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CHAPTER ONE  

Charleston was turning into a steam 

town. Yes, technology had finally made it to 

Carolinia. At least, to its capital. Though the 

plantation had a steamtram or two, and 

Grand-Papa had purchased a set of new-

fangled automaton dogs after that last 

colored girl got away, life in rural Carolinia 

was mostly manual. 

Riley stood on the indoor platform, the 

steam from the train filling the air with the 

odor of wet coal. Decades of steam had 

turned parts of the stone walls green, 

especially near the ceiling, where the 

windows no longer opened to let it out. The 

smell was stronger than Riley remembered 
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from their last trip, stronger still than any of 

the steamtrams on the plantation. 

Their last trip had been with their mother, 

when the woman had been travelling 

monthly to see her physician. Riley hadn’t 

travelled much since her death. 

Beatrix Samantha Claybourne 

Willoughby.  

A shorn piece of newspaper containing 

her obituary was tucked for safekeeping 

inside the pocketwatch Riley had been given 

at twelve when Papa had married his next 

wife and the bedroom dressers had been 

cleared out to make way. A family heirloom; 

from their mother’s father. It was lucky for 
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them Old Jacob had recognized it for what it 

was and slipped it to them with their laundry. 

Riley could barely remember those trips, 

they were so long ago. None of the 

information gleaned on those trips would 

help them now. They weren’t sure where to 

go. To be honest, they hadn’t expected to 

make it to Savannah. Surely someone would 

have noticed and come after them. 

So far, so good. 

Their skirts and petticoat were familiar 

but wrong. Standing a full head above the 

bulk of the women on the platform—into the 

capital on shopping trips or school visits—

they could see all the exits, but had no idea 

which one to take. 
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Picking up their single carpet bag—a 

trunk would have been obvious, as well as 

too big for what little they wanted to take—

Riley picked the nearest exit and pushed 

through the crowd. Being so tall, they 

expected the looks, the long gazes pausing 

at their shoulders, their chest, their long 

brown ringlets that felt more like a life-long 

lie than a fashion statement. 

They needed a room, at a reputable 

hotel, but not one where someone might 

recognize them and send the alarm. 

Returning to the plantation was out of the 

question. They’d rather die. 

And that was a decided possibility. Last 

week, that had been the solution, until Merry 
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had stumbled upon them and talked them out 

of it. 

Merry was the best, even if they shared 

a last name and paternal heritage. Riley’s 

half-sister had listened, wiped their tears, 

and hatched a plan. 

Stumbling in the petticoats, Riley found 

the main street and yet another crowd, this 

one more diverse: men and women scurried 

along the sidewalk, doing their best to avoid 

crashing into each other, the men looking 

over the heads of the women, the women 

watching the ground; dogs and dirty children 

running and screaming, taking coin wherever 

they could—hocking shoeshine services or 

newspapers, begging, or just snatching it 
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from the air when someone wasn’t paying 

attention.  

The street proper was just as crowded, 

steam trolleys running in both directions, 

bodies hanging off the sides where they held 

on for dear life, a constant clamor of honks 

and hollers chasing them.  

Policemen, in their blue and gray 

uniforms, stood on the sidelines, watching, 

twirling their billy sticks, a permanent sneer 

imposed on their faces. 

Riley turned right, away from the 

waterfront; that was the direction their 

father would have taken. His favorite hotel 

was down there, flanked by his preferred 

gentleman’s club and a popular revue venue. 
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That was where all the buckruhs stayed; it 

was expensive, the booze flowed freely, and 

the girls were the prettiest in all of Carolinia. 

Being that Riley looked every inch a 

Willoughby, their best bet at not being found 

was to avoid anywhere the Willoughby 

patriarch frequented.  

The farther they walked, the noisier the 

crowds became. The cacophony of the 

working district was like a solid wall 

surrounding them, pressing in. The 

aggregated stench of the city—from the 

burnt coal that ran the steam engines, the 

dung from the horses that still worked the 

streets, the piss from the overrunning 

sewers, and the smoke from the cigarillo 
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hanging from everyone’s lips, even the 

woman—was more than Riley could handle. 

They gagged, clamping down the light 

breakfast they’d gotten back in Hanahan, at 

the small depot where they’d bought their 

ticket. 

They needed to find someplace to stay, 

or at least get out of the street. Tea would 

be such a lovely thing at that moment, with 

maybe a scone and jam. 

Aether-fueled signs winked their letters, 

and one ahead, on the other side of the 

street, flashed HoTeL. 

Why not? 

It took Riley a full two minutes to make 

it through the crowds and traffic to the other 
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side, only to be pushed through the door 

before they could read the additional signs 

posted beneath the marquee. 

“Can I help you?” The woman behind the 

scuffed oak counter was as tall as Riley, or 

else standing on a platform. It was 

disconcerting, staring eye-to-eye with a 

stranger like that. It had been years—since 

Riley’s first growth spurt at thirteen—since 

they’d been able to look anyone straight on. 

Even white, she wasn’t supposed to look at 

men. 

“I need a room,” Riley stammered, 

“please.” They tried to keep their tone light, 

but it rasped and the natural deepness 

escaped. 
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“Huh.” The woman looked Riley up and 

down, frowning. “You know what kind of 

hotel you’re in?” 

Oh, hell. “N… no?” 

The woman leaned beefier-than-usual 

arms on the counter and leaned close. “Look, 

hun, my name is Pansy. Yup, jus’ like the 

flower. But that ain’t my birth name. That 

was Frank.” 

Riley nodded and held out a hand. “Hello, 

Pansy. My name is Riley.”  

Still leaning one arm on the counter, 

Pansy accepted Riley’s hand and shook it, 

shaking her head so that her giant curlicues 

of hair quivered. “And I guess you’re simple?” 
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Blinking, her hand still encased in Pansy’s, 

Riley shook their head. “I don’t think so.” 

“Riley, right?” 

“Yes, Riley.” 

“That your real name?” 

“Well, it’s my middle name. My first name 

is Hycacynth, but that was my Grandma’s 

name, so no one’s ever called me by it.” 

“But it’s on your birth certificate?” 

“Yes, ma’am. Hyacynth Riley Willoughby. 

I think Riley came from some heralded uncle 

who hadn’t gotten anyone named after him, 

so they gave it to me.” Riley set their carpet 

bag on the floor. 

“Willoughby?” 

“Yes’m.” 
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“Kin to Edgar Willoughby?” 

Riley paused before answering. Would 

Pansy think it a good thing? Or bad? Was 

there any benefit to admitting their 

parentage? They sighed. “Yes’m. That’s my 

father.” 

“Huh.” Pansy drummed the fingers of one 

hand on the counter. “From which wife?” 

“My mam was his second wife, Beatrix. 

God rest her soul.” Riley crossed themselves 

like any good Catholic. You always had to say 

that when speaking of the dead. 

“Well, okee. Riley, let me explain 

something to you—how old are you?” 

“Almost fifteen.” 
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“Okay, let me explain, and then you can 

leave and head down to the waterfront. 

Underneath these skirts, I’m just like yer 

daddy.” Pansy’s blue gaze cut into Riley’s. 

Pansy was like Papa? Oh. 

She was a he. 

Ooh. 

“Really?” Riley tried to contain their grin, 

but it snuck out into the open anyway. “You 

mean, that’s okay?” 

Pansy reared back, fingers gripping the 

countertop edge, her blue eyes wide and 

looking sideways at Riley. “Well… here, yes. 

That’s what I meant about what type of hotel 

you’re in. But most places, hell no.” 
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“Oh.” The air left Riley’s lungs and they 

deflated. For a moment, they’d thought 

everything was going to be okay. 

“Hun? Are you like your daddy under 

those skirts?” Pansy recovered, blinking and 

spreading her palms on the counter’s 

surface, leaning in to Riley. It was a gentle 

lean, their head at a slant to try to catch 

Riley’s averted gaze. 

Riley shook their head. “No. But… some 

days, I feel like I should be. Other days…” 

They shrugged. 

Pansy snickered, but it wasn’t unkind. It 

was more of a shocked cough of exhaled air. 

“You mean you wish you were a boy?” 
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“No. I mean, I feel like a boy. Most days. 

On the inside. Other days, I just don’t feel 

like anything.” Riley stooped to pick up the 

carpet bag. “I can’t go down to the 

waterfront hotels, but can you let me know 

of another one I can go to?” 

“Hun, you ain’t goin’ nowheres.” She 

waved a hand at the carpet bag. “So, put that 

down. You can stay here, especially after all 

that. I’d be a heartless bitch if I let you walk 

out of here.” 

Pansy pulled the leather-bound register 

from beneath the counter. “Hun, this may be 

the best place for you to have fallen through 

the door. God must like you, or somethin’.” 

Riley dropped their bag. They could stay? 
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“What name do you want to use? Make it 

somethin’ simple, so you can remember. And 

make it something you’ll react to. Coppers 

come in here all the time lookin’ for folk.” 

She picked up a mechanical quill, hovering 

the tip over the entry line half-way down the 

weathered page. 

“Can I use Riley?” 

“Sure, but give me a wrong last name or 

yer daddy could know where you are by 

tomorrow. Like I said, coppers like to visit the 

hotels around here.” 

“Okay, so… Riley…” 

“And don’t use a common last name. 

That’s the second quickest way to tell yer 

hidin’. Coppers know what that means.” 
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Pansy tapped the nib on the paper, ink 

blotting the line. “Damn it.” 

“So, let’s use Riley Campbell.” 

“Riley Campbell? That someone else’s 

real name?” Pansy wrote it on the line below 

the blot. 

“Not as far as I know, but I think Papa has 

done business with a company that uses that 

name.” Riley leaned forward to watch Pansy 

write. “You have very pretty handwriting.” 

“Yup. Need to keep it legible.” Pansy 

continued writing, adding an address that 

Riley didn’t recognize. “You got cash?” 

“Yes.” Riley picked up the carpet bag. 

“Ten bits a night; two more for a room 

with its own toilet. There are washing rooms 
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on the first floor, but you pay separate for 

those.” Pansy glanced up. “You cover that?” 

“Yes’m.” 

“Can you cover three nights of that right 

now, plus how long you gonna stay?”  

“Yes’m.” But Riley spoke slower. “Why?” 

“I’m going to back date yer check in by 

two days. If you can pay me, I can keep the 

book clear.” 

Riley frowned, not sure how to form the 

question that was building. 

Pansy barked a laugh, tapping the ledger 

with a stocky finger. “Lookee, the coppers 

will be lookin’ for you, but they’ll be lookin’ 

for someone checking in today. As long as I 
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got the right money, they won’t bother you. 

The last guest checked in three days ago.” 

“Oh, okay.” Riley dug through their bag, 

finding one of the money jars they’d been 

hoarding their coins in since the passing of 

their mother ten years ago. “Here you go.” 

They counted the coins out, pushing them 

over the counter at Pansy.  

“And, hun,” Pansy wrote the bogus date 

in the register. “Keep that jar hidden away.” 

Riley put the cap back on the jar and 

stowed it back in their bag. They didn’t 

mention the other two packed away, both 

filled to the brim with coins. “Yes, ma’am.” 

“And don’t tell no one you got it. Just 

keep the coin you need in yer pocket.” Pansy 
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spun the register around, point to a blank 

block at the end of the row. “Sign here. Make 

it as illegible as hell, if you can. It’s the only 

time you’ll have to sign.” 

Taking the thick cylinder in hand, the 

wilted feather losing its pouf, Riley signed 

their regular sloppy first name and only 

hesitated a moment before inking in the 

Campbell after. 

“That’s a signature?” 

“You said make it messy.” 

“That I did.” Pansy smiled and turned back 

to a drawer, pulling it out to retrieve a key 

with a large brass tag on it. “Grab yer stuff 

and let me show you up.” 
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CHAPTER TWO  

The room was basic, but it had a double 

bed, with a brass headboard and footboard, 

tarnished but clean. A tall dresser stood 

against the full wall, the single window 

letting light into the room between it and the 

bed. A mismatched chair and desk sat next 

to the dresser, and a coatrack took space 

next to the door. 

Pansy handed Riley the key. “Please don’t 

lose it; it’s a pretty penny to get it replaced. 

And it’ll be comin’ out of that jar of yours.” 

“Yes ma’am. Thank you.” Riley accepted 

the key and tucked it in the pocket of their 

skirt.  
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“Call if ye need anything.” Pansy pointed 

to a rope that hung from the ceiling. “Just 

give ‘er a tug and it’ll ring down at the front 

desk.” 

Riley nodded and Pansy left, whistling. 

Closing the door, Riley took a deep breath 

and flipped the lock. Turning back to the 

room, leaning against the door, they took a 

deep breath. They’d done it. They were away 

from the plantation, and safe. 

For now. 

What would they do tomorrow? Should 

they keep running, or could they just stay 

here? They had three whole jars of money, 

but that wouldn’t last forever. At some 

point, they’d need a way to earn coins, and 
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Riley didn’t think they had any marketable 

skills. 

A rumble, followed by a twinge, echoed in 

their empty stomach. Their last meal had 

been so long ago, but they had no idea how 

to go about getting anything to eat here.  

The lonely rope hung limp. Riley reached 

out, but hesitated. Maybe they should unpack 

first, then go downstairs and ask their 

question. 

Setting the carpet bag on the bed, Riley 

unzipped it and reached inside, pulling out the 

three jars of coins. They put one in the top 

drawer of the dresser, in easy reach. The 

other two they stashed under the bed, 

pushing them to the farthest corner under 
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the head so no one could see them. They 

came out from under the mattress covered 

in dust and sneezed three times before their 

nostrils were cleared. 

Unpacking the rest of their items was 

quick: a second dress, in plain gray 

seersucker; their second set of boots, the 

good pair for Sunday church; a locket that 

had been a birthday present from Merry with 

a photo of the late Beatrix Willoughby inside, 

along with a lock of hair Merry said the 

upstairs maid said came from that woman’s 

brush; and their Bible, a presentation gift 

when they’d reached confirmation age in the 

church. 
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It was a black leather Bible, the inside 

cover inscribed with their full name and the 

date they’d been conferred the gift, along 

with the signature of Father Gabriel under 

the printed statement that they had satisfied 

the requirements for confirmation in the 

church. 

Basically, they’d sat through two years of 

lecture on sin and tithing and what God had 

really meant to say through his son and the 

prophets. 

Riley set the thick book beneath the 

pillow on the bed. Reaching out, they pulled 

the thin chain hanging from the sconce above 

the bed. It activated the flint that sparked 

the aether, and a faint glow emitted from the 
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globe within. Smiling, Riley took in a deep 

breath; aether burned so much cleaner than 

coil or oil. And it didn’t aggravate their 

allergies. 

Turning, sitting on the edge of the bed, 

Riley stared out the window. A crowd still 

swarmed the street, two tides running at 

odds with each other, slowest where they 

brushed each other. Inside, three stories up 

with the window closed, it made only a 

muffled roar. 

Their stomach panged again. 

Standing, Riley opened the dresser 

drawer and removed the jar, unscrewing the 

cap to reach in and grab a fistful of coins. 

Once the coins were in their pocket and the 
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jar back in the drawer, Riley ventured out of 

the room, careful to lock the door behind 

them.  

The hotel seemed empty, though Pansy 

had explained that the hall could get loud 

about seven in the evening when everyone 

arrived back after working all day. It was 

almost six now, according to their pocket 

watch.  

The stairwell was dimly lit, but the risers 

were even and the steps large enough that 

Riley didn’t need more. Only half the lamps 

set on the walls glowed. 

“Whatcha need, hun?” Pansy stood up 

from the desk behind the front counter and 

grinned at Riley. “Bored already?” 
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Their stomach rumbled. “Hungry, 

actually. How can I get a meal?” 

“Well,” Pansy walked around the counter, 

her bust noticeable off kilter, “what you 

lookin’ to eat?” 

“I’m not picky.” Riley knew better than to 

make trouble. Papa had taught them that 

lesson at an early age. 

“Jack brings sandwiches and stuff around 

about half after six, if you want to wait with 

me here at the desk.” Pansy adjusted her 

corset. “I could use some company.” 

“Yes, please.” Nodding and smiling, Riley 

followed Pansy to the back side of the 

counter.  
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“Hun, you need to learn to be less polite.” 

Pansy collapsed onto a rolling stool and 

scooted herself back to the books she’d been 

going over. “How good are you at maths?” 

“Not bad.” Their older brothers had 

gotten formal training, but they’d been able 

to listen at the doors, and when Matthew had 

realized they was good at it, had paid them 

to do his homework for him. Those coins 

accounted for a goodly number in one of 

their jars. 

“Here,” Pansy stood up and stretched, 

“check over that column for me. I’ve lost a 

fiver somewhere.” 

Riley sat on the stool and ran down the 

column, adding the numbers in their head. 
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That got hard when they hit three digits. 

“May I use a blot paper?” 

“Sure.” Pansy pointed to a stack of old 

flyers in the corner of the under-shelf. 

“There’s scraps there.” 

Taking one, Riley rewrote the numbers, 

careful to make them legible. The digits were 

much clearer than their signature. Comparing 

the original column with their reworked one, 

they pointed at a line in the register. “Here. 

I think you miscarried at that point.” 

Pansy leaned over Riley’s shoulder. 

“Well, thank you very much.” The older 

woman stood and shook her head. “I was 

going nuts down here.” 
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Riley laughed and stood up, letting Pansy 

regain her place.  

“He should be here soon. He gets reorder 

from some folks, who leave me envelopes to 

give him to pay. He always has extras, so 

there should be something for you.” 

A few minutes later, a middle-aged man 

with a long greying beard burst through the 

door, the suddenness and noise making Riley 

jump.  

“Easy there, Jack. Unless a copper’s on 

yer tail.” Pansy stood up, a fleshy wall 

between Riley and the man. 

“No coppers, Pansy. I’m all legit now.” 

The man slung a stacked packet of tin boxes 
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on the counter. “These are all labelled for 

who they go to.” 

Pansy checked over the ends of the 

boxes, flipping through a stack of envelopes 

as she did. “Okay, here you go. Got any 

extras?” 

“Yup.” The man took the envelopes and 

stuffed them without inspection into the 

inside pocked of his patched suit jacket. 

“Anything in particular?” 

“You got any with Amy’s roasted turkey 

and her sour dough?” 

“I think I got one. And maybe a roast pork 

on the same bread. You want crispy taters 

with ‘em?” The man spoke to Pansy, but he’d 
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noticed Riley hovering in the background, and 

leaned to the side to look them over. 

“You leave my Sally-girl alone and go 

fetch the tins afore I change my mind and yer 

stuck with ‘em.” Pansy glowered and rapped 

her knuckles on the counter. “Big Ben’ll be 

here in ten.” 

Jack glanced at the rickety Ormolu clock 

on the shelf behind the counter and scurried 

out the door. “Be right back.” 

“Don’t know why Amy kept him. 

Worthless ass-grubber.” 

“What’s that?” Riley watched the pink in 

Pansy’s cheeks deepen to red.  

“Habitual cheater on his woman.” Pansy 

sneered at the closed doors. “I wouldn’t have 
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anything to do with him, but that was Amy’s 

choice, and he’s stayed out of jail since she 

started selling her lunches and sending him 

out to deliver ‘em.” 

“Why did you call me-“ 

The doors burst open again and Jack 

threw two more tins on the counter. “There’s 

one of each. That’ll be five plus two fer 

delivery.” 

“You were already here.” Pansy reached 

for a lockbox beneath the counter. Riley’s 

gaze followed the movement, and they 

noticed the thick butt of a hand-cannon next 

to it.  

“But I’d get paid fer delivery if I took it 

somewhere else.” 



35 

“No, you wouldn’t. Here’s six to make you 

gone.” Pansy slid the coins across the 

counter. “Now git. Big Ben’ll be here in five.” 

And the man was gone, the slam of the 

door punctuating his swift retreat.  

“I’m off tomorrow evening, so we’ll get 

out of here for a real meal.” Pansy opened 

the first tin. “You want turkey or roast?” 

“Either.” Riley counted out the equivalent 

of three in smaller coin and held them out. 

“Here’s my share of the cost.” 

Pansy stared at the coins, and for a 

moment, Riley thought they were supposed 

to pay for both meals. 
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“Fine.” Pansy took the payment, “but 

tomorrow is my treat. You don’t got a job 

yet, hun.” 

“But I have money. At least some.” Riley 

still kept the secret of the other two jars to 

themselves. 

“Won’t last long around here.” Pansy 

handed Riley the tin and opened the second. 

“Let’s sit in the back with the door open to 

see. There’s more room in there. We won’t 

be squished while we eat.” 

Pansy grabbed the lockbox and the hand-

cannon and led the way to the small back 

room, where a wooden table and three chairs 

filled most of the floor space. A cabinet ran 
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along one wall, a sink and icebox worked into 

the design. 

Riley took one of the chairs and opened 

their tin. They’d gotten the turkey. There 

was a lot of meat in the sandwich, along with 

a slab of tomato and sliced cucumber.  

“Mmm.” Pansy bit into her sandwich and 

closed her eyes, a wide smile filling her face. 

“Go ahead, hun. Take a bite. Best sandwich 

you’ll ever eat in yer life.” 

It was a very good sandwich, the turkey 

sagey and juicy, the tomato sweet, and the 

bread a lovely softness with a hint of 

tartness.  

The two ate in silence for a few minutes, 

the only sound the soft chewing and gentle 
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swallows of satisfied consumption. Then, the 

silence broke with a sharp whistle and 

rapping drum roll on the counter.  

“Be right out, Ben.” Pansy took a swipe 

over her mouth and exited the room.  

Riley leaned forward, curious to see the 

human Pansy had used to warn Jack off. 

Big Ben was huge, his shaved head nearly 

touching the tin-tiled ceiling, shoulders broad 

enough he probably had to walk through the 

door sideways. No wonder Jack had been 

afraid. 

“Hey, hun? Come on out here.” Pansy 

called, waving. “You need to meet, Ben.” 

Riley set their sandwich down on a napkin 

and stood, obeying the older woman. They 
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smiled at the big man and held out a hand to 

shake. 

“Pansy says you’re on my floor.” Ben’s 

voice was deep and held a strange accent. 

“Third. Room five.” 

“Yes.” 

“Any trouble with anyone, just scream. I’ll 

take care of them.” 

Nodding, Riley watched their hand be 

engulfed by Ben’s, expecting a squeezing 

shake that would break their bones. But it 

was gentle, just a light grasp and quick jerk. 

“Okay, thanks.” 

Pansy smiled and nodded and handed Ben 

two of the tins, and a sheet of paper and an 

envelope. “Have a good night, Ben.” 
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Ben nodded and loped up the stairs, three 

steps at a time. 

“That’s a good man there, hun. Hard to 

find one that like. Too bad Amy chose ass-

Jack.” 
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CHAPTER THREE  

The loud thumping in the next room 

wouldn’t stop. It was accompanied by 

rhythmic moaning and occasional slap and 

shriek.  

Riley huddled beneath their blankets; in 

addition to locking their door, they’d wedged 

the chair beneath the knob just for extra 

security. There had been a surplus of raucous 

noise in the early evening, male and female 

voices carrying down the hall from the 

stairwell. 

Pansy had warned Riley that it would get 

loud, but that as long as they locked their 

door, no one should bother them. And so far, 
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that was the case. They just wished whoever 

was next door would knock it off. 

“Hey!”  

Riley jerked in their bed at the deep roar 

of Big Bens’ voice.  

“It’s midnight. Time to shut it down so the 

rest of us can sleep. You know the rules.” 

This statement was followed by a pounding 

fist on the door. 

All grew silent once more, and even the 

drumming and moaning stopped.  

Stiff in their bed, Riley listened, not sure 

about trusting the quiet.  

An odd squeaking sounded from beyond 

the wall, and they heard a honk or growl of 

engine in the distance at irregular intervals, 
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but that was it. Still, they couldn’t relax. No 

amount of prayer or deep breathing would 

make their muscles release and let them fall 

asleep. 

Laying on their back, staring up at the 

ceiling, Riley counted the tiles illuminated by 

the light from the signs leaking through their 

window. They’d thought about pulling the 

curtains tight, but the room wasn’t familiar, 

and it had creeped them out. 

So, the light crept in, sometimes bright 

when one of the signs took a surge of aether.  

Riley thought it was a bit like the 

moonlight filtering through their second-

floor bedroom window back at the 

plantation, except back there, it was the 
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clouds dimming their room instead of a surge 

brightening it. And the moonlight only came 

in one color; here in Charleston, the signs 

came in a variety of shades, creating a 

rainbow of pulsing color. 

With the morning came the sun, 

whitewashing the walls, a steady stream of 

white to keep Riley’s eyes open. 

Groaning, they stumbled out of the bed 

and into the small lavatory. The water that 

flowed from the tap was only lukewarm, but 

it did the job, and once their face was washed 

and their teeth brushed over, Riley felt more 

awake. 

Stomping in the hall heralded that Riley 

was not the only one awake and starting 
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their day. Extra heavy footsteps, 

accompanied by a jaunty whistle, indicated 

that Big Ben was off for his day, too. 

As soon as they were dressed in their 

second dress, the one worn yesterday 

hanging on a hook to air out, Riley descended 

the stairs. Pansy had mentioned that a light 

breakfast of tea and biscuits would be 

available downstairs in the morning, and they 

hoped for a hot cuppa to finish the wake-up 

process. 

A long table in the foyer displayed a large 

tray of scones and southern biscuits, jars of 

butter, jam and curd, and steaming pots of 

tea. Riley took up a cup, filled it, and took a 

long fortifying sip. 
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“Ahhh.” 

“Thought you’d be down a bit earlier.” 

Pansy sat behind the counter, her own cup of 

tea sitting at her elbow, a small plate of 

biscuit and jam in front of her. 

“Sorry, I didn’t sleep well.” 

“Oh, hun. Why not?” 

Big Ben lumbered in from the front to 

snatch up a second scone. “Number 5 was 

making her usual racket.” He saluted with the 

treat and nodded at Riley and Pansy. 

Pansy snorted. “She finally knock it off?” 

“I had to remind her.” Big Ben took a bite 

of his scone and chose another from the tray. 

“Make sure Jack gives me two pickles, okay? 
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He gypped me yesterday; one tin didn’t have 

one.” 

“I can remind him.” 

Big Ben nodded, tucked the extra biscuit 

in a pocket and sauntered back out the door. 

“I’ll remind Samantha about the house 

rules, too.” Pansy jotted a note down on the 

register. “Have to do that on a regular basis, 

even though I shouldn’t have to.” 

Riley picked up a scone and slathered it 

with butter and jam, nice and thick. “Mm. 

These are still warm.” 

“Yup, Misty at the tea shop down the 

street brings ‘em every morning.” 

A spiffy-dressed gentleman descended 

the stairs, cane draped over one arm, black 
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bowler in his hand. “Good morning, Pansy. 

New girl, eh?” 

Pansy narrowed her eyes at him. “Leave 

them alone, Mr. Jacobs.” 

“Pansy, darling. You know I can help the 

girls maximize their profits.” 

“They ain’t interested in your help. They 

ain’t in that business. You just take yer tea 

and scone and be off.” Pansy stood, crossing 

her arms and glaring down the man. 

He sniffed and poured his tea, taking a 

long moment to select a scone before 

marching out the door. 

“Riley, hun, don’t let that man talk you 

into anything, hear? And if he comes hanging 
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around, you jus’ let me know and I’ll get Big 

Ben to give him a long talk.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Riley bit into their 

breakfast treat. 

Pansy ran her gaze over Riley, frowning 

at her drooping curls and sagging skirts—

Riley just hadn’t been up to all those 

petticoats this morning. “Hun, I think you 

need a make-over.” 

“A make-over?” Riley knew what that 

was. Merry and her friends made themselves 

over every time a birthday or special 

occasion rolled around. That process had 

never appealed to Riley. “I don’t think-“ 

“Oh, I don’t mean a regular make-over, 

where we curl up all yer hair and paint yer 
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face.” Pansy flapped a hand in the air. “I 

mean, a make-over where we get yer hair cut 

short and find you some trousers, and maybe 

a vest. All the girls here keep their old 

clothes; they need to wear them anytime 

they head downtown to do financial 

business.” 

“What?” Riley had no idea what Pansy 

was referring to. 

“Hun, remember when I told you I was like 

yer daddy under my skirts?” 

Riley nodded, sipping their tea, staring at 

the woman over the China rim of the cup. 

“I ain’t the only one here like that. But 

since the world don’t recognize us like this,” 

she trailed her hands down her buxom figure, 
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patting her corset where it nipped in tight at 

her waist, “we need to dress like men when 

we need to interact with other businesses, 

like banks and lawyers.” 

“Oh.” Blinking, Riley eyed the teapots. 

The steam no longer rose from the spouts, 

but they still held tea. They poured another 

cup, liberally adding sugar and cream this 

time. It looked like they were going to need 

it. “I never really thought about any of that.” 

“But, you, hun. We can help you feel more 

like your real self, get you into some 

trousers and wingtips, a nice tailored shirt 

and vest. Then you let me know what you 

think. If you like it, we’ll get yer hair cut, and 
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no one will ever know you’re anything but 

the boy you feel.” 

The boy you feel. 

Did they feel like a boy, really? They 

knew they didn’t feel like a girl, in petticoats 

and frills, tatting and painting water-colored 

roses. But did that mean they were a boy 

inside? 

Pansy walked around the counter to refill 

her own cup, pausing to pat Riley on the 

shoulder. “Like I said, hun, let’s put you in 

trousers and see what you think. We don’t 

need to do nothing permanent unless you 

want it.” 

Riley nodded. What would it hurt to try 

on a pair of trousers and a shirt?  
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Taking up the last two scones and 

offering one to Riley, Pansy grinned. “I can 

get Michelly down here with her stuff in a 

shake. I think she’s about yer size.” 

Taking the scone, Riley licked dry lips. 

“Okay.”  
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CHAPTER FOUR  

Michelly was a redhead with more 

freckles than not and a wicked scar running 

from her right brow to her cheek. She 

appeared in the lobby, what looked to be half 

her wardrobe draped over one arm. “Ready, 

chickee?” 

“I guess.” 

They trio retreated to the back room, 

Pansy bringing the till and hand-cannon in 

with them, locking the door and pulling the 

curtains tight. “No one really uses the 

alleyway ‘cause next door ain’t put plumbing 

in and dump their chamber pots out the 

window, but you never know.” 
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Pansy and Michelly knew their way around 

men’s clothing; which made sense, since 

they’d grown up wearing them. But Riley had 

no experience with them at all, except for 

the sting of Papa’s belt. 

“Hmm,” Michelly tapped a red-enameled 

nail on her rouged cheek, “We might need to 

wrap your chest. You don’t have much, to be 

certain, but you have more than any man I 

know.” 

The woman left with a sharp “be right 

back”, leaving Pansy and Riley staring after. 

Pansy shrugged. “She knows a lot of men, 

so she probably knows what she’s on about.” 

Riley stood in their thin chemise and the 

men’s cotton boxers Michelly had provided, 
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looking down at the gentle swell of her 

chest. “Wrap?” 

“Don’t worry. Like I said, Michelly knows 

what’s she’s on about.”  

Soon enough, the other woman returned, 

a roll of wide gauze in her hands. “This should 

do it.” 

“Where’d you get that?” Pansy stared at 

the spool of filmy material. 

“I got it from a doctor friend to help me 

with my ghost costume for the dead 

masquerade a couple years ago.” Michelly 

set the gauze on a table and unwound a few 

feet. “Let’s see what we can do, eh?” 

The gauze, wrapped several times around 

Riley’s chest, replaced the chemise and 
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flattened their breasts. It wasn’t 

uncomfortable, but it restricted their 

movement. “I can’t twist very well with this.” 

“You won’t need to. Most men walk like 

they gots a stick up their behind anyway.” 

Pansy held up a thin knit t-shirt. “This goes 

on next.” 

Riley shook their head. It looked like 

there was going to be just as many layers 

dressing like a man as there was dressing like 

a woman.  

After the t-shirt, the starched cotton 

shirt was added, the buttons done all the way 

up to Riley’s chin. Then the knit gray 

stockings that only came over their calves, 
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with the rubbery stays that kept them up 

clipped to the hem of the shirt.  

Michelly’s trousers were too short. 

Pansy raised a brow and turned to her 

friend. “I think I have a gray pair that will do 

better in the length, though they might be a 

little big at the waist.” 

“Better to make sure the length fits. 

Don’t want him looking like a chit from the 

boondocks.” Michelly picked up the vest. 

“We’ll keep working on the top half while 

you’re gone.” 

With Pansy gone, Riley’s nerves made 

themselves known. They didn’t know 

Michelly that well. Who knew what the 

woman might do. 
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Riley’s brain chimed in, reminding them 

that they’d only met Pansy the day before, 

and didn’t really know her any better. 

Michelly stood behind Riley, holding the 

vest out so they could slip their arms 

through the holes. “You okay? You got pale 

of a sudden.” 

“Sorry. Just started thinking about what 

I’m doing.” 

“Does it feel wrong?” Michelly stilled, the 

vest only pulled half-way up Riley’s arms. 

Closing their eyes, Riley thought about 

that. Did it feel wrong? Did it feel right? 

They didn’t know. 
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Riley shrugged, her shoulders catching in 

the vest. “I’ll let you know when we’re done, 

I guess.” 

“Okay.” Michelly tugged the vest all the 

way up and walked around Riley, patting and 

jerking it into place. “My, but you do have 

some nice broad shoulders. This vest is going 

to look right fine on you.” 

Buttoning the three bone buttons on the 

black light-wool vest, Riley caught sight of 

themselves in the mirror. Without the 

telltale sign of womanhood, they looked 

different—real.  

Pansy rapped on the door before 

entering, a pair of light gray trousers held 

out in front. “what do you think?” 
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“Let’s get them on and see what Riley 

says.” Michelly winked at Riley. 

Smiling back, Riley took the trousers and 

balanced—though they wobbled a bit—on 

one leg, threading the other through the 

cylinder of fabric. It was easier to stand on 

the other single leg, and soon enough, the 

trousers were on, pulled all the way up and 

buttoned.  

And yes, though the waist was a little 

loose, the length was all the way to the 

floor, but not bunched.  

“Yesuhree. Once we get you in some 

wingtips, those will work just fine.” Michelly 

held out a patterned silk tie, fluttering it 

through the air. “Last bit before the jacket.” 
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Riley had no idea how to tie an ascot, and 

the fabric, sewn thin in the middle and wider 

on the ends, looked like nothing they’d ever 

seen. 

“Here,” Pansy pulled a low stool over and 

patted the seat, “make yourself comfy.” 

Sitting, Riley watched in the mirror while 

first Pansy, then Michelly took turns standing 

behind them and tying the slip of silk around 

their neck. After a third attempt on their 

own, Riley had made a decent tie, one that 

the women only had to tuck and tweak a bit 

to be happy with the result.  

“My, my, my… you do look scrumpy, hun.” 

Pansy stood to one side, arms crossed at her 

waist, hip cocked to the one side. “Any girl 
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worth her weight would like to get their 

hands on you.” 

Laughing, Riley turned their head from 

side to side, admiring the pouf of silk. 

Standing, they checked themselves in the 

mirror from every angle.  

“Well,” Michelly asked, watching Riley, 

her eyes wide, “how does it feel?” 

Riley smiled. “Comfortable. Very 

comfortable.” They flipped a limp curl. “I 

think we can take this off, too.” 

“Are you sure?” Pansy tugged on one 

short ringlet near their temple. “Once their 

gone, they’re gone.” 

Shrugging, Riley snickered. “My hair will 

grow back. And even if it’s just temporary, a 
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shorter style will keep my identity under 

wraps.” 

Michelly cocked her head. “This 

temporary?” 

Riley stared at the image in the mirror, 

seeming to recognize themself in the glass 

for the first time. “No. I don’t think it’s 

temporary. Let’s finish this makeover.” 

Soon enough, Pansy had called in a favor 

and a male barber arrived, cape and shear’s 

case in hand, ready to perform the 

transformation.  

The man didn’t bat an eyelash at her 

instructions, just setting his kit on the table 

and opening it to display an array of shears 

and clippers and combs. “Ye want a bit of 
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curl on top, like a fancy dandy, or a close 

crop like you was in the militia?” 

Glancing at Pansy, Riley swallowed. “I 

don’t think I could pull off a military look, so 

I’ll go with the curls?” 

“Is that a question?” The man whipped a 

sheet around Riley, gently prodding their 

head forward so he could tuck it around 

them.  

“No. A decision. Leave some curl on top.” 

Riley jerked their head in a sharp nod.  

“Alrighty then.” The man went to work, 

snipping each ringlet in turn and laying it out 

on the table. “I can fetch a pretty penny for 

those if you let me take ‘em.” 
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Riley watched the pile of curls grow, not 

able to watch the hair disappear from their 

head.  

“Look straight out for me.” 

They had to close their eyes, controlling 

the flinches when the cold metal of the 

shears brushed their neck.  

“Whelp, there you are.” The barber 

tapped Riley on the shoulder. “You can open 

your eyes now.” 

The face in the mirror was handsome, the 

neck straight and long, the jawline sharper 

than Riley remembered, only a hint of 

softness betraying their youth. Their head 

felt light, like it might just float off into the 

sky to meet the sun.  
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Gasping, Riley blinked. It was still there. 

The curls on top loose and dipping over their 

forehead. Reached a hand, they stroked their 

palm over their neck, the short hairs softer 

than expected.  

“Well?” Pansy grinned. 

Riley grinned, too. “I think you’ve 

uncovered the real me.” 

“So, how much for the cut?” Michelly 

waved a hand at Riley’s head.  

The barber looked over Riley then the 

pile of curls. “No charge if I can take the 

curls. Like I said, they’re worth a pretty 

penny in the wig market. There’s enough 

there for a nice long one, or a couple of short 
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ones. That honey blonde color is big right 

now.” 

Meeting the barber’s gaze in the mirror, 

Riley nodded. “It’s all yours. I don’t need it 

anymore.” 

“Whoa there a minute.” Michelly raised 

her hands and everyone froze. “Riley, the 

cost of that cut is a whole lot less than what 

he’s going to make off selling your hair.” 

Riley frowned. “But he came here. 

Shouldn’t he get something for that?” 

The barber stood quiet, eyes darting from 

Michelly to Riley to Pansy. “I can just take a 

percent-“ 

“Hush.” Michelly’s warning had the man 

backing off and ducking his head. 
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“It’s okay.” Riley took another run of 

fingers through the shorn curls. “I don’t 

exactly want them traced back to me, so he 

can take them.” 

When Michelly opened her mouth to 

speak again, Pansy raised a hand. “Riley has 

a point. They want to stay under the sight of 

folks, they don’t need someone knowing 

that’s their hair.” 

“Like he’s going to take it to the official 

buyer.” Michelly scoffed. 

“That’s where he’d make the most 

money.” Pansy stared down her friend. “And 

where he’d most like make enough to be 

worthwhile to share with Riley. If he can just 
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take it to the Frenchman’s exchange, no one 

needs to know anything the wiser.” 

The barber nodded, the vigorous 

movement enough to shake the hat from his 

head. He stooped to scoop it form the floor. 

“Oh, yes. That’s where I’ll take it.” 

Michelly didn’t look happy, but she 

couldn’t force Riley to sell the long tresses 

legally. “Fine.” 

Grinning, the man carefully tied up the 

hair, twisting and winding it so that the 

strands were protected, before tucking them 

inside his kit and locking it up. “If there’s ever 

anything else you need, jus’ let me know.” 
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“What size shoe do you wear?” Riley spun 

around on the stool, dropping the white 

sheet to the floor and standing.  

“Shoe?” The man looked from Michelly to 

Pansy, as if needing them to translate a 

foreign tongue. 

Pansy examined the man’s shod feet, 

then Riley’s. “They look about the same as 

yours, maybe a little longer.” 

“Well, that’s better than too small.” 

Michelly leveled a hard glance at the barber. 

“Tell you what, I’ll give you the money to go 

buy a nice new pair of wingtips, and if you 

bring them back here, I’ll pay you for the 

errand, without involving Big Ben.” 
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The barber stared at Riley, his gaze 

dropping to their stockinged toes peeking 

out from beneath the too long hem of the 

trousers. “What color?” 

“Black, I think. Not patent, they’re too 

hard to take care of properly.” Michelly 

reached a hand into the top of her corset and 

pulled out a small leather purse, flipping it 

open to pull out three gold coins. She held 

them out to the barber, but pulled her hand 

back when he made to snatch them. “Leave 

your kit and pick it up when you bring back 

the shoes.” 

Huffing, the barber paused a moment 

before nodding and accepting the coins. 

“Give me an hour?” 
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“An hour.” Michelly set the rules. “If I 

don’t determine the shoes acceptable, you 

don’t get the kit.” 

The barber nodded, scowling, but he left 

at a trot.  

“Wasn’t that a bit harsh?” Riley sat back 

down on the stool, gathering the sheet up to 

shake it out and fold it up.  

“That’s the only way to play with some 

folks. Set the rules out from the get go and 

hold them to the game. Otherwise, you lose, 

big time.” Michelly grabbed a broom and 

started sweeping the extra bits of hair from 

floor.  

Pansy nodded. “She’s right there, hun. 

Sometimes, you need to make some of the 
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rules hard just to make sure they follow the 

simple ones.” 
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CHAPTER FIVE  

The shoes fit and Riley’s outfit was 

complete. The barber got his money and his 

kit and left happy. Riley thanked Michelly and 

scampered up the stairs to dig out enough 

coin from their jar to pay her back. 

In the lobby, Riley held out the coins to 

Michelly. “Sorry, I should have told you I had 

the coin to pay.” 

Michelly snorted. “Ah, probably a good 

idea you didn’t, especially in front of the 

barber. Everyone knows I have coin on 

occasion, and they leave me alone because 

they know I have contacts and friends. You, 

however, are another story. Best you keep 
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what affluence you have under wraps, or it 

won’t be yours for very long.’ 

Riley nodded, leaning along the counter, 

just the vest and shirt on, their tie hanging 

open around their neck. 

“Good afternoon ladies and gents.” The 

copper that walked through the door had a 

couple days’ worth of stubble and smelled of 

cigarettes and sweat.  

“Afternoon.” Pansy straightened behind 

the counter, facing the officer. “What can I 

do for you today?” 

“Need to look over your registry. Looking 

for a missing girl. Her father wants her found 

and returned; there’s a hefty reward.” 
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Pansy cocked her head, letting a slow 

smile lift her lips. “Ye don’t say?” She 

reached under the counter and pulled out the 

registry, opening it to the latest page and 

turning for the officer to read. 

Riley held their breath, shifting away 

from the lawman.  

The copper turned and looked. “Too 

stinky for your dandy nose?” 

Michelly snickered. “You are a little rank 

there Stan.” 

“That’s Officer Stan to you.” He jabbed a 

finger at Michelly before resuming his 

perusal of the register, running a finger down 

the page, reading the names, muttering them 
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under his breath. “Farraday, Benwick, Fryer, 

Campbell, Corrigan…” 

He flipped the logbook shut and backed 

away. “If a girl comes in here, long brown 

curls, kinda tall from the description, you 

know how to let me know.” 

“Sure do.” Pansy took the book and slid it 

back onto the shelf beneath the counter. 

“Should I spread the word yer looking?” 

The copper paused at the door, not 

bothering to turn around. “Nah. I’ve been 

asking around. Anyone else might turn her in 

themselves.” 

“Okee. We’ll keep a look.” Pansy waved, 

though the copper never saw the gesture. 



79 

“Well, looks like this look works for you, 

Riley.” Michelly sauntered up and leaned 

against the counter next to Riley. “So, 

successful makeover?” 

“Yes,” Riley straightened, feeling the 

best they’d ever felt, “I think so.” 

They were comfortable. Inside, 

everything was quiet, content. Their 

thoughts ran clear through their mind, not 

jumbled or needing decoding. They didn’t 

feel like jumping out of their skin, or peeling 

it off and walking around raw and bleeding.  

This felt real. 

“How about we make it out for a fancy 

dinner?” Pansy glanced up at the clock on the 
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wall. “I’m off at five, if Clem shows up on 

time.” 

Riley held their breath. Go out? Like this? 

They looked down at their outfit, fingering 

the flaps of silk at their throat. Would 

someone realize they weren’t what they 

appeared? 

“It’s our usual night out,” Michelly 

explained, smiling and waggling her brows, 

“it’s the only night of the week we both don’t 

work.” 

“Yeah, if you say no, we miss our only bit 

of fun.” Pansy poked Riley in the arm.  

It was a jest, and Riley recognized that, 

but still, there was a hint of guilt that 

followed the jab. “Okay, but if someone can 
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tell I’m not what I am, we have to come 

back.” 

Michelly raised her painted brows, but 

nodded. 

“Of course, hun.” Pansy patted their arm.  

Riley practiced walking, for they were 

certain they did not walk like a proper male. 

Michelly and Pansy watched, telling them 

there was nothing wrong in their stride and 

not to worry so much, but that didn’t stop 

the growing worry. 

“Look, the copper didn’t suspect 

anything.” Pansy crossed her arms and 

frowned at Riley. 

Shrugging, Riley sighed. “He didn’t look 

like the observant type.” 
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“Hey, he’s not a copper for nothing.” 

Michelly had brought her cosmetics 

downstairs, and sat at the counter, 

repainting her brows and lips, and affixing a 

false mole on her cheek. 

“Humph.” Riley slumped in their chair, 

shaking their head. It was almost five; was 

this Clem fellow going to show up or what? 

The front door burst open, and a flurry of 

rainbow danced into the lobby. “Good 

gracious girl, your Clem is here!” 

Clem stood in the center of the lobby, 

arms spread wide, like he’d just finished a 

performance. His top hat, in bright red satin, 

perched at a jarring angle on his head, and a 

feather boa, in a trio of blues, cascaded 
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around his shoulders, the tails flowing down 

his back. Black patent leather platform boots 

crept up to his knees, the laces in clashing 

lime green. His trousers were striped, the 

different colors blending one into the other 

and unable to be counted. Only his shirt was 

anything close to what could be considered a 

“normal” color: stark white with ruffles 

fluttering down his chest and gathered at his 

wrists. 

“Clem! You’re on time!” Pansy exclaimed, 

rushing around the counter to engulf the 

slight man in her embrace. “What happened?” 

“Why would you think anything 

happened?” The man pulled back from 

Pansy’s embrace, though not entirely. 
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“Because you’re usually at least fifteen 

minutes late.” Michelly tucked a stray curl 

behind her ear and batted supernaturally 

long lashes at the man.  

“Well, I heard a rumor that we have a new 

renter, and thought I should come around in 

time to introduce myself.” 

“M-hmm.” Pansy backed up and led the 

man behind the counter. “Everything is 

ready. This is Riley Campbell, our new 

renter.” Pansy pointed to Riley. 

The man held out a gloved hand—the 

other hand was bare and held an ivory cane. 

“Nice to meet you young Riley. My name is 

Clemson Tucker.” 
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“Mr. Tucker.” Riley accepted the hand and 

shook it. “It’s very nice to meet you.” 

“Huh.” Clem leaned close, flipping up the 

right-hand tinted lens of this spectacles. His 

eye protruded a bit from the socket, looking 

like it was ready to pop out at any moment.  

“Behave, Clem. They’re coming to dinner 

with us.” Michelly packed her cosmetics away 

and set the case beneath the counter.  

“They? But there’s only one of him.” Clem 

pointed. 

Pansy snorted. “Don’t be rude, Clem. You 

know what that’s about. Big Ben likes Riley, 

so don’t try to stir things up.” 

“You wound me, fair maiden.” Clem set a 

hand over his heart and faked a swoon. 
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“Pfft. If I wounded you, you’d be bleeding. 

Oh, and the coppers are on the lookout for a 

young girl, long brown hair. If you happen to 

see her, let them know.” Pansy scooped up 

cream-colored lace shawl to drape around 

her shoulders and a pale-yellow purse. “We’ll 

be back after dinner, possibly late. Do not 

lock us out, you hear?” 

“Of course not.” Clem removed his top 

hat and set it on the counter, hanging the 

cane from the edge of the counter. “What do 

you take me for?” 

Michelly snorted and rounded up her 

short black satin cape. “We don’t take you 

for anything, Clem. Honest we don’t.”  
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Pansy held an elbow out for Riley, and 

after only a second’s hesitation, Riley took 

it, nodding at the colorful man behind the 

counter. “Have a good evening, sir.” 

“Likewise.” 

Michelly led them out the door to the 

street, where Jack was just lighting off his 

tricycle with tins in hand.  

“Clem’s in there to take care of those. 

Make sure you count them and set the 

number on the receipt and point it out to 

him.” Pansy waved at the dinner courier. 

“Damn it all.” Jack licked a finger and 

thumbed through the satchel on the front of 

the handles. “What a day for him to be on 

time.” 
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CHAPTER SIX  

Dinner went splendid. No one seemed any 

the wiser that Riley was not exactly what 

they appeared.  

They’d been afraid, at first, that Pansy 

and Michelly was going to take them to a 

place so fancy they wouldn’t know how to 

act. But the venue they chose was only three 

blocks down and one over, and though cigar 

smoke rent the air, there was music and 

laughter—and—excellent food at an 

exceptional cost. 

The evening ended well enough, with the 

three strolling back to the hotel, Michelly 

needing Riley’s arm for support as she’d 
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ordered a bottle of house red wine and drunk 

most of it herself. 

No one bothered them, and it wasn’t until 

the entered the hotel, soon followed by Big 

Ben, that Riley understood why. 

“Needed to make sure my girls got home 

all right.” Big Ben filled the lobby, his frown 

dampening even Michelly’s high spirits. 

“What’s wrong?” Pansy dropped the 

shawl from her shoulders and hung it on a 

peg. 

Clem sat at the counter, contemplating 

his folded hands. “Coppers came by.” 

“Coppers?” Michelly wobbled and Big Ben 

helped her sit down. 
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“I think someone’s on to Riley.” Clem 

nodded at Big Ben. 

“I got lots of questions at the waterfront 

on my deliveries, and the same folks came in 

asking Clem questions, too.” Big Ben crossed 

his arms and glared at Riley. “You bring 

trouble with you?” 

Riley didn’t think to ask why Big Ben 

seemed to accept them in trousers and vest, 

when last they’d spoken, Riley had been in a 

dress and petticoats. But Riley wasn’t sure 

how to answer the question. They didn’t 

want to bring trouble, but if it was one of 

Papa’s men, they would certainly be trouble. 
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“Leave them alone, Ben.” Pansy took 

control. “It’s not like no one else here didn’t 

bring trouble with them when they got here.” 

“I didn’t have fancy coppers looking for 

me.” Big Ben didn’t back down. 

“Fancy coppers?” Riley looked from Big 

Ben to Clem. 

“Weren’t the usual copper that comes in 

but the hi-falutin’ ones from the waterfront. 

And a private security representative, the 

other bloke called himself. Specifically hired 

to find the girl they’re lookin’ for.” Clem 

shook his head at Riley. “Never would have 

took you fer one of them.” 
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Pansy swatted Clem up the side of the 

head and the man ducked. “Didn’t mean it 

bad. I thought they was a real boy!” 

“They are a real boy.” Michelly squinted 

at Clem. “So, now we need a new plan. We 

gotta figure out how to get Riley out of here 

and to another safe place.” 

Riley sucked in a harsh breath. They were 

putting these lovely folks in danger. All 

these people wanted to do was help, and it 

might be putting them in danger. They 

couldn’t allow that. 

“I’ll get my things and leave.” 

“Not until the morning.” Pansy 

commanded, grabbing Riley by the arm. 

“You’ll be safe enough here tonight.” 
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“No, they won’t.” Big Ben dropped his 

arms. “I don’t think that fancy lawman 

intends to wait for the morning. That’s why I 

was going to get you. There’s a ship in harbor 

leaving tonight for Norfolk, Neo-Virginia. I can 

get them on if they hurry.” 

Sniffing, Riley nodded and trotted up the 

stairs, fear lacing every step. They’d heard 

about Neo-Virginia. There were gangs running 

the streets in its capital, and the government 

had been unstable for the last decade. Would 

it really be any safer than Charleston? 

Papa wouldn’t be there. And since 

Carolinia and Neo-Virginia were still at odds, 

he probably couldn’t reach them there, but 

Riley wasn’t certain of that fact. 
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Slipping the key in the keyhole and 

turning it once, Riley stepped into the room 

and gasped when a hand covered their mouth 

and the barrel of a pistol was shoved in their 

back. 

“Don’t move.” 

Riley obeyed, not even daring to breathe. 

Who was it? How had they gotten into the 

room? 

The curtain fluttered, a cool breeze 

hitting their cheeks. The window was open. 

“I’m going to back away but the pistol is 

still aimed at you, understand?” 

Nodding, Riley let out their breath, 

dragging a rasping gasp to refill their lungs. 

“Where’s the girl?” 
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“Girl?” Riley cleared their throat. “What 

girl?” 

“The Willoughby chit. She checked into 

this room yesterday.” 

Riley swallowed. So, whoever this was 

didn’t realize that they were the ‘Willoughby 

chit’. “Don’t know. The lady downstairs gave 

me this room today. Said it was paid up and 

all mine as long as I said I’d been here for 

three days.” 

“Three days?” The puzzlement in the 

voice was palpable. “Why three days?” 

Riley shrugged. They didn’t turn around, 

fully expecting to feel a bullet slice their 

flesh at any moment. 

“Do you think that big man’s involved?” 
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“Since I don’t know what’s going on, I 

wouldn’t know.” Riley kept their voice 

steady, trying to speak lower than normal to 

approximate an older, male voice. 

Heavy feet pounded up the stairs.  

The man with the pistol swore and 

sprinted to the open window, diving through 

the opening and swinging out on the fire 

escape. 

“What are you doing?” Big Ben stood in 

the open door. 

Riley closed their eyes and leaned over, 

bracing their hands against their thighs. 

“There was a man in here, with a pistol. He 

didn’t know who I was.” 



97 

“Well, grab your stuff. We need to get 

you gone before he comes back.” 

Pulling open the dresser drawer, Riley 

stared in at the feminine underthings. They 

didn’t want them anymore. It felt so wrong 

to even contemplate wearing them, and 

they’d only been dressed as s boy for less 

than a day. 

“Here.” Riley handed Big Ben the jar of 

coins.  

“Get your bag packed.” 

Riley crawled under the bed for the other 

jars and grabbed the locket from Merry, 

tucking it into the inner vest pocket for 

safekeeping. “I can’t. It’s the carpetbag I 
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pilfered from my stepmother. Someone 

might recognize it.” 

“Well, stick yer stuff in it anyway. We’ll 

need to ditch it on our way to the 

waterfront.” 

Ramming the two dresses and various 

underclothes into the carpet bag only took a 

couple of minutes when one doesn’t care the 

state they come out in. Within moments, 

Riley stood with the bag in hand, the two jars 

tucked in their elbow. 

“Let’s go.” 

In the lobby, Michelly, Pansy and Clem 

waited, their silence awkward and long.  

“Here.” Pansy held out a worn leather 

case. It bore a couple of travel stamps and a 
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faded identification tag, the initials SDR 

stamped in the oval piece of brass. 

Riley stared but accepted it. 

“Put your stuff in it.” Pansy took the 

carpet bag and made to open it. 

“They don’t want what’s inside.” Big Ben 

spoke from behind Riley. “Here, stick your 

jars in there and hold tight.” 

Staring at the jar Big Ben held out, Riley 

shook their head. “Keep that one. You might 

need it.” They set one from their arm on the 

counter. “You and Michelly split this one, 

Pansy.” 

Clem took up the carpet bag and came 

around the counter. “I’ll be off with this. 

Since you’re taking them to the waterfront, 
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I’ll take this toward the train station and tuck 

it in a dumpster. That should throw them 

off.” 

The rainbow-colored man left and Big Ben 

swore. 

“I don’t trust him.” Pansy muttered, 

worrying the ties on her corset. 

“Me, neither. We need to get Riley out of 

here.” Michelly’s voice came from the office, 

muffled. When she came out, the paint was 

washed from her face and her wig gone, 

revealing her natural dark brown hair; Riley 

couldn’t believe how young she looked. 

Big Ben sighed. “I’ll take you with me, 

Michelly. We’ll head up for the ship. Probably 

won’t get there afore we’re stopped.” 
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Michelly nodded. “That’s the plan.” 

“What?” Riley stared. Lost.  

“We think Clem’s the one that turned you 

in. Right now, he isn’t dumping your bag, he’s 

finding that fancy copper and spilling the 

beans.” Pansy sighed, deflating onto her 

stool. “I never would have though it from 

him.” 

“Money can do strange things to folks, 

Pansy.” Big Ben glared from his height, still 

holding out the jar for Riley. 

“Might as well take your jar, Riley. And 

the other one. Me and Pansy won’t take it 

either.” Michelly took a deep breath and 

nodded at Big Ben. “Let’s go before they 

show up here and find Riley for real.” 
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The two left, skulking out the door, 

hanging in the shadows.  

Riley wanted to cry. 

Pansy patted their shoulder. “It’s okay. 

We’ve all been there, Riley. And someone 

helped us. We’re just paying it forward, 

that’s how our kind have to work, hun.” The 

older woman picked up all three jars and 

packed them in the case, adding an extra 

dinner tin and a spare set of trousers. 

“Where do I go now?” 

“Well, a lot of young men head North, into 

Neo-Virginia.” She held up a piece of official 

looking paper. “Wave these at the conductor 

and tip him well, and he’ll make sure you 

cross the border. Once there, you’ll be safe. 
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No way your daddy can get you from up 

there.” 

Riley nodded, tucking the papers in the 

same pocket as the locket. “Will you be 

okay? I mean, with the police looking for me 

and all?” 

“With any luck, they’ll believe me that 

Clem’s nutters and that there’s no way the 

young man staying here was really a young 

woman in disguise.” 

“Okay.” After a tense moment, Riley 

leaned in and hugged Pansy, squeezing as 

tight as they dared. “Thank you for 

everything.” 

“You’re welcome, hun. Just try and write 

me a letter letting me know you’re safe.” 
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“I will.”  

But they both knew there was no way 

they could. It was just words, said to make 

them feel better. To help them believe in 

happy endings. 

“Stay real, Riley.” Pansy patted their 

cheek and smiled, tears smudging the bit of 

liner Michelly had helped her with earlier.  

“I will.” Riley backed away, waving from 

the door before charging out into the night.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN  

Riley had no issues boarding the train and 

obtaining a ticket. It was so much easier in 

trousers and jacket; no one asked where 

their father was, or why they were traveling 

alone. No one followed them around the 

station, assessing their bag. 

Which meant Riley had better opportunity 

to look around. 

They were also placed in the male-only 

car. The seats were wider, and there was 

more room for their long legs, much 

appreciated after the cramped ride into 

Charleston in their skirts. 

There were no children in the car, running 

or yelling, no mothers hollering and scolding. 
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The conversations were quiet, punctuated by 

the occasional bark of laughter or muffled 

curse.  

Sitting alone, no one bothered them. No 

one approached asking if they needed 

assistance, or if they’d been separated from 

their party. 

Lunch was served from a brass-wheeled 

cart pushed by an automaton, offering a hot 

meal of roast beef with potatoes and gravy, 

roasted chicken with asparagus and white 

sauce, or grilled salmon with parsnips and 

carrots. Riley asked for the salmon, only to 

find it was already out. They accepted the 

roast beef instead, thanking the metallic 

humanoid as if it were real. 
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The human usher that followed to pour 

the drinks raised a brow. “First time traveling 

alone?” 

Riley wasn’t certain how to answer. 

Would they be opening themselves up to 

harassment if they acknowledged it?  

“You’re fine.” The man chimed, flourishing 

a wave over their cart. “I have a choice of 

bourbon, Irish whiskey, or,” the gentleman 

winked, “a nice French merlot.” 

“The merlot please.” Riley cleared their 

throat and sat up in their chair. A goblet was 

set before them along with a tall glass of 

water.  

The usher leaned down. “Take it easy 

with the alcohol. There’s a group at the back 
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we’re keeping an eye on.” And he moved to 

the next group, ringing a little brass bell to 

announce he was ready to serve them. 

Though the food was good, it was not as 

fresh as the sandwiches they’d eaten with 

Pansy, and a twang of homesickness washed 

through them. It was an odd feeling, out of 

place really for the short amount of time 

they’d been at the hotel. They missed Pansy, 

and Michelly and Big Ben, moreso than they 

missed Papa. 

Thinking of home, Riley hoped Old Jacob 

was okay, and a flash of worry that the slave 

might have been punished for their actions 

hit them. Why hadn’t they thought of that 

earlier? They could have warned Old Jacob 
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and maybe… The thought trailed off. What 

could Old Jacob have done? He couldn’t run; 

he was too old.  

Riley glanced around the interior of the 

car. There were no blacks in the groups of 

men sitting and talking, and now eating and 

drinking. Most were older, their hair gray and 

thinning, close to Riley’s father’s age, their 

clothing expensive and well-cut. 

They wondered if there were any men 

like them on the car, only men in the way 

they dressed and deep inside, with a wrong 

set of skin on the outside. 

Men entered and left, the train stopping 

at stations, sometimes for an hour at a time. 

The day blended into evening and then night, 
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those that paid for sleeping quarters 

shuffling into those train cars, and those that 

didn’t taking the blankets and pillows from 

the same automaton and cart that served 

lunch. 

The steady chug of the engine lulled Riley 

into a drowse, but they couldn’t truly sleep, 

not the deep sleep of rest. Noises woke 

them, starting them awake to peek around 

their chair back, the hair on their nape rising 

in alarm. But it was just a snoring passenger 

or the automaton making its rounds. 

By morning, Riley was exhausted.  

Tea helped, brought by the automaton 

cart once more, with liberal amounts of sugar 

syrup added and enough cream to make the 
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orange pekoe look yellow. Yawning, Riley 

stretched, careful not to spill the hot liquid 

in their cup. 

Another automaton, this one on wheels, 

moved through the car, a sign draped around 

its neck advertising that breakfast was being 

served in the dining car—which was three 

cars to the front. Riley watched the 

contraption chug by, noting the back also had 

a sign, extolling the wonderful buffet 

available for only three shillings. 

Since their stomach rumbled, Riley 

decided to grab the buffet and stood up, 

keeping their cup in hand, and started 

forward. It wasn’t easy to take steps at first, 

the surging of the wheels made balance a 
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challenge, but after traversing the first car, 

they weren’t as stumbling in the second. 

When the conductor opened the door to 

the third car, and the aroma of fried bacon 

and fresh biscuit hit their nose, they thought 

they might swoon.  

“The buffet, sir?” The conductor nodded 

to a long table set up on the port side of the 

traincar, steaming vats and covered trays 

set on top.  

“Yes, please.” Riley dug a hand into their 

pocket, pulling out the required shillings to 

pay.  

Breakfast was filling, and there was 

freedom in being able to eat without 

wondering if anyone would consider it too 
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much. Riley ate three biscuits, four eggs, a 

bowl of grits with cracklings and pepper, and 

two plates of thick slab bacon. They wouldn’t 

need to eat again until the morrow. 

Which might be a good thing.  

The conductor strode through the dining 

car. “Next stop is the end of the line. Please 

have all items and baggage ready to depart. 

All passengers must exit the train.” He kept 

repeating his message, even while transiting 

between two cars; it was a steady monotony 

of words. 

Riley scarfed the last of their eggs and 

grits and downed their cold tea. Though they 

had little baggage—just the one leather case 

locked in the bin by their assigned seat—
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they still made their way back. No sense 

taking more time than necessary to 

disembark. 

They were not the only one in the car 

grabbing up their luggage and gathering stray 

items. Those who had been conducting 

business at their tables were packing items 

into briefcases and satchels, shaking hands 

and exchanging business cards.  

At the station, Riley waited patiently 

while most of the men funneled out the 

single door on the car. Since they had no idea 

what waited outside, they weren’t in a rush 

to leave. 

When the last had rushed out, and it was 

only Riley and the conductor left aboard, 
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Riley exited, stepping down the metal folding 

steps to the tiled platform. The train was 

stopped in the open, a brick wall five feet in 

front of the engine. On the other side of the 

platform, a brick building flashed a sign: 

Border Station Entrance. 

There were no loiterers on the platform, 

just three separate lines of folks entering 

the station: a long line of business men, a 

short line of families, consisting of men, 

women, and children, and a couple of 

unaccompanied women entering by 

themselves at the far end. 

Riley joined the line of men at the end, 

holding their one case in their left hand. No 

one spoke in their line, though the ramblings 
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and explanations carried to them from the 

family line. 

Inside the station, the segregation 

continued, with half walls separating the 

different groups, the top half of the walls 

made of glass, every other pane frosted.  

The line moved forward, slowly. Nearing 

the front, Riley could see the gentlemen 

flashing paperwork and opening their bags 

for inspection. Inspectors looked in each bag, 

hand-cannons in holsters at their hips.  

When it was Riley’s turn, they said 

nothing, just flashed the papers they’d been 

given, like they’d been told, and opened the 

case on the wide wooden counter.  
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“That it?” The inspector poked a coin-

filled jar, shifting the single pair of trousers 

to reveal the other two jars.  

“Yes, sir.” Riley stood straight up, heart 

pounding a frantic rhythm in their chest, 

certain the inspector and other guards could 

hear it. 

“Let me check your pockets.” The 

inspector waved them around the counter. 

Riley reached into the one pocket and 

pulled out the coins inside, setting them in a 

small pile on the counter, then pulled it out. 

They did the same with the other. The 

inspector patted over their legs and stomach 

and chest. 

“What’s that?” 
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Oh, hell. How had he felt their breasts? 

They were packed down tight beneath five 

layers of gauze and a cotton tee, plus the 

shirt and vest. Riley swallowed, this was it. 

They were discovered and would be sent 

home. 

“Pull whatever that is out of your vest 

pocket.” The inspector tapped the locket 

snug the pocket, forgotten. 

“Oh, that just a locket. From my mother.” 

But Riley pulled it out and handed it over. 

Surely, he wouldn’t recognize an old tintype 

of the late Mrs. Willoughby? 

The inspector flipped it over, squinting at 

the inscription on the back, then opened it. 
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The locks of Merry’s dark hair fell out and he 

picked them up, chuckling. “Lady love?” 

Riley nodded.  

He set the hair back in the locket and 

snapped it shut, handing it back. “He looks 

fine. Give him his case and let him through.” 

Taking the now locked case and tucking 

their papers back in their vest pocket, Riley 

bowed, the movement shallow but straight. 

“Thank you.” 

The guard at the wide iron gate snickered. 

“Going over for business or pleasure?” 

Since Riley had nothing on them that even 

hinted at business, they answered pleasure. 
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“Don’t worry,” the inspector called from 

behind, “your lady love will be none the 

wiser!” 

Riley offered a short, jaunty salute and 

walked through the open gates.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT  

The wide cobbled walkway led straight to 

a second open gate in another brick wall, 

roofs and squat spires peeking over the top. 

Guards dressed in black trousers and red 

jackets with gold rickrack, flanked the open 

gate. Hand-cannons, tucked in black leather 

holsters, gleamed in the sun. But, they only 

smiled and nodded when Riley passed, not 

asking any questions or delaying them. 

Riley let out a long-held breath. They’d 

made it.  

Lively chatter and honking horns greeted 

them on the other side of the wall. Milling 

people stood in small groups and as singles, 

store fronts advertised wares and services, 
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and at the far end on the right, was another 

train depot. 

Automaton horses walked the street, 

ridden astride by a rider; bicycles slalomed 

though the crowds and darted around the 

brass-geared horses, their riders flipping 

their bells as warning. A wide copper pipe 

snaked along the side of the cobbled street, 

smaller pieces of pipe jutting out at angles 

to enter the buildings.  

“Newspaper?” The child asking held out a 

thin pamphlet, the rest held in a cotton sack 

in his other hand. 

“Yes.” Riley accepted it, staring. The 

child’s skin was dark, like Old Jacob’s, but 
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what bits of hair showing from beneath his 

cap was even curlier. “How much?” 

“Five bits, please.” 

Riley reached into their pocket, 

scrabbling for the coins. They’d known that 

black folk were free in Neo-Virginia, but they 

hadn’t really thought about what that would 

mean.  

The child took the coins, folded the 

pamphlet neatly and held it out, rushing off 

to the next sale once Riley had taken it.  

Taking a more focused look around, Riley 

noticed an array of skin tones; there were 

black folk, and folks they were able to 

identify as coming from Asia after reading an 

article with photos about the wars in that 



124 

continent. There were folks with other 

colored skin, too, that Riley couldn’t 

identify—and that made them 

uncomfortable. 

“First time out of Carolinia?” An elderly 

gentleman from the train broke away from 

the group he stood with and approached 

Riley. 

“Yes, sir.” Riley nodded, trying their best 

not to portray the terror they felt inside. 

This wasn’t like Charleston; this was an 

entirely separate country. 

Riley looked back through the gate, to 

the first gate they’d walked through, thinking 

of home—Carolinia—which couldn’t even be 

seen through the barriers placed for security. 
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“Don’t fret. Where are you headed?” The 

gentleman tucked a cigar into his mouth, 

declining to light the tip, but chewing the bit 

between his lips. He wore gray trousers, and 

a black vest over a crisp white shirt. Brass 

goggles perched on the brim of his gray 

bowler. 

Where were they headed? Riley had no 

plan after leaving Carolinia. Truth be told, 

they’d never thought they’d actually make it 

this far.  

Young women strolled past, their bright 

skirts tucked high to display the black lace 

petticoats beneath, their corsets pushing 

flesh up and out. They batted their lashes 

and cooed at Riley. 
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“Ignore them. That’s just trouble waiting 

to happen.” The gentleman frowned at the 

women and they strolled away, singling out 

another young man for their attention. 

“Yes, sir.” Glancing at the pamphlet, they 

noticed an ad for workers that filled the back 

page:  

Dare to Fly 

Applications will be taken for junior 

apprentices  

On the 3rd of June 2021, 

Promptly at eight a.m. 

At the Campbell Hangar Office 

Tidewater, Aerodrome 

Riley held up the paper, pointing to the 

ad. “I’m going here.” 
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“Ah, looking for adventure, eh?” The 

gentleman pulled the cigar from his mouth 

and tapped the dry end on Riley’s chest. 

“Well then, you’d best make your way to the 

station and get on your way. From what I 

hear, the Campbell Clan are true to their 

word. If you ain’t there on time, they won’t 

even entertain taking you.” 

“Thank you, sir.” Riley offered a short 

bow and hand shake, and rushed off toward 

the station at the end of the street. Though 

they weren’t sure about wanting to fly, it 

was a plan, with the possibility of a job.  

“Boy, what’s your name?” The 

gentleman’s call stopped Riley’s mad dash. 
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“Um, Riley, sir. Riley Claybourne.” There. 

Riley couldn’t use Campbell up here, but they 

could use their mother’s maiden name. It was 

a good name—they thought. 

“Well, Mr. Claybourne, if you make it onto 

the train, make your way to my 

compartment, so I can introduce you round 

to my folk.” He nodded at the group of young 

men huddled in front of the tea house sign. 

“Um, yes, sir. Where would that be?” 

“It will be in the main car. Just let the 

conductor know the Duke asked for you, and 

they’ll let you up.” 

Nodding again and backing away, Riley 

wondered about that. Just tell the 

conductor? The Duke? Was the man truly 



129 

part of the nobility? Surely not. Neo-Virginia 

didn’t have nobility… right? 

The ticket seller smiled, her teeth bright 

white in the deeper tones of her skin, made 

deeper by the red glint in her curly hair. “All 

the way to Norfolk?” She pressed keys on a 

contraption that was printing the ticket. 

“Yes.” Riley had the coin ready; the price 

was marked on the sign next to the ticket 

counter. 

“Ten dollars or twelve pounds, whichever 

currency you have.” 

“Pounds.” Riley placed the coins on the 

counter. They were almost through the coins 

in their first jar. The train from Charleston 

had been a lot more expensive.  
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“Here you are. They’ll ask on board if you 

want a meal or drink. You can pay them 

direct.” 

“Thank you.” Riley smiled and took a step 

back. 

“Do you want a sleeper?” The girl smiled 

and winked. “There are three left and we 

allow half-price for a guest.” 

Guest? Riley frowned at first, then 

noticed another couple of girls in bright 

dresses leaning at the far end of the station, 

watching. “Oh, no thanks.” 

The girl shrugged. “Okay. If you change 

your mind about the sleeper, just ask 

someone on the train. They can take 
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payment, but it might cost a bit more. Enjoy 

your ride.” 

Riley shuffled into the station and to the 

waiting train. This train looked far newer 

than the one in Carolinia, the brass engine 

showing off its cogs and gears, the steps 

leading up to the cars moving out and down 

with the press of a lever by the conductor.  

“Come along.” The conductor waved at 

Riley. “We’re boarding now; leaving in 

twenty.” 

The conductor was slight in stature, with 

slanted brown eyes and long dark lashes. 

Riley couldn’t tell his hair color, it was hidden 

by his cap, and they were so much taller, all 

they could see was the top when they 
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boarded, holding out their ticket for the 

conductor. 

Smiling, the shorter man initialed on the 

ticket and motioned inside. “Take whichever 

seat you want. This is all second class.” 

Riley hesitated. Then… “The Duke said to 

tell you he wanted to see me?” They hadn’t 

meant it to be a question, but their 

uncertainty made the inflection. 

“Ah.” The conductor nodded and took off 

his cap to scrub his fingers through the short 

black hair. “In that case, go on in and take a 

left and go through two cars to the front. 

Don’t worry, no one will stop you.” 

“Thank you.” Riley followed the 

directions, and found themselves in the lush, 
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first class car. They stood near the door, not 

knowing which private compartment was the 

one they needed. 

“Ah.” It was the Duke, still chewing on his 

unlit cigar. He stood behind Riley, smiling. “I 

like you, boy. Come on up.” 

Riley followed the Duke, doubt creeping 

up their throat, burning like acid from their 

stomach. “Um, sir?” 

“Don’t worry, I’ve already wired ahead to 

Laird Campbell.” The Duke grinned over his 

shoulder. “Told him I might have just what 

he’s looking for.” 

“Looking for?” Riley’s stomach 

plummeted and they felt sick.  
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“You accepted my invitation. Most 

wouldn’t. You’ve got gumption.” The Duke 

tapped them with the dry tip of his cigar 

again. “I like that, and the Laird will like that. 

He’s a fair man. He’ll treat you right, and 

even better, train you right, too.” 

The Duke slid open the mahogany and 

glass door to a compartment half-way up the 

car. “Come in, have a seat.” 

Sighing, Riley considered. So far, they’d 

been lucky—Pansy, Michelly, Big Ben—but 

sooner, rather than later at this point, their 

luck was going to run out, and an offer will 

be too good to be true. They’ll take a mis-

step and get in trouble, or get hurt. 
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The door remained open, the Duke 

stretching out in a plush velvet seat inside. 

He pulled a brass tin from inside his vest 

pocket and pulled out a match, striking it 

twice to light it then held it to the end of the 

cigar.  

“You don’t mind smoke, do you boy?” The 

Duke waved the wisps that encircled his 

head. 

“No, sir.” Riley stepped in. What the heck, 

if it was a bad decision, they’d take their 

lumps.  

What choice did they really have, 

anyway?  
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After Note 

If you identify as transgender, 

nonbinary, agender, or are questioning, you 

are not alone.  People like you, like my 

child, like all of us have been around for 

centuries, since the beginning of time. 

You are not alone. 

Make your own way, make your own 

luck, and don’t be afraid to ask for help.  

Also, don’t be afraid to accept help from 

others who are already on the path. 

As an aside, we’d like to add that 

bandage-wrapping like that used by Riley is 

not the healthiest way to bind, and we 

recommend that you look for another 

avenue.  Riley does later and finds a 
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healthier way to bind and they are better 

for it; so will you. 

Take care of yourself.  Keep strong and 

healthy mentally and physically.  Sleep 

well.  Eat right.  Bind healthy. 

And best of all, 

Be you. 

 

~ E.G.Gaddess and her enbie kid, Morven 

 

 

 

And be on the lookout for more of Riley 

in Cinead Figures it Out. Coming October 

2017 from DreamPunk Press. 


