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      Londo City, The Anglo Territories, December 2506

      

      Just five more days. Twenty-eight-year-old Joanna Wilder stepped off the train and into the swirling fog, lighter of heart than she had been for years. In just five more days, she would slough off the role of guardian to her wayward sister and become her own person at last. In five short days, she would start living her own life. There would be no more trouble or surprises.

      Joanna smiled and pulled her shawl around her shoulders. A clock had begun to tick inside her today, and each tick of the second hand sent anticipation surging through her chest.

      All she had to do was keep her sister Eva out of trouble until she entered the Marriage Machine with her government-selected husband. The task sounded simple enough, and for most people it was. But with Eva, nothing was simple. Eva’s reckless spirit, so ill suited to the dark times they lived in, was a continual challenge for Joanna to manage. But soon Eva would be wed and her capricious nature would become the responsibility of her new husband.

      Then and only then would Joanna live her own life.

      Joanna slipped through the crowd at the platform. All she could see were blurred shapes of her fellow workers as they jostled through the thick fog, eager to get home. She hurried forward, anxious to meet her sister and get home as well. Walking the streets of Londo City in the dusk of December was dangerous. Everyone knew it. Fear hung in the mist like a fetid perfume.

      But Joanna would not let fear cling to her. Tonight, she would indulge. She would trust that life would get better. She would allow herself to be hopeful. Just this once.

      Joanna scampered toward Platform 5. The warm mist fogged up her spectacles, but she ignored it and pressed on. This was the favorite part of her day: meeting her sister’s train after work, walking home for a simple dinner, and then going up to the secret rooftop garden where her real work began.

      Joanna had met her sister Eva at the Number 5 platform every day for the past seven years, six days a week and every week except the fortnight they got off for C-Day. She had been both father and mother to Eva for even longer.

      Just as Joanna gained the top of the stairs above the Number 5 platform, the fog rolled away, revealing the tracks below. Joanna stared, shocked by the view, and her light heart plummeted. For the first time in seven years, the Number 5 bay stood empty. Only a handful of people waited on the platform, gazing down the tracks as if to conjure the missing train from thin air. Eva was not among those waiting.

      Joanna clattered down the metal stairs to the platform, careful not to catch her skirt on the ornate ironwork. It would be easy to trip in the fading light of the December afternoon. The last thing she needed was to injure herself and bring down more misfortune on her family.

      “Excuse me.” Joanna touched the elbow of a middle-aged woman with a prominent gap between her front teeth. “Citizen Waldron?” The woman waited for her husband every night, just as Joanna waited for Eva. “Has the Number 5 come and gone already?”

      “I couldn’t say,” Citizen Waldron replied, puffing on her cold hands to warm them. “Just got here myself.”

      “It’s usually here by now,” a man in a cap remarked, glancing past the platform and into the gloom that swallowed the tracks. Impatient, he slapped his cap against the side of his knee. “And I don’t like waiting here in the dark, I can tell you. We’ll soon be out past the curfew.”

      The man was right. It took at least twenty minutes to walk from the station to the outskirts of the government-approved townhouses, and twenty-five to Joanna and Eva’s flat. If the authorities caught two young ladies walking the streets after dark, they could be fined—or worse, sent to the Norsea work camps and never heard from again. It was always a challenge to get home before dark, especially in winter.

      Joanna’s worry ratcheted up a notch as the gears of the steam clock high above her head clicked into position. The clock whirred and whizzed and then tooted the hour. Five o’clock. The Number 5 train was now twenty minutes late.

      For most people, a late train was a simple inconvenience. For Joanna, a late train meant much more. She turned her thoughts away from the past, and refused to acknowledge memories that roared up behind her when she was weak or worried like this.

      Citizen Waldron sidled close. “Joanna, do you have some of that licorice root I could buy? My boy is sick with croup. It’s the only thing that seems to help.”

      “I do. I could bring some to the next distribution.”

      “Any sooner? He’s awful sick. We’re both up all night with his coughing. Sometimes I think he’ll stop breathing. I’m so worried for him.”

      “I can see what I can do. I could bring some by your place, tonight, I suppose.”

      “You are an angel. I saved my ration of cheese. I’ll give it to you if you come by. I wouldn’t ask you to put yourself in danger, but I’m desperate.”

      “Don’t worry. You can count on me.” Joanna squeezed Citizen Waldron’s forearm to reassure her, just as the man with the cap strode up.

      “Where in the name of Wanda is that train?” The man plopped his cap onto his balding head and gave it a swift pat. “My wife will have my hide if I’m late.”

      Unease spiraled inside Joanna as a train arrived at Platform 2 and spilled out a load of weary workers. Joanna scanned the crowd pouring over the platform and up the ancient stairs, hoping against hope that Eva’s train had been switched to arrive on an alternate track. Perhaps a bridge had collapsed or a stretch of track had come loose. The old rail system was beleaguered by such problems.

      But none of the disembarking riders was Eva.

      Joanna’s worry surged to fear. “Thomas!” Joanna waved at Thomas Thorn, a young man who would have noticed Eva if he had seen her. He flirted shamelessly with Eva on every distribution day.

      Thomas paused to glance at Joanna as his fellow passengers jostled for a place on the stairs.

      “Yes?” His gaze darted down her figure and back up, without a flicker of interest.

      “Thomas, did you see the Number 5 train on the way into town?”

      “That’s right.” The impatient man in the cap shouldered his way up to Joanna. “Did you see the Number 5?”

      “I heard something about it,” Thomas replied. “Something happened. No one knows what yet.”

      “What do you mean?” Joanna grabbed his arm, and he pulled back, shocked that a woman would touch him so freely.

      “It went off the tracks. That’s all I know.”

      “The Number 5?” Joanna gasped. “Are you sure?”

      He nodded. “On that curve by the river.”

      “What about the passengers?” Joanna clutched his arm again. “Are they all right?”

      “I can’t say, Joanna.” Anxious to be on his way, the young man tried to yank out of her grip, but she held on, determined to get more facts.

      “What did you see? Please, tell me!”

      “I couldn’t see much in the fog. Sorry, that’s all I know. And I have to be going.” He glared at her until she released him.

      Joanna watched him trot up the stairs as the full impact of what he’d just said hit her like a blow to the stomach.

      “I guess I’ll have to walk home,” the man with the cap grumbled behind her. “Of all the luck.”

      She barely heard him. “My sister is on that train,” Joanna murmured. Her mouth went dry. She glanced down the empty tracks. The trail into darkness looked more ominous than ever. Her little sister—the only family she had left and one of the few people in the world that she truly cared about—was on that train.

      Without a second thought, Joanna brushed her skirt to the side and dashed toward the edge of the platform.

      “Joanna!” Citizen Waldron shrieked.

      Joanna ignored her. No one was allowed on the tracks. She could be fined. Disobeying the law could ruin her reputation for life. Even worse, it was almost dark. No sane person stayed out after dark. People died in the dark in Londo City.

      But there was no time to consider her social standing or her personal safety. Eva could be hurt. Eva could be out there injured and suffering, just like—

      Joanna shut off her imagination before it overwhelmed her. She had to get to Eva, no matter what. She jumped off the platform, landed with a thud in the gravel at the side of the tracks and set off running.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      That same afternoon, Central Compound, Londo City

      

      “There’s been another incident.” Silas Stone looked down at the note that had just been delivered.

      Gabriel felt his friend Roman Brandt come to attention behind him. The air shifted.

      “What kind of incident?” Gabriel asked, frustrated. He watched his older brother Silas scan the note for details.

      “A train derailment.” Silas frowned, and his handsome face creased into the formidable mask that terrified almost everyone around him, except his younger brother and, of course, Roman. Nothing scared Roman. It was as if he had a death wish, which only served to make him more indomitable than he already was.

      “Train derailment?” Gabriel leaned back. This was all he needed. His request for a program change would be put on hold yet again if Silas had to devote his attention to keeping law and order. Everyone knew that law and order was a priority. Even absent-minded scientists like Gabriel knew it. But he didn’t have to like it. Another delay was not what he needed right now.

      “The rabble issue is getting worse.” Silas threw a dark glance at Roman. “And it must be stopped.”

      Gabriel heard Roman heave a heavy sigh.

      “More rabble?” Roman asked, annoyed. He paced the floor behind Gabriel’s chair. “Who is doing this?”

      Roman was forever pacing, always glaring out of windows and cutting people off with impatient gestures. He was not the type of man to remain indoors long. He was not the best of partners in this strange venture they’d undertaken, either. But he was the only man Gabriel trusted in the whole of Londo City.

      As if Silas had been considering Roman’s question and had finally decided to answer, he lowered the note to the blotter and looked up from his massive desk.

      “I don’t know who is doing this.” Silas crumpled the paper and threw it across the room. “But you can be sure I will find out.”

      Silas shoved back his chair and stood up. Out of respect for his older and more powerful brother—the leader of the Overseers and also his source of funding—Gabriel rose as well.

      He tried not to measure himself against his brother, but every time he stood next to Silas, he was aware of the disparity in their physical attributes. Silas had been born with everything: confidence, impressive shoulders and legs, and compelling blue eyes that had won him countless female admirers. He’d also inherited the family estate. That had won him the few stragglers who remained unaffected by his looks.

      But Silas had not turned into a pretty wastrel like so many of his peers. He possessed a fine mind, amazing drive and a ruthless business acumen that had not only saved the family fortune but had saved mankind from extinction as well.

      All his life, Gabriel had lived in the shadow of his big brother: never as strong, never as fast and certainly never as good-looking. As the second son, he should have gone into the military. He would have in the old days, and he would have been a complete failure. He wasn’t good at throwing his weight around and killing things. He could no more have commanded a regiment as Roman had in Prussia than he could have flown to the moon. Not even horses obeyed him.

      Even now, his second life still found him wanting in comparison to his brother. But Gabriel didn’t begrudge Silas his good fortune. He couldn’t blame his brother for having been blessed with a superior set of genes. That’s just the way Mother Nature had rolled the dice. And to Silas’ credit, he had never teased his younger brother for being shorter, clumsier and cursed with a mop of burnished red hair. Mother Nature had done enough to Gabriel with that single physical trait. He didn’t need to be tormented further.

      No, there was only one thing Gabriel begrudged Silas, and that was Caroline. Caroline he would never forget. And Silas he would never forgive. Not now. Not ever.

      “But in the meantime,” Silas added, breaking into Gabriel’s spiraling thoughts. “I want you and Roman to go to the scene of the accident and put a stop to the plundering.”

      Roman padded toward Silas’ huge desk. “In any way I see fit?” he asked.

      “You have carte blanche, colonel.” With a press of a button, Silas opened a concealed door in the paneling behind his desk. “As for you, Gabriel, I have something for you to take along as a safeguard.”

      “A safeguard?”

      “A weapon. Made especially for you.” Silas reached into the closet and produced a walking stick.

      Gabriel looked at it, surprised. What could a walking stick do to stop a pack of murdering hoodlums? His surprise soon turned to appreciation, however, as he surveyed the weapon. The cane was beautifully made—from the gold handle molded in the shape of a horse head, down the smooth ivory length, to the fine gold sleeve at the tip. It was a cane he could take to the opera—had there still been such a thing. How he missed the opera.

      “Listen, Silas, I’m not the man for this job, surely. I’m a scientist, not a soldier.”

      “But you are one of the oldest among us. The rabble may listen to you.”

      “But—”

      “And I have given you a special weapon to assist you.”

      “This is a weapon?” Gabriel balanced the cane in both hands and eyed it doubtfully.

      Silas smiled. At times he could look like a satisfied cat, at least as Gabriel remembered cats looking. He hadn’t seen a dog or cat in Londo City since the Grave Mistake. “Yes, it’s a weapon.”

      “I don’t understand. Do I just thwack someone over the head with it?”

      “Twist it in your hands.”

      Gabriel twisted the cane, and the two ivory cylinders rotated with a clicking sound. Out of the tip poked a wicked blade no larger than a pen but far more deadly.

      “It’s been especially designed,” Silas explained.

      “For killing hoodlums?” Roman stuck out his gloved hand. “Give me that, Gabriel.”

      Gabriel gladly relinquished the weapon. Holding the thing had sent a shiver of disgust over him. He could sense the damage the cane would inflict. Perhaps it had already been used to end someone’s life.

      “It’s been specifically designed to impale the human heart.” Silas gazed at the weapon with satisfaction while Roman inspected it. “Just the right length. Just the right heft. The victim will barely feel it. In, out, done.” He smiled again. His hypnotic eyes glowed like shards of ice in the dim light of his office.

      Roman nodded and held the cane out for Gabriel to take into his hands again. “Come, then, Gabriel,” he said. “Time is of the essence.”

      Gabriel nodded but had trouble convincing his feet to follow Roman. He’d come to talk budgets and funding. He had not expected to be ordered to kill anyone—especially with a wicked gold-tipped cane.

      “What train line?” he asked, looking back at his brother and stalling for time.

      “Number 5. Near that sharp curve in the river.”
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      The train wreck was worse than Joanna imagined. It wasn’t just a derailment. From what Joanna could see through the fog, half the cars had tipped off the tracks, slid down an embankment and were sinking into the Thames, dragging the rest of the train into the deep. As the tide rose in the estuary, water enveloped more and more of the rusting metal cars. Thirty or so people scrambled over the cars, pulling trapped passengers through shattered windows and broken doors. Bodies lay scattered on the dead grass like pieces of driftwood.

      “Good Gottfried,” Joanna gasped. She pushed herself to run even faster.

      By the time Joanna slid down the bank to the river, she saw the circle logo of the Number 5 disappear beneath opaque brown water.

      “Eva!” she screamed. Her voice sounded puny in the fog.

      She dashed through the abandoned bodies, peering at the faces of any petite, curvaceous female that might be Eva. She had no idea drowned people could look white, so drained of life. Fortunately, she didn’t see her sister among the dead. Still, that didn’t mean much. Eva could be trapped in the train. Joanna waded into the freezing water.

      “Eva!” she yelled.

      Someone jostled her from the side. A man with a pale face that glowed in the dying light carried a young woman in his arms. He threw her upon the dead grass on the bank and fell upon her, growling at her throat. For a moment Joanna stared at him, aghast. He wasn’t saving the young woman. He was attacking her. While Joanna stared, the young woman on the ground cried out and struggled to get out from under the man’s lanky body.

      “Hey!” Joanna yelled.

      The man with the pale face turned to look at her.

      Joanna was tall for a woman. And strong. Climbing twenty flights of stairs each day had honed her physical body into pure muscle. She knew she could not only look threatening if she wanted to, she could be threatening.

      “You there!” She threw back her shoulders and planted her fists at her waist to make her body appear more bulky than it actually was. “Get off her!”

      The man’s eyes glowed an unsettling red color as he glared at her. Then he laughed, displaying a set of crooked but very sharp teeth. His incisors were enormous. At the sight of his mouth, Joanna’s heart lurched in alarm.

      Vampire.

      Her mind said the word she dared not utter aloud. She had heard rumors that vampires existed in Londo City. But on the outskirts of the city. Never in town. Not in the world of daylight. In all her twenty-eight years, she had never seen a vampire or met anyone who had. But something told her she was looking at a vampire now.

      “Wait your turn, sweetheart,” the pale man hissed. He clutched the young woman’s hair, pulling at her ragged scarf, and bent to her neck.

      Joanna recognized the woman as one of Eva’s friends, Mary Taylor, a mousy little thing that a vampire would consider more snack than meal. She had to do something.

      She glanced around for a weapon, saw a rock the size of a small pot and wrenched it from the earth.

      “Get off her!” Joanna yelled again, but the man ignored her. Screaming a war cry, Joanna bashed the vampire in the back of the head. He fell forward and rolled onto his back, stunned and howling in pain. Then he jumped to his feet and lunged for Joanna.

      She scrambled away. But her feet tangled in the wet hem of her dress, tripping her. She pitched backward, landing in the arms of someone standing behind her. She came up against a very wide, very hard chest.

      “Can’t kill him with a rock,” a man’s voice commented near her ear.

      “You have to go for the heart,” another man added.

      Before Joanna could make sense of what was happening, she saw a man dressed in black whip out what looked like a cane and plunge it in a great upward swoop into the chest of the vampire.

      Her assailant hung in midair for a moment while disbelief contorted his face. Fog rolled around him until he shimmered and dissolved into the mist. The next instant, he was gone.

      The man in black stepped back into place so quickly that Joanna didn’t see the movement. All she knew was that two men had had been standing in front of her, and in the blink of an eye, no one was there was that two men had vanished from sight.

      She sucked in a breath and whipped around to see who had saved her life.

      Two gentlemen dressed in greatcoats and top hats seemed oblivious to the vampire vanishing act, the feat of speed or the two young ladies trembling before them. They were too busy surveying the carnage on the bank. Their horses danced behind them, white-eyed and nervous at the smell of blood.

      Joanna followed their stare. She could see now that what she had assumed was a rescue operation was actually a feeding frenzy. Vampires were everywhere. Fear gripped her so thoroughly that she couldn’t take a breath.

      What could they do to defend themselves? Two men and a couple of terrified women were no match for the horde of monsters crawling over the ruined train. Any minute now, their vampire hunger could switch focus to the living beings standing there watching.

      “Give me that cane, Gabriel,” the taller man commanded. As the cane sailed through the air, the tall man caught the weapon without even glancing at it. “Get the women out of here. Take my horse.”

      “And leave you? Not on your life.”

      “I’ll be fine. These idiots are civilians. And green.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “Go.”

      The slighter man reached for Joanna’s elbow.

      “No!” She pulled back. “I can’t leave. I have to find my sister.”

      The tall man looked over his broad shoulder at her. “Your sister is either dead or drowned by now. Be sensible. Save yourself.”

      “No!”

      “Roman, have a heart,” the slighter man said as he helped Mary to her feet.

      Joanna turned to the man named Roman. “Eva’s not dead! She can’t be! And you’re heartless to say so!”

      “You have five seconds.” Roman pointed the cane at her. “Get on that horse.” He stabbed the air in the direction of the nervous animal.

      “No!”

      “Joanna? Are you Joanna Wilder?” The young woman in the scarf clutched at Joanna’s free hand. “It’s you, isn’t it?”

      “You know me?”

      “Yes, you helped my father with your special tea last year. And I know your sister.”

      “Where is she?”

      “I don’t know. But I do know one thing. She wasn’t on the Number 5. She never came to work today.”

      Stunned by the news, Joanna allowed the man named Gabriel to help her up on the smaller of the two horses. She watched in a state of shock as he assisted Mary into the saddle of the larger mount and then got up behind the tiny woman. He nudged his horse up the hill. There was no time to think. No time to wonder where Eva might be. She had to focus on following the horseman ahead of her and getting away from the massacre.

      When they got to the top of the ridge, they encountered a third gentleman astride a gray horse. He tipped his hat to them as calmly as if they were riding in the park and had paused to say hello.

      Gabriel pulled his horse to a stop. It danced sideways, blowing and uneasy, and kept sidling forward. Joanna guided her mount to stand alongside Gabriel’s, which quieted his high-strung animal. She had no wish to get separated from her savior or thrown by a panicky horse, not when they were still so close to the carnage of the train wreck.

      “Moray, what are you doing here?” Gabriel’s tone hung with disgust. Joanna assumed the two men did not respect each other.

      “Came for the entertainment.” Moray smiled a tight, unhappy smile. “Your brother really should do something about these rabble hordes. The lack of obedience is shocking. Shocking.”

      “Yes, well, when we discover who is turning so many people, there will be hell to pay.”

      “When and if,” Moray shot back. He straightened the top hat on his head. “Tell Silas to call me if he needs my help. I’ve offered so many times, I really can’t keep reaching out. I do have some pride, you know.”

      “Tell him yourself. I’m not a messenger service.” Gabriel clucked to his horse, and the animal broke into a canter, glad to be away from the reek of blood on the riverbank.

      Joanna followed, thinking ahead now. She supposed Gabriel would take her and Mary home. She was reluctant to reveal where she lived to an Overseer. In this day and age, it was wise to remain as anonymous as possible.

      She considered her options as she watched the towers of Londo City emerge from the mist.
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      Earlier that evening—

      

      “Aiden!”

      Aiden Bannister turned at the sound of his name and was surprised to see the love of his life running down the street toward him. Had she left work early? As far as he knew, that was possible only if a person suffered a severe injury or died.

      “Eva?” He stared at the young woman as she approached, her brown hair bouncing on her shoulders, her scarf in her fist. He watched her smile and hold out her hands to him as she rushed forward. This was the woman he loved, the woman who would be married to someone else in a handful of days.

      “Aiden!” Eva launched herself into his arms. She was like a doll compared to his bulky chest and massive shoulders.

      Joy and torment streaked through him. Each time Eva touched him, he fell back in love with her. Each time she kissed him, he spent days afterward plotting how they could cheat the system and run away together. But without money, there was nowhere to run. And each time she left him, he had to remind his heart that he must forget her.

      Frustration and despair ate him alive.

      “What are you doing here?” he blurted.

      “I didn’t go to work today.” She pulled his hot head forward, struggling to kiss him. Her hands felt tiny on his brawny neck. “I waited for you to get off work. I had to see you, Aiden. I had to!”

      “Eva. No.” He disengaged from her soft, sweet lips and delicate fingers, away from the ache that consumed him. He swallowed and was overcome by love and grief and longing and, as usual, the inability to express himself.

      “Please don’t push me away.”

      She looked up at him with a pleading expression in her big sad eyes. He found it difficult to resist that look, and she knew it. But this time he vowed to be stronger than before. He swallowed hard again and shook his head.

      “I have to, Eva.”

      When she reached for him a second time, he stepped backward. “You could be ruined.”

      “But I need to tell you something.”

      “No, you don’t. There’s nothing to say.”

      “But Aiden!”

      The pain in her voice cut through him. He hung his head. He wished he had the ability to put into words what he felt for this woman. He longed to tell her how she would be in his heart and in his thoughts forever. Forever. He would never forget her. Never take another as a companion. He would go on living, but he would only be putting in time. In five days, when Eva entered the Marriage Machine, his life would be over.

      But Eva would never hear his declarations of love. Words never made it past his crude workman’s tongue. He could lift a loaded wagon, he could work twenty-four hours without rest. But he could never find the right words without blushing and stuttering and making a fool of himself. So he remained mute.

      He pushed off the brick wall and headed down the street. “Go home, Eva.”

      “But—”

      “You got a chance at a better life. Take it.”

      “I don’t want a better life.” She grabbed his sleeve, but he yanked away. “Not if you aren’t in it.”

      “Nothing. I have nothing…to offer.”

      “That isn’t true!”

      “And if they catch you out here with me, they’ll pun…punish you. Your future’ll be ruined.”

      “I don’t care about that future.” She grabbed his sleeve again. “Aiden, I don’t want the future they’ve planned for me.”

      This time he stopped and turned to face her.

      “It’s the only way out.”

      “I don’t want it.” She shook her head.

      He clutched the tops of her arms and held her away from him, determined to make her see sense.

      “Go home, Eva. Right now. Be…before someone sees you.”

      “No!” Tears welled in her eyes. “My home is with you, Aiden. You!” She wiggled, trying to force herself closer.

      “No, it isn’t.” He stared at her. Hard. He wouldn’t let her kiss him again. He would break if she kissed him again. If he loved Eva Wilder, he had to be strong. That he could be. He might not be able to verbalize his feelings, but when he made a decision, he could stick with it forever.

      “Go home, Eva.”

      “I won’t! I’ll follow you.”

      “No, you won’t. I don’t want you to. I never did.”

      Her face paled. “What?”

      “I never did. Not for the long run. We both knew you and me wasn’t for the long run.”

      “What are you saying, Aiden?” She blinked, as if trying to understand his words with her eyes instead of her ears. “What are you saying?”

      “That it’s over. And I’m glad. I was getting tired of the same old thing besides.”

      “Same old thing?”

      “Variety. Spice of life. Isn’t that what they say? Especially for a man. Didn’t know how to tell you.”

      “I don’t believe you.” She took a step back, pulling at both ends of the scarf, as if she held his heart between her fists and was tearing it apart. “You’re lying.”

      He shrugged, fighting to keep his expression cold.

      “You’re lying!”

      “Get lost, Eva.” He curled his lip. “Have a…good life.”

      Then he turned and strode away.

      “Aiden!” she cried behind him.

      He pressed on, ignoring his outraged heart. He heard her footsteps ringing behind him. He kept walking. He had to do this. He had to make her believe he didn’t care. And in a few minutes, this hell would be over.

      “Aiden!” Her voice was fainter now. She had stopped following him.

      He forced himself to keep walking. He couldn’t look back at her, no matter how much he wanted one last glimpse of her, no matter how much he wanted to embrace her and never let her go.

      But he had to. He had to let her go. He had to be the strong one.

      Soon, all he heard was the clump of his own boots on the cobblestones. Nothing more. He headed toward the nearest speakeasy.

      He had to get a drink.
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        * * *

      

      After the train wreck

      

      Gabriel Stone stole surreptitious glances at the woman who rode beside him. She wasn’t all that beautiful, not in a classical sense. But there was something that drew the eye. Her fiery demeanor and proud bearing vaulted her from the nondescript to the spectacular. When he’d spotted her on the riverbank, standing there with her brown hair blowing in the wind and her arms akimbo, she’d looked like an Amazon. Not that he’d ever seen an Amazon. But he’d read about Amazonian women in Roman Brandt’s illegal trove of books.

      Yes, there was something about Joanna Wilder that drew the eye. He shifted in the saddle, uncomfortable with the strange sensations coursing through his thoughts as well as his body. Not since he’d lost Caroline had his attention been captured by another woman.

      He tried to think of ways to extend their chance meeting without stooping to the obvious, but came up with nothing. Wooing women was not his forte.

      All too soon, Gabriel spied the city gates looming ahead in the fog. A few minutes more, and they arrived at a shabby townhouse on a shabby street. Lights glowed behind a smattering of windows, but nobody walked the streets.

      The woman who rode in front of him pointed at a house with a crumbling set of steps.

      “Here,” she said.

      “Me, too,” Joanna Wilder added.

      The smaller woman turned in surprise. “But, Joanna, you don’t live here.”

      “I want to talk to you about my sister.”

      “Oh.”

      All too soon, the ride was over.

      Gabriel slipped off his horse, intending to help Joanna Wilder dismount, but she beat him to it. Her work boots hit the cobblestones before he was halfway off his nervous animal. Instead of assisting the tall woman with the shining hair and spectacles so he could get a closer look at her face, he settled for the smaller waif who had ridden with him.

      “Thank you, citizen.” Mary dropped a curtsy in front of him. He swept off his hat and answered with a shallow bow. He had no time for the waif and even less interest in her anemic constitution. He could smell the insipid blood trickling through her veins—made more colorless by the evening’s trauma on the riverbank—and knew she would have a lackluster taste. He’d never been one to feast for feasting’s sake.

      Instead, Gabriel turned his focus on the other woman.

      He struggled to mask the attraction he felt for her. Only good breeding and better sense kept his feet in place. A weaker man would have swept her into the shadows to explore her beauty—inside and out. But he was not that kind of monster.

      To be honest, he’d never enjoyed the kill. He was proud that he had not killed a human being since the single unfortunate miscalculation he’d made when he’d first been turned. Whenever he fed, he never killed.

      The horse must have picked up on his carnivorous musings, because it whinnied and danced behind him. Frowning, he grabbed the bridle.

      “Do you need assistance in locating your sister, Miss Wilder?”

      “Thank you for the offer,” Joanna replied. “But no.”

      She graced him with a quick glance he couldn’t read. Dismissive? Disinterested? Disgusted? He couldn’t tell. It was damned difficult to see her eyes behind the glint of the spectacle lenses.

      “You’d best get off the street then.” Gabriel motioned toward the door at the top of the stairs. “It’s long past the curfew.”

      Joanna Wilder nodded. Her full mouth was set in a grim line. No doubt she was worried about her sibling. But she didn’t move. She seemed to be waiting for him to leave.

      Gabriel swung into the saddle of Roman’s horse and then reached back to grab the reins of his smaller mount. Hooves clattered on cobblestones as he fought for control of the beasts. He had always thought horses could sense the preternatural state of masters and disliked serving nonhuman overlords. His brother, on the other hand, claimed Gabriel merely lacked a firm hand, and that’s why horses shied from him. To get around the drama, Gabriel usually eschewed saddles on horses for seats in carriages. But a carriage could not have transported them to the bank of the river.

      Gabriel urged the horses to a trot. He didn’t look back at the two women on the fog-shrouded street, no matter how much he wanted to have another glance at Joanna Wilder.

      A half-hour later, he dropped off the horses at the mews behind the Central Compound and headed for his laboratory on a side street in the human quarter. Here, townspeople could come and go to his lab without requesting entrance to the official quarters of the compound. The less the humans knew about the compound, the better anyway. If they knew how few Overseers kept them in check, they would revolt, especially now that the human population had increased. But fear and hunger kept their minds off power struggles and fixed on their dinner plates. The balance was delicate, and Gabriel chafed against the decision to keep the humans ignorant of the Londo City government. To his mind, ignorance was never good. But then, he was no Machiavelli like his brother. He was a simple scientist who liked to be left alone to work—and preferably in a quiet place with very little outside contact.

      The gas lamp still burned above the sign outside his lab.

      
        
        “Subjects wanted.

        Compensation offered.

        Inquire within.”

      

      

      Gabriel left the light burning until midnight each night, aware that desperate humans might leave the safety of their homes in order to make a few extra credits. A few souls always risked their lives for the opportunity to improve their financial status. And that’s what he counted on.

      As he opened the door to the lab, he switched his mind from politics to his current project. Gabriel had begun to suspect that the results he looked for would never materialize. But he would keep trying, no matter how many years it took. After all, time was no object. And if successful, the project could solve a host of issues.

      Gabriel stuffed his gloves in his hat and placed it on the shelf above the coat rack, just as his assistant swept into the waiting room.

      “Good evening, Miss Beach.”

      “Good evening, doctor.” Angela Beach held a clipboard against her breasts like a chest plate, while her eyes drank him in. She feared him, but he could tell that she was drawn to him. She couldn’t help it, he supposed. There existed between human beings and his kind a natural but fatal attraction. To maintain his professional ethics and retain her valuable services, he had never taken advantage of that innate attraction. But as time went on, he worried that she would act upon her feelings for him one day and embarrass them both. Lord, he hoped not.

      Angela Beach was the usual colorless Londo City woman with mousy hair, brown eyes, frail bone structure and translucent skin. There were so many just like her these days. Perhaps it was due to poor diet and lack of sunshine.

      The sameness of Londo City citizens created a dangerous situation in which most people were perceived as faceless fodder—unless a person made a conscious effort to view them on an individual basis. It was all too easy for his kind to think of human beings as one big blur of beige.

      Gabriel picked up the messages that had been folded and transmitted through the PneumoTube behind his assistant’s desk. “Is there anything new?”

      “Well, a potential subject came in an hour ago.”

      “Oh?” He stopped sifting through the messages. Human subjects were precious. Not many women were willing to enter his clinical trial, especially when they learned of the parameters. “And?”

      “She’s still here.”

      “Good.” He put the messages down. “Did you explain the nature of the experiment?”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “She is still willing to be a subject.” Miss Beach walked to her desk and set the clipboard next to her cup of tea. “I think she’s desperate for money, doctor. She seems uncommonly desperate, if you want my opinion.”

      He didn’t. Miss Beach had a tendency to overly criticize others, and her opinions of people and situations rarely coincided with his.

      “Perhaps I should get the woman to sign on the dotted line then, before she has second thoughts.” He held out his hand. “Do you have the paperwork, Miss Beach?”

      “Yes, doctor.” She gave him the clipboard, all the while trying to catch his eye.

      He avoided her glance and headed down the hall to the conference room.
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      Murphy’s Pub that evening

      
      Aiden rapped on the speakeasy door two times and called out “Nikola Tesla.” His voice cracked on the rage that burned inside him. He waited in the cold alley, clenching his jaw.

      It was odd how most people knocked on a door three times, and how simple the double rap had been to incorporate as part of the password combination to get into Murphy’s pub.

      The door on the peephole slid back. Aiden could imagine an eyeball on the other side, inspecting him in the rolling fog. He was surprised his rage hadn’t burned off the entire cloud hanging over Londo City. He was surprised he could stand here like this without crushing something to bits. The door opened.

      Aiden nodded at the man standing to one side.

      “Aiden,” the man said. He closed the door.

      Aiden trudged to the subterranean pub and yanked out a stool. People weren’t supposed to drink alcohol or leave their homes after dark. That was the law.

      To hell with the law. To hell with the Overseers. To hell with everything.

      “The usual?” the bartender asked, gazing down at him with eyes that didn’t judge or question. Only observed.

      Aiden nodded. He heaved a sigh and glanced around the dark room, which was comprised of small alcoves, crooked stone floors and heavy rafters crusty with age. The place must have been here centuries before the Grave Mistake. And it smelled like it.

      There was Bob McKenzie, Trout Smith and Tommie J sitting in one of the wooden booths plotting a coup as usual but never taking the first step. He’d listened to their grumbling for ten years now, and all they had in place was a password that would mobilize most of the men in Londo City.

      There was the handful of young bucks playing billiards. And there was that cocky tart, dressed in velvet and sequins, prowling around, looking for excitement and smoking her signature cigarette. She probably thought she looked daring, smoking like that and being female. But she just looked cheap. He’d never partaken of her “charms.” Not when Eva had been in the picture. But thanks to the Overseers and their damn Marriage Machine, Eva would soon be history.

      “Bad day?” the barman asked, sliding a frothy glass of ale across the bar.

      Aiden shrugged and scowled, too torn up to answer. He clutched the smudged glass as his mood spiraled to new and darker depths. He drank. But the bitter ale did nothing to douse the fire that smoldered inside him.

      He’d done his duty. He’d told Eva to get lost, to do what the authorities demanded, to step into that machine and get married to a complete stranger. She would be induced by the whirring gears of the Marriage Machine to accept her new husband, have children and raise a family. But most of all, she would be induced to forget him.

      Eva had wanted to tell him something, but he’d pushed her away and refused to listen. He’d shouted cruel things at her, things that had broken her heart.

      He’d done it because he loved her. He loved Eva Wilder with every fiber of his crude, inarticulate being.

      Aiden took a resolute draught of ale. Now that Eva was lost to him, it was time to move on and do the things he’d only talked about. He’d be damned if he was going to be just another old man grumbling in the corner of Murphy’s Pub. Then and there, he made a promise to himself. He would take action. In five days his love would be married and his life would be over. He might as well make these final days count.

      When he’d drained the ale to the bottom of the glass, he thought suddenly of what he could do to take a stand against the Overseers and make history—not that his actions would ever be recorded in a historical document. No one studied history any more. Why look back?

      He had to laugh at his own thoughts. Right. Why look back? Everything about the past only made the future look bleaker.

      He trudged over to Bob McKenzie’s table.

      “I have an idea,” he said. The three men looked up at him.
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        * * *

      

      Caroline Adams hated what her life had come to: sneaking around, snooping through correspondence and hiding behind corners. In two short years she had plummeted from the lofty position of Silas Stone’s beloved companion to a suspicious eavesdropper who rarely entertained the object of her affection.

      She despised this new role, but she was not about to be tossed aside—or worse, made to disappear. She’d heard rumors about the fate of courtiers of the Overseers.

      According to the rumors, when a woman reached a certain age, or her patron tired of her, the courtier simply disappeared from the gatherings of the Central Compound. When Caroline had asked about this, she was met with bored shrugs of shoulders and indifferent explanations.

      “Oh, she went back to her family,” they had said. Or, “Her elderly mother needed her.” People assumed the women went back to where they had come from and that none of the inhabitants of the Central Compound cared to keep in touch with ex-courtiers.

      Caroline did not believe such explanations.

      When her time came, she was not about to leave the Central Compound. She was never going back to working in the fields or to the father who had turned his back on her. Somehow she would make a permanent place for herself behind the luxurious walls of the compound.

      Caroline had lost a lot of sleep in recent weeks, plagued by worry about her standing with Silas. No wonder he had criticized her appearance a few days ago, telling her that she looked tired. Silas had never criticized her. It was a bad sign.

      She paled.

      Caroline pinched color back into her cheeks as her thoughts raced. If her looks were fading, she would have to use her wits to survive. There had to be something she could find out about Silas that she could use as a safeguard, something that Silas wanted to keep secret, something she could threaten him with if he ever told her to clear out. She’d been lurking in his office for three days now, intent on discovering what that something could be.

      She pinched her cheeks a second time as she heard Silas’ assistant announce a visitor.

      “Citizen Eleanor Ramsay, sir.”

      At the name, Silas straightened. Then he jumped to his feet. Even in the low gaslight of the office, Caroline could read the surprise and delight in his expression.

      The woman was a stranger to the Central Compound, but Silas obviously knew her. And from the look on his face, he seemed to know her well. Jealousy streaked through Caroline. She leaned forward for a better look, anxious to see what kind of woman could distract her lover.

      Her spying days might be over.
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        * * *

      

      “Eleanor!” Silas greeted. His voice sounded warmer than Caroline had ever heard it.

      “Silas.” The tall woman held out her hand. She had a regal bearing that Caroline had only practiced in front of mirrors but never achieved in real life.

      Eleanor’s dark brown hair was swept up in a roll and topped by a wide hat festooned with netting and feathers. She wore a gown of light green velvet that fit her slender figure perfectly. It was probably tailored just for her. No hand-me-downs or crude woolen shifts for this woman.

      “It has been a long time.” Silas rose from kissing her hand. “Too long.” He didn’t release her fingers and stood in front of her, drinking her in. Caroline felt blood rush from her face again.

      “I don’t come south very often these days.”

      “A loss for Londo City. Truly. And for me.” He indicated a chair. “Please, sit down. May I get you something to drink? A whiskey? Ale?”

      “No, thank you, Silas. I can only stay for a few minutes.” She sat down in the chair, with one hand draped on the arm, the other in her lap and her back ramrod straight. The hat tilted at an angle that lent her posture a provocative yet aristocratic flair.

      Caroline couldn’t take her eyes off the woman. In the periphery of her vision, she noticed Silas leaning against the front edge of his desk. He never took such a stance with visitors. He always sat in his huge chair behind his desk, as if to separate his body from all humanity. But with this woman, he stayed close. His gleaming boots came within inches of the velvet hem of her gown. An intimate sensation flowed between his foot and the dress and then sizzled all the way to the woman’s lips.

      “For shame, Eleanor,” he purred. “You come all the way from the Outer Islands and begrudge me news as well as your company?”

      “It took longer to get to Londo City than we anticipated. The winter cyclones were terrible. Simply terrible. And my father-in-law is with me.”

      “Ah. He must be ancient.”

      “He’s getting up in years, yes.” She placed one gloved hand over the other, looked at Silas’ chest and then raised her glance to his face.

      “Silas, I won’t waste your time or mine with idle chatter. I need a favor.”

      “Intriguing.” Silas crossed his arms over his chest. “What kind of favor?”

      “My sons are scheduled for the Marriage Machine on C-Day.”

      “And?”

      “I want the invitations revoked, given to someone else, postponed, whatever has to be done.”

      “You know I can’t do that.” Silas pulled away from the edge of his desk and paced to the fire. “And refusing an invitation means death or at the very least, banishment to a Norsea work camp.”

      “Surely not for a Ramsay.” She leaned forward. “My father-in-law invented that machine!”

      “That may be so.” Silas clasped his hands behind his back and stared at the glow in the grate. “But I can’t set a precedent like that, especially now.”

      “Why? What’s going on?”

      “There have been incidents lately. Insurrection. I am concerned that the chaos may escalate. And until I find out who is at the bottom of the chaos, I can’t allow any change in the schedule or daily functioning of Londo City. And no favors to you or any other citizen.” He turned to face her. “I’m sorry, Eleanor.”

      She swept to her feet. “Silas, I am no ordinary citizen.”

      “I am well aware of that.”

      “And I won’t allow this marriage. Two sons at once?” In her vehemence, she stabbed one finger at the floor. “I will not have it!”

      Silas shrugged. “There is nothing I can do.”

      “There bloody well is! And I want you to do it!”

      He flushed at her vulgar language. Caroline could read outrage in his face. The woman dared to make demands of the leader of the Overseers. Not a good choice. This Eleanor Ramsay would be dead by dawn.

      That suited Caroline just fine.

      “Even I must follow the laws of Londo City, Eleanor.”

      Eleanor glared at him.

      Caroline waited, holding her breath and staring at the couple in the room.

      Then Eleanor broke off her glare and strode to the door. Her gown whipped the floor behind her.

      “Find a way, Silas!”

      He threw back his head and smiled. “And what will you do in return?” He padded across the carpet toward her.

      She stared at him. Her chest heaved. Their eyes locked and held while light flickered over their heightened color. In that moment Caroline knew they had been lovers.

      “What will you do in return, my love?”

      “We are past that, Silas.”

      “Are we?” He raised her chin with his index finger, enough to

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/lucky-logo.jpg
LUCKY





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





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





OEBPS/images/image-1.jpg





