beneath the SS copy, she’d wondered again if she should speak to him. Lenore could have asked if he’d heard any rumors—didn’t matter what kind—or the biggest question plaguing her: was Scholar Bates firing her? Then again, what if her behavior toward Copper was the reason for this meeting? Fear and anger warred within her as she had watched Copper mentor Ezra.
Now she sat stewing in her regret and perspiration as Scholar Bates discussed some administrative matters with his assistant. Her eyes roved over every inch of the room, seeking any clue as to the reason for her being there. She only just stopped herself from jumping as someone rapped against the doorframe.
“Ah, Neal! Copper! Come in, come in.” Scholar Bates beckoned them inside with great sweeps of his hand. To be fair, the mountainous man did everything large. “Close the door behind you, please.”
The sweat on Lenore’s neck froze. What had she done?! She tried to review her recent work performance, but events were moving too fast. While Scholar Bates’ assistant served Neal and Copper tea, Neal set down a file folder he’d brought with him. Lenore homed in on it. She thought she spied her name printed along the top, but he set it face down before she could be certain. The folder’s blank back glared at her from its place on the low table between her and the others.
“How’s the sunken temple research going, Neal?” Copper sipped his tea, sparing hardly a glance at Lenore.
Neal was so busy nowadays the two men rarely had a chance to speak, and Lenore avoided the subject at all costs. Any time it came up, she couldn’t think about anything except what the members of the Anthropology department must whisper about her and Eamon behind their backs.
“Slow as always, but exciting nonetheless,” Neal replied.
While they buzzed on about that, Lenore scrutinized the folder’s edges. Was that the tip of an envelope sticking out from the side?
“Scholar Smith is nothing if not meticulous,” Neal said, carrying on about the Anthropology department head.
“Well, he’s right to be concerned.” Scholar Bates folded his hands across his ample belly as he leaned back in his chair. Lenore resisted a groan; he was settling in for a long explanation. “It’s not really best practice to move artifacts too much, but there just aren’t the same facilities in Bone Port as there are here.” He looked to Lenore, who tensed. “You know, Neal and I, along with some others, have explored options for partnering to expand the Bone Port Historical Society, but…”
Scholar Bates trailed off as Neal cleared his throat. The two men exchanged a knowing glance that made Lenore’s hammering heart trip over itself.
The Head Curator chuckled. “Forgive me, Lenore, my dear. As usual, I’ve let my thoughts run away with me.”
“It’s fine,” she said.
It’s not fine! her anxiety snapped.
“Let us get down to the purpose of this meeting then. Engineer Allen, Engineer Cooper, and I have been discussing your role here at the museum.”
Neal pulled not one but two envelopes from the file folder. Lenore swallowed hard. Her gaze swung to Copper, who gave her an apologetic smile.
I’m getting sacked. Her heart turned into a millstone and crashed into her stomach.
 
)(
 
Camilla sat by Falcon’s bedside again. Her voice held steady as she read aloud, but her attention remained divided. Darkness pressed against the windows as if eager to hear the story too. Camilla pulled her shawl tighter around her. It was colder here, a disadvantage of using this space as a sickroom. Perhaps that was why Falcon’s vitals had measured better today.
It could just be a fluke, Camilla’s doctor-brain advised. The human body changes in response to all manner of stimuli.
Still, she’d advised against another blanket when Rhea asked earlier that night. Seeing hesitation in the woman’s eyes, Camilla had volunteered to stay for a few hours to monitor him. Falcon’s sisters, Lark and Wren, ambled in at various points and sat doing their own projects—both drawing at the moment—as they listened to Camilla read.
“Do you think he hears us?” asked Wren. Her words jolted through Camilla’s recitation.
Camilla lowered the book and found both girls’ eyes on her. She gave her best comforting smile. “There have been accounts of patients waking to say they’d heard everything that transpired around them.”
“But what do you think?” Lark pressed.
Wren’s eyes flicked between Camilla and Lark, tense as a tourniquet. Camilla suspected Wren thought her younger sister was being impertinent, so Camilla gave an easy tip of her head.
“I can’t be certain, but I choose to believe he at least knows we’re trying.”
“Is there anything more you could be doing for him?” Lark asked.
Years of practice kept Camilla’s voice even. “What do you mean?”
“Mother and father have had another doctor coming in here.”
“Lark!” Wren said. “They said not to tell.”
Camilla resisted the urge to ask which doctor, though that didn’t stop her mind from rolling through the possibilities. “It’s very common to get a second opinion, especially in complicated cases. In fact, Doctor Allen often recommends it. If you don’t mind my asking, though, have we done something to offend your parents?”
Wren’s cheeks flared a gentle pink as she glared at her sister. The glare went entirely ignored.
Lark half-shrugged. “Not that I know of. I think they just want Falcon better.”
Camilla offered her hands to both ladies, who accepted the gesture without hesitation. “I don’t blame them one bit.”
“I don’t like him. Neither does Wren, though she’s too polite to say so.”
Wren gave her younger sister a disapproving look. In return, Lark pulled a face, which set Wren giggling and made Camilla smile.
Despite her amusement, unease gnawed at the back of Camilla’s mind. She couldn’t help but wonder if she and Mina being women had influenced the decision to seek out another physician. If she knew more, had more expertise, perhaps she could be a better doctor for Falcon.
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