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  CHAPTER 1


Catherine Pemberton couldn't hide her smile as she sat down for the lunch that would spell her end. Her new dress fit perfectly, even with the corset clamping down on her innards. Aunt Evelyn pulled it so tight, it took her a few deep breaths to stop feeling like she was suffocating. 
 “Perfect for posture, my dear,” Evelyn had said, her nasally, high-pitched voice adding to Catherine’s discomfort. “You cannot expect to win a husband if you are unable to sit up straight.”   
It would not do to argue with her chaperone. Evelyn had strict orders from Catherine’s father, Lieutenant Pemberton, to preserve decorum to the letter. If not, she'd bring her brother’s daughter home and end her courtship.   
Catherine convinced Evelyn to let her bring a parasol. Despite it not being hot on this early May afternoon, she told her aunt that attempts to concentrate on following the rules might make her overheat, and causing a scene wouldn’t make a good look for her or the family.   
She smiled at the thought, because she could use the parasol to signal her intentions to her beloved, something that Evelyn was surely ignorant of. This nearly forgotten accessory was the most important piece of the evening, at least to Catherine. She let her aunt dictate her ensemble. That didn’t matter. She was aware of Roderick Caine’s fondness for her, but they had been courting now for almost a year. He had met with her father on at least two occasions, but he was stingy with details. If her beloved would risk her father’s generous ire, then things were as serious as Catherine had hoped. The parasol would tell all.   
General rules of decorum suggested that dropping the parasol would require an answer of her suitor. Did he love her or not? Catherine had no doubts he did, and tonight, she would confirm it. Then Father would get this engagement done.    
Her neighbor, Clara, who was almost two years younger, became engaged six months into a courtship, which incensed Catherine. And that girl’s family didn’t have the resources that Catherine’s did for a dowry. Given his standing in Her Majesty’s Navy, and designs on advancement, her father expressed his desire for Catherine to marry. She was impatient now the war was over, and father recovered from his injuries. What was the issue?  
They were seated within moments of arriving into the restaurant. The server brought over tea and biscuits, the buttery coating and sparkling sugar reflecting off the sun coming in from the windows. Catherine didn’t realize she was hungry until then, and reached for one. Evelyn cleared her throat, and the stern look on her face reminded Catherine she had to wait.    
“Get used to it, dear,” Evelyn said, taking a biscuit. She gestured to Catherine and eyed the teapot. Catherine lifted it, the spout tilted toward her aunt. Evelyn made a small noise, and Catherine pulled it back, taking a breath.  
 The proper handling and pouring of tea is a requirement to one's duty as a wife. Evelyn told her that at least once a week, and she heard that in her head now. Adjusting her grip, she poured the perfect cup of tea, which her aunt acknowledged with a curt nod.  
 “Now,” Evelyn started, only to look past Catherine. 
 “Please forgive me tardiness, Miss Pemberton,” a strong, yet soft, baritone voice said behind them. Catherine turned and smiled as she laid eyes on a six-foot-tall man with a trimmed mustache. He looked good in his dark plaid suit, and his ice-blue eyes melted her heart. Even her aunt returned his smile. He removed his bowler hat, his brown hair coiffed. Bowing, he kissed her hand.  
 “That’s quite all right, Mr. Caine,” Catherine said, out of breath as she did so. He had that power over her. Catherine was really hoping Evelyn wouldn’t know about this idea. To ensure her aunt remained that way, Catherine moved to compose herself. Whether by fortuitous luck, or by her beloved recognizing her needs at this moment, Roderick stepped between the two women. Catherine took this opportunity to calm her breathing, which took longer than normal because of the corset.   
Roderick took an extra moment to greet Evelyn. The gesture was not lost on the older woman, who smiled and patted his hand.   
He truly is the man God sent for me, Catherine thought.   
“Please join us,” Evelyn said, gesturing for him to take the seat between them. Catherine appreciated the square table, so Roderick could sit next to her. She made sure upon sitting that she had plenty of room to her right so that she could rub her foot against Roderick’s leg. Scandalous, for sure, but she knew how much he enjoyed it and relished the titillation.   
‘Discretion affords us many benefits,’ Roderick had told her with a wink and that smile she loved. That saying stuck with her throughout their courtship to date, and she had no doubt it would serve her well in the future.   
 “You said something about airships?” Catherine asked, pouring Roderick tea. She didn’t look at Evelyn, but still felt her gaze as she lifted the kettle and poured him a cup. This time, perfection. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see her aunt’s growing smile.   
“Indeed,” Roderick said, taking two sugar cubes for his tea. Evelyn’s left arm twitched. It was subtle, as if she wanted to reach for something, but decided against it. He didn’t see it. Anyone else would have just thought it a nervous tic, but Catherine knew better. Evelyn disapproved of two cubes of sugar. It seemed trifling, but anything that could negatively affect her engagement would need to be countered, no matter how insignificant. Catherine made a note to ask Evelyn about on the walk home.   
“It’s most peculiar,” he said, sipping the warm beverage. “My brother, the younger one in the Royal Air Corps, didn’t mention aerial exercises. He is most keen on getting up in the sky.” 
Catherine listened intently, gripping the parasol in her hand. She felt her heart hammering against her chest. Catherine had to time her release of the parasol correctly, to not arouse suspicion in her aunt. Fortunately, she had practiced many times over tea with her cousin. She had it all figured out.   
“I can’t imagine her Majesty is allowing more of them to crowd the skies,” Roderick continued, taking a biscuit and buttering it. He took a bite, emitting a soft moan of delight. Catherine looked down to suppress her smile. He had made the sound once before, when she had nibbled on his ear.   
“But we are a growing empire, and progress stops for no one,” he said, winking at Catherine as he drank more tea. He put it down, and Catherine saw his eyes lock on the small ham sandwiches.  
 This is it!   
“Would you care for some jam, Mr. Caine?” she asked.   
He lifted his hand toward it, but stopped before grabbing one. “That would be lovely.”   
Catherine held her breath, and reached for it with her left hand, dropping the parasol at the same time. “Oh my,” she cried out, adding a layer of shock into her voice. She bent down to pick it up, but not as fast as Evelyn, or anyone paying attention, would have expected. She heard murmurs go up around her, and people slide their chairs back. Was her action really much of a faux pas?    
Bending down as far as she could - that damn corset and its restrictions - she waited a moment. The polished boots of her beloved were in front of her. She counted four heartbeats, waiting for him to join her and give his answer.   
Instead, his chair moved back, and those boots with it. Catherine gasped. Was this his answer? Did her action repulse him?   
Her eyes welled up seconds later, much worse than when she over-served tea to her mother for the first time.   
A loud bang filled the air, and for a moment, she thought it was her heart leaping out of her chest. Roderick’s whisper of “My word” made her sick to her stomach. 
Had she misjudged him? She couldn’t have. Evelyn was here, providing her father with reports and warning Catherine of decorum and the family name. One doesn’t do that if there is no courtship.    
And those nights in the park when they snuck away from her aunt…
Catherine steeled herself. There would be no tears. She wasn’t a helpless waif who needed a man to survive. She wanted love. And if Roderick didn’t feel love for her, then she would make him say it.    
She sat up, her eyes boring into her suitor. They softened when she saw his, big as saucers; his jaw opened. He focused on the window to the left.   
The last thing she felt was not the summer heat of London, but the engulfing flames of the bomb that exploded behind her.






  
  CHAPTER 2  


The Albatross pitched in the turbulent air, causing Dr. Julian McQuillen to grip his homburg as the wind intensified. Steam vented from the pressure regulators along the ship's brass spine with rhythmic hisses, while the twin coal-fired engines thrummed their mechanical heartbeat beneath his feet. He didn't care if anyone saw his unruly black mop, but the hat was one-of-a-kind and he didn't want to lose it to the billowing gray clouds below. 
Above, the enormous airship’s skin looked like a giant’s stomach, its canvas and copper wire sparkling in the soft light. The rigging sang in the wind—a network of cables and turnbuckles that kept the passenger gondola suspended beneath roughly fifty tons of heated hydrogen.  
The breeze settled before he took a sip of tea. It was the end of his cup, but a young man ran over and filled it, the brass samovar in his hands steaming in the cool air. About seventeen, wide eyes full of wonder, his a slight build that still showed the remnants of boyhood. His hair, wind-swept and untamed, framed a freckled face that reminded McQuillen of his own nephew before consumption took him.  
McQuillen noticed his hands, calloused from the hard work of tending the ship's pneumatic systems, were shaking. "Thank you," he said to the lad, studying the boy's worn work clothes and the small brass name tag reading 'McGovern.'  
"Of course, sir," the boy said, his Irish accent soft but unmistakable.  
"What is our current heading?"  The boy winced and looked behind him, then down at his wrist. Moving his sleeve back, McQuillen noticed he wore a leather gauntlet fitted with an intricate brass compass, its needle dancing over etched degrees and cardinal points. Steam-powered gyroscopes within kept it stable despite the airship's motion.  
"Uh, we're north, no northwest, uh, three hundred-forty degrees, sir."  
"Excellent," McQuillen said, noting how the boy's dedication to duty reminded him of young soldiers he'd seen in the Crimean hospitals. Such earnestness. Such waste. "I should like to listen to some music."  
The boy raised an eyebrow, but straightened when McQuillen looked at him. "Will that be a problem?"  
"N-no, uh-of course not," the boy stammered. "Any particular selection?"  
"Bring the complete collection out, if you please."  
"Right away, sir," the boy replied, hurrying off toward the ship's interior, his boots clanging on the metal deck plates.  
The doctor poured tea into his milk, grabbing a cube of sugar and dropping it inside the cup. He took a sip and, satisfied, stood. Below them, London's sprawl emerged from the morning haze like a vast mechanical organism. Smoke from a thousand coal fires mingled with steam from factory turbines and whistles, creating a gray blanket that softened the city's harsh edges.  
The ship glided over the clouds on currents of heated air from the city's industrial heart. McQuillen spotted the Old Bailey's distinctive dome in view, pockets of green tarnishing the copper. He always thought it interesting that the structure was built near the city's ancient defense wall and was now used for a different defense.  
Neither would help it today.  A loud squeak brought the doctor out of his reverie, and he saw young McGovern wheeling the phonograph over on a rickety cart, its brass wheels struggling against the deck's riveted seams. McQuillen got up from his chair to inspect the device. The gramophone was a marvel of engineering—steam-powered clockwork mechanisms gleamed beneath a patina-covered base. The sound horn, crafted from hammered brass and polished to mirror brightness, curved like a morning glory toward the sky. 
Someone arranged a neat stack of wax cylinder recordings underneath the gramophone, each one with careful script. The doctor nodded his thanks to the boy, who bowed and ran off below deck, back to monitoring the boiler pressure gauges.  
McQuillen picked up the cylinders, looking through the collected works. There was Mozart, Hummel, Beethoven—all the great masters, their music preserved in wax and ready to accompany what came next.  
But what to play? On a momentous occasion such as today, the music to accompany the event should be just as grandiose. Beethoven sprang to mind first. Well thought of in the academic world, not to mention the circles McQuillen ran in. He would be a top choice.  
Was it the right one?  
The next cylinder belonged to Johann Hummel, and the doctor raised an eyebrow. He was a contemporary of Beethoven and played at the legend's memorial. His piano sonata could provide a bombastic accompaniment to the day's events.  McQuillen shook his head. No, that's not quite right.  Three cylinders later, he found it: Wagner. Ride of the Valkyries. Yes, this is it.  
He fitted the cylinder onto the gramophone's spindle and engaged the steam-powered mechanism. Yes, the layers of sound - strings, brass, and percussion - combining to create a wall of energy that made you feel you were on the battlefield of myth, waiting to ascend to Valhalla. 
A shadow enveloped the device, and McQuillen turned to spot Captain Kane standing there. Lines etched the man’s sun-baked face, recording his decades navigating the sky’s treacherous currents. Wiry and weathered, he stood with the stillness of someone accustomed to reading wind patterns and pressure changes, waiting for an invitation to speak.  
"Yes, Captain?"  
"We're almost in position, Doctor. Bombardier reports the release mechanism is primed."  
"Excellent," McQuillen said, setting the cylinder in motion. Steam hissed from the gramophone's small boiler as the music began. He moved his chair a few inches closer to the device. "You may begin when ready."  
Kane nodded and turned, shouting instructions to his crew, his Scottish brogue cutting through the engine noise and wind. "Ready the bomb bay doors! All hands to battle stations!" As the Captain walked to the bow, McQuillen felt the deck vibrate as massive steam pistons opened the dirigible's belly, revealing the gleaming brass ordnance suspended in mechanical cradles below.  
The doctor sipped his tea and waited. The music swelled to life, the gramophone's horn amplifying Wagner's ascending strings. McQuillen closed his eyes. The piece opened with its repeated, ascending figure—light, quick, and persistent. It seemed like a far-off sound of wind or the initial signs of movement, hinting at the Valkyries’ readiness to ride. The rhythm was restless, like the hum of energy before a storm.  

      ***Far below, in the narrow streets surrounding the Old Bailey, Margaret Thornton hurried toward the courthouse steps, her worn leather satchel bouncing against her hip. Inside were the adoption papers that would make little Emma officially hers—the orphaned girl she'd been caring for since the cholera outbreak took the child's parents. At thirty-five, Margaret had resigned herself to spinsterhood, but Emma's bright laugh and curious questions had filled the silence in her small flat above the bakery.  
She checked her pocket watch, a gift from her late father. Nearly time for the hearing. Judge Morrison was punctual, and this was too important to risk delay. Emma would wait at Mrs. Pemberton's, pressed against the window, watching for Margaret's return.  
The wind increased, spreading autumn leaves over the cobblestones, and Margaret glanced upward to check for rain. Instead, she saw something that made her blood freeze.  
A massive dirigible hung in the gray sky above, its shadow falling across the courthouse like a dark omen. Steam and smoke vented from its underside, and she could see the gleam of weapons suspended in its opened belly.  
"Sweet Mary," she whispered, then louder: "Everyone get inside! Get away from the windows!"  
But the morning bustle drowned out her voice. Barristers in their wigs hurried up the courthouse steps, clerks rushed past with armloads of documents, and vendors called out their wares. Normal life proceeding in blissful ignorance of the death hovering overhead. 

      ***  A flurry of activity picked up around McQuillen on deck, but he focused on the music as it rose to its triumphant middle passage. He took a deep breath, This was the part of the piece he liked most, where individual instruments merged into something greater than their parts.  
"Bombs away!" Kane yelled, his voice cutting through Wagner's brass fanfare.  
The first explosive dropped from the ship's mechanical cradle, spinning as it fell through the gray air. It reminded McQuillen of a surgeon's scalpel: precise, purposeful, necessary. A wonderful metaphor, he thought, as I remove the diseased tissue from this nation's body.  
McQuillen rose from his chair and walked to the rail beside Kane, both men watching the ordnance with professional interest. The bomb spun faster as it neared its target, its brass fins gleaming before it struck the Old Bailey's dome in a brilliant eruption of fire and stone.  
The courthouse collapsed in on itself like a house of cards, centuries of British justice reduced to rubble in seconds. McQuillen could make out tiny figures scattering from the destruction. Some didn't make it clear in time.  
"Target acquired and destroyed, sir," Kane reported, his weathered hands steady on the ship's brass telegraph. "Shall we proceed to the secondary objectives?"  
McQuillen nodded, then paused. Through his field glasses, he glimpsed a woman in a dark dress lying motionless in the courthouse square, papers still flittering downward around her like fallen snow. For a moment, something almost like regret flickered across his features. Then Wagner's music swelled again, drowning out such sentiment.  
"Indeed, Captain. We must thoroughly cleanse the infection."  

      *** Private Roderick Dooley adjusted his cap as he walked inside the barracks, the familiar weight of his rifle comforting against his shoulder. The sun was rising over London's forest of chimneys, painting the perpetual haze of coal smoke in shades of amber and rose. His shift was over, and not a second too soon. His initial excitement at a posting in the capital faded as the monotony and repetition of night watches took over.  
The barracks smelled of tobacco, boot polish, and the carbolic soap they used to scrub the floors. Familiar scents that had become as much a part of his routine as the morning bugle call. A third-generation infantryman, he'd grown up on tales of his grandfather fighting at Waterloo and his father seeing action in the First Opium War. Roderick had looked forward to continuing his family's defense of Queen and country, perhaps earning his own stories to tell.  
Alas, boring watches overnight were the current order of things. The most exciting event in his three months here had been when young Prince Alfred visited to see which branch of the military he'd serve in. The twelve-year-old prince had chosen the Navy, dashing Dooley's faint hopes of an eventual royal posting—though as his comrades reminded him, there was little chance he'd serve with the prince, anyway.  
Dooley signed out in the duty log and returned to his bunk, placing his rifle in the rack beside his narrow cot. He took his time removing his scarlet tunic and checking his kit, despite his stomach demanding he hurry to the mess hall. Fresh bread would be available, still warm from the ovens, along with proper tea instead of the bitter stuff they served during night watches.  
But today, as had been the case lately, he didn't feel that hungry. Monotony had turned to drudgery, and he'd been considering requesting a transfer. His proficiency in numbers and mechanical concepts might make him a good fit for the Royal Engineers. His family's military history might help secure such a job.  
Above him, the barracks' steam heating system clanged and hissed as it warmed the building for the day shift. Dooley had just removed his boots when he heard running footsteps in the corridor outside, followed by urgent shouts.  
"All hands! All hands on deck! We're under attack!"  
Dooley's blood turned to ice water. He jammed his feet back into his boots and grabbed his rifle, muscle memory taking over as he checked the breach and magazine. Around him, other soldiers were doing the same, faces grim with sudden purpose.  
He ran outside and almost collided with Sergeant MacReady, a grizzled veteran whose chest bore ribbons from India and Afghanistan. The officer was pointing at the sky with a shaking hand, his ruddy face pale as parchment.  
"My God," Dooley whispered, following the sergeant's gaze.  
An airship the size of a cathedral hung above them, its brass-fitted envelope gleaming like burnished gold in the morning light that was vanishing as smoke rose from the fires it started. Steam vented from multiple points along its length, and its gondola bristled with weapon emplacements. Worst of all, its bomb bay doors hung open like the maw of some mechanical predator.  
"Move, men!" Sergeant MacReady screamed, his voice cracking with urgency. "Man the  guns! Get your rifles and fight back! This is not a drill!"  Dooley ran to the weapons locker, his hands steady despite the terror clawing at his chest. This was what he'd trained for, what his father and grandfather had faced in their wars. He distributed rifles to his fellow soldiers, noting how young they all looked—boys, really, most barely eighteen.  
Private Jenkins, who'd joined the same day as Dooley, caught his eye. The lad was from Yorkshire, sent money home to his widowed mother every month. His hands shook as he loaded his rifle.  
"We'll give them hell, won't we, Dooley?" Jenkins said, his voice pitched high with nerves.  
"Aye, that we will," Dooley replied, though he wondered if their rifles could even reach the airship's altitude.  
He took position near the base of the observation tower, where Corporal Williams was frantically cranking the wheel that elevated their single  anti-aircraft gun. The device shrieked in protest as Williams pushed it beyond its designed limits.  
"Fire!" Sergeant MacReady commanded.  
The gun boomed, its shell screaming skyward, trailing smoke, its first shot falling short, the second went wide. The dirigible's return fire came like thunder. A bomb struck the observation tower, and the concussion threw Dooley to the ground. His ears rang, and when he looked up, the tower was gone. Corporal Williams with it.  
Twisted metal, chunks of masonry, and debris rained down around them. Private Jenkins lay nearby, his rifle bent at an impossible angle, blood trickling from his ears.  
"Jenkins!" Dooley crawled toward his friend, but the young soldier's eyes stared back at him, empty.  
The vessel moved overhead now, its shadow falling across the barracks like a shroud. Through his shock and grief, Dooley could see figures moving in the airship's gondola. One man stood at the forward rail, tall and distinguished in a dark coat, peering through binoculars, no doubt surveying the destruction.  
Another bomb fell, this one aimed at the barracks. Dooley thought of his mother receiving the telegram before the world disappeared in fire and thunder.  

      *** A thousand feet above, McQuillen observed the destruction with satisfaction. Eliminating the anti-aircraft gun, they reduced the barracks to smoking rubble. Pockets of fire bloomed across the military district like deadly flowers, each one marking another successful strike against the old order.  
Through his field glasses, he could see survivors stumbling through the debris. They were soldiers and civilians. It didn’t matter now. They were all part of the diseased system he meant to cure. Still, watching that young soldier try to help his fallen comrade had stirred something unexpected in his chest. Something almost like...  
No. Sentiment was weakness. The greater good required sacrifice, and he would not falter now.  
"Captain Kane," he said, eyes not leaving the devastation below. "That will suffice for this target. Please set course for Downing Street."  
"Aye, sir," Kane replied, his weathered hands moving to the ship's brass control telegraph. The dirigible's engines changed pitch as it turned toward the seat of government.  
McQuillen paced the deck as Wagner's music continued to pour from the gramophone's brass horn. He had expected this moment since the plan first formed in his mind. Patience was a virtue, or so the saying went, and the doctor had done his best to adhere to it. With the finish line in sight, he experienced a peculiar anxiety. His heart beat faster. He squeezed his hands into fists and felt the need to keep moving.  
Before reaching a diagnosis for his condition, he noticed the airship descending and clutched the brass railing. Looking down through the swirling smoke, he saw their destination: a familiar building four stories tall, with narrow windows and a steep roof. Number Ten Downing Street appeared smaller from this height, almost insignificant.  
Captain Kane maneuvered the airship over the building's roof, the steam-powered controls responding to his practiced touch. "Prepare the boarding ladder!" he barked to his crew. "And mind the pressure valves—we're heavy with hydrogen!"  
Young McGovern appeared at McQuillen's elbow, his freckled face pale but determined. "Doctor, sir? The ladder's ready."  
McQuillen nodded, straightening his coat and checking his pocket watch. Right on schedule. History would mark this moment as starting a new age—one guided by science and rational thought instead of the corrupt traditions below.  
The rope ladder unfurled from the dirigible's side, swaying in the wind as it reached toward the roof of the Prime Minister's residence. McQuillen grasped the first rung, looking back at the gramophone still playing Wagner's triumphant finale.  How fitting. The Valkyries were indeed riding today.  

      ***Within minutes, McQuillen stood in the narrow hallway of Ten Downing Street, his boots echoing on the polished wood floors. The building felt smaller inside than he'd imagined, more intimate. Portraits of previous prime ministers lined the walls—faces that had guided the Empire through war and peace, triumph and disaster.  
People would soon recall their tenure as just signaling the end of the old era, he thought to himself.  He moved through the residence with purpose, ignoring the fine furniture and historical artifacts that filled each room. His destination lay elsewhere—in the basement levels, where the government kept its most sensitive documents.   
The hidden entrance was exactly where his sources indicated: behind a false panel in the Prime Minister's private study. McQuillen activated the concealed mechanism with a sequence of pressed books, and the panel slid aside to reveal a narrow staircase descending into darkness.  
Emergency gas lamps flickered to life as he moved, casting dancing shadows on stone walls that had stood since medieval times. The basement opened before him, a vault filled with the Empire's deepest secrets. Documents in climate-controlled cases lined the walls, while mechanical safes filled with diplomatic correspondence stood like sentinels in the gloom.  
But McQuillen had eyes only for one prize: a modest wooden cabinet against the far wall, its brass fittings tarnished with age. Inside, according to his information, was a map to the location of Babbage’s Difference Engine and a list of items included with it.   With the device, he could complete what Babbage had only dreamed of: a mechanical brain capable of processing information faster than any human mind. A tool that would make his vision of a rationally governed society not just possible, but assured.  
McQuillen's hands trembled as he reached for the cabinet's lock. After today, nothing would ever be the same. 






  
  CHAPTER 3


The motorized carriage groaned through London's ravaged streets, its steam engine wheezing against the obstacle course of destruction. Chunks of masonry from St. Bartholomew's Church lay scattered across the cobblestones, forcing the driver to navigate around crater holes still smoldering with acrid smoke. William Ewart Gladstone pressed his fingertips against the cool glass window, leaving smudges as his hands trembled. His diminutive stature seemed to shrink further under the weight of a thousand deaths, a city in ruins and an empire under siege. 
Deep creases lined his forehead, carved by decades of political battles, yet none had etched lines as deep as the ones today would create. His pristine collar hung askew, and his fingers worried the edge of a telegraph message until the paper frayed. Through the carriage window, he watched a woman in tattered clothing dig through the rubble of what had been Whitmore's Bakery, calling a name over and over. Margaret, perhaps. Or Mary. 
The Parliament building loomed ahead, its Gothic spires still reaching toward the ash-laden sky. Unlike the neighboring structures: the Treasury reduced to a smoking skeleton, the Horse Guards' barracks now a field of twisted metal and stone. Westminster's grand edifice stood nearly intact. Scorch marks blackened its limestone walls like war paint, and several windows gaped empty as dead eyes, but it endured. Just as England must endure.  
The carriage lurched to a stop, and Gladstone's assistant approached through the debris field, his immaculate boots now caked with soot and worse things. The young man's face had aged a decade overnight. A parchment in his trembling hands bore water stains, whether from burst pipes or tears, Gladstone couldn't tell.  
"This was all that remained in the archives?" Gladstone inquired, his voice steady despite the storm raging in his chest. The paper felt fragile as autumn leaves, edges singed and corners torn.  
Inside Parliament, an oppressive silence hung like funeral shrouds. The usual hundred-and-twenty members had dwindled to sixty. Some were buried under rubble, others fled to countryside estates and many tended wounded families. Those who remained clustered in small groups, their whispered conversations creating a symphony of contained panic. The air tasted of fear and coal smoke that seeped through broken windows.  
Lord Fleming sat in his usual seat, but his left arm hung in a makeshift sling, and his eyes held the hollow stare of a man who'd watched his world crumble. Across the aisle, young MP Morrison gripped his deceased father's pocket watch so tight, his knuckles had gone white. Thefaces of England's leadership were bloodiedrrified, but still present.  
Their conversations ceased as Gladstone entered, the silence so complete he could hear his own heartbeat thundering in his ears. He took his position at the dispatch box, his hands finding the familiar grooves worn smooth by countless predecessors.  
"Gentlemen," he began, his voice echoing off the damaged walls where portraits of dead prime ministers looked down with painted eyes. "Our beloved England was suddenly and deliberately attacked. Those responsible have yet to claim responsibility for the massacre they wrought." His voice caught on the word massacre, and he paused, seeing again that woman digging through bakery ruins. "Some of their victims are apparent in the empty seats surrounding us."  
The remaining parliamentarians leaned forward, hanging on every syllable. Lord Hartwell's breathing came in quick gasps—his son had been stationed at the bombed barracks. The gravity of loss pressed down upon them all like the weight of collapsed buildings.  
"I have directed our remaining forces to hunt these cowards," Gladstone continued, his voice gaining strength as righteous anger kindled in his chest. "As we speak, our brave survivors search through smoke and rubble for answers. No matter how long it takes, no matter the cost, England will prevail." 
 His declaration ignited something primal in the legislators. They rose as one entity, their applause booming through the chamber. A defiant roar against faceless enemies and death itself. But Gladstone heard something else beneath the cheers: desperate men tried to convince themselves the worst was behind them.  
The stone façade of Millbank Prison materialized through the smoky haze, its gray walls seeming to absorb what little sunlight penetrated London's ash-shrouded sky. The building squatted like a malevolent toad beside the Thames, its very architecture designed to crush hope. Flanked by two Royal Airmen whose brass buttons had lost their shine in the sooty air, Gladstone entered with grim purpose.  
A guard greeted them with a bow that spoke of years breaking men's
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