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Chapter One

Business was bad even before the Warden found the dead body.   I was deep inside the guts of the printing press trying to recover a lost “T” that had fallen off the carriage and lodged itself under the foot assembly when the dainty bell rattled at the door.

The smell of jasmine drifted into the back room, followed by a woman's voice inquiring about the proprietor of the press.  Her voice had that high diction quality that was common to Philadelphia Federalists, especially those who had desires for stronger ties with England and the monarchy.  The tone had a whiff of embellishment that could only be learned by one who aspired to live there without having actually visited, which left me less than intrigued.

It didn't help that I'd weaseled my hand through the support structure and my fingers were inches away from grasping the piece of movable type.  I was almost close enough to reach it and it had taken me ten minutes to maneuver my hand to this point, so I was feeling unsympathetic to my potential customer.  Unfortunately, I also had a mountain of debt owned by the Bank of North America ready to crush me in an avalanche.

When the bell rattled again, I cursed under my breath and yanked my hand free, ripping the sleeve of my homespun brown linen coat, and hurried after my fleeing customer.

"Madam!  I'm in the back.  My industry was wanting," I shouted after her, hoping to relay a proper sense of urgency, a central piece of advice that my dear old Ben had given me a year ago, before his unexpected disappearance.

The woman standing at the threshold wore a daytime pelisse trimmed with chinchilla and secured around her shoulders with an aqua ribbon of upstanding quality that glimmered in the late afternoon sun.  Beneath the coat, a fine silk dress of midnight blue peeked out, matching the curls of ribbon pinned on the back of her head.  The outfit surprised me, as it meant she couldn't have ridden a horse, and her station indicated she probably hadn't walked far, but I didn't hear the sounds of a steam carriage idling outside either.  

The searing look I received reminded me that I was wearing men's clothing and that they were torn and grease stained at that.  The woman made a noise under her breath that sounded like dismissal and I was certain she would leave, until she glanced down the street and then stepped back inside.  At this point, I was certain she stayed out of curiosity, much like seeing one of the grand airships that made the journey across the ocean for the first time.

"Are you the printer's wife?" she asked in that condescending tone I'd had my fill of when I traveled through England.

A sudden premonition hit me that I knew the woman, even though I'd never seen her in my life.  It was a phantom pain that haunted me even as I spoke.  

"Madam, I am the printer.  And it would be my pleasure to produce your pamphlet or whatever needs you have of my humble printing press," I said, trying to come to grasp with the strong sense of déjà vu.

Her smooth white skin wrinkled at the brow.  "You have a slight French accent, but you are not French."  It was a question posed as a statement, full of aristocratic distaste.

Seizing the moment to introduce myself in a way that would keep my true identity hidden, I bowed, ignoring the second flicker of disapproval casting across her gaze.

"I am Katerina Carmontelle, Russian by birth, American by choice.  I was born in St. Petersburg, where French was the language spoken at the dinner table," I said, leaving out a history that could fill a dozen books.  

In truth, my real name was Yekaterina Romanovna Vorontsova-Dashkova, sometimes called Princess Dashkova, or Catherine the Little.  I'd been the close confidant of Catherine the Great, and had helped put her on the throne in my youth.  I was also called Kat, by that rogue Ben Franklin, though I'd not heard that name uttered in over a year.  But for the citizens of Philadelphia, my chosen home, I was known as Katerina Carmontelle, owner of the printing press called the Patriot Letters.  

Since I'd only secured a few desperate customers in my first year of business, it might have been a stretch to call it a press.  I had taken up the profession to give reason for my existence in town, while I supported Ben in his quest to understand the otherworldly occurrences which had plagued the city in recent years.  Which was why my debts had reached a critical point—I had not been attentive to my business during these investigations—and without Ben Franklin's sponsorship, it would be difficult to extend terms.

"You may call me Mrs. Bingham," she said with an eyebrow arched and her chin held at a regal angle.  "What affliction has befallen you that you must toil in a man's trade?  Are you not suitable to wed?"

Oh, the pithy responses that leapt to my lips, waiting to slice her petty arrogance to ribbons.  I'd been a princess of the Russian Empire, the first woman Director of the Russian Academy of Science, and a friend to royalty from Moscow to London.  I'd launched revolutions with whispers and quills, and been a colonel in the Russian military.  When I traveled through Europe I had to stay incognito, as my advice was sought after by the kings and queens of each great nation.  

Despite the plainness of my clothes and the dreadful state of my hair, since my head had been jammed against the carriage as I tried to retrieve the escaping type, I must have exuded some hint of social status as I prepared my response, because Mrs. Bingham pulled her white-gloved hands against her pelisse as if I might chop them off with a saber.  

Her reaction reminded me that I wasn't supposed to be a woman born of privilege, but an immigrant making my way in this land of opportunity.  If my presence in the Americas was known, Emperor Paul would send his assassins after me to remove one of the few remaining links to Catherine.  Though it had happened forty years before, the fact that I'd engineered the coup that had put Catherine on the throne weighed heavily on the paranoid Emperor's mind.  So I twisted the words that had arrayed themselves on my tongue.

"I am a printer, madam.  The noblest of professions in America," I said.

"Is it noble to starve, or have to scramble around in the dirt like a common workman?" she asked, wrinkling her nose and eyeing the grease stain on my sleeve with distaste.

"Better to own the tools of mobility, than be hooked to a lusty stallion that could break the bonds to your carriage whenever he so pleased," I said.

"Hrmph," said Mrs. Bingham, swallowing as if I'd fed her a spoonful of bitters.  "What could one such as yourself know about the life I lead?"

She said it as a taunt, slipping the hook into her question, hoping I would take it and reveal whatever I was keeping hidden.  Her crystal blue eyes searched my face, creasing at the corners.  I almost felt she knew me, too, though couldn't remember the encounter.  Maybe we had crossed paths at one point without true introductions.

"Madam," I said, trying to keep my tone level, "do you have any business for my humble shop?"

Mrs. Bingham made a guttural snicker and slowly walked around the small front room of the press.  There was barely enough room for the both of us.  She strolled in a circle, hand flopping lazily from her wrist as she examined the meager contents of the room with a pinched face and thin, white lips.

"I was out sampling the wares of the new chocolate shop in town, when I saw your sign.  I stopped because I had not seen it before and I don't suppose I will see it here much longer," she said.  "You haven't had much business, have you?  I see these pathetic handbills.  You can't have received much more than a pittance for them."

She was leafing through a few sample pamphlets I'd made for the Agrarian Party of Philadelphia.  They'd barely promised me enough to cover costs, and I would only receive payment on completion of the job, but the appearance of industry might bring more business, and I still had much to learn about the art of printing.

"The amount would surprise you," I said, holding my tongue.

"I doubt it," she said, craning her head back in a way one might hold a smelly piece of laundry with an outstretched hand.

A growl slipped out of my throat, despite my desire to appear civil.  When I wasn't even as tall as the dinner table, my father used to call me a wolfling, and I would growl at him in response.  Mrs. Bingham did not smile like my father would have, instead she took a hasty step backwards and scowled in my direction, flattening her lips to pale.

"Unsurprising," she muttered.

"Madam, do you have business for me, or did your leash become unclipped?" I said, forgetting myself.

The wild-eyed glance I received told me I'd gone a step too far.  "Friend," she said in a way that meant anything but the word, "I will give you some advice, since it seems your business acumen is lacking.  First, I was looking for a pamphleteer of the highest quality, for I am hosting a party in one week's time for President Washington and his wife, Lady Washington, a frequent visitor to my salon.  Two days afterwards, we will be celebrating the christening of a new airship, The Brave Eagle, that may one day soon have to be employed against those imperialistic dogs in Russia."  She flashed her blue eyes at the word dogs as if she'd just made up a new insult.  "I do not think your establishment exceeds the proper quality expected by the class of people that will be attending this celebration.  And second, I doubt my husband, William Bingham, President of the Bank of North America, would want me throwing away good coin to a business that will soon be bankrupt."

The nature of her husband's profession hit me like a hammer strike to the chest.  While it was doubtful she would know that my debts were held by her husband's bank, if she took the time to inquire, the Patriot Letters would be out of business sooner than expected.

"It seems this business negotiation has come to an end," I said, trying to salvage my pride. "Good day to you, madam."

"Good day?" She laughed.  "A good day will be when I see your Russian hide marching out of town, preferably with a wooden stock latched around your head and wrists."

I took a step forward, eliciting a cry of alarm from Mrs. Bingham's lips.  Though I had no intention of touching her bodily person, the response did give me an ephemeral thrill.  I was about to ask her to leave when I saw a brief flicker of hurried movement pass by my store window, a person running with great haste.  

Before Mrs. Bingham could move, I stepped into the street to get a better look at the person.  I recognized the profile of the tricorn hat with a peacock feather on the gentleman moving away.  It was Warden Simon Snyder, head constable of Philadelphia, and another person I had no desire to see, except that he was moving towards the Franklin Estate on Arch Street.  

My first thought was that Ben had returned from whatever journey he had put himself on, though another part of me feared that something had befallen him and only his body had made the trip.  

In my moment of indecision, Mrs. Bingham pushed past me in a most uncharacteristic manner.  Something hard and heavy in the front pocket of her pelisse knocked against my hip.  

I was not a thief by nature or practice, having relied on my wits or the generosity of my patrons to survive, but I was aware of the principles of the arts of legerdemain.  When Mrs. Bingham bumped into my person a second time, I used the distraction to liberate her of the object in her pelisse, dropping it into my sleeve without her notice.  

"Good day," she said, the words dripping with venom as she swept down the street, moving in the opposition direction of the Franklin Estate.  

Without Mrs. Bingham clogging up my thoughts with her presence, I could fully focus on what was happening with the Warden.  So I smoothed back the rip in my brown linen sleeve, dropped my new prize into a coat pocket, and marched down the cobblestone street towards my patron's estate, hoping that Warden Snyder would not be too upset by my timely arrival.


Chapter Two

Dusk was settling as an umber haze on the horizon and spark flies would soon be listing through the fields north of the city like tiny will-o'-the-wisps.  An August breeze kept the worst of the summer heat from building up and tussled the red, white, and blue banners left over from the recent celebration of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence.  

An unnatural quiet bereft of machine noises had come over the usually busy street while distant steam carriages rattled across the cobblestones, and far to the east on the Delaware River tall masts bobbed past the city's dock district.  Along the southern edge of Philadelphia, an airship lowered itself to the earth like a metallic bumblebee coming to rest on a flower pistil.  

My shop was on the northwest side of Philadelphia, near the Schuylkill River.  The other businesses on my street, general stores and weavers using the newest automatic looms, fared better than my humble shop.  If I would have stopped walking, I might have felt the faint vibration of the powered looms humming their song of industry through the street.    

When I reached the Franklin Estate, Warden Snyder was pressing his face against the window pane of the front room.  He held the tricorn hat in his hand and the peacock feather sticking out of it tickled the stones as he tried to get a better look at something inside.

Since Ben's disappearance, I'd avoided the estate, as visiting it only put me in a foul mood.  It was only after the first month that I realized I was jealous of whoever had claimed him.  Maybe even jealous of death itself, if that was who had taken him.  

I was not his amour, but we'd spent most evenings drinking tea or ale, whichever suited us, and discussing the events that had transpired across the world and were communicated to us through delivery of the papers, or information from an informant.  Additionally, Ben had been investigating strange occurrences in the city that could not be explained by science.  My position as Director of the Russian Academy of Science had been his impetus for invitation in his quest, and I had gladly accepted since I had been without a place to call home.  Though staying in one city put me in danger of being found by the Emperor's assassins, I was willing to take that chance because of my friendship with Ben.

Due to his celebrity, he was afforded a generous lot away from the bustle, near the Indian King Tavern where we took our libations.  Ben had built his abode borrowing designs of Greek and Roman architecture, including a Greek portico with two Doric columns.  The interior was more utilitarian, with his workshop and alchemical labs, except for a receiving room that he entertained guests in.  This was the simplest description for the estate, which was like calling Ben Franklin himself just a printer.  The estate had its own mysteries and secrets, but I was too focused to think about those while I approached the head law man of Philadelphia.  Though maybe in retrospect, I should have been thinking of those things, as it might have saved me much trouble. 

I slipped past the iron gate that the Warden had so generously left open and stopped a dozen steps behind him.  The Warden was tall and lean, the kind of man that women said had frontier looks, in a good way.  I'd seen him knock a man out with one pugilistic blow and chase down a wayward kitten wandering into the path of a steam carriage.  To the citizens of Philadelphia, he was well liked, respected even.  His family came from the original Quakers that had set up the city under the guidance of William Penn, which meant he might have been able to run for political office with wide support, if it weren't for an unfortunate event a few years back.  

He was also single, on account of his wife's death some eight years ago and his breath smelled like mint.  Why did I know?  Because the Warden had courted me upon my arrival to the city two years ago.

"Something wrong?" I asked, startling the Warden.  He spun around, nearly losing balance and having to catch himself against the pane.  

"Madam, I..." His words ran out of steam as his gaze found me.  "Miss Carmontelle.  What a surprise.  Or do you make a habit of destroying careers on a regular basis?  Or maybe the first time wasn't thorough enough?  Returned to stomp on the bits that weren't broken before?"

He had lush brown hair, the color that blended into the forest, and a matching mustache that went past the corners of his frowning lips.  

"Warden, my deepest apologies.  But I understand that sometimes words are not enough," I said.  "However, I did not come here to relive those mistakes.  I came because I thought that maybe Ben had returned."

The Warden was the only other person in Philadelphia that knew Ben's true identity.  The rest thought he was Temple Franklin, Ben's grandson, who took care of the estate.

"Bah," said Simon.

His eyes were the no color of rain, and they hardened at my words, like a winter zephyr turning falling water to shards of ice.  It was my first hint that something was seriously wrong.

"Miss Carmontelle," he said, the wrinkles around his mouth deepening, then his eyes rounded and his tone changed, his German accent coming through, "why are you wearing men's attire?"

I smoothed back the rip in the sleeve of my brown linen coat, catching my wrist on the pewter buttons as I brought my arm across my chest.  

"Working at the printing machine," I said, leaving out the damnable escaping type block.  Once I was finished with this, I promised myself a warm bath as recompense for an unprofitable day.  

His face softened by a degree, and maybe I hoped he'd remembered that before the incident we'd enjoyed each other's company.  

"A man has been killed," he said, nodding towards the window.

I suppose I should have been more aghast, but I was relieved that he hadn't said, "Ben has been killed."

"Terrible," I uttered.

Warden Simon Snyder's brow lowered a moment before he cocked his mouth.  "Wanna see?"

My hands moved to lift up my non-existent dress.  While I enjoyed the trappings of male clothing, I'd spent my life in dresses.  I shoved my memory-addled hands into my coat pockets.  My right hand fell upon something round and smooth, and for a moment, I forgot that I'd stolen something from Mrs. Bingham.  

Simon must have caught the regret passing across my face because he frowned at me again.  I pulled my hands out and clasped them behind my back as I'd seen Ben do when he was deep in thought.  

"The light's no good, so you have to cup your hands to the window glass to see through it," he said, his minty breath washing over me.

Ignoring the handsome constable next to me, I placed my face against the glass, bracketing away the light with my hands as instructed.

The receiving room inside Ben's estate could have been a French salon for all its trappings.  Plush, embroidered sofas from Seddon's in London ringed the wide room, giving space for entertaining and discussion of the pertinent topics of the day.  A brass-geared astronomy clock sat on the fireplace, its intricate guts displayed by a glass front.  

My eyes did not linger on the details of the room I knew so well.  Instead, they fell gravely upon the scene at the center of the room, the place Ben might have commanded if he were entertaining.  

Upon the expensively patterned carpet that probably came from Harrods in London sat an unusual object, the size of which might have come up to my waist and was slightly wider than Simon's broad shoulders.  At first, my eyes deceived me and I thought the object, which had the rough shape of a cup, contained a shimmering light much like the brilliant moon in the deepest night.  

When I blinked the image was gone, which probably meant it was only a reflection in the window from light slipping through my fingers.  Upon second review, I thought it had been etched with patterns much like the guts of the astronomy clock upon the mantle.  In actuality, the object at the center of the room was covered in fine gears and stiff wires that exuded a sense of otherworldly contraption.  I might have mistaken it for one of Ben's inventions had it not been so incomprehensible.  

His inventions typically had a forthright logic to them, easily understood upon first viewing.  This cup, this cauldron, was like a maze to the eyes, and any attempt to follow the gears, wheels, springs, and pistons that made up the outer surface resulted in a slight pain at the temple, like having someone press a finger hard against that area.  

I blinked and pulled away, shaking my head, looking back upon the failing light of dusk to clear my head.

"You saw it, too?" Simon asked quietly.

"I'd think I had the barrel fever looking at it," I said.  "But what is the bother?"

He nodded.  "Look again.  This time past it...that cauldron."

I found looking anywhere else in the room besides that object was difficult, like trying not to stare at another person's deformity upon first meeting.  Eventually, I saw what he had mentioned: a body lying face first on the rug, arms splayed out as if the cauldron had fallen on the person.

"Who is that?" I asked.

Simon frowned.  "The note did not say."

"The note?"

He appeared uncomfortable, stretching his neck and scrunching up his lips.  "A note was slipped under my door saying that someone had been murdered.  I tried the entrance when I first came up, but it's locked."

This I knew as well, because sometimes when I looked up the hill towards the estate, I thought I saw lights in the windows, so I would scurry up and try the door only to find it barring my way and no sign of life within.  

"Simon, may I see the note?" I asked, hoping to ascertain something about the identity of the author by the wording and penmanship.  

He shoved his hands into the pockets of his linen coat.  "Methinks not."

I made my way to the door as Simon pressed his face to the window.  I gazed into the keyhole as I'd done many times before, before straightening and turning the handle.  

The lock clicked and the door swung open, a strange smell like burning ozone escaping the room.  I almost closed the door before Simon noticed, but my lips betrayed me, calling out to the Warden of their own accord.

He joined me at the open door, staring at the threshold as if it were a two-headed cow.  

"How did you—?" he asked.  "Should I check you for glims or lock picks?"

I showed my open palms to him.  While I did know the art of teasing the tumblers, a skill taught to me by an often debt-ridden Wolfgang, I had performed no such skullduggery on the door.

"By the Constitution, I swear I merely turned the knob and it opened," I said.

Simon hesitated as if he had something to say, shook his head, and went inside the front room.  He hadn't told me I couldn't enter, so I followed him inside.

I'll admit, my first thought was not about the unfortunate soul who'd lost his life in Ben Franklin's front room.  I was more interested in exploring the rest of the house to find some clue as to where Ben might be and why he hadn't returned.  His disappearance had been so sudden that I suspected it had not been intentional.  

There were two doors for egress and I made my way to the first.  A shock hit my fingers as they neared the handle and I pulled away smartly, shuffling after the Warden before he noticed my observation.  The spark seemed to echo in my head, recalling some previous memory I was not privy to, except to sense the shape of it against the back of my eyes.  This feeling of forgetfulness, of worm-holed memory, plagued me of late with no end to my frustrations in sight.  

Simon was crouched near the body, trying to get a look at the man's face without turning him over, because once he did, he might lose some important bit of information about the murder.  I thought the decision displayed that subtle intelligence that had attracted me to the Warden upon our first meetings.  He was, as Ben liked to say, "a man with many tracks going through his station."

"How did he die?" I asked.

A scowl wasn't the right word for the expression on his face, possibly more pinched in thought with a weight of responsibility.  

"I don't rightly know," he said, tilting his head this way and that, trying to divine any clues.  With a reluctant sigh, Simon turned the body over and started patting the man down for papers.  He had a smallish build with beady eyes and a generally unremarkable face.  

While the dead man was a sad truth of life, and I had seen many in my days, I found the cauldron the object of my interest.  I wasn't sure a cauldron was the right word for it, though the nom de plume Simon had given fit as comfortably as a key in a lock when he said it.  

Cauldrons, or cooking pots, typically had a rounder midsection, like the belly of a rich man.  This object was more slender, taller, like a pestle that one could find in Ben's alchemical labs.  Yet, I couldn't think of the object as just a pestle.

"It's still giving me that pressure at my temples from looking at it," I said.

Simon glanced up.  "I don't like it, whatever it is.  Makes me feel like I'm lost in a dark forest, far from the city."

I nodded as I walked around the room, looking for other signs that might explain either the cauldron or the dead man.  Nothing in the room seemed out of place.  It was as if the man and the cauldron had dropped into the room.  

"How did it get here?" I asked.  "I see no sign of entrance, no furniture moved."

I spun around, reviewing the room, and as I did, I had a heady sensation, like standing up too fast.  The source of my discomfort was unknown, until I repeated the movement, this time paying attention to when I became uncomfortable.

When the cauldron first came into view at the corner of my vision, my stomach sank and a bit of nausea overcame me.  But that was not the worst part about it.  The cauldron seemed larger when I was not looking directly at it, maybe even twice the size I originally thought.  But when I stared at it, it resumed its proper cauldron size.

"Why are you moving your head back and forth in that manner?  You look like a tavern door," he said, standing up and smoothing his overcoat.  

With my fingertips pressed against my lower lip, I said, "Look away from the cauldron and then slowly bring your head around, keeping your gaze straight, but make yourself aware of the cauldron the whole time."

He did as I said, and his eyes widened on the second time around.  "Why, that's unnatural."

"We can't know that," I said.  "Maybe it's like a mirage in the desert."

He rubbed his chin.  "A mirage never made me want to vomit."

"Did you determine who he is?" I asked.

Simon held out a leather pouch with lock picks sorted neatly into a row.  

"What is that?" I asked, knowing perfectly well what they were.

"Lock picks," he said, frowning as if he didn't believe me.

"A black art," I muttered, crossing myself.  "Had he stolen anything?"

Simon shook his head.  "Nothing on his person.  Unless he was trying to steal this cauldron."

"I've never seen that amongst Ben's personal effects," I said.

"Where is Ben?  I'd heard he was in Europe or maybe with the Ottomans, trying to find us new allies in case those rotten Russians start pushing west again," he said, then remembered my country of origin and looked away.

"If he is, it was a secret mission and he left in the middle of the night by some way I can't fathom.  No airships left Philadelphia that night," I said.

"Maybe he took a carriage to New York and flew from there," offered Simon.

I gave a slight nod, not wanting to agree with him, though I had come to the same conclusion not long after Ben's disappearance.  What bothered me was that he had said nothing before leaving, which made me worried about his person.  The other option was that the matter had to do with the Transcendent Society, and if I was told nothing, then it made my position within the organization even more precarious than I’d first thought.

While I was busy with my concerns, Simon spied something on the other side of the cauldron.  His gaze narrowed and he leaned his lanky frame over and plucked the object from the luxurious rug.

He held up the object between forefinger and thumb.  It was small and round, about the size of a button.  It was a button, I saw as I moved closer.

Simon was staring at it until I came into his view.  Then he looked at my brown linen coat and the pewter buttons on it.  They displayed tiny eagles with spread wings.  

His gaze fell upon my sleeve, which was missing a button.  It had probably been loosened when I yanked my arm from the printing press, and fallen off while I was moving around the room.  But this was not the conclusion that the Warden was coming to. His face tightened with tiny movements, like a rope being cinched around a bundle.  

Simon took one long, sudden lunge towards me, grabbed my other arm, and compared the button in his fingers to the one on my sleeve.  An eagle with outstretched wings.  A perfect match.

"It must have fallen off when I was looking around the room," I said, as the wrinkles in his face deepened.

"Get out," he said with menace.  "Out.  Now.  Why didn't I see it before?  This is just like the other time."  He spun around.  "This whole thing feels so...Russian.  That's it.  I don't know what happened, or why this man died here, but I think you have something to do with it."

He held up the button in accusation, pointing it like a rifle.  

"Get out, now," he seethed, the intensity of his voice pressed into each word.

I hurried from the front room of Franklin's estate.  The Warden followed me out as if he had to make sure I was leaving.  

"I don't know what's going on," he called after me, "but I think you have something to do with it.  Maybe even with Ben Franklin's disappearance.  You'd best stay away from this house, Miss Carmontelle, until I figure out what's going on.  And if I do find that you're involved, I swear you'll hang the very next day."


Chapter Three

To clear my head from the whirlwind of thoughts, I marched down Spruce Street towards the Bradford Paper Store.  My shoulders itched with the feeling that Warden Snyder was still staring at my back.  Rather than dwell on it, I decided to do something about my other problem: my debts.

The Agrarian Party of Philadelphia had ordered a stack of pamphlets last week, and I had until Tuesday to complete the order, the task I had set myself until that brazen Mrs. Bingham had appeared in my shop like the plague.  Had she not appeared, I would never have noticed the Warden running to the Franklin Estate, and would have recovered that lost type block by now.  

With gas lamps providing a hazy light on the nighttime streets, and the day's heat washed away by a westerly breeze bringing with it cool sea air, the populous moved about freely.  A clump of upright men in natty overcoats, hair pinned back with thread-loose ribbons, clutching pewter mugs, stumbled out of the Queen's Club tavern on the way down the street towards the Duck Foot Tavern.  They were loud and boisterous, a drinking club by the looks of them, most of them well into their altitudes.  Others on the street moved wide to avoid them.

Overhead an airship passed, the whine of its steam engines lost to the shouts and laughter of the drinking club.  It was a passenger vessel, rather than a military ship, though it seemed I saw more of the latter these days.  The airship yards of Camden, across the Delaware River, were busier than sin.

The bell rang upon entrance to the Bradford Paper Store.  The desk, which had a simple oak front, was only two steps inside.  William Bradford appeared moments later in a homespun mustard brown woolen jacket.  He had a long nose and a bit of cribbage-face.   His lips soured when he saw me, followed by a heavy sigh.

"Madam, I am your most obedient servant.  What may I do for you?" said Mr. Bradford.  

"I need to purchase five reams of paper," I said.  "I have a line of credit at the Bank of North America."

"I'm afraid, madam, I cannot help you," he said.  

I paused and collected myself.  "Sir, could you favor me with an explanation?  You cannot, or will not help me?"

He raised an eyebrow.  "Is there a difference?  Either way, you cannot have the paper."

"Sir, my credit line with the bank is good.  I am Yekaterina Carmotelle, the printer of the Patriot Letters.  I have business and I need the paper," I said.

He looked down his nose at me, sucking on his front teeth.  "Madam," he said, "I cannot sell you the paper because I do not have the paper.  It is produced in our paper mill in Germantown, north of Philadelphia."

I slapped my hand on the oak desk.  "How can a paper shop not have paper?"

"Madam," he said like a command.  "Your rudeness is unnecessary.  The last twelve reams were purchased not an hour ago by another printer who received a large job.  Something about a party to christen a new airship, or something of the sort."

My stomach twisted.  "When will you receive more?"

Mr. Bradford made a halfhearted shrug, as if he couldn't be bothered by my question.  "It's hard to say.  New steam-powered printers have driven up the need for paper.  We usually sell out of our stock as soon as we receive it."

"Can I purchase it in advance?" I asked, trying to hide my desperation.

"Only with coin," he said.  "No credit."

The way he looked down his nose at me confirmed that, had I not clearly been an immigrant, I might have been able to purchase the paper on credit.  I felt like someone had jammed a stick through my stomach and was twisting it around.  The order for the Agrarian Party pamphlets was due in three days.

"Very well, sir," I said with my chin held high, "I will be back on the morrow, and the next day, and the next day, until new paper arrives."

"I'm sure I will be delighted to answer your questions upon each new day," he said drolly while picking his fingernails.

"Good day to you, Mr. Bradford," I said.

"And good day to you, as well," he said, inclining his head.

The air outside seemed colder upon return, and I pulled my coat tighter, attempting to block the evening breeze.  The circumstances of the Agrarian job were troubling—I needed the profit to pay my interest at the bank.  

The way back to my house was further than my shop, so I cut through a side street to shorten the distance.  While the day had been a disaster, I could at least draw a warm bath and get a good night's rest.  In the morning, I could set up the type and be ready to produce the pamphlets as soon as I received the paper.  

I was so focused on the spot only a few paces in front of me that I did not see the old man in a revolutionary coat until it was too late.  His breath assaulted me first, a mixture of bitter campfire coffee and something noxious he'd eaten in the last day.  Then he grabbed my forearm.  He had a sharply pointed cleft chin with a nose exaggerated by old age, while his powdered grey wig barely fit on his head and gave the impression of a nut shrunken from its shell.

"Where is the powder?" he demanded, his grip surprisingly strong.  "I need the powder."

"Sir, away with you. Release my person," I spit out, trying to claw him back but succeeding in nothing.

"The powder, you imposter, you must give it to me," he said, and something in his faint French accent tickled a memory.

I cursed my decision to take the alley back to my abode, thus leaving myself open to being accosted by a lunatic.  Stepping on his foot with my boot, I tried to lever him away from me.  The old man had to be in his nineties, but he resisted me like a twenty-year-old.  

"You must be mistaken.  I have nothing you need.  Away from me, scoundrel," I said.

"Scoundrel," he said, eyes twitching gleefully and mouth curling in asthmatic laughter, showing gray teeth and high gums.  "You do remember me?"

He released me from his grip.  I stepped away and smoothed back the ruffled sleeve.  

"Not at all," I said.

He stared at me, mouth moving in that perpetual chewing motion that afflicts the old.  

"Then you are an imposter," he said.

"Imposter of whom?" I asked.

He smacked his lips.  "Princess Dashkova."

I hesitated before answering, fearing some trick.  "I might be.  And who are you, good sir?"

His hazy eyes regarded me as he swayed on his thin legs.  The revolutionary coat hung on his meager frame.  I felt I should have been able to knock him over with a puff of breath.

"That you do not know my person, confirms my suspicion," he said, sounding disappointed, which only further confused me.

We were far from the gentle gas lights, standing in a pool of dimness.  I squinted and tried to recollect his identity.

"You're an old man, is what you are," I said.

He sighed as if his last breath was leaving his aged husk of a body.  "Such is life," he said in French, turning away.

Something awakened in my mind.  "Voltaire?"

He reacted as if he'd been shocked by one of Ben's Leyden jars.  "Is this a guess?" 

"No," I said.  "You are Voltaire, though I cannot understand what has happened.  You are old."

His gaze narrowed and he spoke, using his hand like a rapier as he made his points.  "If you were Miss Dashkova, you would know why this age afflicts me.  Since you must be an imposter, I will take my leave."

I put a hand to my lips.  "The powder," I said, recalling his first words to me. "You have none and now you are old.  How long did it take?  When did you last imbibe?"

His face lit up like a spotlight, his hazy eyes sharpening.  "Are you Miss Dashkova?  You have powder?  I need some. I came all this way to find more."

The powder.  It was a problem I had pushed out of my mind, having too many other concerns to deal with.  "I am without even a grain."

"Surely you lie?" he asked, almost tearing up.  He seemed like a forgotten creature of the forest begging for scraps, rather than one of the greatest living poets and voices of the Enlightenment.  

"How long since you took some?" I asked.

He looked in the darkness.  "Not quite a year."

"And when did you begin to age again?" I asked cautiously.

He coughed into a handkerchief, dabbing the corners of his lips when he was finished.  "A month ago.  When was your last?" 

"Less than a year," I said, my voice trailing to nothing.  

I fell into a mood, feeling the world close in around me.  Besides being an inventor and a political statesman, my mentor, Ben Franklin, was also an alchemical genius and had discovered a formula to extend life, even winding it backwards like a clock.  Concerned about potential quasi-immortal beings, he'd shared this knowledge with only a select few.  He called us the Transcendent Society, and I was a member, of sorts.  Only Ben knew how to make the powder, and since he was missing, we'd run out of the substance that it took to maintain our youthful vigor.  I was fifty-seven years old, but looked twenty years younger, a miracle of the powder.  

When I came out of my thoughts, Voltaire was staring.  "Why have you not changed, turned older like me?" he said.  

"I haven't the foggiest," I answered.  "I'm younger than you, and a woman, maybe it affects us differently.  Maybe I'll start changing next week."

"I think you're lying," he said, jabbing again with his imaginary rapier.  "Either you have powder hidden away, or you're an imposter.  You don't look like the Katerina I remember."

He flicked away a strand of my dark hair from my shoulder with his pointed finger.  I was about to answer when a sudden pain formed at my temples.  I bent over, grimacing with the sharp sensation.  

When it was over, Voltaire had crossed his arms.  "You're a competent actor, at best."

"No," I said.  "It is me.  I swear it."

"I think you know Ben is gone, or killed him, and have a stash of powder hidden.  You were quite the thief in your time.  I think you broke into his house and stole it.  Maybe he caught you and you killed him."  

"I'm not a thief, or a murderer," I said.

He produced an ivory handled flintlock pistol from the pocket of his coat and pointed it at me.  "Ha!  Then you are a liar.  Katerina Dashkova was a thief, and a damn good one at that," he said, but before he could say another word, he fell into a bout of dreadful coughing that sounded like ribs were breaking at each heave.

Rather than wait for him to recover, I burst away, thankful I was wearing men's attire rather than some tight-fitting corset that would have crushed my ribs at each step.  He fired at my back.  The street brick exploded next to my foot.

The flintlock pistol would take time to reload, so I cut down the street right into the path of a steam carriage.  The iron-wrapped wheel rushed at my person.  I dodged backwards.  The steel frame clipped my shoulder, sending me into a spin to land on the curb.

My knee jammed into the cobblestones, sending a bolt of pain through my head.  The steam carriage continued down the street as if it hadn't seen me.  I marked the ebony horseless carriage in my memory and hurried on, in case Voltaire had reloaded and was in pursuit.

I took a circuitous route back to my home on Baker Street, which had been Ben's home in his younger years.  The door was keyless, with a brass punch-button design that had to be pushed in the right order to open.  I entered the code, fell into the front room, and slammed the door behind me.  

Shuddering with breath, I hooked the hair that had escaped my ribbon and fallen into my face back behind my ear.  My hands shook, though that was not the first time I'd ever been fired at.  

Damn that Voltaire.  He'd never liked me much before, arguing for my exclusion to the Transcendent Society.  Now he'd called me a thief and was convinced I'd performed bodily harm to Ben Franklin, the leader of our little group.

I only hoped he didn't know the location of my home, though it wouldn't be hard to ascertain by asking around town.  Avoiding that shot-happy poet would make getting those pamphlets completed even harder.

Under my breath, I let loose a vitriolic string of curses in Russian.  It was my favorite language to curse in, though French was a close second and more appropriate in polite company.  When I was finished, I composed myself, smoothing the ripped sleeve on my coat.  A warm bath would erase the jitters bouncing through my skin like beans in a shaken can.  I blew out a cleansing breath and was preparing to strip off my work clothes when there came a knock on my door.


Chapter Four

A knock?  He'd found me already?  

I dug into the bottom drawer of the nearby armoire, looking for my dueling pistol, only to find dust and a half-dozen springs that I'd tried to make jumping-boots with.  I found the pistol, finally, beneath the divan in its hardwood box, and the whole time I was preparing it—loading the gunpowder, jamming the shot in, snapping the frizzen in place, and cocking the hammer—I was convinced the door would be kicked in, or the window smashed, and I would have to do battle in my front room with nothing more than a half-loaded pistol.   

The knock came again, knuckles against wood.  This time I heard it more clearly.  It was almost polite.  Not at all the pounding with the meat of the fist I would have expected from that ruffian, Voltaire.  

Sliding to the window with my pistol held at the ready, I hooked the edge of the patchwork curtains back, trying to get a look at my caller.  I spied a brown, ruffled, box pleat skirt outside my door, though not the woman inside it, since she stood too close to the building.

I was content to let her leave, having had my fill of excitement for the day, but she knocked again.  She seemed persistent enough that I would have to deal with her, so I placed the dueling pistol behind my back and unlocked the door.

The woman standing at my threshold was nothing as I’d expected.  She had flaxen hair, the kind of doey, green eyes that made men stupid, and a spectacular bosom contained within her expensive silken dress.  She stared at me with her lips slightly parted, a touch of angst on her brow, waving a crimson oriental fan to clear away the air from her face.  The slight ruffling of golden hair from the fan gave her an angelic quality. 

"Madam, how may I help you?" I asked.

She held out her hand as if expecting me to kiss it.  "Madam Carmontelle, my apologies for bothering you at your home."

She had a sweet, wholesome American accent, the kind developed from being born in this new country: part aristocratic tenor with a can-do attitude that bubbled up through every word.  It matched the scent of her perfume, which reminded me of a garden of exuberant flowers. 

I examined the street, taking care that Voltaire wasn't lurking in any corners.  She eventually realized I wasn't going to kiss her hand and put it back against the ruffles of her skirt.  

"What is it that you wish?" I asked.

"Morwen Hightower," she said, touching her chest as if I didn't know she meant herself.  "I'm inquiring after a printer."  Her eyes grew watery and she waved her fan faster.  "No, I'm actually looking for my husband, but that's why I'm looking for a printer."

"Looking for your husband?  I don't know how I could help," I said.

"I was hoping to make a pamphlet that might describe him, so that if he's found, I would know it."  Her generous lips bunched up.  "I realize in Philadelphia, such pamphlets are not in fashion, but in New York, where we came from, the streets are filled with pamphlets extolling the virtues of dandelion oil, or looking for more workers at the steam factory.  I thought I could do the same here, since I don't know any other way to find him."

Her fan had stopped, and her gaze drifted to the cobblestones.  She was stilled by the admission of her lost husband.

"Madam Hightower," I said.

"Morwen," she said, correcting me.

"Morwen," I said.  "Why did you come to Philadelphia?"

Her fan fluttered to life as if she were a butterfly shaking the dew off its wings.  "The confectionary business is quite competitive in New York.  We came to Philadelphia upon hearing that the shops here were small and not yet advanced in the arts of chocolate making."

Her eyes flashed with remembrance and she dug into a pocket hidden on the front of her dress and handed me a miniature treat wrapped in decorative silk, contained by a tiny crimson bow.  

"It's a piece of our best chocolate.  Go ahead and try it," she said with a smile.  

I weighed the treat in my hand as my stomach gurgled impolitely.  I desired to rip open the bindings and devour the chocolate, which I'd developed a taste for in France, although I knew it wouldn't help my nerves.  So I stepped around the door to set it on the oaken end table and used the opportunity to relieve myself of the loaded pistol.  

Rubbing the knot that had formed in my arm from holding the heavy weapon in an awkward position behind my back, I answered her, "Maybe later.  For now, I am tired from a long day.  And I'm afraid, as much as I could use the business, I cannot help you right now.  There is no paper to be had in Philadelphia, and without it, I cannot make your pamphlets."

The corners of Morwen's lips tugged downward and my heart beat with the desire to make her happy.  It was a weakness of mine to help put things right.  When my sovereign, Catherine the Great, had been belittled by the previous emperor, Peter the Third, I'd conspired to put her back at great risk to the lives of many people.  

She sighed, closed the fan in her hands, and tucked it into another pocket on her ruffled dress.  "That's what the other printers told me as well."  She gave a petite laugh, tinged with despair.  "What a terrible irony that we came to Philadelphia to grow our fortune, only to find that we cannot spend the money we have made."

She patted my shoulder as if she were older than I and consoling me.  "If you should come upon materials for my pamphlets, please visit my shop, and let me know.  I would pay handsomely for the privilege of your printer.  I wish you a good evening, Madam Carmontelle."

"Good evening to you, Madam Hightower," I said, and then remembering I didn't know the location of her shop called after her.  "Where can I find your shop, should I need it?"

"On White Horse Alley, near South Street," she said.

I knew the place and nodded farewell, content that I could find her again.  It seemed there was something about the location that stuck in my memory, but I set it aside.  I had a bath waiting if I wanted it.

With Morwen Hightower gone, I locked the door, then went into the cellar to start the water flowing up and into the bathing room.  The cellar was dry as a bone, unlike most sublevels in the city, which were affected by the high water table and the surrounding rivers.  It was also as cold as winter's breath, and I shivered despite myself.  

How Ben Franklin had achieved a perfectly dry cellar was a secret he had not shared, so grateful was I that he was letting me use his former home.  

In one corner of the room, a compact steam engine sat on a metal table, while on the other side was a table covered in jars, tubes, and beakers.  I moved to the steam engine and filled the combustion chamber with fine coal dust, closed and sealed the door, and used the starter that worked much like my flintlock pistol.  Normally, a steam engine in a closed space would be the death of its user, but Ben had designed the pipes and exhaust to flow outside.  

Once the flywheel started to turn, though laboriously at first, I turned my attention to the other pipes winding through the room.  With a deft turn of the handle, I released the flow of water from the well outside to be pumped up into the bath in the room above.  The heat from the steam engine would warm the water.  These were the least of the miracles of the bath.

The filling and heating of the bath would take time, and I resolved to stay and monitor the engine until its task was complete.  As my hand dipped into my pocket on reflex alone, I was reminded of the certain object I had liberated from my first visitor of the day, Anne Bingham.  

It fit on the palm of my hand.  I held it at eye level, knowing precisely what it was from my early years in Russia, and also knowing nothing about it at all.  It was a duck egg.  I'd cooked my fair share of them, the duck included, in my cottage west of Moscow after my husband had squandered our fortune gambling.  

Thinking upon those times reminded me that it had been too long since I'd received a letter from my son, Pavel.  The absence of said letters worried me that he'd fallen out of favor with Emperor Paul, who had no love of me, and would use any excuse to punish Pavel as a proxy.  It was a delicate balance for Pavel to be loyal to a new emperor while his mother was in exile.  

The egg, however, demanded more of my attention.  I felt a faint vibration from it, as if it were buzzing with machinery inside.  Holding it gave me a sense of unease, a slight pressure at the temples.  

Remembering that I'd had the same affliction in Ben's parlor, looking upon the cauldron, put a stone in my gut.  These were not unknown quantities to my person, though I'd encountered few of them in this new country.  That pressure at the temple, like the feeling of a storm front moving in directly over my head, making the flesh prickle with anticipation, was something I'd felt before in the old country, in the forests of Russia.

I could have smashed the duck egg onto the stone floor, obliterating it into cream shell shards, thick yoke, and a yellowish goo that would have smeared across my hand.  Part of me wanted to, demanded that I smash it.  Yet, I didn't. 

Why was Anne Bingham carrying a duck egg around in her front pocket?  A woman like her—one who owned a parlor that Martha Washington visited, was married to the President of the Bank of North America, and was a Federalist who desired nothing less than to be the new royalty of America—why would she bother with a mere duck egg, unless it held some other meaning?

The mystery of the duck egg seemed a more incomprehensible question than the cauldron and the dead man in Franklin's parlor.  Thievery, I could understand.  Strange contraptions were the warp and woof of that house.  Together they were interesting, but a known quantity.

Had Ben been here, I was certain he would have had some kernel of knowledge that would have illuminated the mystery, since his understanding of the supernatural was further along than my own.   

However, I was also certain down to my bones that the duck egg had some purpose that eluded me, and that I might hold the answer to my.  But the trials of the day, the frustrations with the printing job, Warden Snyder's accusations, and Voltaire trying to fill me full of pistol shot, left me as drained as a barrel of whiskey on the Fourth of July.  

The soothing rush of water filling the tub in the bathing room seduced me to return upstairs.  With a heavy sigh, I set the duck egg on the table.  Before leaving, I unstoppered a beaker of lye, took out a homemade swab, and brushed a film of the acidic liquid onto the egg.  Even that small amount of lye burned the inner skin of my nose and made my eyes water.  I stopped the beaker and placed it back amongst my other materials.  

Tomorrow, after a good bath and a long night's sleep, I would continue my investigation.  The mystery of the duck egg left me with an itch between my shoulder blades that I couldn't scratch, but at least I knew it wouldn't be hazardous to my health, unlike my growing debts, Anne Bingham's animosity, and the accusations of Warden Snyder that I had killed that thief or Ben Franklin.  

Surely, I was right about one simple duck egg.


Chapter Five

If Ben Franklin had told me that the bath had been carved out of a Roman villa from two thousand years ago and deposited in this quaint little colonial house, I would have believed him.  Instead, he’d told me a tale worthy of the bard himself.

The bathroom had only one door and no windows.  It existed at the center of the house, as its heart.  Tiles covered the floor, ceiling, and walls.  Each one was a tiny azure scale, like a piece of the ocean frozen in time, except for a mosaic of some watery god on the ceiling that reminded me of Neptune, though I knew it could not be him.  I'd never seen tiles like them anywhere in my travels.  Ben claimed they'd come from an old man in gray robes, a traveling merchant with a donkey pulling his wagon and the donkey wore a hat with wings on it.  It was a ridiculous story that had come with a wink and a smile.  

The walls of the bath came up to my chest, and stairs led one up and over the walls to descend luxuriously into its depths.  A multitude of brass pipes stuck from the wall like the pipe organ in Notre Dame, each one with its own knob, each knob formed into a unique shape.  In the time that I'd lived here, I'd used eleven of the eighteen knobs.  Ben had warned me not to turn the last one, the one shaped like a star, and tempted as I was, I'd followed his advice thus far.

Water flowed into the space with thundering grace.  Standing outside the bath, peeling the clothes from my body, I shivered in anticipation of stepping into its warm embrace.  Steam lifted from the surface of the rising water in spritely eddies and bursts of pale tendrils.  

Naked, I climbed over the stairs, running my hand along the tiled ceiling slick with moisture as I went.  With a pointed toe, I tested the water, finding it warm, but not scalding.  Stepping in as slowly as possible, I let the water caress my skin, the surface tension forming a slight depression around my calves, as I succumbed to its embrace.  

When the water passed my midsection, I gasped slightly.  The surface of the water tickled my belly button as I waded towards the pipes.  Turning a handle shaped like a flower brought a surge from the leftmost pipe and then my nose was nearly overwhelmed with the scent of jasmine.  

I let the corners of my lips tug upward, content that the flower shaped handle had not disappointed.  Each time I turned it, I didn't know what flower I would smell.  Mostly, it brought pleasing scents like lavender or lilac.  Jasmine was a common visitor to my bath.  But once last year, I'd been subjected to the carob flower and had to drain the bath.  My skin had absorbed enough of the carob essence that I'd stayed in my house until the next day, when I could return to the bath.

I turned a different handle, this time one that looked like the letter S placed on top of its twin, and released a kelp-like substance.  The kelp-but-not-kelp swirled through the bath, undulating like eels, wrapping around my legs and giving brief squeezes before releasing.  They felt like silken ribbons massaging my limbs.  The first time I'd turned the S-shaped handle, I'd crawled out of the bath in horror.  Eventually, they'd dissolved into the water, and after refilling the tub, I tried pulling one out, only to have it melt through my fingers.  Now, I greeted the kelp-things with the anticipation of a familiar lover.  

I prepared to slide into the water up to my neck when I heard the cellar door click and wheeze open.  With a quick spin of the round handle, I stopped the water from falling into the bath.

The silence after the last drip was painful.  Something moved down the steps.  The patient swish-swish of fabric moving against itself filled my ears.  I had heard neither the breaking of the front door, or a smashing of glass, so entry into my house confused me.  The only other person who had the code for the front door was Ben, and I was certain it was not him sneaking down my stairs.

With water sluicing off my naked body, I stepped out of the bath, cringing at each deafening drip of water.  Grabbing a towel I'd left folded near the tiled steps, I wrapped it around my body and went to investigate.

The front door was open.  It was neither broken nor circumvented.  Ben Franklin's name leapt to my lips, though I swallowed it back before I gave it voice.  My lips parted a second time when I heard a sound coming from the cellar, a sound that went right past my ears and into my chest like a cold knife.  

The air condensed around my body, constricting it until I breathed in shallow breaths.  My muscles twitched like a condemned man's feet at the end of a long rope.  

The loaded pistol on the oaken end table was a mile away.  I took a hundred steps across the room, until the heavy pearl grip was in my hand.  My rapier was behind the door.  I advanced on the cellar door with my weapons held before me like dual shields.  

The door stood open.  The lantern at the bottom of the stairs choked on greasy, black smoke that stained the glass, fighting to get out.  The whirling piston on the steam engine chugged through its paces, oblivious to whatever was down there.

Logically, the only person who could have entered the house without breaking the door was Ben Franklin.  Only he and I knew the code, but I also knew he would never come in without permission, and he certainly wouldn't rush downstairs while the water ran in the bathroom.  

I heard the sound a second time.  Except this time it registered in my eardrums like bones breaking.  I heard a voice in that rattling noise, as if each snap of femur and vertebrae were a word.

Whatever was in the cellar was standing near my alchemy table.  Without knowing why, I knew it had picked up the duck egg.  

When the first slap of boot against stone echoed up like the scattering of dark wings, I thought I'd have time to aim.  The figure moved like a marionette, limbs twitching through each motion, except impossibly quick, a flash and it was halfway up the stairs.  

The pistol shot sent a flash of light in my eyes.  The hiss of water spray followed.  The man, and I knew it was a man by the battle-worn hussar coat he wore, avoided my outstretched rapier and slammed into me.  

I flew against the far wall, the oaken end table breaking upon impact and tearing a chunk out of my shoulder, the towel undone by violence.  Miraculously, I still held the rapier, though I was too stunned to use it.

This man—this creature, I hastily revised based on its unnatural movement–stood in the center of my room, his neck bent so his head didn't bump against the ceiling.  The coat looked like something stolen from a battlefield, old blood marring the once bright yellow threads, turning them rust brown.  It was open, its buttons long lost, or burst when the coat was ripped from its previous owner.  Beneath the dingy black hussar jacket was a coat of mail, not silvery, but pale and translucent like old teeth.  His gaunt face contained a shadowy darkness that I could not penetrate, and in his long curled fingers, he held the duck egg as if it were a priceless jewel.  

I climbed unsteadily to my feet, rapier in hand.  It was one thing to do battle with a creature that moved with such alacrity as it had, but to do so naked seemed worse.  Though I would never have believed it had you told me beforehand, it was not fear that coursed through my veins like molten lead.  It was embarrassment.  Yet I did not succumb to foolishness, though my cheeks warmed as if I stood by a hot, winter fire.  

I held the sword out in prima guardie and prepared to defend myself, keeping my right hand at my hip in proper form.  My feet stood firm against the wooden floor, while blood ran down my shoulder from the wound.  

He coiled against the ceiling, preparing to strike from above like a viper at a trapped mouse.  His lips peeled back against his yellowed teeth, and I heard that rattle voice grind out of his mouth.  

I was certain that I would die there and prepared to strike back like a bee losing its stinger upon death, when a faint hiss made the bony hussar react as if he'd been slapped with a hot iron.  A second hiss curled his shoulders inward, and I caught a wisp of white smoke coming from the duck egg, where I'd swabbed on the lye.  

The bony hussar cradled the egg within his hands, forming a cage around it, and burst out the front door like an arrow shot from a bow.  

With the creature gone, I stumbled to the door and slammed it, checking twice to make sure I'd triggered the lock.  Then the shock of the encounter faded and the pain from being thrown across the room roared back into my head like a train.  

Hunched over, I found the towel and pressed it against the gaping wound on my shoulder.  Every movement sent a shard of pain into my head.  I collapsed against the wall, clutching the bloody towel, and sank my head against my knees.  

The sound of water spraying returned to my ears, so I staggered to my feet and moved to the cellar door.  I'd missed the shot and hit the pipe that pumped water to the bath.  A pool of water stretched across the floor.  I turned the lever, silencing the hiss of water spray, and switched off the steam engine.

The ticking of cooling brass pipes accompanied me as I climbed back up to my front room.  I was dizzy from the bath and battle.  I wanted nothing more than to sink into my bed, but I remembered the piece of chocolate that Morwen Hightower gave me.  At least I could enjoy that as a consolation prize to a disastrous day.  

When I found the treat amid the broken pieces of the end table, I couldn't help but laugh.  I laughed until my shoulder jerked, which only left me whimpering in a grimacing chuckle.  The carefully wrapped treat had been smashed when I was thrown across the room, its contents smeared across the wooden pieces like the blood of a chocolate god.


Chapter Six

Morning hit me like a steam tank.  A light as bright as a virgin's vestments cut through my window pane, slicing the thread of dreams from my head.  

A bloody rag nestled against my pillow like a darkling crimson rose.  Testing fingertips came away wet; the wound had reopened as I pulled away from the pillow.  The pale cotton sheets were covered in blotches of dried blood, as if it were my first woman's day.  

As I staggered to my feet, the world swayed around me.  I clutched at the armoire, until I could open my eyes again.  A haggard woman, with dark hair thrown about her head like it had been caught in the cotton mill, stared back from the mirror on the wall.  

Crow's feet were stamped into the corners of my eyes.  I plucked a gray hair from the nest, only to see dozens more.

"Damn you, Voltaire," I muttered.  

Those gray hairs hadn't been there the day before.  Even though I knew it not to be true, it felt like it was Voltaire's fault that the powder was finally wearing off.  Either that or the previous day had taken years off my life, amounting to the same thing.

I peeled my lips back with the length of my finger.  My gums had receded away from my teeth.  I pinched my cheeks, and the skin took a long time to snap back into place.  

Judging by Voltaire's experience, I expected that my head would be covered in gray by the end of the next week.  After that, I couldn't know.  

A drip of blood on the floor reminded me I needed to patch my shoulder.  Grabbing the bloody rag from the feather bed, I smashed it against the wound, sucking in air between my teeth from the sharp pain.  Right then, someone rapped their knuckles against my door.  

"You'll have to wait, I'm naked and injured," I muttered to myself.

The knocking came again, this time more insistent, and a male voice called out.  

"I'm not taking visitors at this time," I shouted down the stairs.

A familiar voice responded.  "I must speak to you at once, Miss Carmontelle.  These matters require you to open your door."

Warden Snyder.  My confused nipples grew hard.  

"Oh, grow up," I said to them, and searched around for my nightgown.

"Just a moment," I shouted.  "I'm not properly dressed."

He banged again, as if he hadn't heard me.  Throwing my nightgown over my head, I tried to keep it from getting stained, but the wound oozed faster than I could cover it up and a bright spot of crimson formed on my shoulder.  

Shoving the bloody rag inside my nightgown through the neck hole and holding it against my shoulder, I marched down the stairs.  When I pulled the door wide, his fist was swinging towards the door.

"This rudeness should not be tolerated so early in the morning," I told him.

His mustache wriggled and his brow knotted.  "Early in the morning?  It's nearly mid-afternoon.  And as the Warden of Philadelphia, I can be rude if I want, especially when apprehending one with criminal intent."

"Criminal intent?  Warden Snyder, are you addled?" I asked.

My response set him back on his heels.  He pulled his tricorn hat off, wiped his forehead, and glanced both ways.  

"Miss Carmontelle," he said quietly through gritted teeth, "I would prefer to have this conversation quietly."

"Not likely," I said, trying to slam the door closed.

Simon jammed his foot into the gap and pushed his way in.  "Now a bit of rudeness from you I can expect, but as Warden of the city…"  His eyes grew wide, finally seeing me, and a hint of concern threaded into his voice.  "Why, Miss Carmontelle, you look like an owl in an ivy bush.  What happened?"

I certainly couldn't tell him the truth.  "My congress is closed," I told him.

His jaw pulsed with anger.  "I've already told you..."

Seeing the destruction of my front room seemed to take the gas out of his fire.  

"It looks like a battle's been fought here."  His eyes narrowed.  "And you're wounded.  As Warden I suggest you come clean.  I won't have pilfery in my city."

Still holding the rag against my shoulder, I gave him a withering stare, as if he were a tinker trying to sell me flying pigs.  "What happened here is none of your business.  But may I ask why you're here bothering me on a workday?"

He snorted.  "Workday?  If you truly were one of Franklin's fellows, you'd be at your printer at the crowing dawn.  And as for bothering you, I'm only here because I had an unexpected visitor of my own this morning."

"Ben?" I asked.

"No, you ninny," he said.  "The Lady Anne Bingham.  I have no use for Federalists, but I damn well listen when it's the wife of one of the most important men in our city, William Bingham.  I see by the look on your face that you know her."

"Know?" I shot up an eyebrow.  "She came to my printer last evening, right before I saw you at the Franklin Estate.  You ran by both of us on your way up the street.  What does that woman want?"

"Your head on a silver platter," he said with a sigh.  "She claims you stole something from her."

My stomach tightened like a vise, while I kept my face placid.  "Stole something from her?  What madness is this?"

His handsome face ticked through a couple of movements, appearing to be wrestling with something.  He seemed almost embarrassed, and as soon as he spoke, I knew why.  He feigned at dusting something from his leather hide overcoat so he didn't have to look me in the eye.  

"She claims you stole something that looks like a duck egg," he said, wincing.  

"Looks like a duck egg?" I repeated.  "I'm afraid I don't understand."

He cleared his throat and shuffled his feet, scuffing his boots against the wooden floor.  "That's all. She said it looked like a duck egg, but it wasn't, and that it is very valuable and she wants it returned."

I still hadn't come to terms with what had happened the night before, let alone figured out why the object had been in Mrs. Bingham's possession.  

"I certainly never took her duck egg," I said putting a mocking emphasis on the last two words.  "Nor am I a thief."  

He swallowed and knocked his whisky brown hair from his eyes as they creased with thought.  "Looked like a duck egg, and need I remind you of our previous interactions that would strongly suggest otherwise about your ill-advised acquisition of other people's possessions."

"An unfortunate misunderstanding," I said, and jammed my lips together.  

My arm ached from holding it across my chest, so I pulled the rag away.  It appeared the bleeding had stopped.

His gaze fell upon the bloody rag.  He sighed.  "Are you certain you cannot tell me what transpired here?"

"I tripped."

He speared me in his sights.

"Miss Carmontelle, you understand that the Lady Bingham doesn't want me to question you.  She wants me to drag you down to the jailhouse and deposit you there for all eternity.  If you return her duck egg, I might be able to get her to forget this transgression," he said.

Smoothing my unruly hair back upon my head, I said to Simon with as much sincerity as I could muster under the situation, "Warden Simon, I am ever your obedient servant, and if I had this fabled duck egg, I would certainly give it to you."

Simon slapped his tricorn hat against his leg.  "By my eyes, it doesn't appear as much.  Now, I don't know what this duck egg nonsense is, but yesterday, I found your pewter button in the presence of a dead thief and a cauldron of unknown origins in the parlor of Ben Franklin.  Today, I find you injured of body and your front room destroyed, claiming no knowledge of pilfering a duck egg from Lady Bingham.  If I had to swear on the Constitution at this moment, I'd guess that you and your band of thieves had a falling out, and they trashed the place before leaving.  Maybe you've hidden the treasures you acquired, and they seek compensation."

Feeling like a woman thrown off a wild horse, I pointed my finger at him.  "Warden Snyder, I assure you I am not a thief and that I did not have a meeting of the black arts last eve, nor a falling out.  I am a printer, not a very good one, but a printer nonetheless, and it is my intention to get back to work this afternoon."

"A lazy printer, getting up after midday.  Rather your untimely waking indicates a night spent creeping around with a glim and a pair of lock picks," he said, crossing his arms.  "And Lady Bingham reminded me of your Russian origins, which doesn't speak too kindly to your person in this political climate."

He'd called me a thief and a liar and other things in between, but his last statement sent a geyser of rage from my lips.

"You're an immigrant just like me, you German boy.  And I've pledged myself to this country as if I'd been born here.  So don't lecture me about being Russian."

"There's a lot of us Germans here," he said, firing right back, "but not so many Russians.  Lady Bingham suggested you might be a spy and that if I wasn't willing to take care of you, she'd ask the President through Lady Washington.  Remember, those Russians have been doing lots of saber-rattling lately and claiming land that isn't theirs."

"While the Empress Catherine will always be my sovereign, forever and in my heart, this Emperor Paul is a tyrant and a fool.  He alienated the very people that—"

The words hung between us.  Simon's eyes grew wide.

"What were you going to say?" he asked.

I was going to speak of my exile from the country, but then I remembered that I wasn't supposed to be of the nobility.  Only a once-wealthy widow seeking a fresh start in a new country.  

"He's a fool, that's all.  He'll be the ruin of that country," I said.

He didn't seem to be buying my answer.  "When you speak like that, Empress Catherine will always be my sovereign, forever and in my heart, you're not helping yourself.  I've got to find a reason not to arrest you, especially since you won't return the egg."

I turned away from him and chewed on my lower lip.  Catherine and I had been close friends, though somewhat estranged towards the end.  It felt like a violation of the trust she had in me not to speak my mind about her.  

"By what proof can you arrest me?" I asked, trying to change the subject.  "It's only her word against mine.  How do you know she didn't lose this egg?"

He glanced around the room as if that should be proof enough.  "I'm not sure what dealings you had with the nobility in Russia," he said, "but once a woman like Lady Bingham decides you've committed a crime, no judge in this city will disagree with her."

"Then what use are the freedoms you fought the English for?  Will this become a country run by aristocrats as well?" I asked, throwing the words in his face.  "It's one of the reasons I fled from Russia."

He flinched and narrowed his gaze.  "Then give me something I can work with.  I cannot return to the Lady Bingham without something.  Either the duck egg, or you in chains.  Give me something worth that."

He spoke the words with distaste, as if it hurt him to have to be this way.  I'd give him at least that much credit.  

"What if I find this egg of hers?" I ask.  "Find out who took it and get it back for her.  Will that work?"

"Find the egg?" he asked, sardonically.  

I kept my chin high.  "Yes, find the egg.  Can you give me time to do that?"

He squeezed his hat in his hands, bending it back and forth, the peacock feather twisting like a quill at work.  Then he jammed the hat on his head and grimaced with full teeth.  It was an unattractive gesture, but I gave him a break on account of what he said next.  

"I might have been too quick to judge you up at the estate with the dead man and the cauldron.  I suppose it's possible that your pewter button fell off upon our investigation.  But this is wholly different.  On this charge, I cannot simply make my own choice and live with it.  Lady Bingham is a powerful woman and not one to be trifled with.  But I can give you a few days to get the egg back, from whatever you did with it."

"A week," I said, steadfast.

"A few days," he said, frowning.  "I can't keep her back that long."

"A week, please. I have my printing business to run," I said, thinking that I needed to visit the paper shop after he left.  

"You shouldn't be thinking about your printing business during a time like this.  I'm only giving you this chance because of your association with Ben Franklin.  His word means a lot with me, though it also worries me that he's been gone so long."

"A week?" I asked.

"A few days, no more.  Bring that duck egg back and your long-term prospects in Philadelphia will greatly improve," he said.  "Now, I must take my leave.  I wish you a good afternoon, Miss Carmontelle.  Try to use this time wisely."

He raised an eyebrow as he turned and left.  I stood in the open door, too stunned to move, until the growling sound of a steam carriage went past, startling me into closing my door lest someone else see me in my nightgown.  

Return the egg.  It sounded a lot simpler than it was.  How hard could it be to find a duck egg protected by a gangly murderous maniac with a mail shirt that rattled like bones?  And why was this duck egg so important to the Lady Bingham?

First things first, I decided.  I needed to return to the Bradford Paper Store to check on their inventory.  Then I could worry about finding this duck egg.  After knuckling away the sleep from the corner of my eyes, I marched back upstairs to put on proper attire for the day's duties.


Chapter Seven

Philadelphia smelled like gunpowder and sewage on this warm August day.  South of the city, President Washington's army was drilling in the flatlands.  Despite the Federalists’ love of England, tensions still kept the country's military on alert.  

Cloud-bursting booms shattered the idyllic afternoon as the American artillery unleashed its might.  Airships skated across the sky, dropping bombs and barbed-wire caltrops.  The colony's air superiority had beaten the English, along with an devilishly clever, dirt-spitting steam tank devised by Franklin—the troops called it the Eagle's Talon for its ability to fly across the battlefield and crush its enemies.

While the others on the street flinched at each explosion, I merely smiled and lifted the hem of my overskirt as I hurried to my destination.  My previous encounter with Mr. Bradford had been unsuccessful in part because I'd been wearing men's attire.  This time I hoped to properly impress him with my propriety.  

I'd once worn this outfit while riding with the French painter, Boucher, on a journey through Europe when I'd been taking my son Pavel to university in England.  The outfit, made of Indian cotton with a verdant forest pattern, appeared more common and homespun than it actually was.  The riding coat had a masculine touch, but I was a printer after all.  Hopefully my high-crowned hat trimmed with feathers and tassels would  impress Mr. Bradford that I was not a poor sot, not to be trusted on credit.  

It was a dozen blocks to his store, and I was quite winded by the time I arrived.  I was worried that his store would be closed since it took me much longer to make the journey than it had the day before.  Along with the threads of gray in my hair, I felt the weight of each step as if I were thirty years older—and maybe I was.  

Even without testing the wound on my shoulder, I knew it had not healed.  Whenever I moved my left arm, the skin felt wet and sensitive beneath the bandage.  

My patience and delayed arrival were rewarded when I saw a steam carriage pulling a wooden wagon filled with crates packed with paper.  I recognized the seal branded into the side.  I was feeling fortunate that I had arrived before anyone else could purchase it, though it appeared they had enough that no one could buy out the stock.  

The wagon rattled behind the shop, going to their storage area, I presumed.  It was filled with so many crates that it chattered like a thousand teeth.  

The bell gave me a victorious welcome when I stepped inside.  With paper purchased, I could complete the pamphlets for the Agrarian Party and take on other business, including that of poor Morwen Hightower, who'd lost her husband.

My first hint that things would not go as planned was when Mr. Bradford stepped out from the back room, his eyes narrowing briefly upon seeing me.  He wore the same mustard-brown jacket, and the pockmarks on his cheek crinkled as his face went through contortions.

"Mr. Bradford, I'm right heartily glad to see you."

He glanced at the floor, having trouble meeting my gaze.  "Miss Carmontelle, I am your humble servant."

Forging ahead, I cleared my throat and spoke. "I won't keep you long, but I came for the paper.  I would like to purchase three reams on credit, delivered to my printer."

Mr. Bradford rubbed the back of his neck.  "I'm afraid I cannot sell them to you."

"By what reason?  I observed a wagon full of reams arriving just this moment," I said.

"That you did," he said, finally meeting my gaze.

"Is this paper for sale?" I asked.

He nodded.  "It is."

"You can't possibly have sold it all.  Or have you?"

"No, madam.  A few reams are spoken for, but the bulk is for sale.  The mill had generous amounts of cloth pulp for turning into paper," he said in a forced, level voice.

My narrow-waist riding jacket seemed to constrict around my midsection, coiling until I could barely draw breath.  My hand developed a tremble as if an earthquake had formed in my palm.  

"You had a visit earlier, didn't you?" I asked, somehow keeping the quivering from my voice.  

His lips soured as he gave me one curt nod.  

"The Lady Bingham, I presume?"

A second nod, this time slower and more reluctant.

"She said selling you the paper would be considered unpatriotic in this tenuous time of potential conflict, because you were not born in this country."  

I should have been more considerate of his predicament, especially when he held the very materials that my business and livelihood relied on, but cowardice offended me to the deepest core.

"And you accepted this?  Is she your Queen, that you bow down to her?  Have you fought for nothing that you would trade your freedom to another master?"  Anger was a balm to the trembles in my hands.  

His face grew blotchy.  "Now, madam, I do not deserve this ill treatment.  This is my store at risk, and the Bingham's are powerful foes for those that wish to make them so.  I do not appreciate this sentiment."

I nearly held back my tongue, but truth had always been a virtue and a vice for me.  Even when it was against my own interests.  

"Then I shall find my materials elsewhere.  As only a fool would give money to a man frantic to sell himself into indenture.  And for a pittance at that.  She didn't even have the decency to bribe you."

I swept out of the store, slamming the door in my wake, desperate for a breath.  I was well aware the Bradford Paper Store was the only one in town, but I would find a way around that.  As I shrugged off my anger, the trembles returned, and I suspected it was only partially due to the lack of powder.  

After composing myself, I prepared to return to home, but a contingent of soldiers turned onto the street.  By the mud on their boots, it appeared their drills had been strenuous.  They wore navy blue coats over brown shirts and pants, with a carryall thrown over their shoulder for holding gunpowder and supplies.  

Boots slapped stone in a soothing cadence.  I'd once been a colonel in the Russian military, a position appointed by my beloved Empress Catherine, and to this day I believe I am the only woman ever to have held rank.  

The soldiers passed and I curtseyed, my knees crackling at the bend.  The men were kind and a few smiled in my direction, though it was not the interested gaze I was used to, but one saved for someone's mother.  Their uniforms were splattered with mud, and they carried rifles of a design I'd never seen before.  Further sparking my curiosity was a strange apparatus around their necks that looked like it could be pulled up and over the face.  The soldiers turned down the next street and out of my view before I could consider it further, and I was regretful that it was a mystery I didn't have the luxury of investigating. 

I suppose I should have been grateful that Lady Bingham hadn't figured out my debts were owned by her husband's bank.  If she had, then I'd already be out of business and forced to flee the city for safer shores.  This prospect wouldn't have been terrible, except that I'd grown to love the city of Philadelphia, and with the life-sustaining effects of the powder fleeing my body at an alarming rate, I needed to stay in the city should Ben Franklin miraculously return.  

Even as I stood on the corner as steam carriages rumbled past, I wondered if that pistol-wild Voltaire had succumbed to his rapid aging.  He'd looked ancient upon our last meeting, and I could scarcely guess that he'd last the week.

Each of my three problems seemed impenetrable by their nature, though I suppose one of them was attainable.  While I had no ideas on how to find that duck egg, nor did I have an inkling of the location of Ben Franklin, I did have an idea on how to acquire funds.  

I knew it wasn't the most pressing need, but until I had ideas on the other two, I decided to make hay with the one I could.  It was the only reasonable choice.

White Horse Alley along South Street wasn't far from the Bradford Paper Store, though in taking that course, I would be further from my home, a prospect that was not at all pleasing.  I made my way south through the city, staying to the edge of the street, away from the steam carriages and horses that hurried past, but far enough away from the sewage that people left outside their doorstep.

Half a block from White Horse Alley, I froze and remembered why that location seemed familiar.  I'd been at that place only a week before at the blacksmith, where I'd purchased a new set of movable lead type for my printing machine.  Before I'd been using carved wood blocks, and the letters had become worn with use.

The configuration of the street stuck in my mind because it had been one long row of residential buildings with two business lots at the dead center: one was the blacksmith and the other was empty.

Even before I turned the corner, the noxious fumes of the foundry assaulted my sense of smell.  The inside of my nose burned slightly.  As I made my way up the street, a growing unease filled my belly.  

The smithy, a brick building of two stories with a workman front, stood exactly where I remembered it.  On the back, a chimney rose to a height of twice the house, black smoke leaking from the top, the metallic tint of its fires causing my nose to wrinkle.

Next to the smithy's, where an empty lot should have been filled with high grasses, was a marvel speckled with a riot of colorful flowers.  My gaze was first drawn to the banquet of flowers growing from planter boxes and hanging pots.  They were filled with all manner of flowers: azure orchids, moonflowers, bright crimson calla lilies, purple hellebores, and plumeria.  I even spied a bunch of chamomiles, which I had grown at my home in Moscow.  Each bouquet was so expertly manicured that I assumed I'd come to the wrong place, and that it was a flower shop rather than a chocolate confectionary.  The arrangements of flowers had more in common with the interior of a watch than a display of horticulture.  

But hanging above the door in bright yellow lettering was a sign that read Marvelous Morwen's Confectionary & Sweet House.  Like an injection into my olfactory senses, the deliriously sweet smell of candies put warmth into my chest.  

The door sprung open, releasing a trio of ladies in muslin gowns carrying closed parasols.  Their laughter tittered like bells as they slipped chocolate treats past their demure lips, barely paying me any attention as they glided across the street to a waiting carriage, which swallowed them up before rumbling to other parts of the city.

While the outside lured me to the front door, the inside delighted my inner child, releasing an unexpected chortle from my lips.  My eyes could not contain themselves—so many visions to comprehend. 

Hanging from a bar near the front was a chocolate parakeet, made with such exquisite detail that I swore I saw the eye twitch when I looked away.  A maze of glass cases led me further in, and at the center, I discovered a table displayed a battlefield of chocolate soldiers marching, muskets bristling with bayonets, cannons readied to fire.  

I couldn't decide what I wanted to do first, move the tiny chocolate figures across the field like chess pieces or bite off their heads in delicious glee.  The sweet smells of the shop were an intoxicant to my weary body.  

Laughter escaped my lips at each new sight.  A display case was filled with what at first I thought were fresh flowers.  But the sparkle of crystalline sugar suggested they were candy marvels, delicately created by hand, and possibly too beautiful to eat.  

Another display case held trays of treats wrapped in decorative cloth and festooned with pink bows.  A tag with a scrawling script on it marked the candy presents as: Friendship, Gratitude, Industry, Contemplative, and even Love, among others.

The whole shop was bursting with display cases.  I could scarcely believe everything fit into the space, and had the urge to step outside just to mark the size, when I realized a woman was standing behind the case in front of me.

"Miss Carmontelle, the printer, how lovely to see you in my humble shop," said Morwen Hightower.

Almost as surprising as the candies in her shop was her attire, which was completely different from the womanly grace she presented upon my doorstep.  I almost mistook her for a soldier of some kind, with all the gear and accouterments hanging from her person.

Her flaxen hair swirled about her head, contained by petite metal flowers with petals as sharp as razors that served as pins.  Her arm was covered in a brass-and-gear contraption, which wrapped around her hand and clicked when she moved it.  A tiny blue flame hissed from a tube that ran the length of her forefinger and was connected, through her mechanical contraption, to a pair of glass cylinders on her back.  Inside the vessels, it appeared clouds had been trapped.  

"What are you wearing?"

The words leapt from my lips before I put thought to how they would be received.  Miss Hightower speared me in her sights momentarily before tilting her head back and giving a warm, delicious laugh.

"It helps me make the candies and chocolates," she said, winking. 

"How remarkable," I said.

"Indeed," she replied, her green eyes sparkling like the warm seas around the Adriatic.  

I twirled around slowly, and still more sights threatened to distract me.  I heard the wonder in my voice as I spoke. "How did you have time to make all of this?  And this shop? I remember an empty lot just last week."

She lifted one shoulder in a delicate, what-can-you-do manner.  "I'm sure your memory is wrong.  I've been setting up for over a month, though I just opened last week.  Most of this was made when I was in New York, though I keep at it."

Pointing into the case between us, I said, "What of these chocolates?  Each one is marked with a name."

She smiled as if we were sharing a secret and lifted two trays out of the case and set them on top, careful not to catch anything on fire with the flame that was still lit on her candy-making device.

"My customers say that each one makes them feel like the emotion on the paper, and who am I to disagree?" she said.

"Are they are the same chocolates and you just put different names on them?" I asked.

"Oh, no," she said.  "Each one was made with a different recipe.  A little of this, a pinch of that, you know how it goes."

"Almost like..." 

"Science," she said, raising an eyebrow.  "You feel differently when you eat a braised meat pie than you do when you have a shucked corncob, right?"

"Sort of," I said.

"It's no different," she said.  "I give them colorful descriptions to help guide the emotion."

"I suppose there's no harm in that," I said.

"Exactly," she responded spritely, clapping her hands.  She scooped up a chocolate and handed it to me.  "Here, take one on me, and you'll see."

The tag on the chocolate read Memory.  "Thank you, Miss Hightower.  Do you have one for Commerce?" I asked with a laugh.

"Why, of course.  I think it's in the back."  She turned and hurried towards a beaded exit I hadn't seen previously, before I could tell her I'd only been joking.  The beads tinkled as they settled back into place.

While she was gone, I examined the other treats, touching each tag as I went.  On the second tray was a row of treats with black cloth wrappings and tags written in angry slashes.  There were only six, and they had strange descriptors on them: Volcano, Arsy Varsey, Eternity, Cat's Foot, Condense, and Nothing.  I heard footsteps and shoved one of the chocolates in my pocket.

Morwen appeared moments later like a bright ray of sunshine.  The candy-making contraption had been removed from her arm.  She dropped a tiny parcel into my hand, which I stared at with longing. 

"I can't take this," I said, leaving out that I was broke. 

She waggled her fingers at me.  "No trouble.  Think of it as a gift.  I'm confident enough in my abilities that you'll come back later for more."

"Why thank you, Miss Morwen, but I didn't come to your shop for chocolate," I said.  "I came because of your husband."

She blinked twice before recovering.  "Oh yes, him.  Such a terrible tragedy. I wish I knew where he went."

I paused and studied her face.  It didn't have the hint of melancholy that I’d detected upon our first meeting.  

"You came to see me about the pamphlets," I said.  

"Oh yes." She brightened. "Can you make them?"

"No, but I thought rather than the pamphlets, I could try and find him.  For a fee, of course, the same you would have paid for the pamphlets—except you don't have to pay unless I can find him."

She let out a heavy sigh, like a mother dealing with an impertinent child.  "I suppose that could be agreeable."

We stared at each other for an uncomfortable time.  She was looking at me as if she expected something.

"Apologies, Miss Hightower," I said, after clearing my throat. "Can you describe him?  What's his first name?"

Her eyes widened.  "Yes, his first name."  She looked away.  "It's Francis, Francis Hightower.  And he looks like...sorry, it's hard to describe someone with whom you've lived so long...he's a smallish man, but he has a big heart, and eyes like buttons.  Rather unmemorable unless you've met him, and then you would know him anywhere."  She smiled wistfully.  "I'm sorry, Miss Carmontelle, it's the best I can do."

"Where was he going when you last saw him?" I asked.

She tapped on her lip with a forefinger.  "He'd gone down to the wharf, something about a business deal."

"Would it relate to this shop?" I asked.

"Oh," she exclaimed.  "No.  He did his own thing.  A little of this and a little of that."

I hid my sigh behind tightly clenched teeth.  "It'll have to do."

"Is there anything else I can do for you?" she asked, moving towards the front door.

"No, I should be going," I said, falling in beside her.  

At the doorway, Miss Hightower offered her hand and I took it and inclined my head.  A tiny shock startled me as I let go.  

"I wish you a good evening," said Morwen as she ushered me out.

The door closed behind me and I felt a longing to stay inside.  I could have explored the shop's secrets for days, I felt.  But I had more pressing duties, including a job that could alleviate one of my concerns.  

Not wanting the two chocolate treats in my hand to melt, I slipped them into my jacket pocket, only to find a third already there.  The tag on it read Eternity.  It was the one I'd taken inside on a whim.  

"Now how did that get there?" I muttered sardonically to myself, before marching down the street.  

As much as I wanted them, the chocolates would have to wait.  I had to find this Francis Hightower if I wanted to get paid.  Morwen's description was less than helpful, though one thing she mentioned sparked an idea on how I might learn more about my problems.  

There was a certain lady in a whorehouse near the wharf that might be able to help me with information, though I would have to make a stop at another establishment before I visited her.  I wasn't even supposed to know about this woman, except Ben had let her name slip once, though he'd quickly followed up that I should never under any circumstances visit her.  I'm fairly certain that precluded the kind of circumstances I was in at this moment, though.  

Or at least, so I hoped.


Chapter Eight

When I'd come to Philadelphia at the behest of Ben Franklin, I'd arrived at a tumultuous time for the old inventor.  He'd had a falling out with a number of associates on account of something he'd done.  

The details of the incident were left unmentioned, though I knew the identities of those involved.  One of them was an immigrant like me, Djata Mahmud.  He was a scholar from Africa who'd come to this new country upon Ben's invitation, again just like me.  He'd been an assistant to Ben before I'd arrived and lived about five blocks from Morwen's chocolate shop.

I arrived at his home well after dark, when the gas lamps gave the streets a warm glow and the evening's revelers were moving deeper into the city.  If I was to grasp the reins on my many problems, I needed assistance.

The building was nearly the twin of the foundry next to the chocolate shop.  Djata had purchased it after inventing new machines for the military - and after he and Franklin had their falling out.  As I lifted my hand to knock, I resolved to ask him about the new rifles I’d seen and the strange masks around the soldiers' necks.  Possibly they were his inventions.  

After trying to banish the traitorous tremble in my hand, I rapped my knuckles against the door three times, as hard as I could, which seemed dreadfully weak.  The meek sounds echoed inside the building and I wondered if Djata could have heard me at all.

I was about to knock a second time when something clicked and whirled like a gyroscope from the curving brick walkway behind me.  I spun around, jamming my hand against the frame to keep from falling on the loose stones.  

Rolling out from the weeds that grew liberally at the front of the lot was a golden ball of overlapping scales.  The object moved in a zigzag pattern, clicking as it went, dodging around sticks and loose rocks with purpose, before coming to rest at the center of the path, blocking my escape.  

The object appeared to be made of scales, the kind used for armor, except they were the color of tarnished gold, rather than dull gray.  My lips parted in exclamation, though nothing came out.  I reached down to pull the knife I had hidden beneath my skirt when the golden ball unrolled into an unfamiliar creature that immediately reminded me of a squat dog with a long face. 

The knife in my hand gave little comfort as I stared at the black-eyed creature.  I wasn't sure how I was going to defend myself should it attack me, and I wished I'd brought the pistol instead.  

The creature opened its mouth, and for an unearthly moment, I thought it was going to speak, but then the door behind me swung open.  Faster than I could have imagined, the squat, dog-like creature with scales rolled itself into a ball and disappeared into the high weeds.  

"Why Miss Dashkova, I would have expected you to wait until after I'd threatened you to pull your weapon," said Djata from the open door, barely a trace of accent in his English, something I wished I could say for myself.

"Did you see that?" I asked, checking behind me to see if the scaled creature might have returned.

Djata was seated in a wheelchair made of brass, polished hardwood, and red velvet cushions.  He strained to the side to see.  "I see nothing but a woman who creates more problems than she fixes."

"Spare me your flattery, Djata," I said.  

"What is it that you want?" he asked, his lips screwed into a permanent scowl.  He had a bald head and a pleasant face, though it was hard to tell at the moment.  I'd thought he was almost attractive upon first meeting years ago, until he'd spoken.

"I need your help," I said, knowing anything less than the straight truth would get the door slammed in my face.

"At least you're smart enough to acknowledge that," he said, turning his wheelchair back and forth.  "But I'm rather busy with work for the government, so it had better be something I'm wildly interested in, or you're going to pay me lots of money."

"I'm broke and I can't tell you what it is I'm doing," I said.

His eyes fluttered as if he might be getting a migraine.  "At least try to woo me with words, Princess," he said.

"I beg of you not to use that title in public," I said.  "Or my last name."  Djata was one of the few people in the States who knew my real identity.  

"It wasn't a title, it was an insult.  I'm surprised you're not begging the Federalists for help.  They'd love to have a member of actual royalty to fawn over," he said.  

"Can we speak inside?" I asked, glancing over my shoulder.  The street teemed with pedestrians and steam carriages.  A woman in a wide dress and carrying a pink carousel passed the path leading up to the doorway.    

"What's in it for me?" he asked, his upper lip curled in a sneer.  

"A favor," I said.  "Whatever you want."

A short laugh slipped from his lips.  "You're lucky I'm a little lacking in some departments," he said, glancing into his lap. "But as it were, I think I have just the job for you.  I accept."

"What is it?" I asked, not liking the grin on his face.

"You won't tell me about your little secret, so I won't tell you mine," he said.  "But please come in, Princess."

After sheathing my knife, I slammed the door behind me and followed Djata through a torturous path surrounded by stacks of books and buckets filled with gears and springs and rods.  He maneuvered through his maze with grace, yanking on the wheel of the chair to dodge around the obstacles.

"Wouldn't it be a lot easier if you cleaned?" I asked.

"I have a system," he said, wheeling into the next room.

A distillery commanded the center of this room. Glass pipes bubbled with liquid, condensation and flecks of black grit adhered to the inside, and a mustard smoke rose in the contraption.  Based on the water stains and bleached clouds on the wooden beams of the ceiling, I estimated the distillery had been working for quite some time.  At the end of the fires and glass pipes, a leather bag with intricate stitching expanded like a malformed tumor.  

"Still sniffing gas?" I asked, nodding towards the row of multicolored vials.  

"It's quite restorative, you know," he said, adjusting some valves on the still.  

The humidity of his home made my skin clammy.  "I don't know how you live in this.  It's worse than the jungles I've been in."

Djata spun his wheelchair around.  His lips were a thin line.

"While I'm thrilled to be the recipient of your insults, I have work to do.  What is it that you want?" he asked.

"I need a way to defend myself," I said.

"Looking for a new husband, Princess?" he asked.

The distillery made a hissing noise and sections of the leather bag crinkled outward.  

"Not going to answer?  I guess that knife isn't good enough," he said, frowning.

"I want to be discreet," I said, keeping my face placid.  

"So you are looking for a new husband," he said with a smirk.

All at once, my knees buckled and I had to grab the end table near me to keep from falling into the still.  His forehead creased with concern.

"No need to swoon over me, you're not my type," he said.

Shaking my head, I answered, "I haven't eaten today.  And I find it hard to believe I'm not your type.  From the stories I hear, every woman is your type."

"I can't deny it," he said, making a roguish shrug.  "While some parts of me don't work anymore, I still do enjoy the company of a fine lady."

"Whores, you mean," I said.  "Or maybe, fille de joie?"

"I prefer the term women of mystery," he said.  "Anyway, they're the most honest women out there, unlike politicians and royalty."

I crossed my arms.  "Can you make it?"

He scrunched up his face momentarily before breaking into a laugh.  "Oh, yes.  To defend yourself.  Sounds noble.  I assume by the sounds of it this defense must be subtle."

"Unobtrusive," I replied.

"Big words from the princess," he said.  "Of course, didn't you head the Academy of Science in Russia?  It's amazing what royal connections can do for you."

I bit down on my lip and swallowed my response.  "Can you do it?"

He gave a sharp, cutting laugh.  "Of course I can do it.  I just want to make you squirm for it."

I crossed my arms.  "Make it, or not, but I don't have time for your petty humor."

"It's not petty," he said, with mock injury. "I think my humor is quite grand.  And I still haven't named my price."

"Nor have you explained what you're going to do.  I'm not trading for shoddy craftsmanship.  Nor something from your gas-sniffing delusions."

As if to prove my point, Djata pulled a vial out of his jacket with two-fingered ceremony, unstoppered it and jammed it against his nose, taking a full hit of whatever the violet gas inside was.  His eyes fluttered white while his lower lip quivered, and when he looked back to me, I swore that his eyes flashed purple for a second.

When he was finished, he tucked the empty vial into his pocket and gave me an obscene smile.  "Better than sex."

"Doubtful," I said quietly.

Djata twirled his wheelchair around and, with twin thrusts of his muscled arms, propelled himself into the next room.  The scene of disarray here made the entry look like a well-maintained library.  Tables lined every wall and made a cross pattern in the center, and on every surface were contraptions of various shapes, sizes, and states of completion.  

"This is my idea room," he said proudly. 

I walked past the tables, touching the items as I went.  Even the things I didn't understand made me envious.  It had taken me half the day to fix my press while Djata conjured up dozens of new inventions by mid-morning.  

A little brass ball suspended on the sides, with two tubes sticking out and pointing perpendicular, caught my interest.  I spun the object, eliciting a faint whistle from the ends of the tubes.

"What is it?" I asked.

"Nothing special anymore, but once it changed an empire," he said cryptically.  

My gaze fell upon the rod in his hands.  He held it up and I took it.  It appeared to be a fancy walking stick with an ivory handle.  It was heavier than I expected and moved with a shifting weight.    

"This is my weapon?" I asked.

His grin made his white teeth glow in the dim room.  "Grab the shaft right under the grip and spin it once around—only once."

The rest of the cane was smooth, but the area under the grip had been crosshatched, making it easy to hold.  Though my hands felt weak, I managed to turn that part of the cane, feeling a grinding resistance as I rotated my fist.

"Now touch the end of the cane, right on the brass button," he said.

A shock leapt from the end of the cane before my fingers brushed against the brass.  The cane clattered to the floor while I shook my hand.

"What was that?" I asked.

"Did you ever see Ben with one of his Leyden jars?" he asked.

I nodded.  Ben liked to put on a show when he had guests.  Using the jar to store up energy and shock them was a perverse thrill of his.

"This is like one of the jars, except more discreet," he said. 

"I need a weapon, not a toy," I replied, picking the cane up by the ghostly white handle.

"Turn that thing at least two dozen times before touching it to someone and you'll knock them to the ground," he said.

I frowned.  "And if I need to use it a second time will my attacker wait while I wind the cane?"

Djata crossed his arms and stuck out his lower lip.  "You wanted a discreet weapon and I gave you one.  Now you're changing the request.  And I don't think you'll need it a second time.  I changed how it's made, using a liquid other than water.  A special recipe.  Hitting someone with two dozen turns will leave a burn mark on their arm."

The cane was comfortable, at least, despite its weight.  Might even be useful for getting across town, given my sudden aging.  I leaned on it and sighed, letting my eyes drift closed.  When I opened them, Djata was studying me with his head tilted.  

"You look different, Miss Dashkova," he said.  

Maybe I was exhausted, but I thought I detected a hint of concern.  Or maybe it was just that he hadn't called me Princess.  

"I'm tired, that's all," I replied.

He revealed a winsome smile, and I wondered if he knew the reason.  Ben had never told me who else he'd offered the powder to.  Obviously, I knew Voltaire was a part of the Society, and a few others, but I didn't know if Djata knew.  I wondered if Ben hadn't asked him and that's why he treated me so roughly.

"Will this work in water?" I asked softly.

He narrowed his gaze at me.  "Why would you ask that?"  His lips bunched into a frown.  "If that means what I think it does, don't you even think about it."

"What do you think it means?" I asked, holding my hand over my breast.

"You're going to see Chloris, aren't you?" he asked.  "I wouldn't do that if I were you.  Ben told me about her, said to stay far away, and that's enough for me.  Heard some things myself, too."

"What did you hear?  Did Ben say anything specific?" I asked.

His brow knotted.  "So you are going to see her."  He shook his head.  "If Ben were here, he'd tell you not to go."

"If Ben were here, I wouldn't need to go," I shot back.  "I need answers, and no one else can help me right now."

Djata chewed on his lower lip while he pulled on his wheels, turning the chair side to side.  "Ben and she used to be close and now they're not, and he never said why.  If what I heard about Chloris is true, you'd best stay away."

The news that Ben and Chloris had been close was a surprise, but maybe it shouldn't have been.  Ben had a lot of secrets, many he wouldn't share, even with Djata, who'd been his assistant.  

"I do greatly appreciate your concern, but I need to talk to Chloris.  She might be the only person that can help me right now," I said.  "When shall I repay your favor?"

Djata drummed his fingers on his legs.  "If you're still alive after tonight, I'll send a note when I need you.  But when I send it, I'll need you right away."

"I can't promise that," I said.  "Things are rather hectic."

He held his hand out, palm up.  "Then return the cane."

I held onto it possessively.  "It will do," I said after a moment of reflection. 

"Good," he said.  "Then fare thee well, Miss Dashkova.  I do hope to see you again.  Alive, of course."


Chapter Nine

The Magdelen House, also called the House of Dolls, existed in the Southwerk on Ram Cat Alley.  It was a big building with a brick front and had begun its existence in Philadelphia as a barn for building airships.  When those businesses moved across the Delaware to Camden, the building had been repurposed to a gas lamp factory.  As the city grew and the revolution happened, industry moved north to Germantown and the building became a theatre for a brief time, before finally settling on its current incarnation as a house of disorderly women.  

I leaned on my cane at the head of the alley, catching my breath after the hike and watching an airship lift into the sky like a fat bumblebee after gorging on phosphorus pollen.  Night maneuvers by the military were frequent these days, or maybe I was just noticing them more.

A group of sailors fresh from the docks stumbled into the alley behind me.  They smelled of bad breath and unwashed bodies.  

"Ho, Adventuress, come drink with us.  You can have a seat on my mast while we play the devil's game for a shot at your cherry!" one called, eliciting laughter from his mates.

When I turned, they recoiled in a second round of laughter, and one of his friends slammed him on the shoulder.  "I think that cherry's been dried and pickled for a couple of decades."

They crowded around, tugging and pawing at my dress, their hot breath making my noise crinkle.  I held onto my cane and spoke quietly.

"Take your hands off," I said.

"We have coin, madam," said one of the sailors.  "And you're on the Southwerk, why else are you here, if not for a bit of sport?"

Without answering, I gave the cane a dozen turns.  "Then who wants a kiss?"

The sailor who'd first spoken first leered into view, puckering his lips over his dirty brown teeth.  I jammed the brass button on the end of the cane into his crotch.  

He screamed and fell to the ground, holding himself, the smell of burning wool fresh in the air.  The rest of the sailors fell back and helped their fellow up, before continuing their stumble down the alley with frequent glances behind them.

"I think I rather like this cane," I muttered to myself, knowing I'd probably change my mind once Djata called in his favor.

The sailors, to my relief, went into one of the seedier whorehouses, while I went further up the alley to the Magdelen House.  A gray and white steam carriage bearing a symbol indicating it was owned by the Bank of North America pulled up as I approached, and a gentleman in a dark cape, top hat, and high black cravat hurried inside with his head down, releasing a burst of laughter from the opened door.  The red door swung closed, muting the party.    

Solid iron tie-downs still festooned the street outside, sunk into the cobblestones.  Once they'd held the airships before they ascended into the sky.  Stepping over one, I made the red door and went through.

The high-pitched laughter and smoky air made me squint.  I looked around the tables at the pairs of men and women having a raucous time.  Nearby, a woman in a white satin dress and an ermine boa leaned across the table as her customer, a man in a dark tailcoat, explained the trials of his day in the Senate.  

Though I'd been in parlors of ill-reputation in France, this was the first time I'd ever been in a bawdy house in the States.  It had the feel of an expensive rug thrown over a dirt floor.  I was looking around for the Madam when an audible click and a firm tug at the bottom of my riding coat brought me around.

The bawdy girl standing at my side was considerably shorter than me.  She wore a corset and gown.  Hair shiny black hair and fierce blue eyes made me want to take a step back.  

When she extended her hand, I had to steel myself from reacting.  Brass fingers moved with syncopated hesitations as they curled towards me.  

"Your arm is quite remarkable," I said, taking her mechanical hand and giving it a firm pump.  

The fingers were warm, which was surprising until I realized the whole arm was made of glass and tubes of hot oil ran through it.  I detected no scent from it, which meant the design was perfectly sealed.

"How do you do?" she asked, tongue teasing her teeth.  Her voice was girlish and sweet.    

"Are you the Madam of the house?" I asked.  

Our hands were still gripped, though we had stopped miming the ritual of greeting.  The woman had a warm presence and a sweet perfume that ran a tingle down my spine.

"They call me Brassy," she said, glancing askew, a shy smile on her lips.  "Do you want to come up to my room?"

She tugged on my arm, drawing me closer.  Her face was right beneath my chin, the soft curls of her dark hair uncoiling onto her pale neck.  

I cupped my hand beneath her chin, feeling the softness of her flesh.  "I need the Madam of the house, if you please."

Brassy stood on her tippy-toes, gave me a lingering kiss on the cheek, right at the corner of my mouth, and hurried away towards a curtained door, giving a little ballet step as she went.

The woman who returned ducked through the doorway, sweeping the curtains away in a powerful stroke.  As she marched up to me, I felt my feet take a tiny step back.  She had silvery grey hair, pulled up into a bun, and wore a crimson gown of a modesty that seemed uncharacteristic in the brothel.

"Welcome to the Magdelen House.  I am Madam Maria," she said, looking down at me with cagey interest.  "What services may we provide for you?"

"I wish to spend some time with Chloris," I said.

By the character of her face and the clientele of her house, I knew this woman was a professional.  That I caught the barest narrowing of the eyes at my request gave me pause.  Here was a woman who'd probably heard the most debauched requests, things I would not dare to imagine, yet she visibly reacted.

"I am your humble servant, of course"—she paused, searching for the words—"and we've had women clientele before, but never to see Miss Chloris."  The skin around her eyes bunched up.  "You do know of what you request?"

"Of course," I said, wondering if I was out of my depth.

She had a hawkish face and I felt like a mouse in her gaze.  

"This isn't some sort of revenge, is it?" she asked.  "If this is about your husband, the men that visit her do so with the full knowledge of what they ask."

"My husband died forty years ago," I said.  "I am here for myself alone."

She blinked.  "Very well.  Usually these visits are planned, so I'll send someone up to ask if she's willing to take a new customer."

Madam Maria snapped her fingers and a young boy came running in.  She whispered in his ear and the boy sprinted up the stairs, taking two and three at a time before disappearing down a hallway.

"That's my son," she said, as if I'd some improprietous thoughts.  

While we waited, I watched the patrons of her establishment, specifically the Senator I'd seen before.  He and his companion dined on exotic foods like caviar and coconut shells, served on fine porcelain plates with gilt-edging.  A champagne bottle adorned the table.  The Senator was telling his woman of the evening a story, and she laughed at all the right parts, touching him on the arm and leaning forward to expose her bosom.  I imagined that beneath the table she ran the arches of her feet against his calves.  I was so busy watching how completely she was seducing the Senator that I didn't hear the Madam's son return.

"She's ready for you now," said Madam Maria.  "But before we go, I must check you for weapons.  I take good care of my girls, especially Chloris."  

Madam Maria gave me a firm patting above the waist and then motioned for me to lift my dress.  I pulled the bunched fabric above my knees, but that didn't stop the Madam from sending her cold hands up my thighs to ensure I had no pistols hidden.  

Afterwards, I paid the Madam for an hour, with money I'd borrowed from Djata.  The hike up the stairs tired me and I used the cane, along with the rail.  By the time we reached the room at the back of the house, I was out of breath.  

The boy ushered me into a dark cavernous space with a large pool, staying right outside in the carpeted hallway.  The pool was at least five meters long and three meters wide.  Faint light reflected from the water, though I saw no source.  I couldn't even guess as to the depth.  The door clicked behind me while I stepped forward, feeling at once that I'd been here before.  

The water moved as if it were a gentle stream, ripples of light threading through it, bright beads curling into eddies, moving from some unseen force.  

I turned the cane at least twenty times—I lost count as I stared at the movement in the pool.  

"How do you do, Lady Chloris?" I called once I found my voice, looking across the water for a sign of her.

I moved to the pool's edge.  Steps led deeper in.  A splash alerted me to her presence to my right, freezing me in my crouch.  A naked woman stood in the pool, water sluicing from her slick skin.  Drops fell from her hair, straight back like a waterfall.  

"Hello, friend.  What's your name?" asked Chloris.

Her voice had a musical quality and it made me smile to hear it.  I knew then I could listen to her talk all day.

The name that wanted to leap to my lips was Yekaterina Romanovna Vorontsova-Dashkova.  That was the name in the royal books in Moscow.  Only my desire to stay anonymous kept me from giving it to her.

"You may call me Kat," I said, though I felt impetuous for doing so.

"Kat," said Chloris, as if she were tasting my name.  "Someone else we both know calls you by that name."

Gripping the cane tighter, I stood tall.  Ben was the only person who called me Kat.  

"Have you spoken to him recently?" I asked.

Chloris leaned into the water as if she was laying on a cushioned divan and pushed off into the depths, curling beneath the surface until she came up only a few feet from my location.  Only her head stuck above the water.  She had pleasant features as far as I could tell.

"Is that why you came?  You wanted to learn about Ben?" She paused.  "Or don't you remember?" she finished, laughing.

I felt an overwhelming urge to answer her, but restrained myself.  We were performing a dance of some sort, but I didn't know the rules.  Better to tread carefully than step off into unknown depths.  

"Do you have knowledge of his whereabouts?" I asked, keeping my voice calm.

Chloris' eyes narrowed before she pushed off into the center of the pool.  "I have knowledge about lots of things.  For a price."

"What is your price?" I asked.

She stood, the water only reaching her waist, though by a trick of the water, it appeared deeper than that.  "That depends on what you want to know."

The wet tiles were soothing against my bare feet.  Why did I take my boots off?  I thought that the questions might be easier to answer if I were standing in the pool—just on the first step, of course.  

I stopped myself before my toes touched the water, remembering that I was speaking with Chloris.  I heard a slight growl from the center of the pool when I pulled my foot away.

"What do the men who come to you ask for?" I inquired.

"Most of them don't speak," she replied.

I rubbed the rough part of the cane with my thumb.  "You provide them other services?"

"You can say that," she said.

I sighed.  "Do you have answers to all my questions?"

Chloris pushed through the water towards me with lazy strokes, gliding like a swan.  "No one can answer everything.  But what you came here to ask, I can answer."

"How can you know that?  Did someone tell you?  I'll not stand for charlatan tricks."

Chloris stopped near the edge of the pool.  She hovered in the water, her breasts right beneath the surface.  Her ruby red lips surprised me with their vivacious color.

"You paid for an hour," she said impishly.  "You'd better get asking before your time is up."

I fumbled for the watch in my pocket, trying to keep my gaze on Chloris.  Flicking it open while keeping my other hand on the cane revealed that I only had ten minutes left, which didn't seem possible.  It felt like I'd barely arrived.

What did I want to know?  Should I ask about Ben?  Or the creature that attacked me in my home?  I had so many questions.  The thief and the cauldron, or Morwen's missing husband.  What would help me most at this juncture?  

I marked Ben off my list, because the answer might be of no use to me.  If he were in Europe with the Ottomans as Warden Snyder had suggested, knowing so wouldn't help me.  

My two larger problems were financing and that damned duck egg, so I could get Anne Bingham off my back.  Yet, as I stood next to the pool, Chloris' hungry eyes watching me, I had a gut feeling that the cauldron and the dead thief might be the most important thing of all.  

"Time's almost up," she said with a toothy grin.

I settled on my question because it seemed the easiest for Chloris to answer.  

"I want to know where to find Morwen Hightower's missing husband."

When Chloris' laughter filled the room like breaking glass, I regretted my question.  

"Are you sure that's your question?" asked Chloris, eyes crinkling with laughter.

I couldn't tell if she was toying with me, trying to get me to change my question, or if I'd asked something truly stupid.

"That is my question," I said.  "What is the price?"

One corner of Chloris' lip curled in sneering delight.  "One strand of your hair."

The request sent a shiver of revulsion through me.  I nearly marched out of the room, but I was desperate.  

"What kind of joke is this?" I asked.

Chloris tilted her head.  "I can hear them coming for you.  Time's up.  Drop the thread into the pool if you want your answer."

The price seemed so ludicrously simple, yet, every part of me screamed not to do it.  

With a heavy sigh, I plucked one strand of hair and dropped it into the water.  It curled and snaked through the air until it landed on the surface.  

"The man you want to see lives on Second Street, near Market, in the house of dead flowers," she said.  

I nodded as the door opened behind me.  "Good evening to you, madam."

I picked up my boots and joined Maria's son at the door.  Before the door closed, Chloris called out, "Beware that which wears armor."

Outside the room, a heady wave passed through me.  I leaned against the door frame to catch myself.

"Madam, are you alright?" spoke the boy.

"Fine, fine...I'm fine," I said.

When I opened my eyes, the boy was staring at the boots in my hand.  "Did you go in the water?" he asked, unease rippling his brow.

"No," I replied.

"Then why did you take off your boots?" he asked, looking up.

The answer that suggested itself made me wonder if I'd made a grave mistake in going to see Chloris, though I wouldn't know for sure if it had been a mistake until I went to the house on Second Street.  


Chapter Ten

The encounter with Chloris left me drained.  On the way out of the Magdelen House, I caught my reflection in a mirror of polished steel with a hand carved frame.  

Grey hair had taken over, and that which wasn't yet grey looked ready to turn at any moment.  I didn't have to wonder if it had changed during my visit, as when Madam Maria bid me farewell, her wide eyes told me that I'd come down with more grey than I'd gone up with.  Somehow, I thought the lack of powder was only half the reason why it had changed so rapidly.  

My bones felt hollow and I might have made my way home to climb under my comforter, but Second Street was near my home and I wanted to have something accomplished for my troubles.  

Grateful for the cane, I trudged across town, envious of the steam carriages and the gently bred stallions carrying their passengers to other parts of the city.  I wondered what Catherine would think of me, a tired old woman stumbling her way through a foreign city.  Catherine had never approved of my travels, though she'd begrudgingly signed the papers allowing for it, sometimes giving funds that I might travel in comfort.  She jealously wanted me at her side in court, even knowing that the constant political maneuvering and closed-door whispering left me drained, but always let me leave when I asked.

But Catherine was dead, ten years in the grave.  She'd been my sovereign, a woman I would have done anything for, if she'd asked.  Now, I was exiled for being her friend, and more.

I made Second Street well before midnight.  Before I knocked on the door, at a house with dead flowers in old planter boxes out front, I remembered Chloris' last words as I left.  

Beware that which wears armor.

My thoughts ran to the strange creature I'd seen outside Djata's home.  The scales on its back were unmistakably armor.  Had it been planning to attack me before Djata opened the door?  Or maybe its presence portended some other danger.

Thinking about the creature left me feeling exposed.  I checked both ways on the street, finding it empty, before tapping on the door with my cane.  Though the hour was late, I'd heard voices inside and the glow of candles warmed the opaque windows.

A rough-looking man in a tattered, homespun linen coat opened the door.  He opened his mouth as if he were expecting someone else, and then seeing me in full, he gave a tiny shake of his head.  

"I haven't seen 'em in a few days," said the man, revealing yellowed teeth.  What a stroke of luck that he knew exactly who I was looking for.

"Where did he go?" I asked, trying to piece together the connections.

Yellow Teeth shrugged.  "After your friend came, 'e went somewhere else.  Same as the last time.  I assume she got what she wanted."

He thought I was connected to someone else.  What she wanted?  Had Morwen's husband not really gone missing?  Had she set me on his trail thinking I'd not be able to follow?

"Friend, do you all live together?" I asked, nodding inside.

Yellow Teeth grinned.  "Like four farts under the bedsheets.  Though we each got our own rooms."

"May I see his room?" I asked.

Yellow Teeth thought for a moment, before nodding.  He left the door open as he went inside.  I followed, wondering if the cane still held its charge.  

Two other men sat inside, around a table made from a shipping crate.  Small piles of coins sat at three corners with a pair of bone dice in the middle.  

They were hard men, with hands smudged with marks of petty crime.  The tall one on the left lifted his pewter mug and drank deeply, his eyes never leaving me.  

"A little elbow shakin'," said Yellow Teeth, before leading me to the back of the house with a candle in his hand and pushing open a door.  

"Here's Jonas' room.  Not much, I suppose.  He's given everything to her Ladyship, but you can poke around and see if he forgot something," he said with a nod as if we were co-conspirators.

"Her Ladyship thanks you," I said, trying to hide my confusion.  "I'll only be a moment."

Yellow Teeth stood in the doorway, until he realized my patient stare meant he should leave.  He handed me the candle before leaving, which I placed in an empty brass fitting on the wall.    

With the door closed, my first consideration was not the contents of the room, but the identity of her Ladyship.  Was Marvelous Morwen's Confectionary and Sweet House merely a front for a criminal operation?  Nothing made sense to me at this point.

Down the hall, the game of dice resumed, and I heard shouts peppered with bursts of laughter.  How quickly they forgot the woman they'd let into their apartment.  But of course, they thought me someone else.  

The name Jonas did nothing for my investigation, though it was good to have a name, if only to confirm his existence.  When Morwen had first spoken of her husband, I'd thought she might have made him up, based on her hesitation.

The room itself had the transient quality of someone who didn't live long in any one place.  His bed had a thin, threadbare sheet wrapped into a ball at the foot.  The mattress, if you could call it that, was yellowed and had a dark stain etched in one corner, as if it had been gnawed on by a muddy dog.

A warped shelf on the wall, held up with makeshift pegs that looked like rusted railway spikes jammed into holes in the plaster, contained trinkets that didn't match the fellows outside, nor my idea of Jonas.  

A tiny porcelain cat.  A silver bell with an orange string tied to the loop.  A cloth doll that would fit neatly in the palm of my hand.  Among the various objects, the only thing that seemed to fit with the image I had of this Jonas was a glim: a tiny candle in a brass carriage that would hide most of the light.  It was a thief's candle.  

Seeing it made sense of the other objects on the shelf.  These were things he'd pilfered from homes, but chosen not to sell.  Or was he merely a collector?

It occurred to me that Jonas was probably not Morwen's husband.  She was too finely packaged, her shop too meticulously crafted, to be married to the sort that lived in a temporary space.  

Had Jonas stolen something from Morwen and she'd come to me for help finding him, so she could get it back?  That seemed too simple an answer, so I dismissed it.  

It didn't make sense to show up to my print shop to ask for pamphlets describing the thief as her husband.  Why not take the matter to the Warden?  Unless she, too, was a criminal?

I rubbed my temples, which aggravated the wound on my shoulder.  It was late and I was tired.  I was still recovering from the attack in my home, which seemed like a dream now.  Maybe the powder was causing me a temporary insanity, like it had with Voltaire.  This worried me deeply.  How would I figure this out if I was slowly going mad?  And would I even know it before it was too late?

By the time Ben returned, if he ever returned, I would be dead or in an asylum, mumbling about Sweet Houses and duck eggs.  The only thing I was sure about was that Anne Bingham was out to ruin me.  

Leaning heavily on my cane, I prepared to leave when I noticed something glinting beneath the bed.  Even before I crouched down, my knees cried out in anguish, reminding me I'd already walked the length and breadth of the city this day.

I prepared to examine the object when I heard a heavy knock on the door outside, the one at the front of the house.  The laughter of the men cut short, as the knock was one of purpose and authority.  

I wondered if they would answer, and then I heard the door slowly creak open.  Words were exchanged, but I couldn't make them out, even with my ear pressed to the door.  

Eventually, footsteps headed my way.  Worried that Jonas or the woman who had hired him had arrived, I stepped away from the door and turned the cane a few more times, preparing to jab a potential attacker and escape out the front during the confusion.  

When the door handle squeaked, rattling in its hole, my heart leapt into my throat.  I gripped the cane tighter, wishing I'd come to see this place in the daylight rather than the middle of the night when only the black arts were practiced.  Any screams I made would probably go unanswered, as the other residents of the city were safely resting in their beds as I should have been.  The door wheezed opened, and I immediately knew the identity of the visitor by the scuffed leather boot stretching into the room.  


Chapter Eleven

It was Warden Snyder.  He stopped right inside the doorway with his back to me, telling Yellow Teeth to return to his dice game.  I nearly threw myself beneath the bed, but I doubted I could get there without making a ruckus, and my aging body rebelled at the idea of throwing myself anywhere except onto my own bed.

He wouldn't be pleased when he saw me.  I was not why he was there, but it crossed my mind to hit him in the back with the cane and hope I could get away before he identified me.  

It was tempting.  It had been a rough few days.  I could be away in a heartbeat, and I doubted the men outside would help the Warden.  

The only thing staying my hand was that he was a good man and disabling him with the cane would only confirm that I was a criminal, to myself at least.  And though we'd had our unfortunate differences, I'd enjoyed his brief courtship.

"What woman?" asked Warden Snyder, turning around until he could see me standing next to the bed, leaning on my cane.

"Warden," I said, giving the intimation of a curtsey, as my knees wouldn't have it any other way.  

His face shifted from surprise to confusion to disappointment, all in the space of a breath.  The depth of his final emotion was like a razor cut across my chest, doused with salt.  

"To think I gave you leeway on Lady Bingham's request," he said.  "I was prepared to argue with her about the window of time to complete the task, but now I see you've been playing me."

"Playing you?" I asked, feeling a heat rise in my chest.  "I've been nothing but honest with you from the beginning."

"Then why are you standing in the home of the thief I found in Ben Franklin's parlor?  And why did my new friend here tell me that his fence had come for more goods?" asked the Warden, while holding tight to the linen coat of Yellow Teeth.  

The connection stunned me into momentary silence.  When I recovered, I looked to Yellow Teeth.

"Jonas is the thief?" I asked.

Yellow Teeth could only swallow, and the sound of a door slamming echoed in the hallway.  His companions had abandoned him to the Warden.  

"You're a fine actress, Miss Carmontelle.  If you weren't probably a Russian spy, I'd say you could have worked at the Globe," he said.  "To think I was falling for you when I courted you.  Here I thought I wasn't good enough, thinking a woman with your worldly experiences wouldn't be interested in a simple constable, but it seems that was just an act, and you're a practitioner of the black arts like the rest of them."

"Simon," I said.  "I didn't know Jonas."

"Then why do you know his name?" he asked, exasperated.

I pointed at Yellow Teeth.  "He told it to me."

Yellow Teeth shook his head frantically, as if someone'd asked him if he wanted to be branded.  

"He's lying," I said to Simon, but he didn't believe me.  "He did tell me."

A great empty cavity was forming in my chest, like I was being slowly pulled apart.  "You must understand, Simon.  I'm here on behalf of Mrs. Morwen Hightower.  She runs the Sweet House on White Horse Alley, near South Street.  Her husband went missing and my investigation led me here."

Simon's brow was rippled with knots.  He looked like he wanted to punch a wall.  Instead, he dragged Yellow Teeth into the room and shoved him into the corner.  Then Simon stood in the middle of the doorway, blocking the exit, and crossed his arms.

"You're telling me that the candy shop lady asked you to find her husband, rather than coming to me?" he asked.

"Not a candy shop.  Confectionary," I said.

"It doesn't matter," he growled.

I held my breath.  "Right."

He reacted as if he had a sudden thought and glanced to the side.  "White Horse Alley?  There couldn't be a candy shop there.  It's all residential, wait, and one blacksmith.  I was on that street last week."

"I thought that, too," I told him.  "But I swear it's there.  I was there tonight.  She came by the Patriot Letters yesterday asking for pamphlets, but I have no paper, so I couldn't make them.  I'm in a bind on funds, so I asked if I could find her husband rather than make the pamphlet, but get paid the same."

As the words left my lips, I realized how convoluted it sounded.  If he started asking how I ended up here, I wouldn't be able to explain Chloris, not that I understood how she'd known where to find Morwen's husband.  Or was Morwen's husband the thief?

"See, Miss Carmontelle.  Even you don't believe your lies," he said.

"No, wait.  My source"—I held up my hand—"and don't even ask, told me to find her husband here.  So, what if he's the thief from Ben's parlor?"

He frowned, which made his mustache sag over his lips.  "So you're saying the candy shop lady is in league with the dead thief?"

"It sounds ridiculous, I know."  Then a thought crept into my mind.  "Wait, Morwen told me her husband's name was Francis.  Francis Hightower.  Do you suppose Jonas is an alias?"

I looked to Yellow Teeth, who held his arms up.  "He was just living here.  I didn't know him nothing."

"How did you find him?" I asked Simon.

"Calling in favors and asking around.  While we haven't seen Ben in over a year, minus the President, he's the most important man in the city, and having a dead man in his parlor isn't a good omen," said Simon.

"Maybe Morwen doesn't even know her husband's a thief," I said.

"You seem quite certain they're the same person," said Simon.

"Both our sources led us here, and the description sounds like the same person.  If Morwen's husband had just gone out for a walk, he'd have returned by now, but he's missing like Morwen said.  Probably because Francis and Jonas are the same person, and now he's dead."

Yellow Teeth choked, and his words stumbled out of his lips.  "Jonas is dead?"

Both Simon and I glared at Yellow Teeth, silencing his outburst.  He turned inward and started mourning his roommate by mumbling to himself.

Simon pulled his tricorn hat from his head and knocked the dust off of it before jamming it back on.  He looked like he'd swallowed a spoon full of black molasses and couldn't quite work it down.

"I'd think you're in your altitudes if I didn't know any better," he said.  "Or maybe I am for even considering your story.  But I will consider it.  I suppose it'll only take a visit to this candy shop to confirm your story."  He rubbed his forehead with his fingertips.  "But not tonight, tonight I need rest."  The Warden swayed wearily on his feet.  

"Are you well, Simon?" I asked, having never seen him display even a hint of weakness.

"City council hasn't approved more constables for me and with all the military maneuvers happening around the city, I can't keep up with the drunken fights and petty theft," he said.  "Can't say I want to see another war, but keeping these soldiers on high alert all the time is only making them anxious, and anxious men with nothing to do leads to trouble."

I nodded in agreement, remembering the near-assault on my person by the sailors.

"Then we should both take our leave and retire for the evening," I said.

Simon frowned, but nodded eventually and moved out of the way.  We were both out on the street before I remembered the object beneath the thief's bed, but Yellow Teeth set the locks as soon as we were out of the house, and I didn't think he'd open them back up unless I had the Warden's backing, and I wasn't sure I wanted to continue my investigation with him around.  And quite possibly, it didn't matter, since we'd identified the dead man in Ben's parlor.  

"Good evening to you, Miss Carmontelle," Simon told me before turning away from me.

"Good evening to you, too, Warden Snyder," I replied.

"I'll inquire upon your candy maker tomorrow," he said.  "And if she can't confirm your story, I'll be taking you to the courthouse."

"Fair enough," I said.  "I'll sleep easy tonight."

Simon lifted his hat and made a brief bow before taking long strides in the other direction.  I curtseyed, but he was walking away already.

My house was only three blocks away, a short hop compared to the miles I'd traversed already.  Thankfully, the streets were well lit by gas lamps and I worried little about assailants at the late hour, though I kept my cane at the ready in case.

The shadows between the lights left me hurrying with a quick step, and only as I neared my destination did I notice a pamphlet adhered to the iron post of a gas lamp.  Pausing to read the missive, a sharp intake of breath passed by my lips as I realized what it was about.

The Launching of the Brave Eagle

PHILADEPHIA, (Friday) August 25, 1801

On the fair Day of August 29, 1801, will the maiden voyage of the BRAVE EAGLE, an airship of the Highest Quality, boasting twelve guns, be taken before God and Men.  The Binghams have donated the Ship to the American military in hopes that our shores will be Defended from Foes from the Far East.  The Treasure of Our City, PRESIDENT WASHINGTON, will be in attendance...

Beneath the paragraph, more text explained that the festivities would be held in the Public Square and that residents of Philadelphia were welcome to attend, one and all.  This, of course, left out the private party that would occur two days before.  I read the whole thing three times before tugging the parchment from the nail and slipping it into the pocket on my riding coat.  

I made the last block without incident, finding a bundle of red cloth waiting for me on the doorstep of my home.  It appeared to be a dog wrapped in a blanket.  Cautiously I approached, holding my cane like a dueling rapier and hoping the charge still held.  As I neared, the bundle moved and I realized it was a man, and a thin one at that, to look only slightly larger than a terrier curled into a ball, and that what I thought was the tail was a pistol.  

It was Voltaire in his revolutionary coat, clutching the ornate pistol he'd fired upon me the day before.  His cheeks had sunken in until he looked like a skeleton with a thin coat of skin painted on.  I was no doctor, but he looked like he'd die before morning's light kissed the sky.  


Chapter Twelve

I was able to get Voltaire into my front room by sliding him across the floor, and lifting him onto the divan proved easier than I thought it would be, since he weighed less than a sack of flour.  

After dumping out its load of shot, I placed the ivory-handled pistol on the armoire.  I left the gunpowder and shot in the pistol case.  Even if he didn't die by morning, he wouldn't be able to make it across the room.  

Using a rag and a bowl, I dripped water into his frail and pitiful mouth, which  opened like a baby bird’s.  His breath was so shallow that his chest barely moved.  He seemed to be oozing air from his lips and taking it back in through some sort of osmosis.    

I sat next to him on the divan, stroking the wiry grey hair on his head.  His eyes were sealed shut while his mouth mimed at chewing.  I couldn't believe that this was the Voltaire I'd known in France.  We'd only met once or twice in person, but had shared letters over the years.  He was a consummate writer, exhausting his foes with a relentless wit.  My adopted country, the United States, owed a lot to his arguments about freedom and religion, and maybe it would be fitting if he died here, but I didn't want him to die in my house.  

I picked up his bony hand—his skin was parchment thin.  The fingers were stained with ink, down to the cuticles, which appeared to be tiny black eclipses.  A man never far from his letters.  I set his hand on his chest before standing.

Content that I'd done everything I could, I moved to the stairs, but a weak cough brought me around.

Voltaire was looking up at me with cavernous, bloodshot eyes.  His voice came out as a whisper and I strained to hear him.

"Katerina," he said.

"Voltaire," I replied, my heart warming that he recognized me.

He motioned for the rag and I fed him again.  He looked ready to crumple into a pile of dust and seemed to be holding on through sheer will.

"Franklin?" he asked, and looked away when I shook my head.  "He abandon us," he said then, in halting English.

"No," I said.  "Something's happened.  I know it.  Ben wouldn't abandon us."

It was easy to say but hard to hold in my heart as truth.  I didn't know Ben as well as I should.  Even when I was around him, he was like a whirlwind of ideas.  And the long-term effects of the powder worried me.  Voltaire's bout of madness could have been brought on by extending his life, and Ben had been taking the powder longer than the rest of us.

"Your eyes say otherwise," said Voltaire.  

I patted his hand, carefully, so I didn't break his bones.  "I'm worried is all."  I almost mentioned the other night, when he'd attacked me, but thought it prudent that he should rest.  If he recovered, we could laugh about it later.

"Why did you come?" he asked, studying me like a withered hawk.

"I'm tired.  It's been a long day," I said, smoothing the fabric of my riding coat.

"Not home.  This country.  Why leave Russia?  Why leave Catherine?" 

His eyes were wide like an owl's, or two great magnifying lenses, and he focused his intellect on me.  As it was with him, every question had layers of meaning beneath it.  I wasn't ready for these questions, not now, with everything that had happened.  Even Ben hadn't asked me these things.

"It's personal," I said, coughing into my hand.

He gave a weak grin.  "Humor a dying man."

I hoped my cutting glare was sufficient enough.  "As you wish."  It took a moment to gather my thoughts, though gather wasn't the right word at all.  Dredge, maybe.  I had to dredge up the past, bringing with it worn artifacts and forgotten roots.  

"Because she was dead," I said, looking away.

"She was a great woman," he said.

"The best of the royalty.  The best anywhere," I said.  "Peter drove people to their deaths to get what he wanted.  Elizabeth treated the throne like an endless party.  Only Catherine cared for the people, took the time to understand her country, and did right by it."

"You loved her," he said.

"Of course I loved her.  She was Russia.  She brought us out of the dark.  When they look upon that time, they will call it a Golden Age," I said.

"Then why not stay?" he asked, his voice still wounded.  "Or are you running from something?"

"I told you," I said, picking another gray hair from my lap.  "Once she died, I had nothing left but my son to stay for and then Paul exiled me, so even that couldn't hold me."

Though his eyes were stained with blood, he held his gaze straight and true.  "I heard otherwise."

I frowned at him.  "Yes, fine.  I could have stayed in Russia.  I didn't have to be exiled, but better that than watch Paul bring the country to ruin, turning over her good deeds like bad soil.  I was her closest confidant, remember.  My existence only reminded him of her."

"But you still have not answered why you came here," he said, and when I didn't answer, he followed up, "It was the powder, was it not?  Eternal life, or at least a longer one."

"I came because Ben asked."

Voltaire grinned weakly.  "And Ben has the powder."

"Fine," I said, shaking my head while looking into my lap.  "I came because this is the great experiment.  This country is the Enlightenment in action.  The light in the dark.  She loved the idea of this place—Catherine, that is—though she knew it would never work for Russia.  Too much past dragging it down like chains on a swimming man.  Russia must drown and be reborn for it to embrace its own Enlightenment."

His gaze swept across me, sifting my expression for lies.  "You don't believe me," I said.

"No," he replied.  

"It's the truth," I said softly.  "Though the truth is always more complicated than a few words."

"Then what is truth?  I am not going anywhere soon," he said, motioning towards his inert body.

My eyes drifted closed, pulled down by the weight of the years.  "If I had stayed I would have endangered my son.  I'd given him the best education in England, carefully guided his career from afar, and wrote him letters often with my advice, all without the help of his father, who had died when he was young.  But when Catherine died, my influence became nothing, turned to mud.  I counseled him to separate himself from me, join Paul's close circle.  If he had to disparage me to do so, I gave him my blessing.  But even then, the whispers followed, and I knew it was time to leave.  I chose exile for Pavel; my presence would have unraveled everything."

"The best liars tell something of the truth," he said, mocking me.

"Then why do you ask if you think you already know?" I stood up, turning away from him.

A cough caught him in its clutches and I thought he might snap in half from the violence of it.  Feeling badly for mistreating him, I sat back down with the rag and dabbed away the blood that had formed on his lips.  

"You think I'm a spy?" I asked.

With bright red eyes, still recovering from the fit of coughing, he nodded.  

"You told Ben this?" I asked.

He nodded.  His voice crawled from his lips.  "I was not sure.  I am now."

"You're wrong," I said forcefully.

He shrugged.  "You and Catherine, in the end, not friends.  And Catherine, she was no friend of the Enlightenment.  A tyrant, like the rest."

"How dare you?" I said, holding my fury.  "You didn't know her like I did.  She could only do so much as empress.  Even the changes she made took courage and put her in grave danger during her reign.  She was constantly besieged by pretenders to the throne.  A plague of them."  I stood again, holding my hands to my chest.  "And though Catherine was angry at me in the end, that did not change my feelings for her.  She was my sovereign, once and forever.  If she were alive today, I would be there for her."

Voltaire had more to say, but the coughing claimed him again.  Eventually, the effort was too much and he closed his eyes.  I found a patchwork blanket in the armoire and laid it over his frail body before climbing the steps to take my own rest.  

He was right about one thing, and I was too tired to lie to myself.  I was running.  Running from a Russia that had changed, turned dark under Emperor Paul.  Though I did not want my new country to go to war with Russia, there was something sinister about the rumors coming out of Moscow, a patient darkness.  

I'd felt it in the whispers even before I left: rumors of men gone missing without warning, great soldiers that seemed changed, with hangdog faces and a gaze that always seemed to be searching the corners and expecting to see something.    

When I left, I thought I was escaping that sense of doom, but it seemed to have followed me across the ocean.  That creature, the impossibly tall, bone-faced man with mail made of teeth, seemed like something from the lands I’d left.  Since the attack, there'd been times I thought I knew the creature's name, just for an instant, and then it was gone and the feeling left me irritated.  

I was also running from myself.  Running from a world that didn't need me anymore.  When Empress Catherine had asked me to head the Russian Academy of Science, I'd tried to turn it down, give the honor to someone else more worthy, but she'd insisted, and one couldn't refuse an empress when they had decided.  And though my worries were many, those twelve years at the head of the academy were a wonderful gift.  They gave me purpose, direction, a reason to trudge through the waist-deep snows in winter to go over the papers our scientists were producing, and a feeling of pride that Russia was contributing to the great awakening.

Which was why I hadn't minded when Ben had encouraged me to start anew.  It had given me something to do, a new chapter in my life, though now I realize, after the questions from Voltaire, they were just papering over the holes.  I had things to do, but no purpose. 

I knew Voltaire had opposed my entrance to the Transcendent Society, and at the time, I thought it had been because I was a woman.  I know better now.  

He thought me a Russian spy, not in the sense of international espionage, but in the battle between the Enlightenment and ignorance.  Despite all I'd done for the Academy of Science in Russia, he didn't trust me.   Although to be fair, I wasn't sure I trusted myself at this moment, owing to the skittishness of my memories. 

With my nightgown on, I was prepared to slip into the inviting confines of my bed and let my exhaustion carry me to sleep, when the sound of glass breaking startled me.  

"What the blazes?" I muttered before clamping my lips closed.  If that creature had returned and was causing havoc downstairs, I was in trouble, and so was the incapacitated Voltaire.  I cursed myself that I hadn't brought the cane or my dueling pistol upstairs.  At least I was clothed this time.  

There was enough light from the moon flickering through my windows that I didn't bother taking the candle with me.  I cringed at every creak of wood.

When I realized that Voltaire was no longer on the divan, my fear turned to confusion.  The door to the cellar was open and I could hear the clinking of glass.  

That devilish bastard.  He'd duped me into letting him in my home and now he was searching for powder.  I lit a candle and, on my way down the stairs, grabbed the ivory cane and gave it a turn.  

"You lying thief," I said, marching down the stairs.  "To think I pitied your condition—"

The words fell off a cliff when I saw him.  It was Voltaire, but it was not Voltaire.  He was sniffing around the bottles, tapping them with an ink-stained fingernail until they rattled like brittle bones.  

When he turned, his eyes glowed with bloodshot madness.  The sane Frenchman on the divan was missing and only some primal rage remained.  If he hadn't taken one patient step towards me, I might not have gotten out of the cellar with my life.  

He'd barely been able to move his arm upstairs, let alone walk, but when he took that predatory step, like a tiger moving in for the kill, I realized he had changed.  With fear as my engine, I scurried up the stairs, praying I didn't trip on the way.

I heard a growling cry and the slap of feet against stone.  I closed the door as he flew up the stairs. The lock clicked into place as the primal Voltaire hit the door with dust-shaking force.  

Whatever was on the other side of the door raged as if it were a caged animal, clawing at the wood, rattling the door in its worn frame.  I clutched the cane in my hands and worried for a moment that he might break the door down.  

When he realized his blows were futile, I heard his heavy breathing return to the cellar.  Soon after, the sounds of more glass breaking filled the air.  If he wasn't careful, he might accidentally mix the wrong chemicals and cause an explosion, or start a fire.  Wide-eyed, I listened with my ear to the door until he calmed.  Then Voltaire came up the stairs again, and his sniffing at the bottom of the door, as if he were a bloodhound on the hunt, made me shudder with revulsion.  

When finally he stopped trying to get out of the cellar, I backed away and let go of the breath I'd been holding, feeling dizzy when it passed my dry lips.  I almost decided to collect my things and leave that instant, but I wasn't ready to do that yet.  Maybe he'd be better in the morning.

But I also didn't want to be caught defenseless, so I changed into my traveling gear: tan woolen skirt, white linen blouse, and my hiking boots.  Rather than sleep in my room, I made camp on the divan, setting a loaded pistol and the cane on the table next to me.

I didn't fall asleep for a long time, and when I did, I woke up frequently and grabbed for the pistol, pointing it at the door in wakened confusion.  It's a wonder I didn't blow a hole in the wall.  After I realized he wasn't coming through the door, I would listen quietly for signs of Voltaire trying to escape, before trying to fall back asleep again.  

Little did I know, I should have left the house in the middle of the night.


Chapter Thirteen

The knock came like a woodsman's axe, swift and relentless.  I blinked away the morning light and sat up too fast, grabbing the back of the divan for support.  

"Have patience," I shouted at the door.  "I will receive you when I'm good and ready."

The knocking stopped.  In the silence, I thought I heard a tinkle of glass from the cellar.  Maybe Voltaire was waking.  I wasn't about to open the door and find out.  

A half-eaten piece of hard bread and a hunk of cheese waited on the table next to the pistol.  I'd gotten up in the middle of the night to eat when my stomach had protested.  I shoved the sweating cheese into my mouth, savoring the sharp flavor, before grabbing the cane and moving slowly to the front door.

No sooner had I turned the lock than the door burst open, revealing headache inducing white light that sliced mercilessly through the air, making me double over as I turned away.

"There was no candy shop," said Warden Simon after he marched in.

"What?" I stuttered, my wits encased in sleep and my eyes aching from the sudden exposure to daylight.  A steam carriage rumbled by, spitting black smoke into the street, the industrious city in full throttle while I slept.  

"The candy shop," he said, arms crossed.  "You're a liar and a thief, and I will arrest you now."

I shrugged away from him when he grabbed my arm.  "Wait.  Are you sure you went to the right place?"

"I'm certain," he said.  

"Marvelous Morwen's Confectionary and Sweet House?  On White Horse Alley next to the typeset foundry?" I asked, feeling a cold emptiness fill my chest.

"Nothing but a lot full of weeds," he said.  "How could you think I would not uncover this lie?  Do you think me addle-brained, or are you that unaware of your wagging tongue?"

Hearing that there was no shop made me feel like I was standing in the middle of a winter storm without a coat and a chill wind was turning me into ice.  

"I don't understand," I said.  "There was a shop there.  Why would I lie about that?"

He gave me a quick once-over.  "You look like you're preparing to flee.  Maybe in your arrogance, you thought I might not check, or that you'd be gone before then."

When Simon reached out to grab me again,  something scraped against the cellar door.  Well, I knew what that something was, but Simon didn't, and he frowned in that direction, his face sagging in disappointment, as if he was slowly realizing I was even worse than he'd thought.  

"Don't open it," I said, regretting my words immediately.  

"Are you keeping prisoners here?" he asked.

"No," I said.  "It's complicated.  Just don't open that door."

He moved to the cellar door, holding his hand out towards the lock.  

"Simon, stop," I said.  

I wasn't sure which Voltaire we'd find, but I wasn't ready for either of them.  Unfortunately, it didn't really matter.  Simon was going to arrest me, whether or not he opened the door.  

"Stand back, you monster," he said.

That phrase, and the way he looked at me, disgust dripping from his lips, hurt more than what I was about to do to him.

"My apologies, Simon.  I greatly admire you and wish this could be any other way," I said.

He pulled his hand away from the door and turned to me.  "What can you possibly—"

I jabbed him with the end of the cane and he flew against the door, hitting it like a cannon blast.  He fell to the floor in a heap, his hat lying near his outstretched hand, the smell of burning ozone in the air.  His lush brown hair fell across his face haphazardly, leaving him in a pose that was surprisingly peaceful.

"Well, I guess it did hold the charge, maybe too well," I said, as I checked him for a pulse.  

When I felt the warm beat of his heart against my fingertips, I moved to the kitchen to throw some things in a traveling bag.  I needed to be out of the house before Simon awoke.  Besides food and a few other minor things, I grabbed the leather wrap that held my tools and shoved it into the bag.  

Before I left—checking on Simon one last time—I shoved the ivory-handled dueling pistol into my belt, slipped my riding jacket on, and gave the cane a few more twists in case I had to defend myself again.  

Closing the door behind me, I headed west through the city.  I knew exactly where I needed to go, even though a myriad of questions raced through my head.  I didn't know what had happened to Voltaire (and what might possibly happen to me eventually), nor did I know where to find that duck egg to get back in the Binghams’ good graces, or even why Morwen's confectionary had disappeared, but I knew one object that demanded further investigation.

The cauldron in Ben Franklin's parlor had bothered me from the first time I laid eyes upon it.  I suspected that it might have supernatural beginnings, but it could have also been an advanced design of Franklin's that I'd never seen.  The man was always working on something.  The oddness of it became clear after my other encounters, and certainly, after the conversation I'd had with Voltaire last evening about Russia.

After realizing that quite possibly something had come over from the old lands, I knew that cauldron could be at the center of it.  What it was, I didn't know, but I couldn't leave Philadelphia and escape my troubles.  And not because I was tied to the city until Ben returned with more powder, if he returned at all.  I wanted to fix this problem, to have purpose again.

And maybe the cauldron had something to do with why he was missing.  Figuring it out might help on two fronts: these strange occurrences, and Ben's disappearance.  It could be that they were entirely related.  Or maybe they were just random unconnected secrets that would keep me running around the city until I succumbed to the lack of life-extending powder.

The Franklin Estate, despite the absence of its owner, seemed quite well preserved.  Even the bushes in front had maintained their manicured style that reminded me of the gardens in the Winter Palace, but had an American feel all its own.  I suspected his neighbors, or the city crews, kept his estate in order, which meant that people might be watching it.

Once evening set in, I approached from the back, through an alley that went behind the stone wall.  A gate let me in, its hinges sweetly oiled.  I walked around the back, peering into the windows, though I could see nothing, as the shutters had been pulled tight before he left.

I tried the cellar door, recoiling when a shock hit my fingertips before they touched the iron handles.  Whatever device was protecting the inside reached all the way to the back.    

The front door was open, I hoped from the Warden's previous investigation and not because of a recent interloper.  I produced my pistol in case I was not the only one intruding on Franklin's estate.  As I shut the door behind me, using the heel of my foot, I thought I heard something clink outside, but when I looked through the little rectangular window next to the door, nothing revealed itself.

The parlor was as I remembered it, minus the dead thief and Warden Snyder.  The cauldron stood at the spot that I'd seen it last, and I wondered if Simon had made any attempt to remove it.  Probably he'd decided it was meant to stay with the house, or that Ben could decide once he returned.  

I pulled the thick ruffled curtains over the bay window and closed the shutters on the side windows, before pulling out my personal lamp.  It shed no additional light, except what was focused through a round hole in the front.  No one would know I was inside the house, unless they opened up the door.  Content that I could investigate without being interrupted, I turned my focus to the center of the room.  

Staring at the cauldron gave me that uncomfortable feeling I'd had before, like sudden onset of seasickness while my skull was squeezed in an invisible vise.  The closer I moved to it, the more I had to resist the urge to vomit.  When I looked away, the feeling subsided, but only a little.  It was as if it didn't want me looking at it, like a blushing maid on her marriage night.  

I hesitated to touch it.  The nausea seemed like a defense mechanism, and I worried that coming in contact with the cauldron would release some hidden force that, like the shock cane, would injure my person.  

I left the cauldron and moved to the door that led out of the parlor to parts deeper inside the house.  The last time I'd been here, the handle had shocked me.  I wanted to test that before I moved on to more dangerous things.  

The shock hit my fingertips before they touched the brass handle.  It made a tiny snapping sound, and I shook my hand to get the tingling feeling to stop.  

No sense in getting out my tools.  I'd never get a pick in there while it kept shocking me.  I wished I knew what it was that created that sensation and if it had anything to do with the cauldron.

I rubbed the back of my neck, trying to remember something that would help me.  A younger version of myself would have had an easy time piecing together the events of the last few nights.  Even the version of myself from last week, before the powder began to wear off, might have done better.  

When I traveled, before coming to the States, many a sovereign would call upon me for advice.  Mostly, I listened to their problems, asked a few questions to shine a light on that which they already knew, and accepted their misplaced praise when they found the solution to their problems themselves.  Oh, they always felt like I'd been the one to figure out their problems, but it was never me, always them.  

A second reason for my caution was that giving advice to royalty was always dangerous.  If your words led them to bad events, they might be quick to blame the person who gave them the idea, rather than themselves.  Royal blood often brought with it the curse of expectations, that they were guided by a divinity that could do no wrong.  

But that woman, that Katerina Dashkova, seemed like a different person than I.  My limbs had grown brittle, my mind carried a bewildering fog within its confines, and it seemed like I grew weaker by the second.  

With a heavy sigh, I put my hand in the pocket of my riding jacket.  Three small lumps bound in decorative wrappings found their way into my hand: the chocolates from Mrs. Morwen's shop.  The tag on the first read "Memory," the second "Commerce," and the last "Eternity."  

I put Commerce and Eternity back in my pocket and stared at the tag on Memory for longer than I should have.  The sudden appearance and disappearance of the chocolate shop left me with concerns about the identity of Morwen Hightower, though it was possible that both the Warden and I had been confused.  Or maybe it'd been only me that was confused and I'd told Simon to visit the wrong street.  

There was another explanation that worried me even more.  That, like Voltaire, I was slowly losing my mind without the powder to sustain me.  Which meant I couldn't even trust myself, and everything I'd said and thought had to be discounted.

It was an odd thing to wonder if I could trust myself.  But how do you know if you've gone mad?  Madness is just a reality that no one else except you can agree on.  This was a maze I felt I couldn't begin to solve.  Once I went down that path, I'd never get out.  I decided the best way to get through it was to assume I was sane and rush to my goal like a woman fleeing a burning building.  

For the moment, I decided that Morwen Hightower could be trusted.  She seemed too wholesome, too American, to be anything other than what I thought she was.  Which led me to the chocolate.  

The delicious candy might be a hoax, nothing but a milky sugar wrapped in a decorative wrapper, but maybe it was exactly what Morwen said it was.  A candy with a bit of this and that in it, a bit of science, maybe even a drug that might help my memory.  

Before I lost my nerve, I unwrapped it, revealing a nugget of unremarkable chocolate (though who was I kidding, every piece of chocolate is remarkable in how delicious it is).  The treat slipped past my lips and sweetness exploded onto my tongue.

If I spent the next thirty seconds leaning against the wall with my eyes closed, moaning as I chewed, it was a private joy reserved only for me.  At the end of that time, when I swallowed the chocolate, a tingling sensation ran through me, first up to the top of my head until I felt like I'd been dipped in mint, and then down to my toes, making me shiver.

My thoughts, which had been marching through boot-sucking mud, crystallized in my head.  My memories, which before had been hazy recollections, like old paintings rescued from a flood, drew themselves into existence.  Vivid colors and scents and sounds filled in as if the painter had returned to retouch his masterpieces.  

The clarity of my memories hit me so cleanly that a heat rose in my cheeks and my nipples grew hard, a sensation I hadn't realized I'd been having when I was in the presence of the Warden the last time.  I heard the musicality of his voice in my head and knew he probably sang sweetly in church.  I saw the way his eyes of no-color, of rain showers over a cold sea, flickered over me with warmth even while his words were biting.  

Then I heard our conversation by the cauldron replay itself, every word, every inflection, as if I were standing in the room three days ago.

I heard the flirting in our voices, the back and forth that, despite the unfortunate ending of our previous courtship, had lain dormant like a banked fire, which only served to make my heart ache that I'd knocked him out with the shock cane.  

Then I heard what I'd been missing, the clue that might lead me to some answers.  A phrase that had been lost amid the bustle of the last few days.

A note was slipped under my door saying that someone had been murdered.  I tried the entrance when I first came up, but it's locked.

"Who slipped that note under the door?" I asked out loud.  

I'd been so distracted at the time that it slipped my mind, though not right away.  I'd asked to see the note, but he'd politely declined.  If only I could see that note now, maybe I could figure out who it was. 

The note itself was curious.  Why would someone tell the Warden about a murder?  Who might have seen the body?  One of the neighbors who kept the yard neat and trim?  Or the person who'd put the cauldron in the room in the first place?  

I reached out to pull back the curtains only to find the tremble in my limbs had returned.  The further I reached, the more the vibrations shook my hand as if it were a struck tuning fork.  Eventually, I was able to pull back the curtains.  I wanted to see which neighbors might have a good view of the estate.  I could visit them later and ask if they were the author of the note.

I recoiled with surprise when I saw a woman stalking up the path to the front door of the estate.  She was wearing dark airman leathers, which reflected the glossy moonlight.  Her flaxen hair had been braided into a rope which hung over her shoulder, and she moved with liquid grace.  I vowed if I should ever escape the predicaments I was in, I would acquire a set of leathers like she wore.  

But I doubted that Mrs. Morwen Hightower had come to the Franklin Estate to discuss fashion for enterprising women.  In fact, her face was drawn with such serious lines that I knew without a doubt that she was looking for me.  Before the door swung open, I quickly turned the cane a few more times and aimed the pistol towards her.


Chapter Fourteen

During my travels, it had not been unusual to encounter a duke or a viscount in a froth about something that had bothered their royal person.  The game of power kept them hopping at shadows, trying to determine the best way to make their offspring the favorites of their sovereign, which came with it many benefits—until that royal was unseated, of course.  

To have royal blood was to have expectations that the world worked a certain way.  Like a clockwork that, once the mainspring was turned, ticked through its motions until the desired results flowed from the spigot, once and forever.  

Since I'd been the favorite of Empress Catherine, the most powerful ruler alive, many a noble thought I knew the secret of attaining such a position.  The truth was that I never felt the favorite of Catherine during my time, though many people told me I was.  I always felt that it was my duty to do my best for the country, the best for her, whether or not she'd asked, and even sometimes when this went against her wishes, as it had with the Moscow papers.  

I sensed this expectation in the march of Morwen Hightower.  It was clear that I'd underestimated the owner of the confectionary.  The insistent stamp of each boot as she came up the path told me she was a woman who was used to getting her way.  

Yet, I did not get the feeling she was of royal blood.  Seeing her in that strange contraption of blue flame and great glass cylinders indicated she was a woman of action.  Lifting even one finger to toil on common causes was considered anathema to most royals, which was why they thought me an odd bird and came to me frequently for advice.  The truth that all their ambitions would come to nothing without some adventure on their part was a truth they were too enamored of their position to accept.  Apathy will be the death of the monarchies. 

When Morwen entered the parlor, her face went through none of the motions of surprise.  She stopped at the edge of the expensive carpet, hands on her hips, silver-tipped boot tapping. 

The braid hanging over her shoulder had been wrapped in steel wire adorned with metal flowers that looked as deadly as they were beautiful.  A gray metal headband covered the juncture between her smooth forehead and her flaxen hair.  In the light of the lamp, patterns revealed themselves on what I had thought were black leathers, but were actually a deep verdant green.  The leather appeared to be covered in the imprints of vines that had wrapped themselves around her thighs and torso, climbing up past her breasts and shoulders like a web of growth.

The smell of fresh flowers hit me a moment before Morwen spoke.  "I want returned what you've taken."

I steeled myself from glancing down at the pocket that contained the stolen chocolate.  

"I don't know what you're talking about," I said.  

She held out a hand towards me as if she was holding back something and then squeezed her fingers into a fist.  

"You have no idea how dangerous it is," said Morwen, completely ignoring that I was pointing a loaded pistol at her.  Nor had she noticed the cauldron.  Did that speak to her single-mindedness or something else?

"How did you find me?" I asked.

Being confronted about a stolen chocolate, dangerous or not, was less of a concern than the Warden knowing my location and coming to arrest me.  I didn't think the cane trick would work a second time.

"It doesn't matter.  What matters is that you return what you've stolen from me," she said.  "There's only a few days left.  I need it back.  Events greater than you depend on it."

A foreboding wormed its way into my gut.  Clearly, Mrs. Hightower was not what I’d thought.  Was she a covert agent for the government?  It felt right and explained how she found me so quickly, but which government?  And if it was the States’, then was she with or against the Federalists?  I figured my best course of action was to deny everything until I understood more.

"Mrs. Hightower, or whoever you are.  I am not a thief, nor do I have anything of yours.  And while your problems seem quite severe, I have issues of my own that need attention.  So I think it best if you leave my presence, or I will fill your hide with lead," I said, trying to keep the shaking from ruining my aim.

Her gaze narrowed to a razor-sharp line at my weapon.  I had the feeling she was not impressed by my pistol.

"I doubt you could hit me," she said, frowning.

"From this distance, I could hit anything."

My traitorous hand gave a wobble and Morwen smirked.  Then her gaze fell upon the cauldron.

"What are you doing here?" she asked, nodding towards it.

"As I said, I have problems of my own."

Morwen glanced back to me.  "And this...thing is one of your problems?"

Her question was asked delicately, as if it was fine crystal that might break with the wrong touch.

"Not that I know of," I said.  "I don't know what it is, but it guards its secrets well.  My problems are more mundane and entirely mine to worry about.  And I think it's time I left."  I waved the pistol towards the couch.  "Sit over there, and I'd prefer if you not follow me."

I thought for a moment she might break out in laughter.  She lifted one shoulder with such amusement that I wondered for the third time if I'd greatly underestimated Morwen Hightower.  But she moved to the couch as requested and sat with one leg over the other in a pose of absolute comfort, as if she was sitting for a painting.

"Three days," said Morwen before I left.  "I need it back before three days have passed.  If I don't have it back well before then, I will come looking for you."

Outside the estate, I allowed myself to release the breath I'd been holding.  Then I made for the back alley as quickly as I could, wanting to put as much distance between myself and Mrs. Hightower as I could.  

Once I'd gone up three blocks and ducked into an alleyway behind a barrel-making shop, I pulled out the two remaining chocolates, paying special attention to the one with the word "Eternity" on the tag in a beautiful scrawling script.  

What was so dangerous about the chocolate?  Did it contain poison, and if so, who was it meant for?  I gave a brief shudder that I'd eaten the one called "Memory," thankful that it hadn't contained any toxins.

When I shoved the treats back into my pocket, my fingertips brushed the note that I'd liberated from the gas lamp post.  It was the flyer about the Binghams’ party. During it, they would give their airship, the Brave Eagle, to the military as a gift.  

Morwen had mentioned she needed the chocolate back in three days, which matched perfectly with the date of the party.  The identity of Morwen Hightower started to crystallize in my mind.  She wasn't a confectioner, but a spy for some other government, sent here to slip poison into someone's meal.  

But if it was just poison, why did she need this particular chocolate?  Couldn't she make another?  Something wasn't right about my assumptions, but I couldn't suss the truth from the facts learned.  

As if I needed more prodding, I was possessed by a back-bending cough that left my sides hurting and blood spittle on my hand.  A quick wipe on my skirt removed the blood, but the idea that I was quickly dying was a stain on my mind.  

I had more questions than answers, and time seemed to be running away from me.  But I had ideas on where I could find at least two answers, or three if I was willing to take another chance.  The first would require sneaking into Warden Simon's house to get a peek at the note so I might ascertain the identity of who sent it.  The second answer might be found in the parlor of Mrs. Anne Bingham on the morrow, during one of her nightly parties.  

The last, I wasn't ready to consider until I'd run out of other options, but my gut told me it was probably the most important, and most dangerous, of the three.  


Chapter Fifteen

The Warden's house was on the other side of Philadelphia, the north side, near the docks on the Delaware River.  It would take me entirely too long to walk, leaving me too exhausted to break into his house to get a peek at the note, and afterwards I would have to return to my house to find clothing for the Binghams’ party.  I needed a way to move around the city without being seen and so that my failing body would have time to recuperate.  

Those few residents of the city who owned steam carriages kept them locked up, not that a lock was much of a concern.  The real problem was that I didn't want those carriages.  

The traditional steam carriage design hadn't changed much in the eighty years since they'd come into common use.  The oval space that held the passengers, complete with velvety benches and floorboards, had stayed pretty much the same.  The designers had merely lopped off the breeching pole that connected it to a team of horses and replaced it with a steam engine and a seat for the driver to steer.  Fancier steam carriages had a larger rain-proof compartment for the driver, but otherwise they kept to the same designs.  

What I wanted was a steam carriage that concealed the driver from prying eyes, and I only knew one place that had them: the US military's marshalling yard.  The military had used closed carriages during the revolutionary war to keep the English from identifying the rank of officers inside and had continued the practice well after the war with England had been declared over.  

The marshalling yard was only a couple of blocks from my hiding location. The whole way, I had the sensation I was being followed, but each time I turned, there was only an empty street.  

I was standing on the opposite side of the street from the gate when a heavy rain began to fall.  Using my body as a shield, I unloaded the pistol so the gunpowder wouldn't get wet.  The military had sealed shots that could be fired in the rain, but my dueling pistol was meant for ceremonial battles, which never seemed to happen when the weather was poor.

Gray hair slopped into my eyes, and I threw it back over my shoulder.  Only a few strands of black remained, which meant that Voltaire's madness couldn't be far beyond, another reason to acquire a suitable transport. 

A gray and white steam carriage with the symbol of the Bank of North America on its door entered the yard.  The soldiers at the gate waved it through without checking for identification.  I wouldn't be so lucky.  

There was no way I was going to climb the fence, not in my woolen skirt, and certainly not in the rain, which meant I was going to have to go through the gate.  I stashed my sack in a pile of dry leaves.  If I was successful, I could get it on the way out.  If not, I wouldn't need it much longer.

Tired as I was, I summoned a younger version of myself to my memory.  One that had worn a Russian military uniform after the coup that had put Catherine on the throne.  With snow painting the city white, the two of us ladies, both dressed as colonels, had reviewed the soldiers who had pledged their lives to the empress.  

Though I'd never marched as a soldier, the burdens of royalty came with strict etiquette, including the way one approached a receiving line during an official ceremony.  It took a few steps for my muscles to remember, but by the time I reached the gate, the soldiers stationed there were saluting me even though I was dressed in a woolen skirt, white blouse, and riding jacket —thoroughly drenched.

The pair of soldiers, who were wearing dress navy blue coats and standing inside a small hut, glanced at each other as I gave them a stare that would have made Empress Catherine proud.  

"Madam?" asked the first soldier.

"How long have you been an ensign?" I asked in as unaccented English as I could muster.  

He looked to his mate.  "For a year, Madam.  Why do ya ask?"

The art of authority was to be as vague as possible so the receiver might imagine the worst consequences possible, and nothing was so vague as silence.  So while the rain kept falling into my eyes and my clenched hands shook vigorously behind my back, I kept my lips as thin as a razor and waited.  

Eventually the soldier blinked, shook his head, and said, "Yes, Madam," before lifting the gate.  I continued my march into the marshalling yard while the second soldier stared at the first as if he'd turned into a frog.

Once inside, it was easy enough to move around.  Women worked in the yards as cooks and cleaning women.  The soldier at the gate had probably assumed that I was in charge of them or that I was the wife of a ranking officer.  Either way, before long I was standing between two long rows of the Continental Army's steam carriages while rain tapped vigorously on the tin roof above my head.  

Each steam carriage was a deep navy blue, with a golden eagle painted on the back.  There were at least forty vehicles in about five different designs: longer carriage, musket holes, double wheels for rough terrain, that sort of thing.

I found the one I wanted in the back of the yard against the fence.  I didn't pick it because it was much different from the others or because it had a fine layer of dust on it indicating its infrequent use.  More because, viewing the steam carriage, which was a slightly different shape than the others—bulges and roundings in odd locations, as if it contained many secrets—I was struck by a memory that brought my fingertips to my temples.

I wasn't sure if it was the aftereffect of the memory chocolate, or an uncovering of an old memory, but I had the strong sense that I'd seen this steam carriage before.  It was as if I'd crept to the windows of my mind, previously curtained and pulled tight, and stuck my hand into the gap to pull away that which blocked my vision, seeing the eye-squinting light threatening to burst through.  But I could not look through, only sense there were things beyond that I should know.  So I focused on the steam engine before I was detected in the marshalling yard.

Preparing the steam engine took little time; I'd had plenty of practice helping Ben, though I cringed when the pistons fired, making a bang and a clatter that could be heard throughout the camp.  When no one came running, I climbed in and found myself overwhelmed by the interior.

The typical steam carriage had a steering wheel, hand-adjusted throttle, and possibly a few levers that controlled the settings on the engine.  A top-notch carriage made for carrying royalty occasionally had a velvet rope connected to a bell near the driver to let them know when to stop.  Never in any steam carriage that I'd seen had there been any buttons, but the dashboard that surrounded the steering column of this carriage had rows of buttons, at least a couple of dozen.

I climbed out and back in a few times, trying to determine what the buttons might actuate if I pressed them.  I had the vague suspicion that this was one of Ben or Djata's designs.  Only when I studied the carriage closer did I realize the shell was larger than I thought, thicker too, with rounded cylinders at the edges that suggested hidden compartments.  

Eventually I decided it was too risky to switch to a different steam carriage and prepared to drive out of the marshalling yard with the one I'd commandeered.  

Staring out the front window with my hands around the steerage, I remembered that I'd ridden in steam carriages, observed the design and building of steam carriages, and even had the principles of driving one explained to me, but I had not actually ever driven one myself.  

I placed the hand-throttle into the first position and the vehicle lurched into motion like a kicked mount.  But not in the direction I wanted.  I'd forgotten to set the throttle to reverse and the steam carriage rammed into the fence and, before I could jam the throttle into neutral, cracked the boards and broke through to a field behind the storage barn but still within the confines of the marshalling yard.  

It hadn't been raining long, so I was able to ride out my mistake and steer through the rough grass until I'd made my way to the cobblestones.  Upon reaching them, I pressed on the brake with my feet and idled the throttle.  

Already my arms were tired, and I shook them at my sides.  Driving the steam carriage required more strength than I’d expected, and I wasn't at my best.  

The gate was a hundred feet away, around another building, so I blew out the lantern in the carriage and put the throttle into gear.  Immediately the vehicle tried to escape my control, veering from side to side.  I fought the steerage to keep it pointed towards the open gate.  

As I neared, I realized I didn't know the protocol for exiting the marshalling yard.  When a soldier stuck his head around the corner, I moved the throttle forward three clicks and blew through the gate, knocking his tricorn hat off in the process and barely getting the vehicle turned, almost hitting the brick building on the other side of the street.  

I might have heard yelling behind me, but I was too focused on not crashing into a passing horse-drawn buggy to pay attention.  The muscles in my shoulders and arms knotted with effort.  When an old man in a farmer's rain jacket stumbled onto the street from a tavern, I had to swerve hard to the left, nearly slamming into a hitching post.  

The next few streets were a blur of rain-slicked cobblestones, pedestrians trying to impale themselves on my wheels, and the ache of muscles screaming for a break.  I felt I was trying to break a wild stallion made of brass, steel, and steam.  

Then a young boy, who should have been in bed, darted in front of the carriage.  I jammed both feet onto the brake and the steam carriage skidded across the cobblestones.  The boy froze mid-street, directly in my path, and I was sure I was going to run him down.

When the vehicle stopped inches away from the boy, both he and I were holding our breath.  Then he jumped away and disappeared into the shadows between the gas lamps.  

I throttled back to idle and placed my head against the steerage, while my arms shook.  Once I got them under control and had given them a fair rest, I put the throttle in the first position, which seemed like a slow mosey compared to the frantic escape from the marshalling yard.  

Controlling the steam carriage at the slower speeds was considerably easier, and after circling back to collect the things I'd hidden in the pile of leaves, I at last found myself on the northeastern side of the city, near the Warden's home.

He lived on the second floor of a two-story brick building.  The lower flat was occupied by an apothecary and his wife.  I left the steam carriage idling on the street, vowing to paint it a different color when I had time.  

The front door was locked.  I bent into a crouch and pulled my tools out.  Using a long pick and a tension hook, I teased the tumblers and was through the door in a moment.  Wolfgang, who'd taught me the art of using them, would have been proud.

Before ascending the stairs to the upper living quarters, I retrieved my pistol and reloaded it.  The boards on the stairs creaked as much as my knees, but I made the upper level without incident.  

The upper door opened without complaint, and I turned my ear to listen before moving into the Warden's home.  A faint snoring reverberated through the apartment.  

I adjusted the hood on my little lantern, letting only a bit of light ooze into the front room.  It was a loner's pad, without the accoutrements that a woman could add.  I tried not to picture my divan lining the wall rather than his ratty cushioned chair.  

When I stepped into the room, the muscles in my right leg seized with agony.  At first I thought I'd been shot or stepped into a fur trapper's leg trap and almost fired my pistol into the darkness.  I kept my eyes clamped shut and waited for the pain to pass.  Eventually the muscles released their hold on my leg and I could move again.  I realized I'd pushed myself too hard.  This failing body needed more rest than I'd given it, or needed more powder—either way, I was running out of time.

Sneaking through the Warden's apartment should have given me a thrill.  Instead, I was waiting for the next attack from my muscles, the right calf already tender from its seizure.  

Simon kept a simple table as a desk, with an inkwell and quill next to a stack of papers.  I licked my finger and paged through them, looking for the note that'd been slipped under his door.  Mostly what I found were bills and notes from creditors.  Simon was more in debt than I was, and to the Bank of North America.  Which meant his loyalties were strongly on the side of the Binghams’, should it come to that.

When I found what I thought was the note, I became acutely aware that the apartment had gone unnaturally quiet.  Using my thumb, I pushed the hood back over the light and let my eyes adjust to the darkness.  

The doorway to the bedroom was on my left, but there was no ambient light and that direction was a blackness that painted ideas into my head.  I thought I heard a scuff and pointed the pistol in that direction.

The darkness pressed against my skin.  It felt like something was right outside my reach.  What if that thing that had attacked me in my home was in the Warden's apartment?  What if it had followed me and came in through the open door?  

My heartbeat filled my ears, covering the idling of the steam carriage outside.  I thought I heard a second scuff and stifled a noise in my throat.  

I couldn't take the darkness any longer and pulled the hood back with my thumb, enough to see in front of me.  A man was standing right there.  My finger twitched against the trigger on the pistol.  

It was Warden Simon.  He was standing in front of me, completely naked.  His eyes were unfocused, and he wavered on his feet.  

"She comes over the ocean," he said.

I leaned to one side to see if he was looking at me.  When his gaze didn't follow, I realized he was asleep.  I'd heard of such an affliction before.  Empress Catherine's cousin Aleksy, when he would visit us at the Winter Palace, would wander around in his bedclothes during the middle of the night.  Catherine, ever concerned about her cousin, assigned a guard outside his room so he wouldn't injure himself during his nightly travels.  

We could even talk to Aleksy when he was asleep, and he would give nonsensical answers.  Some said that the words of a nightwalker were prophetic, but we thought of them simply as entertainment.  

But I didn't know if Simon was like Aleksy, or if he would wake up if I said something to him.  So I stayed perfectly still.  

Eventually, Simon nodded drowsily as if something had answered him, and he returned to his room, climbing onto the squeaky bed.  I couldn't help but watch the hollow of his pale buttocks flex as he burrowed under the blanket.  

Rather than risk discovery, I slipped the note from the pile of papers and shoved it into my coat pocket.  With every step towards the door, I swore that Simon would wake, but I made it out and back to my waiting steam carriage without further incident.  

After unfolding the paper and spreading it against the steerage, I shone my lamp on it.  The words were written in a scrawling script that looked all too familiar.

A man has died in Ben Franklin's parlor.  

I compared the note to the tag on the chocolate, and though I wouldn't swear my life on it, I'd say the two were written by the same person.  The revelation that Morwen Hightower had been the one to report the murder—no, the death of the thief—only confused me further.  It was also curious that it said that a man has died rather than a man was murdered, a distinction that Simon had neglected to mention.  

Her identity as the note-writer made it clear why she hadn't been surprised by the cauldron.  She'd seen it before when she found the thief.  Had she been the one to kill this Jonas?  It didn't seem likely, since she'd come to me about her missing husband, whom she'd named as Francis, but described as Jonas.  

I knew that others might consider the cauldron and the circumstances of the death as reason to suspect supernatural interference, but I was a woman of science and knew that a reasonable explanation would eventually be found.  

It was more likely that the cauldron was not really a cauldron, but rather an object of Ben Franklin's that I'd never seen before, and that the dead thief had something to do with why Morwen Hightower was in town.  I'd already established that she wanted her poisoned chocolate returned before the Binghams’ big event.  Maybe she was trying to distract the Warden from bigger things?  

Whatever it meant, it didn't change how I felt about Mrs. Hightower.  She was clearly up to no good, and I would not be returning the chocolate, no matter what she demanded.  

Exhausted as I was, I had one more stop for the night and then I could sleep.  I needed to fetch proper attire to attend the afternoon party at the Binghams’, so I might learn more about their motives.  I needed to stop by my house, but worried that the Warden was having it watched.  And I had no idea what had happened to Voltaire.  Was he still lurking in the cellar, or had Simon let him out?  I hated going back, but getting into the Binghams’ party would require an elegant gown, and home was the only place I knew that had my size.


Chapter Sixteen

The interior of my front room smelled like a vagrant's soiled clothes as I stepped through the door.  I held the crook of my elbow over my nose as I pointed the pistol at the doorways, feeling that Voltaire would spring from the darkness the moment I let down my guard.  The cellar door hung by one hinge, a tilted rectangle casting shadows from my lamp against the wall.  

"Bonjour, Monsieur Voltaire," I called sweetly.  

The whole lower level had been ransacked, drawers opened, cushions upturned.  He'd been thorough in his destruction.  My kitchen had seen similar treatment.  What few spices I could afford had been spilled upon the scuffed wooden floor in overlapping blobs of light brown, white, and chunky black.  

By the smell, he'd urinated in the corners a few times like a wild beast, which maybe he was by now.  When I was sure he wasn't on the main level, I examined the second floor.  Like the downstairs, every drawer and cabinet had been opened, contents strewn across the room like a hurricane had blown through.

The cellar floor sparkled like a moonlit lake.  Glass had been broken into fine pieces and spread across the stone, stains of the alchemical materials marking their ending.  Most of the items had been expensive and irreplaceable, at least on my current earnings.  What a mess he'd made of my home, looking for more powder.  Is that what I would turn into soon enough?

Content that I was safe for the moment, or at least that Voltaire wasn't lurking in the corner, I put away my pistol and returned upstairs to retrieve a proper dress.  For now, I didn't think I'd be able live here, so I packed a traveling bag.  

With a dress over my arm, I prepared to leave and found a letter right inside the door.  The seal in the red wax was a gear at the center of a spoke-wheel.  

"Djata," I whispered, and broke it open to read the letter.  In it, he requested a favor in return for the cane he'd given, asking for my assistance at the Merry Meadow Dock house on the Schuylkill River, two nights hence.  

I knew the place.  There was a long boathouse near the bend in the river, and its roof had been painted a bright red.  The poorer residents of Philadelphia went swimming in the oxbow lake that had formed behind the boathouse.  Memories of laughing children throwing black, earthy mud balls at each other tugged the corners of my lips upward.  I tucked the letter away and moved my things to the idling steam carriage.  

Next to the wheel of my vehicle was the creature that had stalked me at Djata's place.  Its golden scales reflected in the gas lights. Standing on hind legs, the beastie was as tall as my waist.  I nearly dropped my dress onto the damp cobblestones in surprise. 

Its black, pebble-like eyes regarded me with an alien confidence.  On its jaw, a faint line ran across its cheek, as if it were hinged.  

A horse-drawn carriage turned onto the street, filling it with the clatter of hooves on stone.  Glossy black stallions pulled the ornate carriage—some wealthy resident returning from a late-night adventure, maybe a rendezvous with a mistress.  

When I glanced back to the wheel, the golden creature was gone.  This time I had the impression it hadn't meant me harm, but I couldn't be sure, based on the briefness of our encounter.

The meager belongings I'd rescued fit easily into the spacious carriage, which could hold four adults comfortably, not including the driver.  Somehow, this made me sad.  

While my luck was holding, I drove the carriage to an alley a few blocks away and shut down the steam engine.  The brass pipes ticked as they cooled.  If I was to get around town tomorrow, I would have to refill the water tanks and get more fuel, but at the moment I could barely hold my eyes open.  

The back bench in the carriage wasn't quite wide enough for me to curl upon, so I had to wedge myself between the two walls so I wouldn't fall off.  As uncomfortable as it was, I fell asleep right away.  

The next day, I woke stiff and sore and stretched my tired muscles, trying to get the crick out of my back.  After eating the remainder of the hard bread, I refilled the tanks on the engine using a rain barrel.  

Coal was only a little harder to find.  I had to sneak behind the general store and take a bucketful from the wooden bin in back.  Once I'd liberated the fuel, I went into the store and traded a silver medallion in the shape of the Winter Palace I'd been given by a Prussian viscount for a bucket of black paint and a brush.  It hurt to let the medallion go, not because I'd liked the viscount—he'd been a handsy fellow with bad breath—but because it was one of the few remaining pieces I had from my previous life.  I'd traded most of my things to pay the bills and the expenses that went with the press.  

I drove the steam carriage south until I reached the southwest part of the city.  Here, most of the lots were empty grass.  William Penn's desire that the populace would spread out between the two rivers hadn't really taken hold, as most of the residents stayed to the Delaware River.

Wearing my printer's clothes, I put a fresh coat of black paint on the steam carriage, removing the visible traces that it had come from the Continental Army's marshalling yard.  I left the paint behind a stone wall before driving to the Schuylkill River and turning off the steam engine.  I didn't want to waste what little fuel I had, and Anne Bingham's party wouldn't commence until evening.

Sitting on the back of my carriage,  watching the fishing boats and other small watercraft float by on the brown river, I considered what I knew.  

First and foremost, Morwen Hightower was a foreign assassin sent to kill someone with the poisoned chocolate in my pocket.  The identity of the target was unknown, but there would be plenty of high-ranking officials at the launch of the Brave Eagle, including President Washington himself, who, as I considered it, seemed the most likely target.

The second item of concern on my list was the duck egg.  Anne Bingham wanted it back, but I didn't know where to find it, and until I did, that powerful woman would make my life in the city miserable.  

The other problem was the lack of powder.  Without it, I wouldn't last another month.  It bothered me that Ben would have left for so long without leaving a message, and in the back of my mind, it seemed like I was missing something that would tell me where he was located. 

I weighed the Eternity chocolate in my hand, the paper crinkling as I flexed my palm.  What if Morwen Hightower had somehow killed or kidnapped Ben?  Why else would she have been watching his place?  Maybe these things were connected, as I’d first thought.  

As the day passed, I grew no nearer to the truth, succeeding only in throwing doubt into my assumptions.  When it was time, I climbed back into the carriage and changed into the dress I'd worn at the Spanish court.  

It was a pale blue and silver brocade gown with a white lace mantilla.  The ensemble looked better with a neckline full of jewelry, but I'd little left and I didn't want to stick out at the party.  It was going to be hard enough to move around without being noticed by Mrs. Bingham.  I hoped the graying of my hair and the different attire would be enough of a disguise. 

I reached the Binghams’ after the appointed time, when the gas lamps glowed that rosy light that turned the city into a bright dream.  Steam carriages lined the streets on either side.  The drivers, in their puffy tan breeches and white shirts, stood in clumps, chewing on cigars and speaking in hushed voices.  A pair threw a rag ball between themselves to pass the time.  I left my carriage up the street in an alley.  It wouldn't be seemly to be seen driving my own vehicle.  

The Bingham Estate took its design cues from ancient Rome.  A river of white marble led up to the doors, outlined in colonnades.  Festive lanterns hung from stately ribbons along the cast-iron fence, behind which the bushes had been manicured into grand ovals.   

A doorman held his white-gloved hand out for my invitation.  I stared at his hand as if he were a beggar asking for alms.  When he shook his hand to ask again, I replied with a sniff.  

Like duelists facing off, neither one of us wanted to make the first move, until finally, another couple approached and he retracted his hand and nodded inward.  

With that unfortunate encounter over, I slipped into the crowd, keeping my eyes open for Mrs. Bingham.  By the overwhelming scent of perfume and cologne wafting through entryway, I quickly determined that nearly every senator and distinguished businessman in Philadelphia was in attendance.  I also saw a fair number of high-ranking military officers in their Continental blues, speckled in ribbons and awards from the Revolutionary War.   

The interior had been decorated with the latest fashions in London, straight from Seddon's, quite befitting for a couple of Federalists.  The railings and arches were festooned with the colors of the country, almost as if it were a political rally.

I listened to the conversations as I wandered, keeping a languid pace, nodding and smiling to those I passed.  There was an air of anticipation at the party, an excited titter that spoke of grander things.  It wasn't until I overheard the quiet talk between the more distinguished guests that I understood it.

Servants in black tailcoats carried foodstuffs through the party.  My stomach nearly revolted when I let one pass, so I had to stop the next.  I wolfed down the contents of his tray, shoving the puffy pastries filled with a tangy melted cheese past my lips like a five-year-old hunkered down at a bowl full of sweets.  He left me wide-eyed, and I doubted he would ever forget the gray-haired old lady who devoured the entire contents of his tray.  I let out a frisson of indigestion before continuing.

Moving through the library, which was stacked with precious books, I nearly fell over myself when I saw Voltaire.  I wasn't the only uninvited member of the party.  Though it seemed nearly impossible, given the state that he'd left my home in, he stood surrounded by a circle of admirers as he lectured them in his lyrical French accent.  

He'd composed himself quite well, considering, having donned a coifed wig, liberally powdered.  He'd covered his face with a fine white makeup and a light blush on the cheeks, as had been the fashion in France a decade ago.  

Even his clothing, though eccentric, fit the image of the genius provocateur.  Except that Voltaire was supposed to have died over twenty years ago.  From across the room, I could hear questions being asked, and him responding in his name.  Did they not know he was over one hundred years old?  

If Ben were here, he would have thrown him out of the Transcendent Society, for we were supposed to stay anonymous.  But as I watched him, behind the mask of his former self, I saw the bloodred eyes of the lunatic in my home and shuddered at the thought of why he was at the party.  

Stepping out of the room, I didn't see Warden Snyder until I'd backed into him.  He seized my wrist with a callused hand, his eyes wide with a mixture of rage and disappointment.


Chapter Seventeen  

"You'll be coming with me, Miss Carmontelle," he hissed under his breath.

"Wait," I said, batting at his wrist as discreetly as I could, though it was hard because his grip was making my fingers go numb.  I didn't want our altercation noticed by this crowd, or by Voltaire in the other room.  "Not here."

"Not here?" he said, his mustached upper lip forming a drooping arch.  "Do you think me a cock robin?  You blasted me with that stick of yours."  

His voice rose with insulted fury, catching a few glances from those standing nearby.  

I stretched my right eyebrow up and kept my voice as low as possible, barely even moving my lips.  "Are you prepared to make a scene on the night that William Bingham announces his interest in becoming the next President?"

"What?" he said, again too loud, catching baleful glances.  

"Hush, Simon," I said.

He blinked heavily, visibly reacting to being scolded by the woman he was to be arresting.  I never said I stuck to the traditional roles of anything.

Simon's anger was replaced with honest curiosity, and his shoulders and head hunched down to my level.  "He wants to be President?"

"It would seem so.  Look around at the accoutrements, the number of senators.  I believe President Washington and his wife are here somewhere as well," I said.

Simon glanced around as if he were going to see them walking through the party.  His gaze narrowed as he returned to me.  "How did you get here?"

"I speak the secret language of servants," I said cryptically.

He seemed to have calmed, but he still had my wrist captured.  "Well, I shall have to take you to the courthouse, just the same."

I tugged against his pulling and set him in my gaze.  "If you try to take me out of here, I will fall to the ground and scream that you are assaulting an old woman."

He swallowed.  "Do you think me beetle-headed?"

"No," I said, "which is why I made the threat.  Do you think Mrs. Bingham will be happy with you if you upset the party?  These kind of events are choreographed for maximum political effect."

His gray eyes searched me.  "How do you know these things?  Who are you really?"

"A printer, an observant woman, and a teller of truths.  Maybe those are the only things that matter," I said, feeling my chest grow heavy.  "And if your patron, Mrs. Bingham, wants her egg back, I need my freedom."

"You have it?" he asked.

I shook my head.  "Not yet.  But I think I know how to find it."

"How can I trust you?" he asked, frowning.

"You can't," I said.  "But you have no other choice.  If she doesn't get her prized duck egg back, she'll blame you—and I doubt your position in the city is solid enough to withstand that."

He flinched, and I hated myself for it.  I was using what I knew of his debts to the Bank of North America against him.  He was in as bad a situation as myself.  But neither one of us would survive if I let him take me in.  I just hoped he'd see it that way when it was all over, though of course, I knew that was hopeful delusion.  

"You're a complicated woman," he said, his face blank, his gaze weary with sadness.

"I'm actually quite simple," I said.  "It's the world that's complicated, and no one person may understand it all."

With a bone-weary sigh, Simon released my wrist, which I held to my bosom and rubbed the feeling back in.  

"I have one more problem to bring up," I said.  

His face fell as if the strings had been cut.  His eyes, those gray eyes the color of rain, glistened.  My chest tightened by the screws of his sadness.  I felt for him, the honorable Warden, caught between the expectations of his duty and his heart.  He was the kind of man more comfortable on a horse in the wilderness, leaning into the patient gait of his mount, random sunbeams playing upon his rich, brown hair.

"The thing that was behind my cellar door," I said, and when his gaze shot up and hardened, I continued, "you saw it, didn't you?"

"It knocked me over and fled into the kitchen," he said.  "So I left to retrieve my pistol and when I returned later, the door was locked.  What was it and why were you keeping it?"

I tugged on his brown jacket until he stepped around the corner, and nodded to Voltaire standing at the center of his adoring fans.  Simon's eyes widened with recognition.

"By the blazes, that's him," he said.  "Who is he?"

"That's Voltaire," I said, then cleared my throat, remembering he was supposed to be dead. "Well, a man who's impersonating the famous French writer."

"What was he doing in your cellar?" he asked.

I paused, trying to determine what part of the truth I could tell him.  "He's a friend, a sick friend, and I was taking care of him when he went mad and attacked me.  I locked him in the cellar."

"I didn't think it was a man, but a beast," said Simon under his breath.

"Something's wrong with him," I said.  "I worry what he might do here."

"You consort with strange people," he said. 

I shrugged.  "The price of an interesting life."

"What should I do about him?" asked Simon.

"Watch him.  Make sure he doesn't go mad again," I said.  

He turned on me.  "While you cause mischief elsewhere in this house.  This is all your game, isn't it?"

"Not one I wanted to play, Simon," I said, touching his arm.  "But once the pieces were pushed into motion, I had no choice but to play my best or be taken off the board."

Simon seemed unsure of how to take my admission, but it was the truth.  It was this same thinking that had led me to realize so long ago, that if I didn't move to put Catherine on the throne, that drunken, mean-hearted husband of hers, Peter III, would have killed us all during one of his loathsome pranks. 

I left Warden Snyder at the edge of the library.  He glanced between me and Voltaire, conflicted by the twin issues.  I knew how he felt, yoked to chaos.

In case Simon changed his mind, I moved deeper into the house, to the less occupied sections, keeping an eye out to avoid Mrs. Bingham.  I found myself in a mostly empty trophy room.  A couple well-to-dos chatted near a stuffed brown bear on the far side of the room.  The bear, which stood taller than the couple by a foot or two, had been set into a ferocious pose, though I knew that it had probably been peacefully drinking by a stream when it was shot.

The rest of the walls contained other creatures killed and locked into the appearance of life by the taxidermist.  William Bingham seemed to be an avid hunter.  I prepared to move into another room to look for a small group with which to ingratiate myself, so I might learn more about the immediate desires of the Federalists, when I heard the clicking of nails on wood.

Voltaire stood on the far side of the room, bloodshot eyes regarding me with a predatory glare.  His elongated nails scraped along the painted wood of the door frame.  Without the perfumes from the other room overwhelming my senses, I caught the scent of old urine.  The other couple in the room seemed to sense something wrong and moved out the other door, passing as far away from Voltaire as they could.

I escaped down the hallway, finding the way empty.  Over the industrious sounds of servants preparing more food and drinks in the nearby kitchen, I heard the clicking of nails on the walls as he followed and imagined his arms spread wide, like a winged beast landing with talons outstretched on a skittering mouse.

A couple of servants passed me, but I continued further into the house, moving up a winding staircase that led to the second floor.  The upstairs hallway had portraits of noted Federalists, including Hamilton and Adams, between the doors.  I touched the picture of Ben Franklin as I passed, smiling upon seeing my friend and knowing he wasn't sympathetic to the Federalist cause as would be indicated by his portrait.  The echoes of Voltaire followed me up the stairs, so I opened a random door and stepped through, clicking the lock.

"May I help you?" asked a woman's voice from behind me.

Seated on a cushioned chair by the curtained window was Martha Washington, the President's wife, hair white with age and contained within a pair of exquisite ivory combs.  She had the patient gaze of someone in their upper years, and her lips had the hint of a smile lurking on them.

"Madam Washington," I said quietly with a curtsey.  "My apologies.  An unpleasant fellow was following me and I wanted to avoid further encounters.  May I stay a moment until he passes?"

Her warm laugh invited me to stay, and when she opened her mouth to speak, I motioned towards the door.  She placed her withered hands in her lap as if we were children playing a game.  I smiled to reassure her that there was no danger.  At least not while we stayed hidden from the madman Voltaire.  

The Frenchman moved down the hallway in near silence.  I could only hear his faint breathing and the occasional sniff.  When the door handle rattled, I nearly let out a noise of surprise.  I was afraid he might try breaking down the door if he thought I was on the other side, but then the sounds of men speaking filled the hall and I no longer felt the presence of Voltaire on the other side of the door.

I let out a breath and rubbed my temple with a shaking hand.  Martha Washington was studying me closely, the spark of intelligence in her gaze like a keen blade.  

"An unpleasant fellow?" she asked with one eyebrow raised.

"He wants something from me that I do not have," I said.

"Ahh," she said, as if she understood.  "Men are like that."  Martha lifted a bowl filled with gold leaf wrapped treats.  The design was familiar.  "Would you like a chocolate?  I find a little sweet always makes these unpleasant affairs more bearable."

I took a chocolate so as not to appear rude.  "Thank you, Madam Washington."

She had hers unwrapped and placed it in her mouth.  Then she closed her eyes and made unladylike noises.  "Such flavor.  They were a gift from the new chocolate shop in town.  I swear they make me feel twenty years younger when I eat one."

I ate my chocolate, unconcerned about the source since she'd eaten one already.  "Yes, quite delicious.  That shop is a marvel."

With the treat eaten, Martha stared out the window and let loose a heavy sigh.  

A wave of heat rushed to my cheeks.  "My apologies again, Madam Washington, for imposing on your quiet reflection."

She laughed again, higher and sharper, patting her own leg.  "No apologies, please.  Like you, I was avoiding an unpleasant fellow.  These events tire me out."

"An unpleasant fellow?" I asked.  "Which one?"

She gave me a conspiratorial grin. "All of them.  A bunch of dandy prats, those Federalists."

We shared a chuckle and then her face drew serious.  "You haven't introduced yourself."

"My manners are terrible," I said, moving to her side.  I took her hand and kissed it like I would have with my sovereign.  "I am Yeka Carmontelle."

It was the name I used when moving through Europe incognito.  The given name was based on my full moniker, Yekaterina, so that I would not hesitate when it was spoken.  The family name came from one of my favorite painters.  My accent could be confused with French, unless one had lived there, but Madam Washington wouldn't know, or so I hoped.  If word got out that I was in Philadelphia, then I would soon be receiving visits from Emperor Paul's assassins.

She gave me an appraising stare, the corners of her eyes crinkling with thought, deepening the wrinkles, though her lips still smiled.

"A French woman in Philadelphia and at the home of the Binghams’.  What an odd combination," she said.

"Life brings with it unexpected challenges," I said.  "I should take your leave, I'm sure there's not much more time until the announcement."

"Ha," she said.  "Is it that obvious?  It was supposed to be a secret."

"Apologies again, but it seemed the likely conclusion to the party based on those in attendance and the gift to the military in a few days," I said.

She raised her eyebrows and made a noise of amusement.  "I guess we aren't as clever as we think we are."  She speared me in her sights.  "On whose behalf are you here?"

"No one, Madam.  Or I guess, on behalf of myself," I said.

She leaned forward in her chair.  "You don't expect me to believe that, do you?  I'd guess you're here on behalf of that warmonger Napoleon, but you don't strike me as his type.  Maybe one of the opposition, though it's hard to say who, they're an unorganized lot.  Pardons."

"I assure you, Madam, I'm here alone," I said, knowing that my denials would only confirm her suspicions further.  For those who played these games, being recognized as one of the players was a bright honor, especially by one such as Martha Washington.  If I denied everything, she would think my role an important one.

She pulled the curtain back to look out the window at Philadelphia.  The city glowed with the warm haze of gas lamps, a bronze nimbus hovering over its profile.

"If William Bingham becomes president, he will push the country towards England," she said.

"The desires of the Federalists are common knowledge," I said.

"Though England wishes to crush Napoleon once and for all, the Federalists have a different enemy in mind," she said, glancing back to me for a reaction.

"Who is that?" I asked, guessing the answer in my heart.  

Martha gave a tiny smile.  "I thought you weren't interested?"

"War is the concern of everyone," I said.

She blinked.  "Fairly spoken."

The sounds of the party rose in volume, the excited clatter of distinguished guests growing louder.  Martha sighed and, leaning heavily on the armrests, climbed to her feet.  She had a slight wobble as she moved to the door.

"I'd better get down there before George sends out a rescue mission to retrieve me," she said, smiling.  "It was lovely meeting you, Yeka."

"The honor was all mine, Madam Washington."  I curtseyed again, inclining my head as I dipped.  

She stopped right in front of me, with her head tilted and her hand on the door handle.  "Not going to ask me, are you?"

"About what?" 

She laughed.  "Oh, you're good.  It's Russia.  The Binghams and many others think that Russia is the greater threat.  So if your friends want to do something about Napoleon, they're going to have to do it themselves."

Martha winked and left the room.  

Russia.  Hearing that word brought back a wave of emotions and memories.  I could hear the cold crunch of snow in that word, feel the dark forests close around me.  Russia was an ancient place with a history that few understood.  

I'd grown up in St. Petersburg, which made me less of a Russian than most.  To Muscovites, we were practically European, which had been Peter's intent when he carved that city out of a swamp.  

Martha's words turned in my head.  Morwen Hightower's identity became clearer in my mind.  She was a French woman, an assassin for the opposition that wanted the English to take care of Napoleon for them.  Her skills as a confectionary should have made it clear from the beginning.  No one could make chocolates like the French.  

This me wonder if Anne Bingham was merely trying to protect her husband, who would become a powerful man if he took the presidency.

In my head, I could see the gears align.  The assassin would target William Bingham, not George Washington.  This would shift the efforts of war back to Napoleon Bonaparte.  Either way, it seemed that the United States would go to war again.  

None of this was my problem, except I seemed to be caught in their games.  The duck egg was important because that strange man protected it with his life for some reason.  Perhaps that was why Anne Bingham wanted it.  To use him to guard her husband?  This didn't make sense, since they had access to soldiers if they needed it.  

The threat to the Binghams had to be something that couldn't be solved with a rifle and a bayonet.  Or even an airship, or they wouldn't be giving it away.  Why would one of the wealthiest couples in the world need this horrible man to defend them?

Because the threat wasn't ordinary.  

The chocolate I had didn't contain poison, I decided.  It had to be something else.  

I thought back to what started it all—the cauldron, though I hated calling it that.  Morwen Hightower hadn't batted an eye at it when she was in Ben's parlor.  

Others might say “she's a witch,” but I didn't believe in that sort of thing.  I'd seen enough superstition in Russia, and only the Enlightenment had dragged my old country out of the darkness.  Another reason I'd begrudgingly taken the director position at the Russian Academy of Science was that I’d wanted to shine a light into the ignorant darkness.

There were always explanations, even if we didn't understand them.  Morwen Hightower was not a witch.  But that not-a-cauldron was important, just the same.

With a thousand thoughts hanging on my brow, I marched down to the kitchens.  The tables were filled with tiny cakes decorated in the country's colors, each one sitting on a lace pillow.  I could taste the sweet icing in the air.  Not one servant made eye contact, so I touched one lanky fellow on the shoulder and asked for the head of the household, and he pointed me to a short dumpy man with a cribbage face, who shouted orders the moment he stepped into the room.

"Sir, if you please, may I speak with you for a moment?" I said.  

He gave me a cross look, but after a quick appraisal of my station, nodded.  "Be quick about it, I have desserts to arrange."

"Lovely," I said.  "I heard a certain confectioner would be supplying treats for the party, but I have not seen her work here."

"Oh," he said, smiling, connecting the pocks on his face with wrinkles.  "Marvelous Morwen's  Confectionary and Sweet House.  Not for this party, but for the launch of the Brave Eagle in two days.  We ordered enough treats to give out to everyone that attends."

A cold shudder ran through me.  

"Yes, yes," I said quietly.  "Where again is her shop?"

"On York street, near the gas works."  He bowed.  "Madam, by your leave."

I gave him a nod, and he turned back to his crew and began barking orders again.

Leaving by the servant's exit, I made my way through the back of the estate, determined to get back to my carriage for my next appointment.  

I turned back, to give the house one more glance, and I saw Voltaire standing on the second floor, looking out a rectangular window, his bloodshot gaze goosing my steps to hurry.  When I blinked, he was away from the window and my heart tripled its beat like prey before the hunter.


Chapter Eighteen

The steam carriage was three blocks away from the back of the Bingham Estate.  My head start seemed sufficient enough until a cramp seized my right calf again.  The pain brought tears to my eyes and I beat on my leg, willing it to move.  

I knew from the look Voltaire had given me from the upper window that he was coming for me.  When the rock in my leg unclenched into a twitching mass of muscle, I resumed my hurried walk, afraid the cramp would return at any moment.  

When I turned the corner, I saw the powdered wig of Voltaire bouncing above the manicured bushes.

As I hobbled, I looked for a weapon.  I'd left the cane and pistol in the carriage in case they searched me for weapons.  The cane wasn't obviously a weapon, but it wasn't the right fashion for a lady of my station, or at least the station I was trying to project.  Hell's blazes if I would make that same mistake again.

I reached the steam carriage in a lather.  As I opened the door, a feral growl erupted from behind.  Voltaire was upon me, half in the carriage.  His stench brought bile to my throat.  His long fingernails clawed at my limbs.

Kicking backwards like a mule sent him onto the cobblestones, his wig shifting over his eyes.  He threw it away in a rage, leaving mostly white hair in a halo around his head, and prepared to leap.  I pulled my legs into the carriage and slammed the door, engaging the bolt lock with the palm of my hand.

Voltaire hit the door like a wild beast.  I heard him muttering as he beat at it with his fists.  

I was safe from him for now, but trapped in the carriage.  I wouldn't be able to start the steam engine with him outside.  

Voltaire launched himself onto the front, yanking on the pipes and brass parts that made the steam engine, pulling on them like an enraged gardener battling with a tenacious weed.  I feared he would disable my vehicle and slammed my hand on the dashboard in frustration.

I must have caught one of the many buttons with my fist, because a sound enveloped the steam carriage like a banshee's wail.  Voltaire reacted immediately, stiffening like a church pew, hands on his ears and screaming.  He fell off the front of the carriage and stumbled away, crashing to his knees every few feet.  

Even from within the carriage, the keening noise made me want to vomit from the pressure it put on my temples.  I could barely keep my eyes open.  

When Voltaire stumbled around the street corner, I pressed that same button again, relieved when the noise abated.  Before Voltaire could return, I hopped out and began turning the levers to start my engine.

The whole time I was getting the engine going, I felt like Voltaire was going to return and leap upon my defenseless back.  I kept glancing over my shoulder to make sure he wasn't about to attack.  

Complete at my task, I slid into the carriage and waited for the steam chamber to develop enough pressure that I could move again.  When I saw the white puffs finally sneak out of the brass pot, and the dial on the dashboard gave the correct reading, I pushed the throttle forward and steered onto the street, towards the southeastern part of town.  

By the time I reached Ram Cat Alley, I'd stopped shaking from my encounter with Voltaire.  I sensed the Magdelen House would try me in other ways, so I sat with my head on the steerage for a few minutes before stepping onto the street.  

Once again, I left the cane in the carriage.  Whatever danger Chloris presented, it wouldn't be resolved with that weapon.  Instead, I grabbed my pocket watch, wound the mainspring, and tucked it into the hidden pocket on my dress.

The lively scene from the previous visit was absent upon my entrance.  Unattended ladies sat in clusters, chatting and sipping from porcelain teacups.  With the Binghams’ party in full swing on the other side of town, the Magdelen House was practically empty, which said much of the inclinations of the Federalists.

"Lady Dashkova," said Madam Maria.  "We've been expecting you."

A surge of adrenaline sharpened my senses.

"What?  And how did you know my name?" I asked.  

Maria gave me a hawkish smile.  "Chloris told me you'd visit this evening.  She's waiting for you."

"I'm afraid I don't have payment this time," I said.

"No bother.  Chloris tells me this venture will be good business for the Magdelen House.  That's good enough for me."

I had the sudden urge that I should leave.  

Madam Maria glanced around the room, frowning.  "Now where has that boy gotten to?"  She snapped her fingers at one of the ladies of the evening nearby.  It was the one with the glass prosthetic arm.

Brassy approached, touching the corner of my elbow with her fingertips.  Her high skirt showed a scandalous amount of upper thigh.

"Lady Dashkova," she said, giving a sassy curtsey that put a smile on my lips.  

"I'd prefer not to be called by that name.  Katerina will do," I said.  

"Katerina," purred Brassy.  "I'll take you to Chloris now."

Madam Maria snapped her fingers at Brassy.  "Straight to Chloris.  No distractions."

Brassy knocked the dark curls from her face with her glass arm.  "But I'm good at distractions," she said in a high voice.

Then she entwined her fingers with mine, pulling me towards the stairs.  Her touch was warm and soft, and by the time we reached the second floor, I was blushing.  

"Not checking me for weapons?" I asked, clearing my throat.

"Chloris said you wouldn't have one this time."

The phrase this time snapped me awake.  They'd known about the cane, but had let me take it up to the room.  

"What does Chloris do?" I asked.  "For the menfolk, that is."

Brassy smiled sweetly at me, her blue eyes twinkling.  "I haven't the foggiest.  I just know that everything turned around when Chloris came to work for Madam Maria.  Before she came, the Magdelen House was about to go out of business."

When we reached the door, Brassy stretched up and kissed me on the cheek, but I was too focused on the encounter ahead to be affected by it.  

"Thank you, Brassy," I said, squeezing her hand.

"Come see me after your hour is up," she said over her shoulder, sauntering back towards the stairs.  "Free of charge."

I replied with a smile and turned my attention back to the door.  

The pocket watch fit comfortably in my hand, and I opened the round cover, reading the etching inside before my gaze fell upon the hands of time.  

Time ever be our enemy.

My friend Katherine Wilmot from Ireland gave me this watch.  I sensed her words to be semi-prophetic.  

The hands on the clock were at 11:03.  

I stepped into the room, feeling cool air upon my face.  It was at least ten degrees cooler in the room.  I suspected the body of water kept it that way.

A splash alerted me to Chloris.  She seemed the type that could move silently through the water, so I assumed that she was letting me know she was there.

"Lady Chloris," I said, my voice echoing across the water and collecting in the dark corners.  

A woman's shape stood in the water, not far from me.  It seemed like she'd appeared there.

I glanced at the watch.

11:09.

Blazes.  

I didn't know how she was doing it: hypnotizing me, or something else entirely.

Rather than look at Chloris, I kept my gaze firmly on the timepiece, watching the seconds tick away.

"Don't you trust me, Princess Dashkova?" she asked, and I wanted desperately to look upon her.

"Trust is a strong word for acquaintances," I said.

"We could be more than acquaintances.  The boys love the attention I give them.  They can't get enough," she said.

11:10.

When the hand ticked to the new minute, I dared a glance.  

As before, Chloris was naked, her body glistening in the strange light of the room.  Her hair fell like strong kelp against her shoulders.

11:24.

I shook my head and refocused on the timepiece.  As I stared at it, I had the impression we'd been talking, but I couldn't remember what'd been said.

"How do you do that?" I asked.

"Do what?" she asked.

"It doesn't matter," I said.  "That's not what I came for."

"No, it's not."

It was damned hard keeping my gaze on the watch.  It felt like an insect had landed on my face and I wasn't allowed to swat it off, or even twitch.

11:26.

"Last time I came," I began, feeling Chloris' eyes on me.  "You gave me information."

"Were you not satisfied with it?"

"On the contrary, more than satisfied, but I asked about Morwen's husband, a person who doesn't exist, and you sent me to the home of the thief.  The description was the same, but the intentions of finding the person were different."

"You want to know why," she said, laughing.  Her voice was like water dripping onto crystalline bells.

11:29.

I kept my head down, realizing she wasn't going to answer.  

"Can you tell me how you knew about Morwen?" I asked.

"Secrets are better if no one knows them," she replied.  "But if you want to know something, you have to pay the price."

It was only a reaction to her impertinence, the royal itch to scold with the eyes, but I looked up.  

11:41.

To reduce the temptation to look, I put the open timepiece up to my face, so close I could hear the ticking of the gears inside.

"I want to know about Morwen," I asked.  "Morwen Hightower."

A terrible splash in the center of the pool made me think for a moment something had fallen in, but then I realized it was a reaction from Chloris.  

"No," she said in a hissing tone.  "I'll tell you nothing about her, or her sisters.  Ask a different question."

The rage in Chloris' voice was a caged beast.  

"Sisters?" I asked.

A second splash was the only answer I got.

11:44.

"Time's running out," she said.  "Ask your question.  It's the one you came to ask."

I took a deep breath.  "I want to know where to find the man who holds the duck egg."

Chloris kicked deeper into the pool.  

11:45.

"I already told you to beware of him.  Are you that foolish?"

Beware that which wears armor.

I'd thought she'd meant the golden creature that rolled, as it had armor-like chitin, but then I remembered the tall man in my home had worn mail that had rattled like loose teeth.

"It appears I am that foolish.  I need to find him," I said.

"Better you give up now than go after him," she said from the other side of the pool.

"Your concern is appreciated," I said.  "But it's my problem."

"It's not concern," said Chloris.  "You don't even know who he is."

"Then who is he?"

She laughed, and it was like a cold driving rain, almost ice, impaling itself into the water.

"Pay the price and I'll tell you.  Who he is and where you can find him."

11:47.

"What is your price?" I asked.

"Your firstborn son."

It was my turn to laugh.  "What foolishness is this?  My son is grown and a man in his own right.  I cannot give him away to you to be married.  He's already married."

"I don't want to marry him," she said.

"Then I don't know what you want," I said.

I heard the smirk in her tone.  "Only a visit from him.  Promise me you'll introduce us."

"But he's not even in the States.  He lives in Russia and has never been one to desire travel, despite the years we spent on the road," I said.

11:48.

"Give me permission to meet your firstborn and I'll give you the answers to your questions."

"Are you in your altitudes?  Has Madam Maria poured the potato liquor into your water?" I asked, knowing she was not.  

"I won't hurt him." She smiled, holding a hand to her heart.  "Truth in every word."

"Then what do you want?"

"I want to meet him.  Talk, not much else," she said.  "It is my business after all."

I hated to agree, but the need was great and her request seemed simple, like the lock of hair that hadn't done me any harm for giving up.  It occurred to me that she might be insane, and that agreeing was meaningless, but my mind had been opened to the possibilities.  Plus, I couldn't explain how she made me lose track of time, leading me to believe she was something more than she appeared.  

In the end I agreed, with a worried heart that my payment might have devilish implications, but only because the need was dire.  Then again, maybe Pavel would come to thank me for this.    

"I accept."

It had seemed that Chloris had been across the pool, but then she was on me all at once.  She grabbed my hand, and I thought I would fall into the pool.  

Her mouth went around my first finger, wet lips up past the knuckle, and she sucked on it, producing a delirious joy in me that arched my back and made me knock-kneed.  I don't know how long I stayed like that, but at the end, she bit hard enough to draw blood before releasing my hand.

I went cold with the thought of what had happened and what I'd agreed to.  Somehow, in the aftermath, the price seemed more real than it had when she'd voiced her request.  

I shook off my unease, knowing that my son would never even make the overland journey across the European continent, let alone board a ship onto the Atlantic.  

11:52.

I pulled out a handkerchief and wrapped up my blooded finger.

"The man you seek is named Koschei," said Chloris, wiping her mouth as if she'd just finished a delicious meal.  

"The duck egg!" I exclaimed, his name sparking my recognition.  "In the children's stories, Koschei the Deathless carried his soul in a duck egg."

"That's the one," said Chloris, the corners of her lips teasing upward, while her eyelids wavered dozily.

I hadn't caught the connection at first, since I'd grown up in St. Petersburg, where I'd heard the myths from the West, rather than from Russia.  Only when I was married and moved to Moscow did I hear about Koschei the Deathless.  

"That's only a story," I said.  "A tale to scare children."

"You asked a question.  I provided an answer," she said, with a throwaway shrug.

My voice rose in froth.  "You haven't answered my questions, only baited me with a story.  I wonder if last time was merely a lucky chance, and that you feed on my expectations."

"I don't care what you believe," said Chloris with a thin smile.  "We made a deal.  The second thing you wanted to know was how to find him.  Do you still wish to learn that?"

"Yes," I said.  "And if he's not there, then I'll be coming back to see you."

"Koschei has made his home on an island in the Schuylkill River, west of the city.  Fishermen call it Muskrat Isle, though no trappers go there anymore," she said, ignoring my threat.  "Nothing but dead things there now."  

"Does he keep the duck egg there?" I asked.

"That's not what you asked," said Chloris, the words coming out flat and hard.  "You wanted to know where to find the man who holds the duck egg, not the egg itself.  Be more careful with your questions next time."

A flurry of words poised on my lips and I lifted my head to unleash a volley when the door opened.  Madam Maria's son was there, calling to me that my hour was up.

12:03.

I was standing outside before I realized it.  The boy was looking at me strangely, and it was only when I noticed that my dress was soaking wet, well past my knees and dripping onto the carpet, that I understood what had happened.


Chapter Nineteen

The fishing skiff made a splash when I pushed away from the dock and into the Schuylkill River.  The current pulled against the boat, tugging it in lazy circles as I fit the oars and sat on the middle seat, tucking my rapier behind me so not to bend the blade.  I had a long moment of doubt as I drifted into the current, hands outstretched on the oars like a condemned woman on the rack.  

Dipping the oars into the water and giving them a long stroke did nothing to reduce my doubts.  Chloris had said I was a fool, and I agreed with her.  

If I had another option, I'd take it, but getting the duck egg back was my only way out, and I'd never been a woman to back down from a challenge.  

Before long, my arms ached and I'd torn the bandages on my shoulder blade, from when Koschei had thrown me across the room.  The ivory-handled pistol poked my gut as I leaned forward to stroke the oars.  It fit better on my back, tucked into my belt.  

I'd had enough sense to change into my printer clothes before heading out to Muskrat Isle, though I wished I'd also put on my riding coat.  The river air was much cooler than in the city, and dew formed on the gunwale, glistening like tiny jewels.

I'd brought a lantern with me, which I'd lashed to the front seat, and its golden light blasted across the water.  I assumed the owner of the boat went on nighttime frog hunting expeditions by the gigging pole tucked under the seats.  The frogs serenaded me in their alien tongues on my way up the river, content that I was not hunting them.

Working against the current sapped my strength.  Even if I'd been a younger woman, it wouldn't have been easy.  The further upriver I went, the more I consoled myself that the name “Koschei the Deathless” was a moniker taken to scare folks.  But I couldn't figure out what role he played in Anne's schemes.  She seemed too aristocratic to bother herself with men like Koschei. 

Part of me didn't believe the nonsense with the duck egg, though if that was the game he played, I'd at least go through with the ritual.  I'd heard of assassins with odd habits.  They either designed them to unnerve potential clients and foes, or they were an affliction of those that killed people for money.  

If he was adhering to the myth of Koschei the Deathless, I had to have control of the duck egg to control him in turn.  Which explained why Anne Bingham wanted it back.

But if he was real, then I was placing myself in grave danger trying to secure the egg without help.  However, I had little choice if I wanted to stay in Philadelphia.  Action, at least, provided an answer to my troubles, even if it created new problems.  

I searched my memory for other hints that might help me with this lunatic who called himself Koschei.  The myths that used this name were many and varied.  If I recalled correctly, the egg was typically hidden within a duck, which was in a hare, in an iron chest, under an oak tree, and out in the ocean on some damned island.  

In the stories, Koschei usually abducted the hero's wife.  But it seemed in this version, he was acting as a henchman.  Either way, I did not doubt the danger I was putting myself in by approaching his island.  

Further up the river, a cold mist enveloped the rowboat, hindering my progress.  With sight reduced, every errant splash wheeled my head around.  At times, I thought I heard a clicking sound, like two brass pegs tapped together, but when I turned my head to find the source, the noise was gone.

Without warning, the boat sliced through a field of cattails, grinding to a halt in a patch of bright fog.  Leaning my elbows against my knees, I heaved with breath, every limb trembling.  

At least on the way back I could move with the current, I told myself.  If I made it back. 

I stood for a long time at the bow, considering my options.  I could wield the lantern and one weapon, or take both rapier and pistol and go sightless.  I couldn't convince myself to search the island without light, so I kept the rapier at my side.    

The water was deeper than I expected.  I waded to shore with the anchor rope in my teeth and tied it to an old tree washed onto the island during a flood.

My boots oozed water as I stepped gingerly across the rocks, moving slowly so I could examine my surroundings.  The soaking left me vulnerable to the chill that passed across the island like winter's breath.  

The further west I went onto the island, the less the pistol felt comfortable in my grip.  Before long, I was holding both the rapier and the lantern awkwardly in my left hand, the light bobbing and lurching across the moist earth as I struggled to maintain my grip, while the pistol was in the right hand.

The fog faded to tendrils near the center of the island.  The earth was littered with rocks the size of bricks, but misshapen and jagged, rather than rectangular and smooth.  I had to watch where I stepped to keep from twisting my ankle.  

I saw the first dead animal about ten minutes after I'd left the boat.  It was a hare.  Or at least that's what I thought it was based on the single leg attached to the pulped body.  The rest of the animal looked like someone had placed it in a printing press and slammed the lever down.

As I moved away from it, keeping my pistol level, I tried to imagine why it had been killed in that manner.  Rabbits were a good source of food for a man living on his own, but it hadn't looked like there'd been any attempt to harvest meat from the creature.  It was almost as if the rabbit had been smashed between two heavy stones and then left to rot.  

The second dead animal I found might have been a rabbit as well, but the body had been mashed and tufts of fur stuck out from the bloody pulp.  Then I found a turtle, shell broken like a shattered mirror.  A little later, there was a dead coyote, its legs like snapped toothpicks.  

The red-tailed hawk surprised me most.  Its wings had been sheared from its body.  The beak of the dead bird yawned open in surprise.

It was no wonder the fishermen stayed away.  Even without accounting for superstitions, a person who could catch and kill rabbits, coyotes, and hawks with their bare hands was dangerous.  

At the center of the island, a shape caught my eye that turned my guts around and put a half-dozen beads of sweat on my forehead.  The shape wasn't plain to see, by any means.  I didn't even realize I walked among it for the first ten or twenty steps.

But then the spacing between the rocks began to seem uniform, placed.  Not everywhere, but at least in some locations.  The rocks were not strewn about in this place as if they'd pushed up through the earth or tumbled here during a springtime flood, but with purposeful execution.

I couldn't begin to guess at the reasons, nor in the dark, with my hands trembling softly with the anticipation of an attack, could I see enough of the pattern to get a glimpse of the intelligence behind it, but that there was a pattern, that I was sure.  

At the center of the rocks the ground was smooth, glass smooth.  A circle had been cleared and the black mud of the island smeared until it could have been a dinner table.  Using my lantern, I traced the outline, seeing nothing else inside the circle.

The hairs on my arms and neck stood at attention, as if pulled towards some hidden magnetic field.  My gaze wandered upward, until my back bent like a hook.  The sky was vast and stygian, and alien, as if it wasn't my sky, but the sky of some other universe.  I could have stayed for hours examining the swath of foreign stars, but the weight of the island pressed me forward.  

Past the rocks, the land rose into a mound.  A massive oak tree with a trunk as wide as I was tall had dug itself into the earth, and the mud from flooding had built up on the upriver side, spilling around the sides and creating the mound.  Mud had strained through the roots, making them look like tentacles from some unearthly beast.  

At the base of the mound was a pile of bones from various woodland creatures, snapped and broken like twigs for a fire.  A long limb at the bottom suggested human remains.  One look and I knew the legend was real.  Fear wormed its way into my gut.  The savage display of the bones suggested a wanton killer.  I was mesmerized by the pyre of death.  

Swallowing grew unnaturally difficult.  Though the air was wet and fog teased at the edges of my vision.  My tongue felt stuck to the roof of my mouth.

Only the clicking saved my life.  I turned, recognizing the sound from my boat ride to the island, and Koschei came out of the gloom.

The pistol blast caught him straight in the chest.  He kept coming, two long, loping steps, though it seemed impossible he could reach me so quickly.  

His arm knocked me through the air and into the pile of bones.  I lay stunned, the white flash from my pistol affecting my vision, the air in my lungs having fled from the impact.  

The pistol, now useless, remained in my right hand, while the rapier and lantern were far to my left, thrown there when he'd hit me.  

Koschei the Deathless advanced with the arrogance of a predator, stalking me with long curled fingers.  In the light of my lantern, it appeared his black hussar jacket had once been another color entirely.  

I found myself staring at the links in his armor, that pale, translucent mail beneath his open coat.  Rather than steel, bent into a curl and intertwined with its brethren, the links were made of teeth, and the hole where I'd shot him appeared to be a grotesque mouth on his chest.  

Chloris had been right.  I was a fool for coming to the island.  I thought I was hunting an eccentric assassin who'd grown too attached to the myths of his youth.  Now I realized, too late, that whether or not this had once been a man, he was now a beast, and that I would soon be dead.


Chapter Twenty 

Time was a Gordian knot.  A torturous path of thoughts and experiences that wound around the yoke of our lives, too difficult to follow, but sometimes surfacing with clarity before sinking back beneath the gnarled mass of hemp.  

Despite the danger, leaving for the island had felt that way: sure and right, and I'd felt a clarify that had left me arrogant in my task.  That I would succeed even through the curtain of danger.  

Truth had never cut so keenly, even when my handsome Mikhail had died, or when my sovereign passed through the gates of the afterlife.  I'd been a fool, a choice that'd been mine and mine alone.  This creature—not man, but creature—would cleave me with the sharp nails on its elongated fingers, stomp me like the hare on the rocks, and scatter my bones amid the dead reeds, leaving my flesh to be picked apart by ravens.  

Though my gut knew there was no escape, providence never found those with a weak heart, so I scrambled to escape the pile of bones as white shards scattered before his advance.  Despite my efforts, I found myself caught on a root while Koschei moved within reach.  He stood so close I could hear his breath, rattling in his chest.

When I knocked away a little animal skull on my lap, it bounced up the rise, and my gaze followed it to a hollow at the top containing the duck egg.  If only I could reach it, the beast would be at a disadvantage.    

Except Koschei was nearly on top of me and the duck egg was a full length away at the top of the mound, too far to get to even if I wasn't entangled on the roots.  

Koschei raised his hand to smite me, but an angry clicking erupted from the darkness and a golden armored body the size of a dog leapt between us.  It was the creature that had rolled to Djata's door.  The creature reminded me of a pangolin, one of those creatures that lived on the African plains, except armored in gold rather than bone.  

Koschei outweighed the pangolin by a hundred stone, but the little creature fought with the ferocity of a dozen badgers.  I watched, mesmerized for several moments, before remembering the task that could save my life.  

Freeing myself of the detritus, I released my dueling pistol and scrambled up the slope to grasp the warm duck egg, cradling it between my hands.  My climb was fortuitous, as Koschei flung away the golden pangolin and advanced on me once again.

With the duck egg held before me, Koschei froze, a dreadful hissing noise escaping from his withered lips.  It was only in this moment, as we stared at each other, bound in a tenuous stalemate, that I understood the nature of this being.

It was the bloodshot eyes that made the connection.  Koschei the Deathless was what Voltaire—and eventually I—would become once we had sloughed off our mortal cares.  I couldn't be certain, but dread requires little of certainty, and everything of fear.

A tugging on my pant leg alerted me to the golden pangolin's insistence that we leave.  Before, I'd been unsure of its loyalties, but now I was willing to follow it rather than face Koschei alone.

Koschei watched as I struggled to my feet, trying to keep both hands around the duck egg for fear of dropping it.  He hovered nearby, waiting to pounce should I fumble with my charge.  

The pangolin kept tugging on my pants.  I hesitated briefly; my pistol lay discarded on the earthen mound.  The rapier was nearer still.  

I took a step towards the rapier, thinking I might rescue the weapon, but Koschei swung his fist like a cudgel.  His knuckles bit into my forearm, spearing muscle and tendon, and I almost released the duck egg.  

The pangolin leapt, but Koschei swatted it away.  He surged towards me, murderous intent on his boney brow.  

I lifted my arm, indicating I would smash the egg upon the rocks, and he froze a second time.  This time I needed no encouragement from the pangolin.  I backed away, glancing over my shoulder for treacherous rocks, keeping my arm high.  

Away from my fallen lamp, the darkness enveloped me.  The pangolin's insistent clicking kept me moving in the right direction, back towards the fishing boat.  

Koschei stayed with us, always within striking distance, but right at the edge of sight.  My arm grew heavy as the dance wore on, but I dared not relax.  

When the fog returned, stealing what little sight I enjoyed, Koschei disappeared.  I thought I'd be relieved when the deathless assassin left us, but not knowing where he lurked was worse than seeing him within reach.  

The fog glowed with faint illumination, as if the starlight diffracted into the mist.  We traversed the island in that cocoon of insubstantiality, and part of me feared that when we came out of it, I would find myself in another world entirely.  

Long minutes later, my arm trembling, we reached the eastern side of the island, the line of demarcation announced by the sentinel of dead reeds sticking through the muck.  

When I crouched down to untie the rope from the tree root, the pangolin craned its snout towards me, its black eyes regarding me with indifference.  

"Thank you, Friend," I whispered, my voice struggling to find itself in the fog.  

When the creature spoke, I nearly dropped the duck egg.  "Welcome, you are," said the pangolin in English.  

When it spoke, I realized the line on its jaw was not a wrinkle, or a feature of its kind, but the gap of a hinge.  The golden pangolin was not a flesh-and-blood creature, but an Automaton that could act on its own behalf.  

My mind was already weak from the knowledge that I'd completely misunderstood the danger of Koschei, and now, swinging in from the other side, was the realization that intelligent life could exist as metal and springs.

Old Ben had often spoken of the possibilities, that life and metal could be married together and given the spark of mortality.  More than anything, I wished he could be by my side to see the proof of his idea.

"Why are you helping?" I asked.

The pangolin scraped mud from its golden jaw with tiny clicking fingers.  Its head turned at an odd angle, listening into the fog.  

"Morwen, sent to—"

The pangolin sprung over my shoulder in a mighty leap, bounding into the whiteness on an errand, leaving me alone.  

With the rope untied, I struggled to my feet, smearing black mud along my elbows.  The water was colder the second time, and I nearly tipped over the boat trying to climb in while holding the duck egg.  

I waited for a few minutes, hoping the pangolin would come back, so I could enjoy some company on the journey back to Philadelphia.  When I could wait no longer, I pushed my fishing boat out of the reeds, using one hand on the oar, and gave it a few strokes until the current caught me and pulled me downstream.

With the shock of the encounter behind me, I collapsed into a quivering mass at the center of the boat, lying on the bottom planks with both hands around the duck egg.  My whole left side ached.  Two or three of my ribs felt cracked, or at least bruised.  A welt the size of a fist had grown where Koschei had struck me on the forearm, and I was covered in mud from head to toe.

Eventually, I was able to climb back onto the seat through sheer will.  The last thing I wanted to do was miss the city and get swept out to sea.  

The air was chill, and while I shivered, I thought about my brief companion, the golden pangolin.  Before it had bounded away, it had mentioned that it had because of Morwen.  It seemed that someone else was concerned about her.  Did it see me as an ally, or was Koschei linked with the confectioner?

Maybe the duck egg had once been in the possession of Morwen Hightower and she'd planned to use Koschei to assassinate William Bingham.  Had Anne Bingham uncovered the plot and somehow stolen the duck egg from Morwen?  

I didn't want to give Anne, the well-connected socialite, credit for cunning behavior, but then I remembered that appearances can be deceiving.  No one but a select few knew I was a person of royal birth.  

These thoughts faded as the morning glow of dawn approached, and like a bad dream, the events on Muskrat Isle seemed hazy and distant.  I considered what my tale would sound like if I voiced it to another person: I traveled to an island in the Schuylkill in the middle of the night in a stolen fishing boat, battled a creature of supernatural origins for control of a duck egg, and was saved by a mechanical creature in the shape of a large pangolin.

A bit of broken laughter escaped my lips at this thought.  I had to consider, as unlikely as it sounded, that the lack of powder had unhinged my grip on reality and like Voltaire, I was lurching around Philadelphia like a madwoman.  What stories would they tell of the Witch of Philadelphia, who carried a duck egg and attacked any who tried to take it from her.

At least my imagination was quite inventive, and I applauded myself for the introduction of the golden pangolin.  Though I'd prefer a name for my little rescuer.  

He was small and armored, and ferocious in his defense.  Having spent much time in the West, I thought of naming him after one of the Knights of the Round Table.  I loved the lesser knights, those who’d had adventures not always chronicled by the sages, and imagined my own tales for them.  Maybe Palademedes or Bors the Younger would serve as a proper moniker.

But then I decided that as much as I loved the Knights of the Round Table, I loved the knights-errant of my homeland even more, the bogatyrs.  Their tales were less noble, more hard-eyed adventurer than moral warrior.  That fit my predicament more than the holy warriors of Arthurian legend.  

"My little bogatyr," I whispered to the wind.  "My Automaton Knight."  I chuckled.  "Aught."

The name fit the pangolin.  It meant both everything and nothing, and it was the first decade of a century, which was right in the time we were living.  It was a creature made of nothing that should be living, but was living anyway.  

I didn't know who'd sent the pangolin, who I now thought of as “Aught,” but it was at least comforting to know I had an ally.  

I reached the fishing dock without further incident, and tied up to the grommet.  My steam carriage was parked nearby.  I retrieved my heavy woolen skirt, cream blouse, and riding jacket from the interior, and bathed naked in the river, crouched amid the reeds with the duck egg resting on the bank.  

Even with the egg within reach, I hurried through my scrubbings, feeling that my boney nemesis would rise from the dark waters at any moment.  When my hasty bath was finished, my skin felt raw, and my side throbbed.  

Dried and dressed, I returned to the carriage, placed the duck egg on the dashboard, locked the doors, and tried to find a comfortable position to sleep.  Lying on my side with the injured ribs proved impossible, so I had to sleep sitting, leaning against the velvet interior.  And when I did sleep, I dreamt of my pangolin knight, Aught, battling the beast-man Koschei atop a jagged mountain beneath an alien sky.  Later, when I awoke, I remembered my place in that dream.  I was crouched under an overhang of rock, picking bits of fur from beneath my long fingernails, weighing who I would bring my fury down upon: Koschei, or Aught.  


Chapter Twenty-one

The next day, it felt like everything that had happened before had only been a dream.  Even the supernatural elements of my journey to Koschei's island seemed less fantastic and more born of fear and imagination.  By the time I had reached the location of my next task, I was certain that I'd either imagined the whole thing, or that the Koschei I had battled had been nothing more than a hermit living on the island and I worried what I'd done to him in my delusions.  

The exchange for the duck egg would take place in Congress Hall.  I'd sent a note to Warden Snyder when I awoke from my delirious sleep.

The visitor's balcony above the House chamber served as my lookout.  While I waited, I admired the simple furnishings inside the building of mahogany desks and leather chairs.  The room held around one hundred and twenty representatives from the House of Representatives when it was in session, and somehow, despite the lack of pomp that I was accustomed to in the royal halls of Europe and Russia, the room carried a weight of noble industriousness.  Here were the egalitarian ideals of the Enlightenment made real.  

The Warden's echoing footfalls warned me of his arrival.  I stepped back from the balcony to get a look at him before he noticed me and to ensure he'd not brought a pistol or rifle.  He appeared unarmed, as was I, except for the knife under my skirt.  

The Warden wore a buckskin coat and a fur hat, though the weather was still too warm to enjoy that so-American headdress.  Even from this distance I knew he smelled of pine trees and open spaces.  His jaw pulsed with thought and a weight hung on his brow.  

"Simon," I said, softly.  

He turned and looked up.  The tightening of his gaze wounded my heart.  

"Your hair is completely gray," he said.  "Almost white.  Are you well?"

Well?  I almost laughed.  The bruises across my ribs looked like I'd been stained with blackberries, the wound on my shoulder oozed with blood and pus, and I was likely turning into a crazed madwoman who had imaginary friends and enemies.  

"I've been better," I said.  

"You have the duck egg?" he asked.

"I didn't steal it," I said, but his flinch told me he didn't believe me.  "But I got it back for you."

"How can I trust you, Katerina?" he asked.

The way he said my name made me smile.  It was rough and honest.  American.  If anyone deserved to be a Knight of the Round Table, it was the Warden.  But the Knights only existed in stories, and men like him didn't last long in this world.  

I'd rehearsed what I was going to say to him in my head a dozen times, but it still didn't come out the way I wanted it.

"The Binghams are in danger," I said.  "Someone wants to kill William to start a war with Napoleon.  It might be that woman, Morwen Hightower, who runs the confectionary and sweet shop." 

Simon tilted his head.  I could see he was taking my news the wrong way.  

"Somehow, I think telling me serves your purposes.  To what end?  I don't know, but I know you're a foreign agent sent here to disrupt this country of mine," he said.

"It's mine, too," I said.  

He crossed his arms.  "You weren't born here."

I pulled my hands to my chest. "No.  But I chose to come here.  I..."

I wanted to tell him about the thoughts I'd had right before he'd arrived: how America was all the things that I'd believed in even as a Russian Princess, that it was the ideal of the Enlightenment, a light in the darkness.  But he looked at me like a vagrant on the street, the kind of smelly, dirt-smeared beggar than one crossed a busy road to avoid.  

"I love this country," I said finally.

He held a sigh in his chest, but did not release it.  I could pluck him like a lute string.

"Promise me you'll protect them," I said.  

"Promise you?  To protect the Binghams?" he said incredulously.

"I do not fancy that woman one bit," I said.  "But war is worse."

"What do you know of war?" he asked.

I lifted my chin.  "I know enough that it should be avoided.  Better our sons labor to build a better country than be dashed onto foreign shores."

"I never thought you a pacifist," he said.  "Shall we disband the military?"

"That's not what I mean, Simon.  To show weakness is to invite war.  Every country needs a strong military," I said.

"You've nothing to worry about there," he said.  "The Continental Army is stronger than it was when we won our independence from the English.  We own the skies with our fleet of airships, and the new steam tanks outmaneuver and out-gun even what Napoleon can put on the field."

His words pushed me to take a step back.  Suddenly, I knew I had to see the airship yards across the Delaware.  

"Do you want the duck egg, or not?" I asked.

"I'd like to get this over with," he said.  "I've more important things to do."

He started to move to the stairs.

"Wait," I said.  "I'll send it down to you."

He looked skeptical until I produced a basket with a string on the handle and put the duck egg in it.  The basket made it to the Warden's hands without incident.

He pulled the egg out, a curious look on his face.  "How do I know this is the right one?"

"You don't," I said.  "But I suspect that Mrs. Bingham will.  You'll have no quibbles from her."

With one hand cradling the duck egg, the Warden rubbed his forehead.  He mumbled something under his breath.

"Farewell, Simon, I wish you a good day."

I left Congress Hall quickly, by the back exit.  My steam carriage was idling in the alleyway.  I didn't want to give Simon any chance to apprehend me.  

The docks at the end of Market Street provided me with a good view of the airship yards in Camden across the Delaware.  On the Philadelphia side, a mix of wind- and steam-powered ocean-traveling ships were in various states of arrival and departure.  The flags of other nations flew on at least half the ships, as Philadelphia was an important port for America.  I saw at least three ships, all iron steam ships, with the symbol of the Dutch East India Company flying high.

A westward wind cooled the sun-lit streets, bringing with it the scents of burning coal.  At the Camden Yards, airships collected on the field like silvery beads of dew on morning grass.  

The yard held new ships that I'd not seen before: massive transport airships that looked like they could carry two hundred men in their holds, sleeker ships bristling with cannons, and twin-blimps connected by a flexible spar with a purpose I could not fathom.

And upon the field, like the crown jewel, was the airship Brave Eagle.  Typically, airships used leather bladders for their gas bags.  The Brave Eagle was a newer design, with a metallic shell protecting the interior gas bag.  The shell had been painted with the wings of an eagle.  Except for the transports, it dwarfed the other airships.  

The yard was filled with enough ships for an invasion, and that was the beauty of a large aerial force.  The airships ignored the landscape, choosing a place to strike, rather than leaving it to the enemy.  If there was a war, the United States looked ready to strike and strike hard.  

After I'd had my fill of watching the airship yards, I returned to the Franklin Estate.  There was one mystery that had eluded me thus far, and that was the nature of the strange cauldron in his front parlor.  The last time I'd tried to investigate it, I'd been interrupted by Morwen Hightower.  I wasn't going to let that happen a second time.

As soon as I entered the parlor, I knew something had changed.  I walked around the room three times before I allowed myself to come to a conclusion.  

The cauldron had been moved.

The first two times I'd come to the Franklin Estate, first with the Warden and then with Morwen Hightower, the cauldron had been on the left side of the expensive rug.  I confirmed my suspicion that it had once been located there by examining the imprint pressed into the threads.  Now, it sat on the right side.

Staring at the cauldron brought that same vertigo I'd felt before, but I willed myself to keep my gaze on it, trying to see it for what it was, rather than what I thought it was.  As I'd thought before, it didn't really look like a cooking pot.  The sides were too slender and elongated, more like an alchemist's pestle.  

The sides were not smooth either.  Gears, rods, and other contraptions adhered to the side made me think it was a machine of some kind.  I approached it cautiously, holding my hand out.  When I was within touching distance, a slight pressure formed around my hand, like a hundred icy fingers probing me, until the feeling popped as if it had been an invisible bubble.  

Once I stood directly in front of the cauldron, the gut-wrenching vertigo disappeared.  The field that surrounded it could be magnetic or some other scientific phenomenon designed into the machine.  I took a deep, cleansing breath to clear my head.  

Peering over the edge, I looked inside the cauldron, realizing that before, neither the Warden nor I had done so.  At the bottom were two half-spheres made of brass.  It looked like there was enough room to put two feet at the bottom.

Pulling my woolen skirt up, I climbed over the side and into what I now thought of as the machine.  My feet fit perfectly into the half-spheres, as if they were stirrups.  

Previously, I wouldn't have thought that I could fit into the center of it, but now that I stood inside, it seemed the machine was taller and wider than its outer dimensions suggested.  The edge rested against the back of my thighs, caressing my bottom, but there was ample room in front of me.

Though I had not seen it before, a brass lever protruded from the bottom.  The end had etched lines like a handle, so I grasped it.  The lever moved in my fist, and after tugging, it telescoped to a comfortable place at my waist.  

I was not certain what I did to engage the machine, but one moment I was shifting my weight forward to get a better look at what appeared to be a control lever in my grasp, and then next moment, the machine was flying across the parlor.

The dainty side table covered in porcelain objects exploded upon impact, throwing ceramic shards and splinters across the room and into my hair.  I yanked on the control rod, pulling it towards me, and the cauldron flew in the other direction, slamming into the wall, cracking plaster and leaving chalky smears across the gears on the machine.

The smell of ozone filled the room and the gears and pistons on the outside of the flying machine whirled and clicked like a beast gone mad.  

I ricocheted about the space, trying to control the machine, succeeding only in destroying each and every item in the room, including the picture frames on the wall.  When I was able to calm the machine and land back on the carpet, I released the control lever.

It looked like a war had been fought in the parlor.  Nearly every wall had been damaged, including the ceiling.  Only the window had escaped destruction by pure chance.    

Miraculously, I was unharmed, which seemed less fortuitous and more design of the machine, though I couldn't be sure.  My ride around the room happened so fast I barely had time to register any one singular event.

As I climbed out of the machine, I was careful not to engage the lever.  Back on the carpet, my legs trembled with exhaustion.  During my ride, every muscle in my body had tensed for impact.

Curiously, I found once I stepped away from the flying machine that the vertigo did not return.  The meaning of this escaped me, but I filed it away for later consideration.

More importantly, I needed to know who the owner of the flying machine was and what purpose it had in the greater schemes.  The level of technology seemed greater than anything the Great Nations had reached, which left only one conclusion: that it operated by the arcane principles of magic.   

But it wasn't my task to understand how it worked, only to figure out why it was in Ben's parlor and if it had anything to do with Morwen Hightower, the Binghams, or the assassin Koschei.  Since nothing suggested itself towards any of the suspects, I decided I would retire from the Franklin Estate to meet Djata at the docks to resolve my obligations.  


Chapter Twenty-two

Reaching the Merry Meadow Dock house took the rest of the afternoon.  I had no intention of letting Djata Mahmud see me exit the steam carriage, in case he'd had some hand in its design.  I couldn't trust that he wouldn't turn me in to the military for stealing one of their vehicles.

The bright red dock house glowed from within with the light of gas lamps.  The sun had set, leaving a pale nimbus on the horizon.  The wind had turned brisk, and gusts turned the fountain in the oxbow lake into sheets of spray.  

Inside the boathouse, five steamboats floated in wet docks.  These were the personal crafts that the rich utilized for hunting trips up the Schuylkill.  The cabins allowed them to take long journeys without sacrificing comfort.  

In the sixth dock I found Djata Mahmud in his mechanized wheelchair.  Hanging from the roof over the dark water was an iron cage made of crisscrossed bars.  It was a larger version of a bird cage, except taller, which gave me a terrible premonition of the task that lay before me.

Standing at the entrance to the boathouse, I observed the African scientist fiddling with a black box in his lap.  He was quite handsome when he wasn't scowling at me.  His cream trousers and linen buttoned shirt made his skin glow with an ebony warmth.  

He was entirely in the moment, putting the final touches on something in the box.  His face was almost boyish in its exuberance.  At least until he saw me leaning in the doorway, then the muscles in his face contracted, pulling down the corners of his mouth.  

I sighed and moved to him, my boots clicking across the wooden dock.  

"How do you do, Princess," he said.

"I am your servant," I said, curtseying, though I was not wearing a dress.  I had worn a pair of trousers and a brown linen shirt, expecting that my task was going to be unpleasant.

At close quarters, his gaze softened.  "Are you well, Miss Dashkova?"

"As good as ever," I said, gritting my teeth.  

Djata glanced at the iron cage hanging over the water and back to me.  He seemed regretful about the task that lay ahead.

"Your hair is nearly bone white," said Djata.

"Such is the price of age," I said, glancing away.

He gave me a scurrilous bunching of the lips.  "When I first met you two years ago, you looked a woman in her early thirties.  Then I swore you regressed in age, growing younger rather than older.  But now you appear to be a woman in her seventies or eighties.  My apologies for my brutal honesty, but the means of this change leaves me with sorcerous impressions."

His concerns answered the question of whether or not Ben had shared the secrets of immortality.  Since he had not deemed it wise to share it, I kept my promise to Ben.  

"I assure you, Friend," I said, "that my condition is only the result of a foreign disease I have contracted through my alchemical studies.  I appear worse than I feel, and hope that when the ailment passes I shall appear as before, in the blossom of my youth."

Djata chuckled despite himself.  "I'd hardly say you were previously in the blossom of your youth."

"You surely know how to make a woman grow weak at the knees," I said.  "Shall you next compare me to a withered thorn bush?"

He tapped thoughtfully on his chin.  "It is quite an apt comparison, Princess."

For once the use of my title did not irritate, and I let a smile grace my lips.  

Djata waggled his eyebrows.  "If you're fit as an apple, then I shan’t feel any remorse for what I'm about to ask you to do."

"You provided for my request, so I am here as your servant," I said.  "Though yonder cage leaves me a little unsettled."

He waved me over to a small steam engine on a cart.  The engine was connected to the cage by a chain that went over the sturdy iron beam.  

"I hired porters to set it up for me," answered Djata as the question danced on my lips.  

A rectangular box made of dark wood sat on a table next to the cart.  I'd seen similar boxes inside his house in the room with the distillery.  

"I'll be sniffing one of your gasses tonight, won't I?" I asked.

"At least you're observant," he said as a passing insult, then seemed to change his mind about the implied tone and winked.  

"Careful," I said, putting my hand on his shoulder, "you might get more than you bargained for."  The muscles beneath the jacket were firm from the constant use of his arms.  

He tilted his head at me, almost as if he were seeing me for the first time.  "You'll not get out of your task that easily, Princess."

I leaned my head back and laughed.  "I had to try."  My wink was rewarded with a blushing smile.

Before he could say another word, I moved to the box and opened it, revealing two neat rows of tubes in a prismatic display of colors.  The vials rested on a circular velvet cushion.  

"You've been quite busy," I said, noticing that he smelled like vanilla.

"Be careful, that's a couple years' worth of work.  The progress of knowledge is my charge," he said, but something about the tenseness of his forehead told me it was something else.  I guessed it had to do with his legs, though I couldn't be certain.

"Only knowledge, not science?" I asked, catching the particularity of his jargon.

"I have learned things that do not cotton with the ideas of science," he said, lips drawn to a thin line.  "Thus my studies have taken me far from the shores I thought to land."

"Why gas?" I asked, holding up a vial with a faint orange gas in it that sparkled when I swirled the mixture.  "Why not liquid?  Is this also part of this magic?"

"This is where science and magic, if that's what it is, cross paths.  Liquid must pass through the stomach and intestines before entering the bloodstream, which complicates interactions depending on what you eat.  Sniffing the gas allows the molecules to enter the bloodstream directly through the lungs, maintaining an effective purity," he explained.

The orange vial fit back into the velvet hole.  I raised an eyebrow as I tapped my fingers along the rubber stoppers.  When I came to a bright pink vial, he nodded.

"This one will allow me to walk on water?" I asked with a grin, motioning towards the iron cage.

"Walk under the water," he said, a little too grimly for my taste.  

With my lips clamped tight, I blew my cheeks out and goggled my eyes as if I'd been holding my breath for a long time and was about to pass out.  Djata broke into warm laughter that gave me goose bumps.  

"I think you've got the idea," he said.  Then a mischievous grin appeared on his lips.  "You and I, Princess.  We've gotten off on the wrong foot.  I'd like to make it up to you.  I'm going to the airship launch tomorrow.  It would be my honor to escort you."

"I was planning on going," I said, thinking about the dangers of doing so.

"I have special tickets, too.  Some politician's making his debut that day under the Federalist banner.  The tickets get us a free meal and a chance to shake his hand, though I only care about the free food."

"I've already heard the news.  William Bingham's running for President," I said.

Djata's brow creased in the middle.  "No, that's not the name I heard.  Spider, or something like that.  Simon Spider."

It was like a cold hand reached into my chest and squeezed.  "Simon Snyder?  The Warden Simon Snyder?"

"Yeah, that's the one," he said.

The implications ricocheted through my head.  Simon Snyder?  The Warden?

"What office is he running for?" I asked, the words tumbling out of my mouth.

"Governor of the State of Pennsylvania," he said.  

That cold hand in my gut gave a second squeeze.  A simple truth occurred to me in that moment: that after my first encounter with Mrs. Bingham at the Patriot Letters, I never once saw her again.  My communications from that moment forth had been directed through the Warden Simon Snyder.

It was entirely possible that Anne Bingham knew nothing of my acquisition of the duck egg.  The connections grew clearer in my mind, like bright coals fed by a hasty bellows.  The Warden must have noticed the duck egg in my coat pocket at the Franklin Estate, and later, when he heard about it missing, he kept my part in its theft quiet, only promising to find it again for a price.  

The price of finding it became clear with the news of his potential governorship.  He couldn't afford to run on his own, given the debts he owed to the Bank of North America.  Which meant he'd been using the Binghams’ name to blackmail me into finding the duck egg for him—which meant I hadn't needed to put myself in danger of being murdered by Koschei.  

I'd been thinking Anne Bingham the villain in this game, only to find out it was the constable under my nose.  Which meant that he wouldn't want me to ever learn of this deception, or speak of it to Mrs. Bingham, which would tarnish the favor and ruin his connection.

"I know Simon Snyder," I said in a daze.  

Further words turned to ash in my mouth when I saw the gaunt man in the bloody Hussar jacket stoop through the entrance of the boat dock.  His long strides swallowed the distance between us.  At his passing, the gas lamps spit sparks inside the glass globes.  

Djata followed my gaze, spinning his wheelchair around until he faced Koschei the Deathless.  

"Flee," I gasped, trying to find my voice.  

Koschei opened his mouth and a grinding sound like pebbles being crushed under a massive weight came out.  

Djata leaned over, producing a repeating pistol from beneath his chair.  Koschei's bloodshot gaze only momentarily flickered onto the African scientist, ignoring the weapon completely.  

I backed away from the table of gas vials, with the pink one clutched in my hand.  I thought about throwing myself into the slow-moving river, but Koschei had gotten off the island somehow, and my gut told me it wasn't on a boat.  

"Go, Djata," I said.  "He's coming for me.  He doesn't want you."

"He'll be visiting the cold cook if he thinks he's going to get through me," said Djata, holding the pistol level.

His weapon wasn't a thing of beauty like my dueling pistol.  It looked like one of those castles that kept having new rooms added on.  I wasn't sure how the whole thing didn't tip over in his hand from the weight, but his muscled arms kept it straight.

The pistol barked twice, the sound echoing through the boathouse.  Koschei kept coming as if he hadn't been hit, but at that distance, there was no way Djata had missed.  He fired a third time, before looking sideways at his gun.

Koschei gave no quarter, plucking the scientist out of the chair and throwing him across the dock to slam into the nearest steamboat, before sliding down the side and splashing into the water.  Only a red smear of blood on the boiler remained.

Before Koschei could reach me, I leapt towards the cage.  A bony hand ripped the sleeve from my linen shirt, leaving a bloody welt.  I slammed the cage door shut and put my hands through the bars to pull the key out.  

The bony assassin struck my arm, knocking both key and vial from my hand before they could be tucked back into the cage.  I fell to my knees, trying to catch them before they disappeared into the dark waters.  A tiny plop signaled my fate.  

I thought I might be safe in the cage at least, until Koschei's gaze followed the chain that went over the girder and back to the steam engine.  With a hiss, he ripped the chain away from its hook and released it.  

The chain whipped over the girder, smacking the boiler with a resounding gong.  The whole cage dropped into the water.  My last breath was filled with adrenaline and fear.  

The light faded quickly as I sank to the bottom of the Schuylkill River.  The cage hit the muck, sending up a cloud of inky blackness that swirled around my legs.  The water beneath the docks wasn't as deep as the middle of the river, so the light reached me as dying illumination.  Not that it would matter much longer.


Chapter Twenty-three

Fear came in three parts, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart had told me once.  The first was involuntary, like a bright light into the eyes eliciting a flinch.  This was reaction alone.  It was the fear that no one could avoid unless they were dead.

The second was dread.  The anticipation of something bad happening.  Like walking into a dark forest without a light, amid the howls of hungry wolves.  Wolfgang had said that he had this fear before every performance.  He wondered if the orchestra would be out of tune, or the mezzo-sopranos would sing off-key, or the Emperor would yawn.  There was nothing to do about this fear but endure.

The last fear was made of ice, as if the Underworld had opened a vent into your soul.  This was the fear of doing, like a soldier charging into battle with his bayonet like a lance before him and a cry on his lips.  

This fear required mastery.  It was necessary to own the fear as if it were a golden cloak made of the finest silk that you were proud to wear before a cheering crowd.  

Wolfgang and I played a game with lock picks and an hourglass to master the third fear.  The object of the game was to defeat the lock before the sands ran out.  But failure earned a penalty.

While I tickled the tumblers, Wolfgang would stand behind me with a paddle ready to swat my bare bottom (we played this game naked, of course).  He held no quarter when applying the punishment.  The first time we played, I couldn't sit for a week without grimacing.  

Being focused on the failure doomed my early attempts.  By that time, I was a master lockpick, but having Wolfgang standing behind me giggling with that paddle in his hand unnerved me to distraction.  Before our brief dalliance was over, I could solve the locks before the quarter-minute hourglass was half fallen, and while he held a spiked paddle at the ready.  

I still kept a small set of picks stuffed into my boot.  Already, the air in my lungs wanted to burst—I'd barely gotten a breath before the iron cage had sunk. I crouched deliberately and carefully removed the picks.  The key to owning the fear was to not hurry.  Hurrying was admission to yourself that you were afraid, and once fear took hold, the body wouldn't cooperate.  

Taking one pick in each hand, I placed my hands through the bars so I could get at the lock.  I'd caught a glimpse of the key before it fell into the water, so I knew it wasn't going to be a difficult lock, but I'd never opened one underwater.  

Normally, I opened locks by touch.  The pressure on the end of the pick felt sluggish, and the lock refused to open on my first few tries.  

The air was a fire in my chest, burning to get out, and I couldn't even take a deep breath to clear my head.  Holding my breath acted as a counterweight to my regular calming rituals.  I didn't think I had many more tries until my mouth opened involuntarily and swallowed the river.

Closing my eyes, I pictured the key as it tumbled through the air.  With that image in mind, I fiddled with the lock.  Nothing.  

I had one last try in me.  Spots formed in my vision as I worked the picks.  

When the door groaned open, I nearly opened my mouth in victory.  Swimming back to the surface took days, and when I finally stuck my head out of the river to take a breath, I swallowed water in my gasp.  

Coughing and wheezing, I clung to the spar beneath the dock, hoping that Koschei had left the boathouse.  When I’d recovered enough to see, I moved along the edge of the dock until I came to a ladder.  The strength in my limbs had fled and I couldn't have climbed out without its help.  Collapsed on the dock, water spilling out around me like pale blood, I trembled with exhaustion.  

"Djata," I whispered, and crawled across the dock though my arms wanted to give out.  

Koschei had flung him through the air and against the boiler of the nearest steamboat.  I expected to find empty water where he'd fallen, or at best, a floating corpse.

What I hadn't realized was that the particular steamboat he'd impacted had a wide base beneath the water.  Djata lay unconscious in the shallow water, his face mercifully upward.

I thought him lucky until I saw the cloud of crimson surrounding him.  He'd taken a heavy blow to the head and the blood flowed freely.

There was no way I could lift him out of the water by myself.  I'd barely climbed out with the help of a ladder.  

I thought about taking my steam carriage into the city to find a doctor, but I was afraid he'd die before we returned.  I needed to get him out so I could stop the bleeding.  

The steam engine idled nearby.  I could lift Djata if I had a rope, since the chain was now lying at the bottom of the river along with the cage.  

I stumbled around the docks, looking for a rope.  When I couldn't find one, I pulled out my picks and broke into a steamboat.  The inside looked like a French parlor, with gilded frames and velvet couches.  Dripping water across the expensive Arabic rug, I searched until I found a coil of rope.

I fashioned a harness, then throwing the rope over the girder for leverage, I lifted Djata into the air using the power of the steam engine.  With the wheelchair maneuvered beneath him, I cut the rope and he slumped into the chair, nearly tumbling out until I pushed him back in.

I ripped an aqua curtain from the steamboat's window and wrapped it around Djata's head.  The cloth stained black while I held it.

"Blazing suns."

I pushed Djata across the dock in his chair, the wheels crushing the remains of the broken vials.  When Koschei had thrown Djata, he'd knocked the open box across the dock, breaking every vial and releasing every gas.  Two years of work, gone in an instant.

Before I left the covered area, a glint of something drew my notice.  It was one of the vials, floating in the water.  I crawled on my knees and fished it out, holding it up to the light, revealing a swirling pink gas inside.  

Tucking the vial into my pocket, I continued pushing the wheelchair.  While my steam carriage was about a half a mile away in an alley, Djata's modified steam wagon was right behind the boathouse.  

I was concerned that getting him into the wagon would be troublesome, but the inventor had made it so his wheelchair fit into the driver seat like a key in a lock.  Once I had the wheelchair in place, I pushed him into the passenger seat, taking his place.  

Operating Djata's steam wagon was different than a normal carriage, as the controls and breaks were adjusted by hand.  A bit awkwardly, I drove him into the city and brought him to a doctor near the Water Works building on Walnut Street.  

My blows against the door summoned the sleepy-eyed doctor who, once I explained the problem, rushed out to the vehicle and helped me carry Djata into his house.  The front room operated as his attending station, and the doctor quickly had Djata stitched up and lying on a pea-green couch to recover.  

The doctor seemed to accept my explanation that he'd fallen out of his wheelchair at the dock and hit his head, so I didn't have explain that a murderous ancient assassin who hid his soul in a duck egg had tried to kill us both.  It seemed ridiculous even in my head.

I left Djata's vehicle at the doctor's house and promised the physician that his payment would come when the inventor awakened.  The doctor hadn't heard of Djata Mahmud before, but the explanation of what he did for the Continental Army was enough for him.

Before I left, I gave the doctor the chocolate that I'd received from Morwen, the one labeled “Commerce,” and told him it would help the inventor recover from his injuries.  If it truly worked as the others had, then it might serve as compensation for the loss of his vials, though I doubted Djata would see it that way.  

The walk back to my steam carriage took two hours.  Along the way, I passed Market Square, where the celebrations for the launch of the Brave Eagle were already underway.  Huge bleachers were being constructed at the four cross-streets by industrious men wielding hammers and crawling over the skeletal creations.  When the time came, the frames would be covered in the country's colors.  

On the side streets, tents were being erected by vendors planning to make a little money from the festivities.  I tried to keep an eye out for Morwen Hightower's tent, but could barely keep my eyes open.  

By the time I reached my vehicle, I couldn't stand.  I locked the doors, stripped out of my wet clothes, and curled up on the backseat despite the ache in my side.  As I drifted off to sleep, the last thing I noticed was that my fingernails had grown twice their normal length over the last day.  


Chapter Twenty-four

When I woke, I found the silken covering on the ceiling of the carriage torn in four long gashes.  Even the metal plate behind the silk had scars.  The ends of my long fingernails had flat spots.  

I fell back onto the seat in contemplation.  It didn't take long to see the connection between myself, Voltaire, and Koschei the Deathless.  Had some long ago Russian knight uncovered the secret to immortality, only to have it snatched away, until he became a madman?  Or had the alchemical powder eventually turned on him?  

Using the reflective surface of my garter knife, I examined my bloodshot eyes, the dark lines encircling my gaze, and my extended gums.  The worry that I'd concocted Koschei out of thin air from my memory of Russian myths trembled through my hands as I removed the remaining black hairs from my head, not by choice, but when I touched them they fell out.  

Eventually I realized that I had to assume that the immortal assassin was real, even if my gut twisted with doubt.  The delusion of hope was still hope, worthy of following. 

Which left Simon as my current problem.  A bit of bile surfaced in my throat when I realized how up in the boughs I was about the Warden with his frontier good looks and honest virtues.  I'd bought his honest act—and maybe it had been real at one time, but he'd traded that for a shot at the Governorship.  With the Binghams’ connections and money, I had no doubt he'd win the office.  

Which meant that I couldn't be seen in Philadelphia if I wanted to survive.  I had no idea if Koschei could communicate with the holder of the duck egg, but both Simon and Mrs. Bingham likely thought I was dead.  That was at least one advantage in my favor.  The rest of my suspicions would have to be answered at the launch party for the Brave Eagle.  

I'd slept most of the day, which left me barely enough time to change.  Expecting trouble, I wore my tan woolen skirt, white linen blouse, and my riding jacket.  I tucked the pink vial in the pocket that contained the remaining chocolate.  In my right hand, I carried the shock cane, charged to a dangerous number of turns.  Other accoutrements, like lock picks and blades, I hid on my person where possible.  I wished I could carry a repeating pistol or rapier, but those would ruin my disguise as a simple old woman enjoying the festivities.  The final touch to my outfit was a floppy-brimmed sun hat that I could tuck my gray hair beneath and use to keep my face hidden.  

I left the steam carriage in an alleyway.  Soldiers in continental blue stood guard at the top of the street, rifles tucked against their shiny black boots, bayonets pointed to the sky.  

The Binghams couldn't have asked for a better day.  Idyllic clouds caught the sun's fading rays as a sea-cooled breeze washed across the city.  Military airships on patrol kept a wide perimeter, moving like silent sharks in the sky.  

The descending crowds wore their Sunday best.  Gowns and petticoats on women were the norm, complete with those awful gigot sleeves that made me feel like the drapery when I hazarded to wear them.  The upper-class women wore silken Brunswick dresses and perfumed themselves to be noticed at fifty paces.  

The men who wanted to display their wealth, or indicate their allegiance to the Federalist party, wore embroidered court suits.  Those that leaned Democrat-Republican tended towards homespun linen coats and dark trousers.  

Thomas Jefferson and a cadre of his admirers passed me on the way to where the Brave Eagle rested at the center of Market Square.  As the leader of the Democrat-Republicans, Jefferson was the opposition of William Bingham of the Federalist party.  

I thought briefly of unmasking myself and confiding in Mister Jefferson, as he would know my royal name on account of his dealings with my brother, Semyon, when he was a diplomat for the Russian Empire.  But if I did so, word of my existence would eventually reach Emperor Paul's ears and encourage a visit from his royal assassins.  

I followed briefly, listening to him and his companions debate about the Bank of North America.  The details sounded tedious, but I was pleased to know that men like Thomas Jefferson took time to understand the mundane details of governance.  I'd counseled many a royal that “divine right” was not a substitute for having a working government.  

The street leading to the market held some of the tallest buildings in the city, reaching six stories, so the enormity of the Brave Eagle didn't hit me until I stepped into the square.  The venue was as large as a city block, yet the airship crouched over it like a grapefruit on a teacup.  

The peak of the ship's bladder reflected the setting sun like a snowcapped mountain, while the rest was draped in shadow.  Brass ribs formed stripes on the leather gas bag while a fine wire mesh covered the whole structure.  

The gondola beneath the bladder was as large as a five-mast clipper on the deep sea.  Cannons bristled from the lower floor.  A larger orifice on the front of the gondola formed a mouth, around which a beak had been painted.  The hole appeared to be a cannon, but my gut told me it was something else entirely.  

A ramp led up to the gondola.  Men and women strolled onto the ship and exited by a second ramp further down.  The Binghams were allowing the citizens of Philadelphia a tour before launching it.  I was curious to see the inside, if I had time, but that was not my primary reason for attending.

Circling the market, it wasn't until I reached the north side that I found Morwen's tent.  Its owner was immediately apparent by the flag sticking from the central pole that displayed a twist of licorice in the shape of a bow.  

For an old woman, I had sharp elbows, which I used to move through the crowd, careful not to discharge my cane on an unsuspecting citizen.  I nearly tripped over my own feet when I saw Morwen Hightower speaking with Warden Snyder at the threshold of the tent flap. 

The Warden's interest in the flaxen-haired woman was laid plain by the way he could hardly meet her green-eyed gaze.  She played the part to its fullest, touching him intimately on the elbow and leaning forward to expose her generous bosom.  

The conversation ended as I pulled the brim of my sun hat over my face.  The feeling of being watched passed through me, though I declined to confirm my suspicions.  Moving behind a fruit vendor hawking his fresh apples, I glanced back to find Morwen returned to the confines of her tent and the Warden stalking away towards the Brave Eagle.  

Staring at Simon's broad shoulders brought a heat to my face.  My hands curled to fists and spots formed in my eyes.  I shook my head to clear the feeling, but it persisted until I turned my back on him.  

Rather than dare the front of Morwen's tent, I moved to the back, hoping to catch an indication of her intentions.  The rear of the tent butted up to an alleyway, and I had to squeeze myself against the brick building to catch a glimpse inside.  

Men in servants’ clothing, white shirts and tan pants, loaded a steam carriage with boxes decorated with the emblem of the Continental Army.  The contents of the boxes were destined for the Brave Eagle it seemed.  

One of the men, a tall man with lanky bent limbs, caught his toe on the cobblestones, spilling a box onto the street.  Little packages of red, white, and blue fabric tumbled across the stones.

Morwen Hightower exploded out of the tent, blonde hair coiled into tresses falling onto her shoulders as she marched to the unfortunate servant.  Her dark green dress swung angrily as she addressed him.  

"You gollumpus!  Pick those up, right now!"

She waved her hand like a fencing sword, and if the servant had been her opponent, he would have been skewered a dozen times.  The servant hesitated, appearing at a loss, until Morwen yanked the remaining two boxes from his hands.  

The servant scooped up the treats and deposited them in the broken box, his shoulders curling further inward the longer it took.  He moved without regard for his knees, but he wasn't quick enough to catch all the treats before a large black bird swooped down and spirited away a bright package.  

Morwen glared at the bird, but surprisingly didn't send a verbal barrage its way.  Instead, she shrugged her shoulders and took the box from the servant, shoving the pile of them into the back of the carriage.  

Before she could turn around, I ducked behind the corner of the tent, feigning at examining the planter's box of field flowers that ran along the side of the brick building.  

When I heard the collective out breath from the servants, I turned back around, looking for the thieving bird.  He'd flown to the top of the building and had begun unraveling his prize.  

The door to the building was open.  It appeared to be an apartment for small families.  I took the stairs that ran through the middle up to the upper floor.  A spiraling iron staircase led to the roof and I was winded when I arrived.

I thought the bird had flown away when I first looked across the rooftop.  Then I saw its almost motionless body lying on the tar roof, the colorful wrapping spread open beside it.  When I reached the bird, I saw it had nibbled on the chocolate inside the wrapping.  Its eyes were dull like stone and its body twitched.

The bird was either near-dead or had lost its memory.  Though I'd often thought birds had an alien gaze that could give a woman the shivers, this one’s seemed abnormally so.  Its spindly feet grasped the air while its beak yawned in slow motion.

At that moment, I glanced to the Brave Eagle to see a parade of figures climbing the ramp amid cheers and clapping.  Even from this distance, it was easy to recognize the tall gentleman in his military uniform.  George Washington, even at his advanced age, cut a striking figure.  Martha walked at his side, arm tucked under his.  

The Binghams followed the Washingtons, waving to the crowd as they climbed, spending much more time on the ramp than the first couple.  William Bingham wore a formal black suit that appeared similar to one I'd seen President Washington painted in during his third term.  Anne Bingham wore a silken blue dress with a matching ribbon in her hair.  

I was about to rush back down the stairs when I saw the final member of their little party, the Warden Simon Snyder, climbing sheepishly up the ramp.  My face warmed at the sight of him, but not for any pleasing thoughts.  Murderous visions blasted through my mind, and when I recovered, I found little crescent gashes on my palms where I'd dug in my fingernails.  

The details of who was conspiring with who remained unclear to me, but the poisoned chocolates could eliminate everyone on the airship if that was Morwen's intention.  The Warden's involvement with Morwen placed his loyalties into question.  Maybe he wasn't beholden to the Binghams as I’d thought, or I was missing the point of this launch party altogether.

Either way, I knew that something bad was going to happen on the Brave Eagle and that if anyone died, it would give the United States of America ample pretense to go to war with either France or Russia, depending on who was behind the plot.

A carriage door slammed in the alley below.  The vehicle full of poisoned chocolates was ready for the Brave Eagle.  Morwen Hightower moved around the carriage towards the driver's spot.

A surge of adrenaline carried me down the apartment stairs, my feet barely touching the steps.  I curled around to the other end of the alley.  Morwen's steam carriage headed in my direction.  I picked up a plant box that should have been too heavy for me to lift and launched it at the steam engine on the front of the carriage.  The stone box demolished pipes and steam exploded into the air, hissing like a thousand angry snakes.  

Morwen Hightower burst from the vehicle.  My first impression was that I'd stopped the wrong vehicle.  Though she wore the same green dress, the face I saw was not Morwen Hightower's, or at least not all of it.  I had the impression of three faces overlapped, the others older and wrinkled.  

"You fool," said Morwen, and then she flew at me, dress and hair streaming behind her like dark wings.

She was too quick for subtlety.  I jammed the cane into her gut as her curled fingers caught me around the neck, leaving bloody wounds.  A smell of burning filled the air, but Morwen did not falter.  

Morwen swiped away the cane, ripping it from my hand to clatter across the cobblestones.  The force of the blow surprised me.  She grabbed my arm as I reached for the blade in my boot.  The woman was as strong as a bear.  I swore my arm would snap from her grip.  

"When I send you back, tell the Lady of Eternity that her time has come," said Morwen. 

Then Morwen Hightower opened her mouth.  She opened it further, her jaw unhinging, growing, like a sinkhole in the earth.  In seconds her mouth was as big as a kettle, then as wide as a serving plate.  It wasn't stopping.

A horrible stench wafted up from the darkness of her mouth.  The smell reminded me of swamp mud, but worse, as if I could smell it with my soul as much as my nose.

Her grip on my arm relaxed and I was able to reach the blade in my boot.  In an upward strike, I pierced the skin of her neck, but the blade only went in half an inch, hitting what felt like a stone wall.  

Her mouth, now an impossible barrel-size, was a glistening cave ready to swallow me whole.  Morwen retightened her grip on me, pulling me towards the hellish orifice.  My heart leapt around in my chest like a jackrabbit.  

Without a weapon and my arms restricted to only a few degrees of movement, it appeared there was nothing I could do but wait to be swallowed by this creature masquerading as Morwen Hightower.  Still, I fought against my bonds, trying to struggle free.  She easily lifted me off the ground, and my head tipped towards the opening.  

In my struggle, my fingertips caught the edge of my coat pocket.  The chocolate!  I extended my fingers, grasped the wrapped treat, and pulled it free.  Wedging my fingers into the ribbon, I unwrapped the package.  With a flick of the wrist, I launched the chocolate into the terrible maw about to swallow me.  The cubed treat tumbled down the wide black tongue, collecting viscous goo as it slipped further into the cavernous opening.  Then it sank into darkness.  

When my shoulders passed the edge of her lips and my hips were horizontal, ready to be tipped over and swallowed whole like a minnow, I flailed against her iron grip one last time.  

As I fell, I closed my eyes, expecting pain and terror to seize me.  When my feet unexpectedly kissed the cobblestones, I stumbled away, confused, but ready to flee.  I hesitated only because I realized that something had happened to the woman who had been about to swallow me whole.

Morwen's mouth had shrunk back down to normal size, as if it were a piece of molder's clay reworked into her original face.  Her knees wobbled like a newborn foal and then her green eyes rolled back into her head.  

She hit the cobblestones face-first.  The crack of her skull echoed down the alley.  I wanted to collapse beside her, but I had pressing business with the Brave Eagle. 

Crouching down, I examined the tag on the chocolate I'd force-fed Morwen.  It read “Eternity” in her scrawling script.  

Before leaving Morwen and moving back through the tent to the street, I retrieved my shock cane and stuffed a few treats from the patriotic boxes in my other pocket.  

When the crowd started cheering, my blood ran cold.  Rushing out the front of the tent, I ran smack into a row of backs watching the Brave Eagle's engines roar to life.  American flags waved in a sea of red, white, and blue.  The guide wires grew taut as the airship surged upwards.  

The crowd repelled my attempt to push through and ignored my pleas that I had to get on that ship.  I considered screaming out that the President was in danger, but who would believe a crazy old woman, let alone hear me over the deafening roar?  

When the guide wires fell limply to earth and the Brave Eagle soared above the city, engines singing in harmony, I slumped back into the tent and buried my head in my hands.  


Chapter Twenty-five

The sounds of the crowd dispersing chilled me until I was shivering as if it were the middle of winter.  Whatever plot had been hatched would carry on to fruition without anyone to stop it.  

Images of dead soldiers wearing bloody uniforms, their youthful faces caught in the realization that warfare would not be an honorable affair, filled my head.  It mattered not even who we might fight, though my heart hoped it was Napoleon rather than my former home.  If we fought the Russians, it would be my son on the other side of the battle lines.  

I shouldn't have bothered with Morwen, but gone straight to the airship, stealing myself onto its gondola before worrying about her.  

In my despair, I didn't hear the clicking of the little golden Automaton until it was seated on a table near where I was slumped, my forehead against the soft sleeve of my riding jacket.  Aught sat on its haunches and licked its scaly hands before rubbing them behind its ear.

"Aught," I said, my spirits not up to further greetings.

"Aught?" 

The creature tilted its head in a curious manner and despite myself, I smiled.  

"I named you thus after our last encounter, the name being a combination of Automaton and Knight.  If you have another name, I would be happy to use it, I just needed something to think of you by," I explained, though I refrained from the part about zero and emptiness, not wanting to offend the little creature.

Its hinged jaw opened wide in what could only be described as an eager smile.  "Aught.  Good, name is.  I like."

Its voice was like two coins rubbed together, silky and metallic.  

"Thank you for saving me from Koschei," I said.  "I would have died without your help."

"Help," said Aught.  "Help, Ben sent me to."

I snapped up, the weariness on my bones shaking free like wind-blown dust.  

"Ben?" I asked.  "Ben Franklin."

"Yes, Ben."

I reeled against the table.  "Where is he?  Why isn't he here?  Did he know that Morwen was going to try and kill the President?"

The pinched little face of the golden pangolin drew out in thought as if it were thinking.  Its eyes fluttered like Morse code on a ship lantern.  

"Binghams, Ben sent Morwen to stop," said Aught.

An ache formed in my stomach.  I had to rearrange the sentence in my head, since Aught's speech pattern was scrambled.  "Ben sent Morwen to stop the Binghams?"

Aught nodded his head.

"Morwen is an ally?"

Aught nodded again.

"What have I done?" I whispered.  "Why isn't Ben here?  Can you tell me that?"

Aught stared back unblinkingly.  

"You don't know?" I asked.

"No," said Aught.  

"But he sent you to help me?" I asked.

"Yes."

I wanted to scream.  "Then why didn't you come to me earlier?"

"Aught, Ben said no one can see," said the pangolin.

His earlier behavior became clear.  "Ben didn't want anyone to see a functioning Automaton, so he told you not to be seen, but to help me.  Which is why you've been lurking around the edges.  Each time you tried to talk to me, someone else showed up, forcing you to flee."

"Yes."

Everything was becoming painfully obvious.  "Ben made you, didn't he?"

"Yes."

"Dear me," I said.  "He must be traveling abroad then.  Is he in the Ottoman Empire?  They're doing amazing things with electricity these days."

"No," said Aught, as he licked his back foot.  

The earlier encounter with Morwen came back.  "Then what is Morwen?  How did she do that?  She almost swallowed me."

"Morwen, Morwen is."

"Right," I said.  "But she was sent to help me?"

Aught hesitated and then answered, "No."

I tapped my finger on my chin.  "Were you supposed to tell me to help Morwen?"

"Yes."  Aught nodded eagerly.  

"But you couldn't because I kept moving around the city."

Aught stared back with wide eyes.  The lantern light inside the tent reflected warmly across his golden scales.  I could tell he wanted me to probe further.  "Morwen was sent to stop the Binghams."

"Yes," said Aught.

"Stop the Binghams from killing the President?" I asked.

His answer sent a chill through my gut.  "Yes."

"That doesn't make any sense," I said, mostly to myself.  "If the President dies, then John Adams will be President, and they won't need a Federalist candidate, which leaves William Bingham out of a job.  Of course, he has the Bank of North America to fall back on and with a war on the way..."

Like a giant clockwork settling into its gears, the world suddenly started to make sense.  

"Yes," said Aught, mirroring my thoughts.

"This was never about him being President.  This was about guaranteeing a war that would have to be funded by his bank.  And with him losing out on a chance at the presidency, everyone would feel sorry for him and not see the real motive behind it.  And even if someone did, how do you stop a country thirsty for revenge for killing its most revered citizen?"  I placed my hand over my mouth.  "Which means that Anne acquired the duck egg not to protect them, but to kill the President.  If even one soldier survives, and Anne will make sure of it, they will report that George Washington was killed by a soldier in a Hussar jacket.  This has been about a war with Russia all along."

Aught turned his golden head towards the sky.  "Brave Eagle."

"Yes," I said.  "I get it.  They're on the Brave Eagle.  But I've gone and screwed it up.  I took out my ally unknowingly and acquired for them the very tool they will use in the assassination.  I'm a fool, Aught.  A fool.  Just like Djata and Voltaire said I was.  And now I have no way of getting to the airship.  I have no way to stop them."

"Airship, fly to," said Aught.

I lifted my arms, stretching them out and giving them a flap.  "With these?  I'm not a bird, Aught.  Maybe if Ben were here, he could make me a flying machine, but all he sent was you."

"Fly," said Aught.  "Fly, Morwen."

"I can't fly a woman, or whatever she is, you silly..."

For the second time in the tent, my words failed me.  The cauldron.  It had to be Morwen's.  That explained why the note was in her handwriting.  She'd flown her cauldron into Ben's house, though I wasn't sure how she did it without breaking down the door or window.  Either she'd done it to stop the thief, or that'd been an accident.  Figuring that part out would have to wait.

I leaned forward and placed my lips on the pangolin's pointy face.  The creature's forehead was surprisingly warm.  

"Thank you, Aught," I said, before leaving the tent and racing up the street towards my steam carriage.  The alacrity at which I made the journey worried me that the Koschei part of me was taking over, but for now the unexpected strength was a blessing.  

As I restarted the engine on the steam carriage, turning levers and adjusting valves, it occurred to me that something had happened to Ben Franklin to keep him from returning.  He'd known he would be delayed, so he sent Morwen Hightower and Aught, so the three of us could take on the Binghams.  But they'd arrived too late, and the communications got scrambled, with Morwen not realizing I was meant to be an ally.  I feared that whatever had befallen him would have grave consequences for the future.  Ben, more than anyone, had been the architect of American progress.  

I dispensed with subtlety and parked near the iron gate at the Franklin Estate, rushing up the stone path.  The door was half open.  Muddy boot prints stained the carpet, leading into the parlor.  

The hair on the back of my neck stood at attention.  I twisted the cane while I crept to the opening of the parlor.  

Crouched beside the cauldron was Voltaire, down on his hands and knees sniffing the air like a hound on the scent.  His head lifted in a sharp movement, bloodshot eyes filled with menace.  

"I smell powder!" he said, and bounded towards me in a four-legged ramble.  

I hit him with the shock cane across the head, the discharge blowing sparks across the right side of his face, but he kept coming and tackled me into a door.  Stunned, I was sure I was broken beyond repair, but I found myself able to sit up and push him off of me.  

The beastly Voltaire had momentarily knocked himself out on the door frame, but was coming to, a hoarse growl in his throat.  I scrambled to my feet as he grabbed for me, his abnormally long, sharp fingernails slicing the folds of my dress.  

With a two-handed grip, I swung the cane overhead, coming down on his upturned face, the shaft connecting with his temple and shattering into shards of metal and wood.  Voltaire's arms and legs gave out and he fell back to the carpet, tongue lolling out of his open mouth.

The result of violence trembled through my limbs like aftershocks.  I feared to see my visage reflected back at me, knowing that I was turning beastly like Voltaire.  

I stared at the French writer snoring on the expensive carpet.  The swirling designs from the rug were like thoughts from his wispy white head.  Though I had pressing business with the Brave Eagle, I couldn't leave him on the rug.  He was a danger to anyone who came upon him.  

I touched the door handle that had shocked me on previous visits, finding it benign.  I guessed as much from the impact, which had not injured me, at least by way of spark.  With a jiggle of my tools, the way was open to me.  

The room right beyond was a dining room, though its current state of clutter suggested it had been repurposed as a supply room.  The long, dusty, hardwood table was covered in crates and boxes.  Coils of rope sat in neat rows along the wall.  Filled sacks that put off a potent aroma of rotting food lined the wall.  Ben had been preparing for an expedition, but hadn't bothered to take his supplies with him—or had been kidnapped before he could leave.  

When my gaze fell upon a familiar satchel that I'd seen Ben carry, I knew I would find powder within, especially since Voltaire had smelled the life-extending substance.  My guess was rewarded when I found a worn leather pouch filled with sixteen vials of violet dust in two neat rows.  If one was careful, it was enough dust to last an astonishingly long life.  

Then I spied a letter tucked into a side pocket, the efficient scrawl immediately recognizable.  I snatched it up, my face numb with concern.  

It was a letter from my son, Pavel.  He'd sent it to Ben Franklin knowing it would reach me, but the timing couldn't have been worse.  A quick glance at the date showed it had arrived right before Ben left, which confirmed that Ben had planned to return quickly.  He wouldn't have left without passing along the letter.

I scanned the message, reading it a second time in case I'd missed something.  The paper rattled in my hands as I understood the danger.  The Emperor knew I was in Philadelphia and would be sending agents to kill me.  I guessed that only the distance between our two countries and the skirmishes with Napoleon had kept them from reaching me already, though it was entirely possibly they were in Philadelphia, converging on my location at this moment with intent to eliminate.  

I heard groans from Voltaire and set the pouch of vials aside, fetching the rope.  Before he could awake, I entangled him, tying his limbs together and leaving him as helpless as a swaddled baby.  

His eyes opened around the time I was finished.  He hissed, nostrils flaring.  "Powder," he said, almost a command.

I returned to the satchel, claiming a vial for my own.  With a practiced hand, I portioned out a pyramid of violet dust on my palm, snorting with great relish.  The stuff burned in the back of my throat, reeling me on two feet, bright flashes of light rebounding through my vision.  

A mortal weariness sagged onto my bones, until I stumbled to the floor.  I realized the mistake of taking the substance at this moment.  I'd lost the beastly strength I'd enjoyed while the powder had been out of my system.  Eventually, with time and enough powder, I might return to my youthful vigor, but for now I felt every bit of my fifty-seven years.  

When I opened my eyes again, Voltaire was staring in rapture.  I dumped out a dose of the dust and put my hand under his nose.  He snorted it like a bull.  Voltaire's eyes flashed in ecstasy before fluttering to a close.  He was asleep on the carpet, looking no more menacing than an old faithful dog curled before a fire.  Voltaire had been further along the path of madness, so the reintroduction of the powder hit him harder.  

With the powder in my hand and the steam engine still hot outside, the thought of fleeing entered my mind.  It was entirely possible that President Washington was already dead, and going after the Brave Eagle would only get me killed or imprisoned as a Russian spy.  I could head to Canada, or to New York, and take an airship to some African country.  The Emperor's agents would be hard-pressed to find me there.  

I had enough powder for as long as I cared to hazard this earth.  This would give more time for Ben to come back, though the powder now in my possession meant I really didn't need him.  Not for a few decades.  And if he wasn't coming back, I would have the time to explore those parts of the world I had not yet visited.  It was quite tempting to consider leaving this city that did not want me and heading out for greener pastures.  My time as an unknown immigrant had left me wanton.  

Even if I decided to stay, success was barely an option.  Finding the Brave Eagle in these night skies would be difficult, and it was doubtful I'd be able to overcome Koschei.  What alien strength I'd enjoyed was gone, and I'd resumed my nearly sixty-year-old self.  And my cane was shattered across Ben's parlor, not that I thought it would affect the old Hussar, in so much as every other weapon used against him had also failed.  

Leaving would be cathartic, as Philadelphia, despite its moniker as the City of Brotherly Love, had been anything but welcoming.  Still, where had I ever truly felt welcome?  In Russia, because of my birth in St. Petersburg, I was too European.  But in Europe, I was considered a savage imperialist because I was Russian.  While I was sought out for advice by the royal houses of every country, none of them wanted me to stay long, as my history of upsetting royal orders could not be ignored.  And few wanted their wives infected with my bluntness of tongue.  Even my relationship with Empress Catherine had become strained in the final years.  

I was a princess without a country.  Which was why I'd had hope that the United States could be my new home.  It had been an easy decision when Ben Franklin was here.  Without him, did I feel that strong a pull?  I could leave now and avoid the debts I'd incurred during my brief stay.  I would leave the debt with the Bank of North America behind.  I wouldn't have to face Djata's wrath that his gases were destroyed.  I would no longer have to worry that the Warden would drag me to the courthouse for crimes invented by the Binghams.  In short, it would be a fresh start, and there was enough powder to ensure I'd enjoy the benefits of youth while holding the wisdom of old age.  

My hand reached for the satchel.  I could be on the road to New York in minutes.  Escaping a terminal mess had never been easier, or more lucrative.  A few pieces of gear in the room could be sold for a ticket across the ocean.  

But when my fingertips brushed the canvas, they did not immediately close around the strap.  I crouched over it, back bent stiffly.  Then I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to silence the voice in my head.  

Despite my desires otherwise at this moment, my propensity for telling truths extended to truths about myself.  That voice reminded me that I'd tried to make a new home before, under more welcoming circumstances.  The Wilmot sisters in England had taken me into their home during my son's education.  My late husband's family in Moscow had been generous with their estates and serfs, when they could have turned me away.  Even Catherine had begrudgingly allowed me to travel, though I knew it was in her heart that I should stay by her side.  

Was I the problem?  I'd always thought it was the circumstances of the moment contriving reasons to move on, to visit the next country.  Was it my failure to commit?  I'd been accused of being cold and impersonal.  Was that a barrier I put up so I wouldn't connect with the people of one place?  If anywhere in the world should fit, it would be Philadelphia, the heart of the American experiment.  

And if I left now, that experiment would die.  Washington would be killed, sparking a war with Russia that would place power into the hands of the Federalists’, who wanted a more imperialistic country.  

When I was sixteen, I'd made a decision that changed the world.  By leading the coup that put Catherine on the throne, I'd changed the course of the Russian Empire, and the greater histories, forever.  But then I'd left Russia, spent my time traveling, rather than staying and helping Catherine rule.  Maybe I thought that change like that was easy and that I could do it again if I wanted.

I looked at all the obstacles before me.  If I stayed in Philadelphia, it wouldn't be easy.  There was no guarantee of success and, by the blazes, it was probably more a guarantee of failure.  I had no allies, at least none conscious or capable at this point, and no advantages to my name.  The only thing I had was the desire to stay and make it right, stave off the darkness, and breathe life into the faltering flame of the Enlightenment.  

The decision hardened in my chest, while the rational part of me trembled with the grim probabilities ahead.  Before Ben left, he and I had spoken at length about the fragility of the Enlightenment.  In France, it hadn't taken Napoleon long after the Revolution to subvert the will of the people to his desires.  When Emperor Paul had taken the place of his mother in Russia, he'd wiped out many of the laws she'd introduced protecting the serfs from tyrannical nobility.  And even the United States of America was showing signs of imperialistic overreach based on the Federalist ideals.  The progress of the Enlightenment could be wiped out in short order, and I couldn't let that happen.  

I tucked the vial of powder back into the satchel.  I didn't want it damaged or lost during my rescue attempt on the Brave Eagle.  

Then I climbed into the cauldron, placed my feet into the metal stirrups in the bottom, and yanked on the control rod, bringing it to the level of my waist.  The door was too small to exit, so I frowned at the wide window, knowing I would have to go through it to escape.  I took a deep breath and engaged the control lever.


Chapter Twenty-six

The cauldron surged forward as I cradled my arm over my face.  The window shattered into a million pieces, exploding outward into the grass upon impact.    

I had little time to cheer my escape.  The wrought iron fence and vine-wrapped trellis appeared in my way.  I yanked to the right and the cauldron bumped along the ground sideways, like a butter churn dragged across the cobblestones.  

I was headed for the east wing of the estate, right into a brick wall.  With two hands on the control rod, I yanked in the other direction, willing myself into the air.  The cauldron, now slightly angled upward, flew over the fence,  and I was headed for my steam carriage.  

In a fit of fright, I pulled up on the control rod and the cauldron shot into the air like a firework, pushing my body to the floor.  My knees buckled against the inner wall, and I couldn't catch my breath as I soared into the night sky.  

Wind whistled past the flying craft, the air much colder further up.  My stomach was in my throat.  Soon the lights of the city were far below me, growing smaller by the moment.  

I pushed back down on the control rod, and the cauldron slowed and then began to plummet back to earth.  The force of falling made me feel like I was about to fly out of the cauldron.  I clung to the rod for stability.  The earth rushed up towards me.

The buildings of the city grew larger, and I was sure I would hit the ground. I pulled carefully upward on the rod until the cauldron slowed and then stopped in midair.  My palms were sweaty and my knees trembled.  The cauldron hovered only a couple of dozen feet above a cobblestone street, the warm glow of gas lamps reflecting on its coppery surface.

A horse-drawn carriage rattled up the street, the hooves of the two beasts sharp against the stones.  The driver was focused on his horses, reins held comfortably in his outstretched hands.  He appeared to be a Quaker farmer by his wide floppy hat and weathered face.    

Before he could spy me hanging in the air above the street, I pushed the control rod in an upward and forward motion.  I thought I saw the driver's head whip around as I flew past.

Once I had the cauldron under my control, I flew high above the city in a wide circle, looking for the Brave Eagle.  Though the stars were bright pinpricks overhead, to the west an army of towering clouds marched north, illuminated by flashes of lightning.  By chance, I saw the outline of an airship against the storm clouds and turned the cauldron in that direction.

With the approach of the storm, the air had grown even colder.  I wished for a pair of gloves and goggles to keep my eyes from watering.  

I flew west towards the storm, not knowing how far away it was.  The height and distance was misleading.  As I soared over the landscape I wondered how close I was to the western edges of Pennsylvania.  

Further past that was the territory of Ohio, and beyond that the Indian lands, which men feared to travel because of the Red Man's disease: a deadly pox that had felled westward explorers.  Which was all well and good, because most in America believed they would never fill up the lands already controlled by the government.

I wondered what the Brave Eagle's destination was.  Were they making their way to one of the westmost settlements, or flying over Indian lands?    

After a good half hour of flying, I approached the Brave Eagle from an upward angle, to avoid being spotted.  

The great airship lumbered through the air, twin steam turbines propelling it forward.  When lightning crackled through the storm past the ship, I saw the details burst into existence.  The cannons on the port and starboard had been shuttered, which was not unexpected, as the ship was not headed into war, but they'd been sticking out when it left Philadelphia.  

No lights could be seen from the ship, and the windows of the pilot's chamber were dark as doom.  The ship’s progress through the air had a ghostly feel to it, leaving me to shiver with concern.  I feared that whatever malice had been planned had already been unleashed, and I was too late coming to the rescue.  

Circling, I realized that I had no obvious entrance in which to land.  I'd hoped to use a cannon port to gain the interior.  Only the metal orifice on the front of the Brave Eagle provided a way in, but I had no interest in testing that path.  It appeared to be a ghastly weapon of some kind, and flying into it could be my undoing.

My only reasonable entrance was the row of windows on the back of the ship that went into the hold.  In the darkness, it was hard to judge if they were large enough to pass through, but I decided to take my chances.

I flew at them with enough force to break through the glass.  As I neared, I realized they weren't tall enough to fit, so I crouched into the cauldron, my knees punching forward.  I thought I heard a click the moment before impact and squeezed my eyes shut.

When the noises of the storm and the turbines became muted and the cold absent, I opened my eyes to find the cauldron sitting in the center of the hold as if it had been placed there by an invisible hand.  Behind, the windows remained intact, both starlight and storm light reflecting through the clear glass.  

The mystery of the unbroken glass would have to wait, though it suggested how the cauldron had gotten into Franklin's parlor.  I moved the cauldron to a spot along the wall before I climbed from the interior, rubbing my arms to warm them from the chilly night flight.  

The vibrations from the ship's engines could be felt through the floor.  Outside, thunder crashed against the western side of the Brave Eagle.  

The cargo hold was two stories high and about forty feet long.  It was relatively empty except for a few stacks of crates along the starboard wall.  

I found a tarp and placed it over the cauldron before moving to the door.  As I put my hand over the handle, the pitch of the vibration changed and I felt the ship shift to the right, which placed it on a collision course with the storm.  I knew that airships were made for traveling through such conditions, but even stout American engineering had its limits.

The room beyond the door was as black as night.  Only faint illumination from behind reflected on the black iron cannons lined along either wall, giving them the aspect of oily beasts crouched in the darkness.  I assumed there'd be a door on the other side, so I closed the one behind me and stumbled through with my hands outstretched.  The room echoed with my steps, while occasional rumbles tickled my feet.    

After a few long moments, my fingers touched the other side.  Shuffling left and right, I found the exit and went through.  I stood at the bottom of a spiral staircase.  At the top was an open passage, which was illuminated, allowing a soft brassy light to reach my location.  A metal door with a lock on the front stood across from me.  

Based on my mental picture of the airship, the door protected the room with the front-facing cannon.  Around the time I had my tools out, I heard voices from the top of the spiral staircase.  I was through the door before the first boot hit the top step.  

With it closed and locked behind me, I examined the room.  Windows on all sides kept the room pulsing in storm light.  We'd penetrated the cloud layer and a flickering mist surrounded the Brave Eagle.  The windows were positioned for the aiming of the front-facing cannon.

At the bow of the ship, a huge cylinder sat on a rotating platform that could be swiveled left and right, and raised a few feet to give it a downward aim.  Except I didn't think it was a cannon, since there was no obvious hole to place an iron shot and the tube was so large in diameter that five men couldn't lift the ball required.  

In fact, the whole tube was encased in a second skin with glass tubes connected to a pool of water in the center of the room.  At first I thought the pool was a platform with a reflecting surface, but then I realized that the pool went into the floor.  

When a key rattled into the lock, I searched for a place to hide.  The room was empty except for the cannon and the pool of water.  I backed away to the edge of the pool, facing the door and readied myself for whoever was coming through.  


Chapter Twenty-seven

A powerful blast shook the airship and I thought for a moment that it had been hit by a bomb.  It was only a sliver of lightning passing close by the Brave Eagle, but it reminded me how precarious our position was inside the storm.  

The door rattled a second time—whoever was trying to get in had probably used the wrong key.  I looked around the room one last time for a place to hide.  When my gaze fell upon the pool, I knew what I had to do, though I wasn't sure it would work.

The stopper on the pink vial came off with an audible plunk, and I jammed my nose against it, inhaling the gas before it could escape.  Immediately, my throat seized up and I gasped as if I were drowning.  I clutched my hand around my throat, trying to let the air past.  Only when I remembered what Djata had been trying to do, did I leap into the pool of water.

The water was as cold as the Delaware River in late November.  My heartbeat doubled from the shock.  I kept my lips clamped shut on instinct, even when spots formed on my eyes.  I was blacking out.  

Every instinct screamed not to open my mouth, but I knew eventually I would have to test Djata's gas.  When my lips parted and the water rushed in, the burning in my chest curled me into a ball at the bottom of the pool.  

Water rushed into my lungs, turning my chest into a furnace.  The pool swallowed my tears as the last bubbles of air fled to the surface.  

Only in the corner of my mind was I aware that whoever'd come into the room was looking into the deep pool.  My heavy clothes had dragged me to the bottom, and I hoped that the depth and darkness hid me.  

I expanded my lungs a second time, and the pain and spots in my vision disappeared.  On the third, I knew that Djata's water breathing solution had worked.  My only concern was that I didn't know how long it lasted or how I would get the water out of my lungs when it came time to exit.  If whoever was in the room above me didn't leave the front chamber by then, I would be forced to climb out or drown.

The pool extended into darkness.  I walked along the bottom, gray hair floating limply around my head like pale kelp.  Echoing thuds of footfalls sounded above while thunder vibrated against the hull.  

Inhabiting the depths made me feel like a rusalka, a water nymph from the stories of my childhood.  The creatures lured the menfolk into the rivers to drown them or tickle them to death.  It always amused me to think of dying from laughter.  

A high-pitched keening alerted me to a change in the water.  They were doing something in the room.  After removing my boots, I swam to the surface and clung to a lip at the edge.  

Wavering shapes stood at the bow-side of the pool.  I crowned my head out of the water, careful not to splash and to keep my mouth below the surface.  George and Martha Washington stood facing the cannon.  

The Warden stood off to the side, staring at his feet.  His face was ashen white.  I knew then he couldn't have sent Koschei after me at the dock house.  He looked like a child who had caught his parents slaughtering his favorite pig.  

"The spectral cannon has a range of five miles," said a male voice.  It had an aristocratic flare to it.  When a woman's voice cut in, I knew it had to be the Binghams that I couldn't see.

"So you see, it gives us an unassailable advantage over our enemies," said Anne Bingham.

"I'm well aware of the uses of weaponry in warfare, Madam," said the President.  "I do have some experience with it."

His tone was intended as a dressing down, but the banker's wife didn't catch on.

"But it means we could expand the American Empire," said Anne.  "Neither France nor Russia could stand against us."

Martha's response was less diplomatic, like a saber blow across the chest.  "We are not an empire, but a collection of states bound together for the greater good."

"Which gives us the moral advantage," said Anne.  "Surely, the unallied nations would rally to our cause for standing up to those tyrannous nations?"

"Better we stay vigilant to the tyranny at home," said Martha drolly.

"That's your husband you're speaking about," said Anne in shock.  

George held out his hand.  "I know perfectly well what my wife was speaking about.  Do not presume to lecture me, Madam.  We fought the war against the English for our freedoms, so we could be masters of ourselves.  I see no reason to impose our values on other nations, no matter how tyrannous."

"I never knew you for a coward, Mr. President," said Anne.

Martha surged forward, but the President tugged on the sleeve of her dress.  

Silence condensed the air in the room until there was only the occasional clearing of throats and shuffle of feet.  

After a long, quiet moment, the President spoke. "Where again did you acquire this weapon, what did you call it, the spectral cannon?"

I didn't think Anne would answer at first.  "We have faith in this new country and wish it to have a strong military.  My husband and I have put time and money into the acquisition of new technologies."

The word acquisition sung in my head like a bell struck.  Anne had sent the thief Jonas to Ben Franklin's estate.  That was why she'd been at the Patriot Letters.  Not to inquire about a pamphlet, but to spy on Jonas as he made his break-in, either for a momentary thrill, or because she distrusted the thief to do the job properly.  

Morwen must have stopped the thief from entering the estate by landing her flying cauldron on him.  But why hadn't she flown the cauldron back out?  Did it have something to do with that strange electrical field on the doors?  I assumed she'd left the note with the Warden in an attempt to find out who'd sent Jonas to the estate.  

The President cleared his throat.  "Is that strange silver gauntlet one of these technologies?  I've never seen such designs before.  It looks so..."

"Cyclopean," finished Martha.  

The President looked upon his wife in stunned disbelief.  "I don't know that word, but, my dear, it fits."  Then back to Anne.  "What does it do?"  

"Enhances the wearer," said Anne.  "But we didn't bring you here to discuss this trinket.  We brought you here to show you the spectral cannon.  Afterwards, you might change your mind about the projection of American military power."

"That's why you brought us this far out into the storm?" asked the President.  

"We didn't want any Russian spies to see what this weapon could do," said William Bingham.  "If we're to go to war—and I'm sure you'll be convinced after this demonstration—we'll need to prepare in secret."

Washington's shoulders tightened.  "A war at that distance would be a fool's errand.  As mighty as this weapon might be, and I doubt its veracity, the cost of supplying the military at that distance would bankrupt our fragile country."

"I'm well aware of the costs of supply lines," said William Bingham.  "I'm not suggesting that we invade Russia, only put the country in its place, leaving us room to consolidate in other locations.  Our friends overseas warn of a coming Russian aggression.  If we hit them first, we'll put them on their necessaries.  And as for the cost of the war, I should remind you that I'm still the President of the Bank of North America.  I can supply the country with a generous line of credit."

"Not if you win the presidency," said Washington.

"I would defer to you, sir, if you lead us in a fourth term.  You'd win easily.  We fight a quick and easy war against Russia, give our economy a good slug in the arm, and then look for advantageous deals with other countries.  Once we show the power of our military, they'll offer generous terms to keep us at bay."

"You've thought this through," said Washington sternly.

"I take nothing to chance," said William.  "Anne and I believe in this country and want to make it strong.  You'll have no stronger backer than the Binghams if you stay on for a fourth term."

Washington grumbled, shaking his head.  "I've already overstayed my welcome with a third.  A fourth would appear imperialistic.  Jefferson's side would claim we're putting them under the cat's foot."

"Please don't make a decision until after you've seen the demonstration, Mr. President," said William.

The conversation had me enraptured until I noticed a set of wide eyes gazing in my direction.  The Warden's open mouth could have held a dozen hornet's nests.  His weary gaze held the countenance of a war veteran who'd seen one too many horrors.

Before he could raise the alarm, I slipped beneath the water, letting myself drift to the bottom of the pool.  A wavering shape leaned over the edge before moving away.  

I had to hope the impossibleness of my location kept him from speaking.  The others would think him unhinged if he said there was a woman in the pool, though it surely confirmed his suspicions of my identity as a Russian spy.

Then the keening, that had been like a high-pitched hum before, rose until it seemed to vibrate my every cell.  A pale luminosity emanated from the water, not from one specific location, but throughout, as if the light slipped through cracks between the molecules.  The shadows dissolved as the light intensified.    

As it grew brighter, I closed my eyes, but that didn't stop it from piercing my skull.  Even my palms jammed against my sockets failed to stop it from seeping past.  I swore I could see the bones of my hands with my eyes closed, but it could have been hallucinations from the pain.  The light wormed into my brain, burrowing into the deepest recesses.  It burned like hot coals as it coiled around my thoughts, bringing complete obliteration.   

Then all at once, as if the luminescence had been popped with a pin, the light fled into the pipes connected to the spectral cannon.  The airship lurched, and somewhere far below it sounded like a thousand trees were snapped in half.  

I floated in the water, feeling like dissolved paste.  If my limbs had come unattached, I wouldn't have been surprised.  The spectral light was gone, but an imprint of its intensity remained as a bright haze at the edges of my vision, like a burr in the eye that shifted away when you tried to gaze upon it.  

When I recovered enough, I breached the surface like a whale's blowhole, my roving eye searching the room before I brought the upper half of my head out.  I kept my mouth beneath the surface, enjoying the cool water passing my lips.

"Mr. President," said William, "how do you do?"

Washington's voice, which had been strong and commanding before, sounded hesitant, reluctant.  "Rightly I am unsure, Mr. Bingham.  It may take time to comprehend such a demonstration, if I comprehend it at all.  Do my eyes deceive me, Martha, or has that hilltop been wiped clean?"

"As if God had forsaken it," said Martha.

The Warden's voice barely rose above the din of the engines.  "You've only one of these devices?"

"Yes, only the one.  Though I've made inquiries into finding more," said Anne.  "Give us a half-dozen and the United States would never be defeated."

"He who controlled them could set himself up as Emperor of the World," said the President.

"But alas, we have only the one," said Anne, missing the President's concern.

William moved, and I could see the back of his dark coat.  "I see you have thoughts, Mr. President."

"Are you loyal citizens of the United States, Mister and Missus Bingham?" asked the President.

"Have we not proved our steadfast loyalty?" asked William.

"Prove it once more by giving me the Brave Eagle and all that's on it," said Washington soberly.

"Why, it's already yours," said Anne.  "What are your commands for the crew?"

"To return to Philadelphia.  Let us not speak of this weapon any longer," said the President curtly.  "You gave it and it has been received.  Now let us enjoy a hearty meal.  I thirst for a spot of brandy."

Arms linked with Martha, he marched from the room, his boot strikes ringing.  Anne and William followed, but not before sharing a look between them that chilled me to my core.  Anne narrowed her brow at her husband and mouthed a word that looked uncannily like "Koschei."  He nodded and they followed the President and his wife.

Then I sank again beneath the surface, my caution rewarded when I saw the Warden's shadow loom over the water.  I climbed from the pool long after the room was empty.  

My first breath set a fire to my lungs, erupting in a watery cough, spilling liquid on the floor in surging splashes.  Convulsions sent me to my knees, my back screaming with each heave.  

Around the time spots started forming in my vision and I began a descent into unconsciousness, the Warden entered the room with a pistol in his hand.  It was one of the newer designs that could fire multiple shots.  Not that it would matter since my arms gave out as he placed the hard barrel of the gun against my temple, the grim line of his mouth chasing me into the darkness.


Chapter Twenty-eight

The leaves shattered beneath my boots while the canopy of stars hung in the sky.  A huge swath of light brushed across the night, as wide as the horizon, from snow crushed mountains on the right, to the glimmering endless lake on the left.  

Other lights crowded the sky, crossing like rapiers at a duel.  Except there were hundreds of duelists, each vying for a chance at the primary.  Each band of light was brighter than a full moon and flashes emitted from the conflicting edges.  The heavens were at war.  

At the end of the long path, marked by sentinel trees so alien I found my sight avoiding them, hunched an obsidian castle.  The mirrored walls reflected the sky, twisting it on its warped surface.  

Though I had no intention of entering the obsidian castle, my feet marched on as if a gaes was on them.  Beneath the star-blemished walls, a hole of night formed an entrance.  Though I could see nothing, I had the impression of dark wings.  The closer I got, the more I knew that whatever was in the obsidian castle was waiting for me, welcomed me, desired me...

A hand shook me awake.  

The Warden stood at the end of the arm.  It took me a moment to comprehend his features, that his arm was connected to his body.  The disassociation evaporated as I struggled onto my elbows.

"Are you well?" asked the Warden.

He kept a comfortable distance from my person, and the pistol was held by his side rather than holstered.  He watched me carefully.

"Swallowed a bit of water," I said.  "The pocket of air I was breathing from ran out before everyone left."

His mouth slackened.  He chewed on unspoken words.

"I was a stowaway in the hold, if you're wondering," I said, pressing my fist against my achy chest.  

"I wasn't, about that," he said quietly.  "Why are you here?  At first I thought you must be a spy, especially when the Binghams showed us the spectral cannon."

"Why did you change your mind?" I asked from my position on the floor.  Water spread around me like wings.  The faint vibration of thunder above the engines meant we'd left the storm.  

"I haven't," he said, hefting the pistol.  "You never said why you're here."

I coughed again.  Between my waterlogged lungs and the bruises I'd endured from my battle with Koschei on the island, the pain was a knife in my side.  

"I was wrong about what I said before in Congressional Hall," I said.

"Lot of trouble for a rectification," he said, stone-faced.

"Someone's not trying to kill William Bingham.  The Binghams are going to try and kill the President and his wife," I said.  "In fact, they might be doing that as we speak.  We shouldn't wait here.  We need to go."

As I tried to climb to my feet, Simon pointed the gun at me, his lips curled downward forming deep lines around his mouth.  

"I said, I haven't decided," he said.

"Then why haven't you arrested or shot me?" I asked, but then I saw the paleness in his gaze.  The destruction from the spectral cannon had shaken him.  Or was it something else?

When he didn't speak, I guessed. "They offered you something?  No?  You overheard them say something?"

When he blanched, I knew I'd hit my mark.  "I heard Anne say that I hope that demon remembers not to kill the Warden, so we have a credible witness."  His face screwed up into a knot.  "Do you know what they speak of?"

"That demon comes from the duck egg," I said.  "I don't know why, but it follows the commands of whoever holds it.  I made a grave mistake when I turned it over to you, but if we go now, we can stop them."

He shook his head.  "I don't know.  I feel like I have a case of barrel-fever.  Can't make boots or caps of it."

"This creature, Koschei it's named, unsettles me, too.  But now isn't the time for doubt.  We must move and move quickly.  Already I sense our chance at victory fading," I said.

I climbed to my feet, ignoring the Warden's motions for me to stay on the ground.  Carefully and calmly, I reached out and pushed the pistol aside, walking to the door, leaving a trail of water behind me.

With my hand on the door, I turned to him.  "Are you coming?  We have a demon to stop."

"Wait," he said.  "You can't just go up there.  There are soldiers standing guard at the top of the stairs and outside the Captain's dining room.  They'll arrest you."

"Make them move," I said.  "Get me past them."

He rubbed his temple.  "I can't.  I'm only the Warden, not a member of the military.  I have no authority here."

"Then what good is your office?" I asked, stamping my foot on the floor.  

"I have an idea though.  There's a room next to where we'll dine.  I'll open the window there.  You can move around the outside, they put rails and climbing nets on the outside, so repairs could be made mid-battle," he said.

The prospect of hanging onto the hull of the airship thousands of feet in the sky blanched me to pale.  "I'll do it."  I looked up at him.  "But leave me a weapon."

"Will it stop the demon?" he asked.

I thought of how Koschei took the pistol blast, the stab with the rapier, and multiple blasts from Djata's gun with no visible effect.  "It'll have to," I said grimly.

"Go into the cannon hold and exit through there.  The dining room's on the starboard side.  You'll have to climb from there," said the Warden.  

Before I left, I marched over to the Warden and leaned forward to place a kiss right on the edge of his mouth.  His mustache tickled my nose and his eyes were as wide as saucers.  

He said nothing as I made my way to the cannon hold.  I heard his footsteps climb the spiral stairs.  The two of us against Koschei the Deathless.  I didn't think it was going to work, but I'd made my decision to stay, and that meant seeing this through.

Unlatched, the heavy board swung out of the way, letting in the night air.  The wind and my wet clothes set me to shivering.  I squeezed past the cannon, placing my foot on the rope line outside.  There were three ropes: one to stand on, one at the knees, and one to hold.  

The rain-soaked ropes felt slick beneath my hand.  Had it been another month or two later, the whole craft would have been covered in a thin sheet of ice.  

The cannon hold was at the bottom of the Brave Eagle.  The hull curved up and away, three stories.  The Captain's dining hall was at the top.  

Lightning crackled through the sky above the ship, threading the clouds with purple energy.  We were out of the bulk of the storm, but lightning could hit the ship at any time, which would be fatal for me.  The ship had rods to disperse the energy, but I would not be saved, especially holding onto rope lines soaked with rain.

Far below, the trees swayed with gusts of wind, barely visible except when the sky flashed.  Standing on the rope line, water sprayed into my face, forcing me to squint.  

The enormity of my task began to set in.  I was nearly sixty years old, the life-giving powder not yet rejuvenating me.  I had to climb three stories up to a window and then do battle with a demon to save the President—and I was still not recovered from drowning myself and being immolated with spectral light.  

It was fortunate that I couldn't see the future, for if I'd known what I had to do, I would have fled Philadelphia for safer shores many times hence.  I reached upward for the net, which unbalanced me, sending my legs swaying in a sawing motion, knees banging against the hull.  My fingers curled around the rope and I strained upward with my other hand.  

At this point, I was certain the void beneath would suck me off the ship, or a wind gust would catch my skirt and yank me off like a ribbon in a windstorm.  But I was able to get my hands around the rope, and using the guide ropes as shaky steps, I climbed onto the net.  

By the time I made it onto the net, I was exhausted.  My limbs shivered from both the effort and the cold wind.  My fingers were numb and I had to convince them to stay curled around the rope.  I climbed section by section, not daring to rest, fearing that I wouldn't be able to move again if my limbs cramped up or fingers froze.  And more importantly, I feared that I would reach the upper level too late.

Eventually, I found myself at the right level.  The open window was to the bow of the ship.  I shimmied along the rope, my arms quaking, until I made the opening.  Sticking my head inside, I found a small room with a bed and footlocker.  I guessed it was the chamber the officers used when they needed a nap on long journeys.  One door led to the hallway right outside the pilot room, while the other led to the dining hall.

I fell onto the bed.  My hands were blocks of ice.  I put my mouth to them and blew hot air.  Sitting up, I looked around the room for my weapons, finding nothing.

"Curse you, Warden," I said.

When I peered under the bed, I saw a rapier and pistol glinting from the darkness and mentally apologized.

I'd lost my weapons battling Koschei, but these were exquisite replacements.  The guard on the rapier was shaped into an eagle's wings.  The quillion was gilded with gold.  

The hardwood pistol fit perfectly in my grip.  It was a repeating style with three shots at the ready.  

When I saw the seal at the base of the grip, I knew from whom the Warden had stolen these weapons.  They were President Washington's pistol and rapier, which seemed appropriate given the circumstances.

Voices rising alerted me to the danger in the dining room.  Shouldering through the door, I stepped into a scene of chaos.  A close pistol blast put a ringing in my ear.  

The President and his wife stood to my left, the Warden standing before them with pistol drawn.  His shot had deafened my left ear.  Soldiers with swords drawn advanced on the tall, gaunt figure on the other side of the room.  The Binghams were nowhere to be found.

Koschei swatted a soldier down as if he were a small boy.  The low roof kept the assassin hunched, his back scraping the ceiling.  His bloodshot eyes gave me the impression of a wild beast caught in a confined space.  

A soldier stabbed Koschei, the blade piercing the bloody, black Hussar coat, but kissing off the toothy mail beneath.  Koschei grabbed the soldier by the neck, his fingernails clicking as his hand encircled the soldier's throat.  Koschei shook the soldier like a rag doll, a snap sounding his death, before letting him drop to the floor in a limp mess.  

"Mercy," said Martha, "what is this beast?"

"An assassin sent to kill you," I said.

George and Martha's wild-eyed stares told me that they'd not seen me enter from behind them.  

"Yeka?" asked Martha, remembering the name I'd given her at the Binghams’ party. 

"Go, Katerina," said the Warden, nodding his head towards the open door.  "Take them out while I cover your escape."

Whatever reluctance they had fell away with the support of the Warden.  The President and his wife were my seniors and leaders of the country, but as they watched Koschei tear through the soldiers like a child playing with dolls, their faces betrayed their fears.

"Go through there and down to the hold," I said, pointing them through the door.

Koschei advanced on the Warden.  Simon fired his pistol into the creature, the flashes leaving stains against my vision.  Koschei staggered, but kept coming.  

"Go," said the Warden, turning his head to shout.  

The assassin's arm swung forward like a whip, fingers curled into hooks.  When the blow landed, the Warden was thrown against the wall, his nose shattering.  He lay beneath the table unmoving.

Remembering the hole I'd blasted through Koschei's armor, I lunged forward, eschewing form, and jabbed my rapier into the assassin's chest.  His scream came out as a host of clicks, like a hundred pistols dry fired.  

Before Koschei could pursue, I fled through the door, closing it behind me.  A loud thump signaled Koschei's impact.  Using a reserve of strength I didn't expect, I yanked the cot into the path of the door.  The room was small enough it left little space.

As I slipped out the other exit, Koschei fought against the door, its alien screams chilling me as I escaped down a metal spiral staircase.  I didn't expect that barrier to hold him long.

George and Martha waited for me at the bottom.  The President was a tall man with the crown of command etched into his features, but this foe had unnerved him.

"What's going on?  The Binghams stepped out for a moment and then that beast appeared.  Did it kill them, too?" asked George.

"We can't wait here," I said, pulling them into the cannon hold.  The wind whistled past the open hatch from my earlier escape.  Distant lightning flashed long shadows across the floor, turning the cannons into hunched giants.  The air was wet and sharp with spent ozone.  

I thought about having them climb onto the crew ropes outside, but decided the open window would have to work as a decoy.  I suspected that Martha wouldn't have been able to manage without slipping.  

When I tried to get them to move, George held me in his stern gaze.  "Did that thing kill the Binghams?  What's going on?  I'm not moving until we know what's going on.  How do I know you're not an assassin, too?"

Koschei wasn't in pursuit yet, but I knew it couldn't be long.  I closed the door to the room and locked it, hoping that would at least slow him down.  

"The Binghams sent the assassin to kill you," I said.  "They wish to start a war with Russia."

Martha pulled on her husband's sleeve.  "I met her at the party.  I think she's a spy for the French opposition to Napoleon.  Yeka Carmontelle."

The President studied me, his stern jaw pulsing with thought.  "That's a St. Petersburg accent," he said eventually.  "She's Russian.  Tell me who you are, or we go no further."

I expected Koschei to come bursting through the door at any moment, but I could see George would not move.  Though he was an elected man, he had the presence of a king, and once they made up their minds, there was no dissuading them.

"I am Katerina Dashkova, exiled princess of the Russian Empire, and pupil of Temple Franklin.  But I am acting as a member of this new country, which I have adopted," I said.

The looks on both their faces told me they'd heard of me.  Martha gave me a proud smile.  "You headed the Russian Academy of Science, didn't you?"

I curtseyed.  

"See, George, she's here to help," she said, patting his arm.

A wry smile was summoned to his lips.  "I always knew Temple was a bit beetle-headed, but sending an old woman to save me?  Where is he?"

"I rightly wish I knew," I said.

At that moment, a fist thundered against the door, startling the three of us.  

"Quickly," I said.  "To the hold."

"We'll be trapped," said George as they followed.

"Not quite," I said.

When we made the rear hold, I said, "Find the lever that opens it."

"Miss Dashkova," said Martha.  "We're thousands of feet in the sky, how do you propose we get off this airship?"

"The same way I got on," I said, pulling the tarp from the cauldron.  "But I can only fit one person at a time.  I'll have to shuttle one person down and then get the second, and hope that they haven't figured out where we've gone."

They both seemed to accept that the cauldron was a flying machine.  George was hunting around the crates on the near wall.

"I found it," he said, and when the lever engaged, the whole back of the ship started vibrating, and then the aft section of the hold descended, splitting the back wall in half.  

The night wind stole in like a horde of banshees, throwing our hair in our faces.  The tarp I'd pulled from the cauldron was caught by an eddy and sucked into the sky.  The constant crackle of lightning illuminated us with flickers.  

"I can only fit one, so who shall I take first?" I asked, when the door flung open.  

Anne Bingham marched inside with Koschei right behind, standing almost two feet taller in the cavernous hold.  He walked with a stitch in his side from where I'd stabbed him, though otherwise he appeared unaffected.  

I saw a silvery gauntlet on Anne's forearm.  The design evoked the dream I'd had when I went unconscious, but otherwise, I'd never seen its like before.  Hooked into a slot on the armguard was an obsidian stone that seemed to absorb the light.  

I suddenly realized the stone had come from the spectral cannon, and was what had made the cannon work.  The answer came from the recesses of my mind, where the illumination from the water had gone to hide.  

But that knowledge was useless in this circumstance. Anne's forearm surged with purplish light, the metal turning translucent as it gathered some alien energy.  A high-pitched keening from the weapon made my teeth ache, and then Anne unleashed the weapon, a ball of spectral light rippling through the air to catch me in its horrible embrace.


Chapter Twenty-nine

The pain burrowed into my joints, making them feel like they were being bent backwards, like I was being stretched on the rack.  It went on for an immeasurable time, during which I wasn't sure if I was screaming or not.  

When I came to, I lay on the wood floor, the pistol and rapier scattered around me like detritus.  My clothes felt loose, as if they were about to fall off.  My riding coat appeared aged by a couple of decades, or severely moth eaten, the threads unraveling, holes throughout.  

As I climbed to my feet, the coat disintegrated.  I threw it away, and the pieces of fabric caught in the maelstrom of wind in the hold.  

Anne appeared unfazed by my recovery, though a question hung on her knotted brow.  "I always had a feeling you were more than you let on to be.  A simple printer in Philadelphia?  Who are you really?"

"It appears that it doesn't matter now," I said, holding my side, where I'm sure more bruises were forming.  

Koschei stood to Anne's side, as if he were on a leash.  I noticed a leather satchel over her shoulder.  A small bulge in the bag gave away the location of the duck egg.  

The Washingtons stood to one side, George standing in front of Martha.  I was too far from my weapons and even further from the cauldron, while the open floor of the airship was only steps behind me.  If I was knocked backwards a few feet, I'd slide through the sky into the dense hardwood forest below.  

"Why are you doing this?" asked Martha, stepping in front of her husband.  

"Because you won't do the hard things necessary to lead this country," said Anne.  "We must strike before they hit us, let the world know that the United States is not to be trifled with."

"Better to stand tall and make them wonder," said George.  

"I'm sorry, Mr. President," said Anne.  "I truly am.  William and I had hoped that you'd see it our way.  We've argued about this for weeks.  You could have been the President for a fourth term."

"William won't stand as president if you kill me.  My Vice President, John Adams, will take that place and will easily win reelection," said George.

"Small sacrifices for the greater good," said Anne.  "We're patriots.  We just want to see the country strong."

"As long as you make a handsome profit," I said.  

A wry smile crept to Anne's lips.  "There are certain benefits to power."

"Jefferson was right to fear the banks," said Martha. "Though it's too late now.  A war will harden the people against perceived weakness."

"You see things clearly," said Anne, and then she nodded my direction.  "With her, it'll be easier to sell the idea that you were both killed by a Russian assassin."

I took a step towards the pistol, and Anne shook her arm at me, warning me not to move closer.  I caught the gleam in the President's eye and made the move to the weapon.

A bolt of glistening light slid through the air, missing me as I ducked underneath it.  The pistol fit into my hand.  The distraction proved enough, as the President rushed Anne.  Though he was nearly seventy, he moved like a soldier half his age.  

His attack was intercepted by Koschei.  George ducked under the assassin's blow and put his shoulder in his gut, knocking them both to the floor.  

Lying on my side, I pulled the lever back on the pistol and fired at Anne, tasting gunpowder.  I looked over my weapon, stunned to see that Anne was still standing.  The gauntlet on her arm had deflected the shot.  

Koschei stood over the President, its arm pulled back for a vicious blow, when Anne pointed towards me and screamed, "Kill her!"

I scrambled to my feet, unleashing a blast at Koschei which did little to slow him down.  He grabbed me around the neck and waist and lifted me above his head, preparing to throw me into the abyss.  

Suspended in midair, the scene seemed hopeless.  Martha stood to the side, her fingers dug into her skirt.  George lay on the wooden floor, injured from his encounter with Koschei, and I was about to be thrown from the airship.  

With the assassin holding me over his head, I aimed my final shot, not at Anne's person, but at the worn leather satchel on her hip.  The moment the blast hit the egg, crushing it between the flaps, Koschei dropped me onto the ground.  

My head cracked against the wood, and unconsciousness threatened to overcome me.  Koschei lurched around in a frenzy, screamed clicks issuing from his thin lips like a mountain of pebbles falling to the floor.  

I thought he would kill me first, but Koschei went after Anne Bingham.  Anne shot him with the gauntlet, which only slowed him momentarily.  Then he picked her up, threads of light bouncing all around him, and threw her off the airship.  The night swallowed her screams.  

Koschei advanced on me, still prone and nearly incapacitated.  My pistol was empty and I could barely move.  The ancient assassin stumbled towards me, the damage to the duck egg apparent from his crumbling armor.  His face was cracked, dark blood leaking through the gaps, but his injuries were not going to save me, as he had enough power left to kill me along with Lady Bingham.

When Koschei reached down to snatch me up, he hesitated, and then stiffened, arching backwards in a terrifying grimace.  Then a glint of steel slid from his gut and he stumbled forward, revealing Martha Washington, standing behind him with the rapier in her hand.  

Koschei's knees gave out and he tripped over me, bouncing down the ramp and tumbling off the airship.  Martha dropped the rapier and rushed back to her husband, who was sitting up holding his ribs.  He appeared injured, but not grievously.  I, however, felt like churned butter.  

Sitting up, I closed my eyes and placed my forehead against the fabric bunched up around my knees.  It was the closest thing I had to a pillow.  I deliriously wanted to sleep, but knew I had more to do before the night was over.  

George and Martha were speaking so quietly I could barely hear them.  The pistol shots rang in my ears and the rushing wind hid what sound remained.  

"We should go up and check on the Warden and the other soldiers," I said.  "Maybe some are still alive."

It seemed like faint hope, but it was better than nothing.  Through my bleary eyes, I saw Martha giving something to George and then eating a piece herself.  My gaze fell upon the wrappings of Morwen's chocolate treats swirling in the eddies.

"No," I screamed, holding my hand out to stop what had already happened.  "They're poison."

From the looks on their faces, I knew they'd already swallowed the chocolates.  

"I saw them fall from your coat," said Martha, faintly.  "I thought a bit of chocolate would help our spirits."

I slammed my fist against the floor, ignoring the pain.  

"I don't feel like I'm going to die," said Martha, though her skin paled and her gaze turned unfocused.  I could see the effects of the poisoned chocolates on their faces and hoped they hadn't eaten enough to kill them.  

Martha turned to her husband, just as he slumped over.  "Oh no, I gave him a full piece."  She held up half a bite in her hand.  "I've only eaten some."

"Is he breathing?" I asked, and she nodded.

Then Martha hiccupped and looked around.  I climbed unsteadily to my feet, feeling I should do something, and collected my weapons.

"Are you okay, Martha?" I asked.

She gazed at me, squinting as if she'd never seen me before.  "Who are you?" she asked. 

"Who am I?" I said, the words hollow in my mouth.

Martha glanced around, looking down at George, asleep in her lap.  "What am I doing here?  Who are you?  What have you done to us?"

A pit formed in my stomach and I wanted to crawl right into it.  Standing there with the stolen rapier and pistol, backlighted by the distant storm, I guessed what kind of chocolates they'd eaten.  Like the chocolate that had enhanced my memory, these took it away.  I understood then what Morwen's plan was.  She would have saved them and then wiped their memories with the chocolates, preserving her identity.

As I took a step to the right, I saw William Bingham rushing through the cannon hold with a half-dozen soldiers in blue coats behind him.  The Warden followed them with a heavy limp and a bandage on his head.    

"What have you done to George?" screamed Martha Washington, shaking her husband.  

I made it to the cauldron just as William and the soldiers arrived.  Martha extended her arm towards me.

"She felled my husband!"

Dropping the pistol and rapier into the bottom of the cauldron, I grabbed the control rod and sent myself careening out of the hold as the soldiers fired upon me.  Delirious and injured, I surprised myself by making it out of the hold without hitting anything, flying into the night and away from the Brave Eagle.

Once I was safely hovering in the air, I mourned my Pyrrhic victory.  To salvage something of the night, I flew away from the airship, tracing its path.  It only took me a couple of passes to find Anne Bingham's body, tangled in the branches of an oak tree.  

I removed the gauntlet from her arm, careful not to touch the obsidian stone, and set it in the bottom of the cauldron along with the other acquired weapons.  Before I left, I realized the satchel that contained the duck egg was missing, though she was so far up in the trees I found it hard to believe that Koschei would have been able to reach her.  

Shaking off the feeling of being watched, I left Anne's body, wondering if it would ever be found.  Especially since the Washingtons would have no memory of her being thrown out.  My only solace was that Simon had survived.  He would make sure the Washingtons were no longer in danger, though I was sure the previous battles and my presence would be spun in the Binghams’ favor.

Climbing high into the sky, I circled around until I spied the warm glow of Philadelphia on the horizon.  Though I felt like tattered cloth spun through a thrasher, I made it back to the city without collapsing.  I'd planned on returning to my house, but when I flew over the Franklin Estate, every light was aglow, turning it into a beacon.  

Back on solid ground, I tucked the pistol into the folds of my dress and carried the rapier and gauntlet with my empty hands.  I approached the estate with trepidation, wondering if Ben had returned, or if it were merely Voltaire ransacking the place now that the strange electrical field no longer protected it.  The other possibility was that the neighbors had seen the destruction from when I flew out of the wide window.  

The light inside the parlor stung my eyes.  Broken glass, chunks of plaster, and mangled pieces of velvet furniture littered the front room from my first trials with the cauldron.  I held my arm up, prepared to call out my arrival, when I heard the shuffle of feet at the side door.  

"Morana?" asked a young man, who I thought I recognized.  He was a handsome youth, mid-twenties, wearing a patterned green silken vest over a white shirt.  He was a strapping man with broad shoulders, and a strange device hung on his belt that looked like it had come from the same place as the gauntlet in my hands.  It wasn't until he quirked a smile that I recognized him.  

"Ben?" I asked.

"Kat?" he replied, the corners of his lips bending downward.  He stepped forward and took the gauntlet from my hands as if it were a gift.  I was so stunned by his youthfulness that I didn't think to protest.  

"Yes," I said.  "Where have you been?"

"Me?" he said in mock injury. "Saving the world.  What have you been doing?"

I couldn't tell if this was one of his joking manners, and I was simply too exhausted to reply.  "You've been gone a year."

"A year," he said, holding his hand to his chest.  "Well, that's a problem.  But it would explain a few things."

"What happened?" I asked.  "My memory has been like cheesecloth.  Seeing you now only brings the shadows of thoughts to the front, though I know not their meaning."

"Did not the letter you wrote to yourself explain everything?" he asked.

"Letter?  I wrote no letter," I said.

He put a cupped hand to his closed mouth.  "Kat, I'm sorry.  You must be so confused.  I'd hoped to make it back sooner."

"Where were you?" I asked, a sinking exhaustion climbing up my bones.

"Otherland," he said grimly.  

The word seemed to catch a distant memory.  I frowned.

"What happened, Kat?" he asked tenderly.

"I thought you'd absconded to the Ottoman Empire, or been abducted," I said.

Before another question could make it to my lips, my knees buckled slightly.  

"Miss Dashkova, you look terrible.  Really, you look like the cold cook is about to shove you into the earth."

He pulled a tin from his vest pocket, scooped a pyramid of dust onto a silver spoon, and held it out to me.  I fell upon it like a starving woman.  As soon as the powder hit the back of my throat, I felt a heaviness claim my limbs.

"Now what?" I asked.

"Go home and rest," said Ben Franklin.  "Come back when you're recovered, you can tell me everything—and I'll explain the memories that you're missing.  It will all make sense once you've heard the whole story.  We have a lot to do."

"What's going on?"

He rubbed his jaw, a disappointed slant to his lips, before giving me that wink of his that always made me smile.  "We have to save Philadelphia."

###
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