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​ The Shooting

A hot rain battered my window-screen as
thunder rolled overhead. I reclined upon the sofa in my parlor,
gazing out past the screen to the narrow street beyond.

Jonathan Diamond sat in an
armchair beside me, trouser-legs rolled up, his damp feet now
resting upon a towel set on a chair. His boots and socks hung by
the fireplace to dry. “The storm’s only supposed to last another
hour.”

His hands shook, just a
little. And I didn’t like the way his feet looked, discolored and
swollen. But he claimed that under the circumstances, they were
quite well. “Is there anything I might have Mary get you?”

Jon grinned over his
shoulder at me with a small shrug. “I’m wonderfully well-fed, warm,
and dry, sitting next to the most beautiful woman in the world.
What more might I need?”

My cheeks grew hot. “Since
when have you become a flatterer?”

He reached over to take my
hand, and I loved the way his dark, dark skin looked against mine.
“Never.”

We usually went out to
luncheon, Jon and I, but I’d felt unwell — not ill, mind you, but
that bleeding malady which strikes women monthly, like clockwork.
And even so, he’d dared brave scandal and defy quadrant-folk custom
to call on me.

A baby’s wail came from far
beyond the kitchen. Squeezing Jon’s hand, I scooted up to press it
to my cheek, eyes burning. “I don’t deserve such regard, Jon.”

He smiled warmly. “Of course
you do.”

My butler Blitz Spadros came
in through the door to the kitchen wearing house clothes, carrying
a tea-tray. “Care for some more?”

Our temporary housekeeper
Mrs. Crawford must still have been at luncheon. It was the first of
the month, and I’d given my lady’s maid Amelia the day off, just as
her husband and children back at Spadros Manor had. “I’ll have
some.” I swung myself around to sit up, slipping my feet into my
house shoes, which sat upon the floor. My back hurt, and my innards
ached, but the doctor had said tea was good for my health. And I
was a bit thirsty.

“No more for me,” Jon said.
“I’ve used my allotment for today.” He grinned. “Have to leave room
for my tonics.”

Jon had a heart condition,
which seemed to have worsened of late. The doctors had told him
nothing more might be done, and even last week published a treatise
upon his remarkable longevity. Yet despite his duties as Keeper of
the Court, Jonathan took life in great ease and merriment those
days, as if his ailment was merely an inconvenience. “Is your
daughter well, sir?”

Blitz let out a laugh.
“Being a newly-born babe must be a difficult matter, judging by the
heart-rending nature of her cries. Yet the doctor claims she’s
perfectly well.”

Ariana Spadros was only
dealt in six weeks before, and seldom slept. I turned to Jon. “Your
mother was an Apprentice and your grandfather an Inventor. Are you
very good at fixing things?”

Blitz said, “What is it you
need fixed?”

I unhooked the key to my
dresser from my waistband and handed it to him. “There’s what looks
like a small hatbox in my top dresser drawer. Would you bring it to
me?”

Blitz gave me a wry grin.
“As you command.”

Jon and I both burst out
laughing.

Blitz left through the door
to the front hall.

Jon said, “Did you see the
special edition news? A copy arrived just before I left to come
here.”

I shook my head.

Jon shifted to face me. “You
won’t believe what Mayor Freezout said in his speech before the
City Council today. He proposed that the Four Families should be
sent to the Prison!”

“Good gods,” I said. “Has he
lost his mind?”

“There were several
editorials asking the same thing. And that fool bill of Pike’s is
back —”

“Wait,” I said. “Doyle
Pike’s writing bills now?” At one time, Mr. Pike had been my
lawyer, until he tried blackmailing me.

“No, the young one. Thrace,
I believe? The one with the District Attorney’s office. He wants to
make refusing to speak with the police a felony offense, rather
than a fined misdemeanor.”

I scoffed. “No one should be
forced to speak with anyone, least of all one of those
scoundrels.”

Jon leaned back. “At least
the Council’s got some sense.”

The City Council had kept
Freezout from going to outsiders for help about the train crisis.
The trains seemed to be in perfect order once again, which was
reassuring. But there’d been rumors that Freezout still wanted
outside laborers in to help with the continual power outages.

I never understood why Mayor
Freezout would want outsiders involved with the city’s repair. The
only thing I might imagine was that bringing those people in would
shame the Families somehow.

But with the Feds looking
for any excuse to take the city, his actions endangered us all.

Blitz returned with my
magnification spyglass case in his hand, peering at it. “What’s
this?”

I rose, taking it from him,
then sat, taking out the spyglass. “It opens up, you see? Then when
you look through it, small items are magnified.” But it wobbled
loosely these days, rather than opening straight. I’d paid a great
deal for it, and it seemed more prudent to have it repaired rather
than try to find another.

The sound of a carriage came
clattering through the rain, which seemed odd. Our street was
really too narrow to drive fast like that.

In the midst of handing my
spyglass back to Blitz, he looked past me, eyes wide. “Get
down!”

Jonathan lunged, knocking me
to the floor. The spyglass hit the table, pieces of brass flying.
The rat-ta-tat-tat of the Tommy gun sent bullets through my metal
window-screen and into the room as glass shattered around us. The
sound of the carriage continued on past through pouring rain and
the angry shouts of men.

Jon lay atop me, face
flushed, his dark eyes wide. “Are you hurt?”

“I don’t think so.” I felt,
if anything, a bit squashed. “And you?”

His face was quite close to
mine. “I don’t think I am.”

I felt a bit flustered.
“That’s twice now you’ve saved me.”

Blitz came round then,
pulling Jon to his feet.

Jon rubbed his side. “The
table seems to have won this round.”

The last time he’d tangled
with my table, he’d been left with a huge gash in his side. I
clambered to my feet, glass crunching beneath my house shoes, and
opened his jacket.

Jon smiled. “I told you I
wasn’t hurt.”

Eyes stinging, I threw my
arms round him. “Oh, gods, Jon, if anything were to happen to you
—” I felt his arm warm round me. He smelled good. I relaxed into
his embrace, eyes closed, feeling safe.

How long had it been since
anyone held me?

Blitz cleared his throat.
“Mrs. Spadros —”

I let go of Jon, really
looked at him. He’d drawn back, unsteady, shaken. “I’m sorry, Jon.
You look as if you need a chair. Blitz, help Master Diamond to the
kitchen.”

My temporary housekeeper
Mrs. Claudete Crawford rushed into the room from the hall. The
ancient brown woman’s eyes widened when she saw the damage. “Dealer
preserve us.” Then she looked at me and curtsied low. “My Lady, are
you well?”

“So far.” The rain had
subsided, but we needed to take care of matters before my sofa was
ruined. “Go to Mary and let her know we’re all safe. Then the
broom, if you please. Oh, and Blitz, after you send word to Master
Jonathan’s men, find a hammer, nails, and some blankets. We have to
cover these windows until it stops raining or Mr. Howell’s men
arrive.”

Mr. Eight Howell was the
Family man for our street. I imagined he’d not be in a good humor
at a carriage of scoundrels shooting up the place.

***

By the time Mr. Howell and his men arrived,
the rain had slowed, and Mrs. Crawford, Blitz, and I had done a
fair job of cleaning.

Mr. Howell wasn’t too much
taller than me, a pale man with a big bushy beard. “We stopped the
bastards before they might clear the street.” He scowled so
fiercely that for an instant, I almost felt sorry for them. “We
gotta take care of this before the police show up.” He gestured to
his men. “Start with the walls.”

At once, the men searched
the walls in the hall and front rooms for bullets. Fortunately,
they got the last one out just as the police arrived.

When I opened the door, the
rain had turned to gentle mist. “Thank you so much for visiting.
How may I help?”

The young Constable scanned
the outer wall, the window-screens. “What’s gone on here?”

“I really couldn’t say, sir.
Some children with rocks, I imagine.”

He began to laugh. Then he
quickly recovered, pointing at the bullet holes piercing my thick
door. “You want me to believe rocks did this?”

Blitz came up behind me.
“Sir, this is the Lady of Spadros —”

The young man blanched, and
he doffed his hat, bowing. “My apologies, mum —”

His partner, a man barely
out of boyhood, stood frozen in terror on the sidewalk beyond.

“— so if she says it’s
rocks, it’s rocks.” He handed the man a dollar bill. “Most likely
done by boys with slingshots. Got it?”

He gaped at the dollar. Then
he glanced at the Family men around him. “Thank you, sir. You’re
too generous, sir.” He bowed to me again. “Mum.” The pair made a
hasty retreat.

I turned to Blitz. “Did you
have to give them a whole week’s pay?” It was what I got from Tony
to live on for a whole month.

Blitz shrugged. “I don’t
like scrabbling around for pennies.”

Chuckling, I returned
inside, Blitz following. Men were in my bedroom and the parlor,
clearing the last of the glass from the frames to put new panes
in.

Ever since I’d returned from
the meeting with Cesare Diamond two months back, the Family men for
my street had been particularly generous. I believe my cooperation
in the matter improved the way Roy Spadros, our quadrant’s
Patriarch, now viewed me.

Of course, I’d not seen the
man since then — he’d been somewhat occupied, if the papers spoke
true.

For the past two months,
massive negotiations had been underway between the Spadros and
Diamond Families.

As a result, the South River
between Spadros and Diamond was being dredged — which it sorely
needed — to locate any remains that might still be there. People on
both sides who’d lost friends and family in the first
Diamond-Spadros War lined up for miles at various locations to be
interviewed.

The process looked likely to
take years to fully sort through. It was good for jobs, though,
which pleased many, especially in the slums.

Jonathan sat at the kitchen
table, still barefoot, sifting through the lenses and bits of brass
now lying upon an old sheet of newspaper. “I think all the pieces
are here.” He looked up at me. “But this is delicate work. A
watchmaker might be able to repair it, but I doubt I can.”

I went round to sit beside
Jon, facing the door to the parlor. “I should have asked Mr. Howell
who the men were.”

Jon raised his eyebrows.
“That shot at us?” He let out a laugh. “I’m sure they’ll figure it
out eventually.” His head turned towards Blitz, making a quick
movement to the left.

Blitz said, “I’ll see if
your boots are dry yet.”

As the kitchen door opened,
daylight blazed into the room as a few men hoisted a window glass
into place.

I gazed fondly at the pieces
of my spyglass. It looked as though some of the pins holding the
pieces in place had broken. “You remember when we went to buy
this?”

Jon said, “There’s something
I wish to speak with you about.”

“Oh?”

Jon slid the pieces of brass
towards the center of the table and rested his arms upon it.
“You’re not safe here.” He ran a hand over his face, the back of
his neck. “This only proves it.”

I shrugged. “We don’t know
this was about me. It could have just as well been aimed at
you.”

Jon stared at the table.
“I’ve thought about this, Jacqui. The only way you’ll be able to
live in safety is to return to Spadros Manor.”

Spadros Manor. It seemed my
entire life’s effort had been to leave that place. And now to
return?

“My sister told me what you
said to her at our Country House —”

Our enemies now know
where you are. And they know my husband values you above all else.
The longer you and my husband stay apart, the more you become a
knife to his throat. Please, for his sake, for your son’s sake,
take Roland and go to him.

“— and it sincerely
distressed her.”

I felt somber, grieved. “I
never meant to do so. Your people are so different, it seems like
I’m in another city.”

Jon tensed up, just a bit.
“My people?”

I’d grown up in the Pot, and
though it seemed they no longer wanted me there, I felt I’d never
truly left them. “You know ... quadrant-folk.”

Jonathan smiled to himself,
relaxing. But underneath his smile lay sadness. “Your husband told
me you thought he sent you off to die.”

I did say so — I won’t deny
it.

“Jacqui, there’s something
you need to understand. Tony did fear for Gardena’s life. But when
he stops his agitation and thinks calmly, he knows we would do
anything to protect her. His main and very reasonable fear was for
his son. How can you fault him, when he had to choose between his
wife’s safety and that of his child?”

I snorted, feeling bitter.
“And of course I was expendable —”

“No! It’s killing him to
know you think so. What choice did he have? Besides, if anyone
could ensure Roland’s safety it would be you. The boy knew you,
trusted you. And Tony believed you cared for the boy. Yet if he
misjudged you, he knew you’d die before letting harm come to any
child, even your husband’s bastard.” Jon bowed his head. “Tony’s
done nothing but try to help you, Jacqui. In spite of all you’ve
done, I believe he still loves you.”

My eyes stung; I didn’t know
what to say. Tony trusted me with his son’s life? “I misjudged
him.”

Jon clasped his hands
together and swallowed, eyes still upon the table. “All he wants is
for you to return home.”

But it wasn’t my home. It
never had been. I felt shaky. “I don’t know, Jon.”

He rested his hand on mine.
“I need you to be settled.” He sounded weary. “I don’t know how
much longer I can keep on like this.”

I whispered, “That’s so
unfair.”

“Perhaps it is. But I must
speak the truth.” He withdrew his hand and shook his head, eyes
still on the table. “All I’ve ever wanted for you was to be safe,
and loved, and happy. You can find that there.”

I bit my lip, blinking back
tears. I felt loved here, and I’d been happy just an hour before,
so much more so than there. And even at Spadros Manor, had I ever
been safe? I pictured Tony’s father Roy hitting me. “Let me think
on it.”

Jon nodded, eyes on the
table.

I rested my hand on his. “I
will think on it, Jon. I promise.”

He gave me a fake smile. “I
suppose that’s all I can ask for.”

The door to the back hall
opened. Mary Spadros came into the kitchen wearing a robe, her long
straight light brown hair down around her shoulders. When she saw
us, she flinched, then curtsied. “I’m so sorry, mum! I didn’t
realize you were in here.”

Jon said, “It’s all right.”
He glanced at the clock. “I must be off.”

Blitz came in at once,
carrying Jon’s boots and socks. “I have everything here for you,
sir.”

Jon scooted back a bit,
glancing at his feet. “I’ll need that towel again.” He grinned at
me. “It seems my feet water themselves now.”

And so it was: his feet were
positively moist.

Blitz knelt before him. “Let
me help you.” He dried Jon’s feet and helped him into socks and
boots.

Jon rose with some
difficulty. “Have you seen my cane?”

Mary said, “I’ll fetch
it.”

But Blitz stopped her.
“You’re not dressed, and the front hall’s full of workmen.” He left
the three of us, returning a few minutes later with Jon’s black and
silver cane. “I had someone speak with your driver to have the
carriage brought round front.”

“That’s very kind of you,”
Jon said.

Blitz said, “Not at all,
sir. It’s too far for anyone.”

The rain had stopped. We got
Jon out to his white and silver carriage, its mark of a Diamond
Heir raised in real silver upon the door. Once he climbed the few
steps, he sat heavily on the black velvet bench seat, eyes closed
for a moment.

After his footman shut the
door, I reached up through the open window to take Jon’s hand.
“I’ll consider what you said. Please don’t fret yourself on the
matter any further.”

Jon nodded. “I’ll see you
tomorrow for luncheon, then?”

“Hopefully I’ll feel well
enough to go out.”

Jon shrugged. “If not, just
send word. It’s not too terribly far here.” He turned to the
footman. “The Courthouse, if you please.”

“Right away, sir.”

I waved as Jon’s carriage
continued down the narrow street. After fishing a bit of glass from
my pocket, I lit a cigarette.

Tony had trusted me with his
son’s life.

His angry, stricken face in
the meeting room several weeks before swam before me. How can I
trust anything you say again?

A deep voice said, “I take
it the Diamond wasn’t hurt, then?”

I turned to Mr. Howell. The
afternoon sun shone in my face; I held up my hand to shield my
eyes. “Not at all. How may I help?”

He moved a bit to my left,
out of the sun. “Thought you should see this.” He presented me with
a couple of plain white business cards. Upon them lay the stamp of
a dog, in red. One had a dirty smudge upon it.

I handed them back. “The Red
Dog Gang.”

“They didn’t put up much of
a fight, so it’s safe to say they intended on being caught.”

“Or they were a couple of
deuces,” I tapped my temple, “not given instructions on what to do
after shooting.”

Mr. Howell frowned. “They’d
send their own men to the torture?”

I took a drag from my
cigarette. Everyone knew about my father-in-law Mr. Roy Spadros and
his torture rooms. “It would fit with what we’ve seen from them
before.”

“What’d you tell the
coppers?”

I smiled to myself. “Boys
with slingshots.”

He chuckled. “We should have
this cleared up today, all but the screens. We’ll patch them for
now and order new ones.”

“I appreciate that.”

“We take care of our own,
Mrs. Spadros. Mr. Roy said to tell you that personally.”

“Did he send any other
message?”

Mr. Howell hesitated, then
shook his head. “I best get back to work.” He tipped his cap and
moved away.

“There is something you
might do, Mr. Howell.”

He faced me. “What?”

“That special edition of the
news. I shouldn’t have to learn these things from Master
Diamond.”

Mr. Howell nodded, his eyes
wary. “It won’t happen again.”

I turned to survey my home.
Men were replacing the siding below the signs upon the wall next to
my front door, which read:

Kaplan Private Investigations

Discreet Service For Ladies

Below it hung another:

Studio For Hire — Inquire
Within

Fortunately, the signs
themselves were unharmed. But our little garden below the windows
had been entirely trampled.

I finished my cigarette then
went inside. The front parlor smelled of fresh paint and mortar.
Mrs. Crawford worked a vacuum cleaner in the corners of the room.
She glanced up, then turned off the machine and curtsied low.

“Where did this come
from?”

“The men brought it, mum.
Said to keep it as long as we like.”

It seemed useful. But I’d
already accepted more from the Family than I liked: I’d return it
in the morning. “Very good; carry on.”

Mrs. Crawford pointed. “You
have a spot on your dress.”

Had Mr. Howell seen it?
Cheeks burning, I went into my bedroom. Someone had cleared the
glass, patched the holes in the wall, remade the bed, and replaced
the windows.

The wall still needed
repainting, yet I felt grateful.

My insides ached. I changed
my dress (which did have a spot on it), my closed-crotch bloomers,
and the sodden rags held to it by pins underneath. After all the
blood-stained clothing was set in my bathtub to soak, I got into
fresh clothes.

After taking some
salicylate, I lay in bed curled around a heating pad, feeling ready
to cry. The Red Dog Gang, again.

What was going to make them
stop harassing me?

What did they really
want?

***

I lay there for some time, the pain rising
and falling. There wasn’t much I might do at present, and it
irritated me. I had to endure this blood-soaked Queen’s rite and
learn what I might from here.

Despite what I’d said to
Jonathan, I didn’t think the bullets were meant for him.

But what had I done to these
people to make them want to kill me?

I lay there, considering
each action, the numerous times they could have murdered me and
didn’t. And I came to a conclusion.

They didn’t want to kill me.
The Red Dog Gang wanted something from me.

Each attempt on my life, the
murders of each of my friends, felt like another message.

But what was the message?
Why did they attack me here, rather than during one of the
many times I’d been out on cases this month?

I wished they would just
tell me what they wanted.

The sun shone golden upon my
wall. A carriage pulled up in front of my windows, and a woman’s
boot-heels clacked up my front steps.

The bell rang. The sound of
heavy feet, and the front door squeaked a bit as it opened. “She’s
lying down,” Blitz said.

Then another, smaller squeak
as my bedroom door opened.

Without turning, I said,
“Hello, Amelia.” No one else would dare to enter.

Amelia Dewey was my lady’s
maid. She curtsied there in the doorway, face flushed. “A thousand
pardons, mum, I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

I smiled at her, held out my
hand. “No harm done.”

She came around to me, took
my hand, and curtsied. Instead of her usual maid’s garb, Amelia
wore clothes best fitted for the street.

I sat up, dangling my feet
over the side of the bed. “Why are you here, and not with your
family?”

“Mr. Anthony came to our
rooms and commanded I leave at once.”

He went down to their rooms?
Sent her here in a carriage?

She hung her coat upon a
hook behind the door, surveyed the room, then went into the bath.
“Very good,” she said, as if to herself, then came back out. “How
long have you lain there?”

I shrugged.

“It’s almost time for tea.
Let’s see to your clothes — I’d rather catch the blood early than
soak bed-sheets.”

As it turned out, my
personal storm seemed to be passing. Yet as I sat with Mary and
Blitz for tea, I felt somewhat reassured by my body’s orderly
nature. After all that had happened, everything worked, and on
time. And though I had my daily liver tonics to take, compared to
my poor dear Jonathan, I was very well.

***

After tea, I sat curled up on an armchair in
the parlor — a towel under me just in case — reading a mystery
novel Mary had found at one of the poorhouse sales.

I wasn’t particularly fast
at reading, having come to it late in life, but I enjoyed it. Since
no one would allow me to do a single thing more that day, it also
helped pass the time.

Mary sat with me darning
socks. Ariana nestled in a large, well-padded basket on the floor
between us. The baby was a sweet little thing, when she wasn’t
howling.

The doorbell rang; Mrs.
Crawford answered it. “May I help you?”

“I’m here to see Mrs.
Spadros,” Joseph Kerr said. “Is she at home?”

What could he want now?

“That depends. Which Mrs.
Spadros are you here to visit?”

An edge crept into his
voice. “Jacqueline Spadros? Your Lady?”

“She’s indisposed, sir. If
you’ll leave your card, I’ll send word when she’s receiving
visitors again.”

Joe sounded annoyed. “Very
well.” His footsteps went away.

Mary and I exchanged a
glance.

I hadn’t seen Joseph Kerr
since he’d shown up two weeks earlier at what was meant to be a
celebration dinner for Blitz and Mary. My husband Tony had not been
happy to see him there, and refused to speak to me for the rest of
the night.

But then, I hadn’t spoken to
him either. The way Tony dismissed Joe when he seemed to be trying
to apologize angered me. Yet the more I thought of it, the more I
regretted leaving matters the way they were between me and
Tony.

In spite of all you’ve
done, I believe he still loves you.

Even with all the hate
between our Families, Jonathan Diamond and Anthony Spadros were the
best of friends. Jon called Tony his brother, despite how it
enraged his quadrant and family. Many a time, I’d suspected Tony of
sending Jon to plead on his behalf.

Yet it was no burden: in all
the days before or since, I’d never had a friend like Jon. When I
was with him, I felt as if we were always meant to be together.

Clearly, Jonathan felt I’d
been in the wrong. He despised Joseph Kerr, a man I’d known since
birth.

A man I betrayed my husband
for.

I covered my eyes with a
hand, unwilling to let Mary see my tears.

I loved Joe. I’d given up my
position as the Lady of Spadros, my place at Spadros Manor, my
marriage to the Spadros Heir, all for freedom. All for him. And
he’d abandoned me.

Yet when I saw him after two
years without a word, Joseph Kerr seemed to have every excuse for
why I’d been left to die.

I felt sure it was only
because of Tony’s intervention that his father hadn’t killed me for
what I’d done. Tony had made some threat to Roy (I never learned
what it was), and no matter what the provocation, Roy hadn’t struck
me for over two years.

Yet Roy Spadros still
obviously felt as if he owned me. He’d said so to my face. My
recent mediation on the Family’s behalf — even though I’d been
played into doing it — hadn’t done anything to dissuade him from
that belief.

Misery came over me. All
he wants is for you to return home.

Deceit. Lies. Betrayal.
Scandal. I had ruined my husband’s life, hurt him over and over
again.

How could I go back? How
could he possibly have forgiven me?


​ The Police

The clock struck quarter past six when Mr.
Thrace Pike arrived: I caught glimpse of him exiting his carriage.
As he was with the District Attorney’s office, I called to Blitz to
let him in and sent Mary to the kitchen, thinking his visit
pertained to the shooting.

As it turned out, it did,
but not as I imagined.

Mr. Pike’s position had
improved somewhat since I’d last seen him. His suit, while still
brown, was purchased at a reputable shop rather than the poorhouse,
and his shoes were new.

I felt impressed to see him
hand a topper to Blitz as I watched through the open doorway to the
hall. “Come in, Mr. Pike, sit down.”

He scanned the parlor then
seated himself upon my sofa, puzzlement upon his face, probably
wondering why I didn’t rise to greet him. “I hope you’re well.”

“Reasonably so, sir. Would
you care for tea?”

“No, thank you.” He sat
relaxed, gazing at me as if entranced.

The silence grew awkward.
Finally, I ventured, “I presume this is an official visit?”

He appeared to be at a loss
for words. But he quickly recovered. “Mrs. Spadros, I’m disturbed
to hear of a shooting.”

I smiled, amused.
“Here?”

He leaned forward, frowning.
“Don’t bluff, madam. You may have cowed those boys dressed as
officers, but you don’t fool me.”

This was new. “Is that a
threat, sir?”

Mr. Pike blinked. “A
what?”

“Will you charge me with a
crime for not speaking to the police in the manner you wish me to?
Is this what that bill of yours is for?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Do you mean to also target
the young women who suffer unwanted attentions and attack by the
police, and wish merely to be left alone?”

Mr. Pike gaped at me.

“Or is it rather their
fathers and brothers, those men who come to their aid? Are those
the ones that you wish to imprison?”

His face flushed red. “Mrs.
Spadros, I mean nothing of the kind! You’ve just been shot at. What
wise proclamation would you make upon the matter?”

“You might begin by
considering what has happened to make it so people won’t speak with
the police. How we arrived at this point in the first place.”

Mr. Pike said nothing.

“Do you not remember our
conversation at the Plaza, sir? It wasn’t even three years past. I
can’t imagine you’ve forgotten it.”

He seemed to have nothing to
say.

I sighed. Was he truly so
ignorant? “You’re a good man, Mr. Pike. A decent man. But you’re
not smart —”

He bristled.

“— at least, not in the ways
that matter.”

Mr. Pike frowned. “I want
those men prosecuted, not torn to pieces below Spadros Castle! How
can I protect you if you won’t help me?”

“You have the matter
directly in front of you, yet you fail to see it.”

“I don’t understand.”

Of course he didn’t. “In
your world, warm and safe upon Market Center, men declare their
cards boldly, for good or ill. But this isn’t neutral territory;
this is Spadros quadrant. We’re playing poker with guns drawn. The
loser doesn’t have his day in court, sir. The loser dies, and so
does his family. His friends. And his associates.”

Mr. Pike appeared
dismayed.

“I’ve had enough friends
die. And I, for one, prefer to live. If you do too, I suggest that
at least for your family’s sake, before you continue your play, you
at least learn the game.”

He stared at me a full
minute, then rose. “Good evening, then.”

“Good evening, sir. My
regards to your wife.”

After a startled glance, Mr.
Pike took his hat from Blitz and left.

Blitz said, “What was that
all about?”

I shrugged, realizing that
Roy, of all people, had been right about the man. “He’s a crusader,
Blitz. He’s going to save Bridges from itself. A brave man.”

Blitz let out a laugh. “For
certain. By the way, dinner’s ready.”

Apparently Amelia had left
to return to Spadros Manor while I’d spoken to Mr. Pike, because
she was nowhere to be found.

Why did Thrace Pike even
come here? Whatever the reason, I doubted he’d live to see the end
of this. Sooner or later he was going to anger one of the Families,
and that would finish him.

***

Halfway through dinner, the doorbell rang.
Blitz answered it, returning with Master Blaze Rainbow, our only
boarder and my business partner.

Master Rainbow (or as I
thought of him, Morton) was in his later thirties. Only a bit
taller than me, he had light brown hair, a nose that had been
broken at least once, and poor skin. But he had a beautiful smile,
a loyal spirit, and had been a great help to me in many a
situation. “Come sit with us,” I said. “Have you eaten?”

“Not as yet.” Before Mary
might rise to serve him, he waved her off. “I can get my own food,
thanks.”

Mrs. Crawford refused to eat
with us. In her day, servants didn’t sit at table with gentlefolk,
even if one of the gentlefolk was a “Pot rag” like me.

Yes, she said it: Blitz
might have been able to improve the soundproofing in the
apartments, but you could still hear much of what was said in the
other rooms. And the woman had no qualms about gossiping with
Amelia when she thought I couldn’t hear.

“You look well,” I said.

After his narrow escape from
death in Diamond quadrant, Morton had taken off for a visit to the
countryside. He sat across from me. “The weather’s nice in Clubb
this time of year. I rented a room by the shore mid-countryside and
did some fishing.”

Blitz laughed. “Fishing?
You’re a man of many talents.”

“Perhaps too much talent,”
Morton said. “I’m heartily sick of eating fish by now.”

“Well, it’s good we have
none for dinner tonight,” Mary said.

I thought it rather rude
that he mentioned it yet didn’t bring some back. “I’m sure by now
you’ve heard about our adventure today.”

“No,” Morton said. “What
happened?”

I watched as Blitz and Mary
told him the story.

I don’t know why I did.
Sometimes I got the feeling that Morton wasn’t always off doing
what he said he was. Perhaps an overactive imagination, perhaps
some intuition.

Or perhaps it was, for
example, that after two weeks fishing, he wasn’t the least bit
tanned.

But he seemed to have no
idea of the events here. “This is incredible. I’m glad no one was
hurt.”

People had been trying to
kill Morton ever since he helped me on a kidnapping case almost
three years past. Could this have been aimed at him? “Who knew
you’d left here?”

Morton shrugged. “All of
you, plus the driver who picked me up the day I left. Why?”

“I don’t know,” I said.
“Just trying to make sense of what might cause someone to do
this.”

“Damn sloppy way to do it if
they were after me,” Morton said. “This smacks of
intimidation.”

Blitz nodded sagely.

I mopped up my gravy with
the rest of my bread and ate it. “It’d be nice to know what I’m
being intimidated about.”

“Well, let’s not worry about
that now,” Mary said. “There’ll be plenty of time to figure this
out in the morning.”

The baby, off around the
corner in Blitz and Mary’s room, began to wail. Mary let out a sigh
and went out into the back hall.

“Ah, yes.” Morton’s room was
just across the hall from theirs. “I’d forgotten about our newest
little tenant.”

“She’s sleeping better now,”
Blitz said. “But if she keeps you up, maybe we can play some
dice.”

Morton grimaced. “I still
owe you for our last game.”

I laughed. “How long will
you be around?”

Morton stretched. “I should
be here for a while, as far as dinner goes. I have some research to
do, though, so I’ll be spending my days upon Market Center.”

“A pity,” I said, thinking
about the dreary government buildings there. “Do you already have a
carriage?”

Morton shook his head. “Not
as yet.”

If anyone could fix my
spyglass, it would be my friend Anna Goren. She was once a
Tinkerer, and ran an apothecary shop there on the island. “I need
to go to Market Center tomorrow. If you like, we can share the
ride.” Morton was still nominally Tony’s man, so I reasoned that my
husband shouldn’t mind us riding together.

Blitz rose. “I’ll call for
the carriage. When do you need it?”

I shrugged. “After breakfast
sometime. There’s no hurry.”

Once Blitz left, I said,
“Any luck with the search?”

Morton speared a bite of
chicken. “Not really.” He chewed, swallowed. “I’m beginning to fear
he’s dead.”

Morton and I had been
searching for one of his informants, a former Detective Constable
named Albert Sheinwold, for over a year.

Finding missing persons was
how I began my business as an investigator some eight years before;
it was something of a specialty. And up to then, I prided myself in
the fact that I’d never once failed a case of any kind.

After some time, Blitz came
in through the door to the parlor, smelling of the fresh night air.
“Message sent.”

“That took a while,” Morton
said.

Blitz let out a short laugh.
“I don’t use messenger boys anymore, not where Mrs. Spadros is
concerned. I went to the Backdoor and sent a Family man over.”

I nodded. “Good idea.” The
Backdoor Saloon was Mr. Howell’s place, and where his men tended to
congregate.

Ariana’s little wails
emerged from the back room. Blitz went into the hall.

The whole situation with
Sheinwold disturbed me. Normally, I’d be the one out doing research
and tracking leads, but I’d been beset by one problem after another
along the way. “What topic are you researching?”

Morton set down his fork. “A
police constable on Market Center has been granted permission to
let me see Sheinwold’s case files in the archives there. It’s a
building near to the main station by the Plaza. He’s already gone
through them, but perhaps I might see something he hasn’t.”

Excitement filled me. “That
seems promising!” Some former case might have come back to haunt
Mr. Sheinwold, instead of what we’d feared, that the former Federal
Agent Zia Cashout had done him in. “Would you like some help? My
errand won’t take long.”

“Sure,” Morton said. “I’ll
let them know you’ll be by.”

For so long, we’d had few
leads — even the police who might speak with us refusing to help at
every turn.

This could be the break we’d
hoped for.


​ The Mark

The next morning shone clean and clear, a
coolness in the air which spoke of autumn.

Mary came in with my morning
tea and toast, mail and newspaper, and set the tray upon my
tea-table. “Good morning.”

“Morning, Mary,” I said.
“How was your night?”

“Ariana’s a bit fussy this
morning, but last night she slept a whole three hours!”

I must have been tired: I
slept through the screaming. “I’m happy for you.”

Mary poured my morning tea,
the bitter aroma filling the room. “My husband says the carriage
will arrive at eleven, and —”

“So late?”

She shrugged. “That’s what
he thought as well.” She let out a breath. “Is it important for you
to leave earlier?”

“I suppose not. But I’d
planned on riding with Master Rainbow, and I’m not sure he’ll want
to spend half the day here.”

“I’ll let him know,” Mary
said.

My tea tasted less bitter. I
peered into the cup: the clear brown liquid looked the same. “Is
this my morning tea, or the regular?”

Puzzlement came over Mary’s
face. “I made it myself.” She lifted the teapot’s lid and gave it a
sniff. “Smells the same to me.”

This particular tea was a
blend sent by my apothecary friend Anna Goren. The formula was
given to me by my mother for use in preventing children.

Not that I’d lain with
anyone since leaving my husband Tony; it was more of a safeguard
against sudden attack. While I had nothing against children, I had
no desire to bear one of my own. “Put a bit of it in a sachet bag;
when I visit Anna today, I’ll have her test it.”

Mary seemed confused. “Do
you think it’s gone bad? I don’t recall that ever happening
before.”

We bought our supply a year
at a time to gain the discount. But it was only September. “I don’t
know. I suppose it’s better to be safe.”

Mary placed her hand upon my
shoulder. “Oh, mum. You worry far too much.”

She seemed to hesitate then,
and I said, “What is it?”

“Oh, I think sometimes — no,
it’s nothing.”

“If you have something to
say, Mary, I won’t be angry with you.”

“It’s just — do you truly
enjoy this work of yours?”

I considered the matter. “I
do.”

“It seems to bring you such
anxiety, though. I worry for you.”

This amused me. “What brings
me anxiety are these men who shoot my windows.” I put my hand on
hers, thinking about solving puzzles, the joy on these women’s
faces when their loved ones were found. “My business is the least
of my worries.”

She seemed to relax, drawing
back. “I’m grateful, mum. For that. And I’m grateful we can be here
with you.” She let out a breath, gazing about the room. “It’s good
to at least be able to pretend we’re free, here in our little bit
of home.”

I smiled at her, feeling
moved. “As long as I’m alive, you’ll have a place here. I
promise.”

***

Amelia arrived soon after, in a hurry and a
rush. Although she’d said a few weeks back that she’d be here at
seven, my husband had forced her to take the taxi-carriage. And
even though there were plenty now that the trains worked, at times
she’d be delayed. “I’m so sorry, mum,” she panted. “Please forgive
me.”

“Amelia, I don’t care when
you arrive. Go about your work.”

Her cheeks reddened, and she
curtsied. “Thank you, mum.”
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