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Book One of the Spokane Clock Tower Mysteries
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Prologue
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Think of fire.

Think of the sound. The roar, the rumble, like a rushing river rising. Then pop. The crackling of the kindling as the catch ignites. The sputtering as the tendrils of flame snap. The breath of the blaze as it burns. Sigh. 

Think of the flames as they quiver. They are eager, begging you to join them in their darting dance of decay. Come, caper and cavort with me. Frisk, frolic, skip, and gambol the night into morning. It may be your last.

Think of the colors. Their simplistic splendor. Let them leap and whirl before your eyes, sparking and tripping on the air in a fantastic masquerade. The exquisite glamor of conflagration.

Think of the heat. The sizzle of skin as it burns flesh. As the muscles contract and pop and the weight sloughs off. As the tissue curls and the meat leaves the bone. 

Think of the ash. Black and flaky cinders mixing in the grayish gravel of crumbling bone.

Am I getting warmer?
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Monday, April 15, 1901—Spokane, Washington
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Bernard Carew’s face was melting. The heat was too intense. His insides were slowly boiling, like one of Mrs. Hill’s attempts at chicken and dumpling soup. Soon he’d be nothing but mush, and then what would happen to Roslyn? 

With a grunt, he rose out of the claw-footed tub and wrapped his dripping wet, embarrassingly hairy body in one of the towels hanging on the rack nearby.

He hadn’t been able to sleep, so he’d thought he’d try one of his wife’s tried-and-true remedies: a hot bath.

But he wasn’t used to the sensation. Completely engulfing his body in a tub of water heated within new pipes that ran through his home was too odd for him. He hadn’t taken a bath since he was a child, when, as the oldest, he’d been forced to take the last bath in the house, even though he was only two minutes older than his brother. Thomas always did get great pleasure out of watching Bernard empty the tub of the grime he’d left behind while he stood warmly wrapped in a towel before the large cookstove.

Bernard grumbled aloud as he moved to the porcelain sink in the corner and studied the effect of the bath’s steam on his mustache by the light of the Argand lamp. 

From now on he’d stick to the bowl and pitcher, that was for darn certain.

A few swipes of a comb through his dark black hair and mustache brought things back to the way he preferred them. He grunted in satisfaction and turned to don his blue-and-white striped pajamas.

The reason for his lack of sleep soon resurfaced, however, and he sank onto the covered toilet seat, his wet towel still in his hand.

He was thirty-two, he had a wife he adored, a modern house with indoor plumbing, he had finally earned detective...

And he was already floundering. He’d accomplished his dream, but so far it hadn’t brought him the satisfaction he’d longed for. 

Instead it had brought a thousand new problems, not the least of which was the fact that McPhee, MacDonald, McDermott, and Burns had taken on plenty of interesting cases in the months since Bernard had made detective with the Spokane Police, but had as yet only handed him stick-ups, robberies, and thefts, which were plentiful, but boring to a mind like his and left him wondering if he’d get to keep his badge.

It didn’t help that the other detectives seemed determined to keep him an outsider of their little group. Not that they’d been rude, per se—just some jovial pranks as a sort of hazing. When he’d set up his new desk, he’d mistakenly let them see his favorite Sherlock Holmes novel amongst his possessions.

“A Study in Scarlet?” McDermott had laughed. “You know the great Holmes is dead, right?”

Bernard, a man of few words, hadn’t replied. He’d grown up in the police force—his father and grandfather having paid their bit of life behind the badge—and so he knew the brutality, in some ways first-hand, that often accompanied police investigations. In Sherlock Holmes’s deductive reasoning he saw a future where crime could potentially be stopped before it even happened. A world where there was no more cruelty, and only peace and understanding... Well, he knew it was a far-off future, if ever, but with new technologies springing up every day from the telephone to the automobile, it was possible to let himself believe that someday he might live in a world where communication, logic, and reasoning resulted in a more peaceful time in history. To that end, he had taken to using more of Holmes’s skills in problem-solving, instead of his fists. And he’d earned detective. So he must be doing something right.

Bernard stood and hung up his towel, carrying the lamp back to bed with him, then returning almost immediately because he’d forgotten to pull the plug so the tub could disgorge its soupy concoction.

Finally, he blew out the lamp and climbed into bed beside his wife, whose placid face seemed to laugh at his inability to find rest. 

With a sigh, he rolled over and tried something else he hadn’t done since childhood: counting sheep.

***
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One. The Red Rogue almost dropped the clock when it began to sound the hour—by Red’s account, half an hour too early.

Two. The clock was an antique. Simple in form, elegant in feature, distractingly alluring in sound.

Three. The chimes were really quite...mesmerizing. Red’s train of thought kept skipping off the track. 

Four. Red ran a gloved hand over the smooth finished oak of the sides and back, trying to...what was it again? Oh, right. Stealing.

Five. Pondering for too long the idea of still taking the dysfunctional clock—time seemed to slow as the chimes continued bewitchingly—

Six. The thief decided that it was best to leave it behind if it was going to chime without reason, which would certainly not be helpful during the getaway portion of the evening. 

Seven. No matter. The thief had already passed on an appealing sculpture of a Japanese samurai on his warhorse, due to its weight and sharp edges.

Eight. The clock was still in the thief’s hands. Where did it go again? Right. Mantelpiece.

Nine. The thief returned the clock and ran a gloved finger along the smooth marble, checking for areas where there was a lack of dust, or a slight rise that might indicate a false panel. 

Ten. Ah, Lady Luck. Light fingers felt the ridge between the cherry blossoms gracing the mantel’s top right corner and the carved ornamental story told in panels beneath.

Eleven. Before pulling ever so slightly on the branch of the tree, the thief took a moment to attempt to shake clear the chimes of the clock once more—they seemed to be worming their way into corners of the mind.

Twelve. Red was gratified to hear the low grating sound of marble on marble that indicated a hidden drawer sliding open. With a steady hand, one borne of years of practice, Red removed the drawer completely and quietly, and placed it gently on the mantel.

Silence. The chimes were finally through. Thank God for that. The thief quickly removed the ornate peacock-blue enameled necklace and sapphire earrings within, then placed them in the hidden pockets of the long burgundy overcoat, which had been modified for just such use, tucking them alongside a miniature Alfred Daguet butterfly box and four pure gold geisha candlesticks.

Red slid the drawer smoothly back into the hole with a soft shik.

Time to go.

The Red Rogue moved swiftly through the room, carefully avoiding the grand ebony dragon bench in case the overcoat snagged on a claw or tooth. But wait, what were those staring from above the bench along the wall? Masks? Little bit creepy those masks.

And yet, one of them spoke to the Red Rogue.

The mask in question had a white, laughing, dog-like face surrounded by long red hair and whiskers. The thief grinned at it and gently tucked it inside the lining of the overcoat. 

It was so kind of this home to offer up such a unique collection. 

But now it really was time to be going.

Furtive steps brought the thief to the pocket doors between the parlor and the hall. Sliding the doors open gently, Red checked to ensure the odd clock hadn’t woken the household. All was quiet. Slipping through and closing the doors softly, the thief scurried down the hall, past three or four more pocket doors that called for exploration but would have to wait for another night.

The thief opened the door that led down the servant stairs and into the bowels of the house. The door opened and closed on well-oiled hinges—no one wanted to hear servants coming and going—which made descending all the more ingenious in its simplicity.

The thief made straight for the door at the bottom of the wood shaft designed for sliding cordwood down to be collected beside the furnace. Red had quite happily discovered that a thin thief was the same size as a bundle of wood, and now passed through what had been a locked door at the bottom of the shaft—most likely in place to deter such things from happening, but nothing a quick lock-pick couldn’t handle—and locked the door once again. Then up the shaft Red carefully climbed, stopping only once to un-snag the hem of the burgundy overcoat from splinters of wood.

Once out, the Red Rogue closed the latch to the small iron door that marked the shaft from outside, then darted along the edge of the drive toward the carriage house, heading for the acres of forest surrounding the private parcel of land tucked away out of town—a forest that would no doubt one day be delivered to the very same shaft the thief had just exited. 

The thief’s movements blended with the wind blowing through the pine trees that lined the sides and back of the property. Coming to a long stone wall, Red quickly leapt up and sprang out onto the open lawn that led back toward the forest. A low run took the thief to the forest’s edge where Red paused in the shadows, crouching on the ground for a moment, considering the night.

Then, turning swiftly, Red disappeared into darkness.

***
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Archie Prescot was unable to resist his first morning impulse to wind the pocket watch that lay on his bedside table. It had become an unbreakable habit at an early age, and now, at the age of twenty-nine, it didn’t feel like something worth the effort of changing. 

He placed his fingers around the knob and turned. Once for his father, once for his mother, and once for God in heaven.

His mother had taught him that, and the phrase still slid through his mind whenever he wound the watch. It had once been his grandfather’s, though now it resembled its original appearance only in the most mechanical sense. He’d never liked the idea of a self-winding watch; by winding his own watch he felt like he had some measurable control over time. In his nimble fingers he could hold time at bay, correct it, soothe it and its hold on him.

Then again, every watchmaker possessed these skills.

He turned his pocket watch over in large hands with fingers so fat no one would assume he could manipulate such fine things as clockworks.

By the dawning light just beginning to creep through the window, he studied what he could make of his reflection in the casing, though it required he hold the gold surface practically at the end of his nose. This angle made him look ranarian—a word that unfortunately was a perfect descriptor of himself, especially once he put on the round glasses that seemed to magnify his near-sighted eyes.

He’d come across the word while reading once and it had stuck with him, and occasionally leapt out at him whenever he shined his grandfather’s pocket watch to the point his own frog-like features stared back at him, for that was the meaning of the word. Then again, anyone might look frog-like when viewing their reflection in the casing of a pocket watch.

But the rest of him was no better. He was pear-shaped, with a bottom that spoke to his many hours spent seated at a desk hunched over movements, dials, faces, and hands too tiny to be seen without special glasses. His short black hair was curly if he let it grow too long, which made it extremely unfashionable and difficult to manage. It didn’t matter if he parted it down the middle, as was the current fashion, or to either side, it still liked to spring up into little curls around his ears. To make matters worse, he couldn’t seem to grow a mustache for the life of him, and if he did manage to get a few sprouts of fur above his upper lip, that was all it appeared to be: fur. And no one wanted to talk to someone with a little black caterpillar attempting to nab their attention the whole time.

He lay back down in the strange bed, wide awake too early to rise but too late to attempt a return to what had been an uncomfortable sleep, as seemed to be common for him whenever he moved to new lodgings. This time he’d only be here a few months, till the end of summer, or at least, that was the plan, but Archie well knew that the best laid plans of nicer men... Wait, was that right? No matter, the fact was all plans—the well-laid and the not-so-well-laid—had a tendency to go awry. Just look at how he’d ended up lying here, boarding in the home of a detective and his wife almost 3,000 miles from home.

From a young age he’d been fascinated by his father’s ability to “tame time,” as he put it. It had been many years before he’d learned his father was simply a watchmaker. To Archie, he’d always seemed to be more like a medieval wizard, capable of unspeakable beauty one minute, and hurtful devastation the next. With his hands he could create, molding time into the shape of a clock, but with his words he knew only how to tear down and destroy. 

And yet, Archie couldn’t hold back his interest in the tenuous link between sound and time, and so, early on, he’d sat at his father’s workbench loving how he could manipulate each steel comb and pinned barrel combination into a chime that was unique. Some said Archie had the gift. He had never thought of it as such, however, as he knew how much time, energy, and effort had gone into learning the art. He was like a violinist who appeared capable of playing the most intricate symphonies without pause, though in reality his fingers had once grown numb with practice, the tips blistering to the point of bleeding before callousing in just the right places. 

But he wasn’t a violinist, he was a clockmaker—a much more time-consuming occupation. 

He chuckled to himself at his little joke as he rolled over.

It was thanks to his gift he had been hired to design the new clock tower feature for the Great Northern Railroad Depot in Spokane. He’d had little to say in the matter. His boss at Seth Thomas in Connecticut had heard they wanted a weight-operated clock in the new depot in Spokane and had told Frost and Granger of Chicago, who’d been drawing up the plans, that Archie must be the man to design it. And so by mail, telegram, and even telephone, Archie and the other contractors from across the nation had exchanged ideas and plans until the day came for Archie to make his way clear across the country, all the way from the great state of Connecticut to the much younger state of Washington to complete his sketches for his unique handcrafted tower clock.

Archie tossed back the other direction, debating whether to get up. He didn’t want to bother the entire household on only his third morning. 

Finally, he gave in and hoisted himself out of bed, putting his glasses on in order to find his clothes. Once clothed, he picked up his satchel and pulled the strap over his head and across his shoulder, checking to ensure all the contents were safely confined within, before sneaking down the stairs and out the back door. Then he turned and began making his way toward the incline of the hill to the south as the sun rose overhead in parallel.

***
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The house was in mourning. Dark, gray shadows crept out from the acanthus leaves decorating the corners of the ceiling and crawled down the walls, daring the light to peek through the heavy maroon drapes shrouding the windows.

Marian Kenyon ran her fingers over the anaglypta wallpaper as she walked down the hall and into the front parlor. The pattern of stylized crosses and flowers took her back to a time when she had finally become tall enough to reach them with her fingertips, and had taken to running her fingers along the embossed wall whenever she walked through her home.

She hadn’t found it in herself yet to pull back the draperies. What was the use? There was no one to see anyway. She often preferred a lack of companionship, though other twenty-three-year-old women might think her odd because of this. Everyone else had sisters, a mother, or at least girlfriends to sit with after the passing of a family member, but Marian just had herself. 

And Nain’s empty chair.

The daisy-printed Sheraton armless parlor chair stared at her, the black eyes of the flowers boring into her like the awkward stares of children who don’t know any better. No matter where she turned her gaze or where she stood or sat in the house, she could feel those eyes following her, judging her, questioning her thoughts and feelings, much as her grandmother had done in life. 

No, that was wrong. Nain had never judged her, even as the world around her had. The orphan. The girl who didn’t belong. The girl without a family.

Her grandmother had offered her a home, a heart full of love and compassion, and she’d accepted it. And then she’d thrown it away in one furious moment of independence.

“I’m going to Seattle.”

“Nonsense. Whatever for? And however will you afford such a venture?”

“I’ll find a way.”

And she had. And she’d been gone for five years. And she’d never said goodbye. 

She turned from the chair and drifted into the dining room. The baskets of once-fresh flowers were tired and brown, drooping over the wicker sides and resting against the grand oak tabletop, which had only just begun to collect a thin layer of dust. She ran her finger along the edge of the table as she continued padding her way on bare feet toward the dark kitchen.

The cast-iron range in the corner seemed to draw all the light and heat out of the room and into its tightly closed matte-black doors. Marian leaned down and used the front of her long, wool dressing gown to guard her hand as she wrapped her fingers around the steel handle. Nain used to scold her for doing so... 

She let down the grate and sifted the ashes and cinders, thinking back on the first time she’d thought she was old enough to start the fire, and had instead only managed to cover herself in a fine cloud of black ash. Oh, what a mess... 

She laid the fire now, putting in a few handfuls of dry shavings in the bottom of the grate, then layering small sticks of pine wood, then a few cinders, watching them glow as they nestled into the tempting bits of wood, and finally on top she put a few small lumps of coal. Then she opened all the drafts, closed all the covers, and lit the fire with a match. She knelt there for a short time, watching the cinders and coal light gradually before adding a few more lumps to ensure a nice, hot fire. Then she closed the cover and left the fire to do its work.

She rose and crossed to the sink, filling a kettle with cold water and returning it to the stovetop to boil. She almost settled into one of the simple wood chairs beside the maple kitchen table, a table ingrained with indelible scratches and marks made from so many pots of chicken and dumpling soup, bread rolls, apple pies...but she couldn’t stand the memories and let herself meander back out into the front parlor.

The chair was waiting for her.

She stared at it, daring it to say something in Nain’s voice.

And yet, at the same time, almost wishing it would. Anything.

Don’t change horses in mid-stream.

Fear the Greeks bearing gifts.

Robin Hood could brave all weathers but a thaw wind.

“All right, all right!” Marian finally said aloud, her voice dry and shaky after days without use.

She threw her petite frame down into what had been her chair—a bentwood rocking chair with an ornate curled design—drawing her knees up to her chest and hugging her arms across her legs like she had as a child. She hadn’t worn a corset in days, either. Come to think of it, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d gotten properly dressed or gone out into society or answered knocks on the door since returning home...

“I know what you’re thinking,” she told the chair. “But I’m not going out. What’s the use? This town hasn’t changed in five years. It’ll all be the same as it was before...a bunch of small town, judgmental, petulant busy bodies eager to tell me what to do with my life now—”

She stopped, her voice cracking.

She’d been sure she’d run out of tears by now.

Apparently not.

But like all tears, there came an end. She rubbed the back of her hand across her wet eyes, letting her feet fall back to the ground. She stood and returned to the kitchen, making her morning cup of tea—a habit she’d been unable to break with the Seattle trend toward bitter coffee—then came back to the hearth in the parlor.

Marian sipped her tea slowly, lifting the china cup gently to her lips, holding the saucer with a steady left hand, just like her Nain had taught.

If only she hadn’t arrived too late to see her buried. The only part left to play was to open the home to receive guests wishing to offer condolences in the form of letters, flowers, and words of encouragement.

So now Marian should have been seated sipping tea in a black dress, nodding her head and welcoming the latest visitor. Instead, she sat in her nightgown and robe, drinking tea by herself, the front door locked and the curtains still closed, talking to a chair and staring into the black eyes of daisies.

Why don’t you tell me what you’re afraid of, they seemed to say in her grandmother’s voice.

The truth escaped from her lips before she could stop it. “I don’t know if I can do it without you...” Marian had always thought of herself as independent. But it wasn’t until Nain’s passing that she realized she’d continued to think of her as a place of safety, somewhere she could fall should it—the future and whatever that held—not work out. But now all that was gone. She was alone. Completely alone.

But then a chuckle followed. “Well, perhaps not completely alone. I do have your chair.”

She laughed softly at herself, straightened her back, and sat properly, away from her chair back, feet on the floor, hands folded in her lap around her cup and saucer. She actually felt more comfortable than she thought she would.

“Perhaps you’re right. As you’d say, Nain, ‘If ifs and ands were pots and pans, there’d be no work for tinkers’ hands.’ Perhaps it’s time to see if Spokane has changed.”

***
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Miss Mitchell had declared the front parlor must be “spit spot” at all times in case of guests, and so Eleanor Sigmund began her day as usual in the room that took the longest thanks to the amount of Japanesque memorabilia decorating every surface.

Miss Mitchell had declared with every new piece that Eleanor should take time to familiarize herself with its purpose and history, to ensure she knew how it should look when it was properly cleaned and displayed.

Miss Mitchell had declared this, and it was so. This was Eleanor’s life, working as the lone housemaid in a large home. And she accepted it for what it was.

She even enjoyed it. She’d found great contemplative peace in the Japanese art that now filled Miss Mitchell’s home, spilling out beyond the front parlor. To dust the items one by one was a rhythmic, meditative dance that allowed her freedom of movement from one area to another, instead of crawling backward on her hands and knees—which seemed to be not quite so willing as they’d been before she’d turned forty—scrubbing her fingers raw, as she’d have to do later. It was a comparatively easy way to begin the day.

She started with the impressive black cabinet in the corner. It was black as night, made from ebonized cherry wood, inlaid with brass flowers on the doors and along the top and bottom on the outside. Inside, the cabinet doors and drawers were lined with a blood red silk embossed with golden cranes and flowers. 

Beside the cabinet was a folding screen also of ebonized wood, with gilt decoration along the top and six painted panels of swallows and wisterias against a muted brown background. 

Next to the screen sat a dragon bench made of pure ebony. The serpent-like lizard writhed along the back, forcing its tail and its head into armrests on either end. Eleanor pressed her feather duster into the cracks of the scales and the intricate carvings that seemed to bring the creature to life.

Above the bench upon the wall were noh theatre masks hanging across an artistic rendering of kabuki players enacting a scene from a play. Eleanor identified with the masks because she, too, often felt she had to switch hers out from moment to moment, depending on who she was speaking to. Her favorite of the masks was the chubby, comical one because it made her smile to look at it. The others were almost disturbing, ranging in gender: lovely woman to ugly witch to samurai warrior, emotion: from sad to happy to angry, and even in species: from monkey to dragon to fox—

Wait.

Where was the fox? It was quite distinct because of its red tufts of fur around a white dog-like face. Usually, it hung next to the accompanying bright fans dancers would wield as they danced in the New Year, but now there was only a gaping hole where it had once been.

She turned around and her gaze fell on a table where stood a bronze sculpture of a samurai on his warhorse set upon an onyx base. It was flanked by an ormolu glass vase and—where was the Daguet butterfly box?

Eleanor turned from side to side, picking up gold-threaded cushions with stylized cherry blossoms and bamboo shoots, throwing open the doors to the black lacquered chest on a gilt-wood stand embossed with scenes of Japanese homes and geishas.

Her heart found her toes along with all the energy in her body.

With slow, heavy steps that seemed to echo the grandfather clock in the hall resounding the early morning hour, she made her way to the mantelpiece of the fireplace, deftly triggering the secret drawer with the marble branch.

She pulled it all the way out and stared despairingly at the emptiness inside.

***
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Archie entered quietly through the back door of the small house where he was currently boarding. He was thankful for the lack of inquiry into his whereabouts from persistent mother figures who cloaked themselves in the guise of “housekeeper,” as he’d found to be the case in many places he’d boarded in Connecticut. He had chosen this location for his summer stay because it was let out by a police detective and his wife. The brother who also resided here seemed to work late hours, and Detective Bernard Carew and the missus were of the private sort, like himself, which suited Archie wonderfully.

He was surprised, therefore, when upon entering the front hall he heard the soft squeak of wheels and then received a greeting from the flaxen-haired Mrs. Carew.

“Good morning, Mr. Prescot. I hope your morning has started off on the right note,” she said as she rolled her chair toward him, a card on her lap. She held this out to him once she was within arm’s length. “A card was sent for you by messenger.”

He took the calling card. It was lettered in cursive with “Miss Gladys Mitchell” across the front. On the back, above her address, where the time would have been listed, she had written “at your earliest convenience” and along the bottom in small print she’d added, “The clock is broken.”

Shock crossed Archie’s face but it was quickly replaced by a flush of disappointment. 

On his journey cross-country aboard the North Coast Limited, an angel had visited him in the form of Miss Gladys Mitchell, a rather wealthy patroness of the arts in the very town he was traveling to. Unable to sleep one night, he’d made her acquaintance in the dining car, and they’d found they had enough in common to fall deep into conversation. Before he knew it, she’d offered to test one of his latest inventions, something that pushed the boundaries of what sound could do—the invention he’d just happened to bring with him, since he’d hoped to find the time to tinker with it more when he wasn’t working on official projects. He’d delivered the clock to her house only yesterday and had hoped to hear from her sometime before he returned home at the end of summer.

“Mrs. Carew, you are the pinochle of politeness,” said Archie, placing the card into his black vest pocket.

“Isn’t it a bit early to be playing games?” came Bernard Carew’s gruff voice as he joined them from the bedroom. He was still straightening his tie as he leaned down to kiss his wife’s cheek. He was a grizzly bear of a man—broad, tall, and thick. His heavy black mustache and matching eyebrows were surely a deterrent to any criminal who happened across his path, and his gaze probably forced truths out of the most defiant.

But with his wife he was as kind-tempered as Kipling’s Baloo in every manner. 

“I think Mr. Prescot meant ‘pinnacle,’ dear,” said Mrs. Carew kindly.

Archie blushed. He did have a tendency to say the wrong word at the oddest moments, especially when he was feeling flustered. And to hear his clock was broken already? His heart sank. Perhaps it was simply God’s way of popping his pride a bit.

“I do hope the messenger did not interrupt your own morning,” said Archie, glancing from Mrs. to Mr. and back again. “I would hate to think my private business was encroaching upon your home life.”

“Not at all, Mr. Prescot,” Mrs. Carew said brusquely, her voice reminding Archie of his boss back at Seth Thomas, who lived by the belief that busy bees were the standard to which all men must aspire. “I rise with the housemaids, never one to waste life with unneeded sleep when there is work to be done.”

“And I’ve overslept as it is,” said Bernard, reaching for his hat and coat off the stand in the hall.

“You really should eat something first, dear,” said his wife, but the detective shrugged and shook his head.

“I’m sorry, my rose.” He pecked her on the cheek once more, even with Archie standing there watching. It was nice to see a couple who didn’t mind showing a little affection before a stranger. “I promise I’ll be home for dinner. Have a good day, Mr. Prescot.” He tipped his hat and was out the door before Archie could reply.

He turned back to Mrs. Carew. “Thank you for taking the message for me. I shall attend to it immediately. I am sorry you had to bring it to me.”

“Actually, as my companion is abed not feeling well, I thought I might join you for breakfast. It was mere happenstance that I met you on my way.”

“I am sorry to hear Miss Gillen is ill. Please do let me know if I can be of any assistance to you.”

“Nonsense, Mr. Prescot. I cannot have my guest replacing my companion. I am perfectly capable of buttering my own toast and getting myself hither and thither.”

Archie smiled. It had taken someone pointedly asking him if he found it difficult staying in a house with an invalid before he realized that most people might view Mrs. Carew as such because of her chair. His own grandfather had lived his life atop crutches after losing his left leg to an infection. Like Mrs. Carew, he’d never let it slow him down.

Archie poured himself a cup of milk with just an inch of bitter coffee before sitting with Mrs. Carew to attempt enjoyment of the household cook’s simple breakfast: mealy baked cinnamon apples, undercooked oatmeal with sugar and cream, watery eggs, burnt ham, and toast with un-pitted cherry jam. They ate in unencumbered silence until they were finished and Archie took his leave.

With breakfast sitting a bit too heavily in his belly, he climbed onboard the streetcar a few blocks east of the house, clinking his five cents into the collection bin before taking a seat in the back. He soon found himself attracted by the elegant pocket watch held by the man seated across the aisle from him. It was a Seth Thomas, probably made around 1889, encased in embossed gold that glistened from cleaning. The man was watching the minute hand tick slowly around the face with the air of one counting the seconds in between, so Archie didn’t disrupt his meditation. Instead, he pulled his gaze away to study the passing neighborhoods as the car glided up the steep hill on the south side of town. He was increasingly impressed by the smoothness with which an electric tram could travel, so much so that he would have pulled out his sketchbook if his stop hadn’t come up so quickly.

He disembarked at 29th, finding himself on a dirt road where the houses thinned and turned back into the forest of pines and maples that had once covered this entire area. He came to an iron gate and a long drive, which he walked up with confidence, knowing he was expected, though he recalled his trepidation on his first visit just a couple days prior.

The grandeur of the house still amazed him as he approached. Built in a rambling Tudor style, the house boasted a white stucco exterior crisscrossed with dark brown timber on the second and third floors, red brick and sandstone on the first, steeply pitched roofs, and mullioned windows, unique in their colored glass. Ornate brick chimneys rose above the slanted roof—he counted four just on the house from this side, and one on the carriage house tucked away to the west. It was the sort of house that transported one to someplace more like a Grimm fairyland than Washington.

He walked up the long white front porch—complete with anomalous columns that didn’t seem to go with the rest of the house—to the imposing front door, taking in the stained glass windows on either side portraying bright white cherry blossoms against a vibrant blue sky. After ringing the bell, he was admitted by a tall and impressive butler who took his hat and coat before leaving him in the front parlor.

He may have only been in Spokane for two days, but already he’d noticed the fascination with Japanese art that seemed to be leaking across the city. Archie was pretty sure the headwaters of the leak were in Miss Mitchell’s front parlor.

The black furniture, wooden panels, and rich colors were simple and elegant; the intricate design-work practically hidden along the edges was eye-catching and mesmerizing. The inked art showing birds on bamboo, waves in the ocean, and red flowers against black backgrounds was graceful and winsome. Or would have been, if it hadn’t been everywhere. Every surface had been inlaid with images of scholars, geishas, bamboo trees, and cherry blossoms.

As Miss Mitchell swept into the room dressed in bright yellow, however, he reminded himself that she had proven to be a highly intellectual woman capable of lengthy discourse on technological subjects. Her fashionable beauty and tastes were only the most obvious part of her.

“Mr. Prescot, welcome. Thank you for coming so quickly,” she said languidly, in direct opposition to her words. He’d forgotten the deep, slow way she spoke, like she had all the time in the world. Which, with her money, she probably did. “I’ll come straight to it: last night I was robbed.”

“Robbed, Miss Mitchell? Already?”

“Yes. Robbed.” She clasped her hands before her and he realized she was wearing some new fashion cut to look like a Japanese kimono with bloomers. Her clearly defined legs and bare ankles above soft shoes were less of a distraction than they might have been if the situation hadn’t been so serious. “You understand what this means, of course?”

“My idea did not work...”

“Indeed.” Miss Mitchell waved her hand, the gold on her wrists twinkling, toward the clock on the mantelpiece, whose hands were stuck at a minute to twelve.

“May I?” Archie asked as he stepped toward the fireplace. 

Miss Mitchell nodded, drifting toward a small table in the corner and helping herself to a decanter of auburn liquid. He lifted his clock carefully in his hands, allowing the minute hand to reach twelve and waiting for the chimes to sound off.

They were melodious and mesmerizing. He felt himself getting drowsy as he considered the problem. What problem was that again?

“Mr. Prescot, would you mind?” 

Archie turned sluggishly to see that Miss Mitchell had her hands over her ears. 

He set the clock back on the mantelpiece, popped open the glass over the clock face, and forced the minute hand back around to a minute to twelve, resetting the mechanism. The chimes stopped.

Miss Mitchell let her hands fall, collecting a crystal glass with an inch of liquid in it. “I’m not certain I quite understand why you thought this would deter thieves. All he’d have to do is cover his ears.”

“Yes, but how many thieves do you know who’d expect a clock to start sounding twelve chimes when it’s not midnight? I strongly suspect the thief considered stealing the piece, then replaced it on the mantel to avoid anymore outbursts of noise.” He stopped, realizing he’d spoken without thinking, and nodded his head slightly toward the woman who was clearly a class above him. “Ma’am.”

“Never mind the ‘ma’am,’ Mr. Prescot. I would hope you’d respect me enough to speak to me as your equal in matters of technology.” She draped herself across the settee, her glass in one hand. She took a long sip before saying, “Explain it to me again and perhaps I can help fix it.”

Archie tried to hide the doubt that leapt across his face by studying his hands.

“Yes, well...” He paused, preparing his thoughts in an orderly procession, like the mechanism of his clock, before pushing his glasses up his nose and meeting Miss Mitchell’s pursed lips and expectant gaze. “Well, see, inside there’s a brass ball track and it’s precariously balanced: any movement makes the ball go down the track, hit a pressure plate, and roll into a basket, setting off the chimes. After the pressure plate is hit, the gears wind to set the chimes off, which takes one minute, so they’ll go off at ‘midnight’ even though it might be any hour but twelve. When the chimes sound, the repetitive frequency, tone, and melody are meant to hypnotize the thief to sleep, so they can be apprehended upon discovery. Though the hour hand does not move, the minute hand continues around the face and stops at a minute to twelve, resetting the mechanism. As the minute hand turns, the basket moves along the track and returns the ball back into its original placement.”

On the most basic level, at least, that was how it worked. He was suddenly aware of how he’d been waving his hands about crazily while attempting to explain the inner workings of something he knew to be as complex as a typewriter.

But to his astonishment, Miss Mitchell appeared to have followed this description and was nodding her head in approval. “And all that fits into a mantel clock. Mr. Prescot, I must say, I am quite impressed.”

Archie beamed and stilled his hands, but before he could thank her for the compliment she continued.

“I also must admit, I liked the reminder to live life as though it all ends at midnight, like something out of a story, but perhaps therein lies the issue. Perhaps the clock must work as a clock, so the thief gets farther away before the chimes sound?”

“Perhaps.” Archie turned back to his clock.

“Or perhaps the chimes need not lull the thief to sleep, but instead must be loud and irritating enough to alert my staff of an intruder?”

“Perhaps.” He delicately closed the front, admiring the beauty of his own design.

“Or perhaps you’re a regular Wisenheimer who thinks he’s got it all figured out?”

Archie pivoted away from his clock quickly, his arms dropping to his sides as his neck reddened. 

“I apologize, Miss Mitchell.” Perhaps she wasn’t as impressed as he’d thought. “Thank you for allowing me to test my invention in your home. I am sorry it did not work as I had intended.” He could feel the heat climbing from his neck to his cheeks as his voice and head lowered like a disciplined dachshund. “I can remove it, if you’d prefer...”

“No need, Mr. Prescot.” His head shot up again as he pushed his glasses back up his nose. She finished her drink and smiled at him. “I enjoyed seeing your idea brought to life. If no one had taken a chance on my designs, I would not be here with you today, able to support you as a patroness.”

Archie’s eyes widened. He was suddenly very aware of his hands again and was unsure where to put them. Behind his back? In his pockets? “Well, knock me over with a fetter. My patroness? You would be willing to...? You’d do that for me?”

“Indeed, Mr. Prescot. With a wave of my hand I could make all your ideas come true.” She stood, leaving her glass on a side table and crossing to stand before him. Close to him. A cloying scent of roses wafted from her. “On one condition: that you be willing to involve me in your process and would consider my critiques when I share them.”

Archie dipped his head immediately, still amazed at the gift this woman was bestowing upon him. “Of course, ma’am. I would be delighted to hear your perspective.”

***
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It took Marian until close to midday to finally escape the darkness of the quiet house in Browne’s Addition.

She might’ve blamed it on the fruitless search for her button hook before resorting to her fingers or the time spent re-binding herself into a corset—though she actually enjoyed the return of its supportive hug around her middle—or the mad attempt to contain all of her auburn curls in one pinned bun at the back of her head while also maintaining the adequate pompadour required to meet the current fashion.

It even might have been the fact that after all this time, she still had no mourning jewelry or black dresses of her own, being one whose complexion didn't work well with black, and one who decidedly avoided the popular morbid obsession with death. This meant, however, that if she intended to go out into society she would have to go through her grandmother's own mourning ensembles to find something that fit. For someone who avoided the idea of death, Marian had found it incredibly difficult to pick through the jet-like dark brown wood of the bog oak jewelry her grandmother had preferred. And then to make a selection from the dull choices of crepe dresses with their deep black silk gauze, crimped and stiffened into a texture that would only irritate her skin...

But it really wasn’t any of those things that slowed her pace this morning. It was the memories that came with them. The memories of Nain telling her even as a little girl that a woman must always have a mourning ensemble handy.

The idea had always sickened her. To own a mourning dress in the current fashion—and those fashions changed every season—seemed to Marian a way of supporting an industry that made its money on death, a decidedly disgusting fact. To force those who’d just lost their loved ones to shell out another several dollars because society dictated this year one must be seen in bombazine instead of paramatta—well, it was a very Victorian ideal. And this was America. And a new century. And as of January and Queen Victoria’s death, wasn’t this actually a new era anyway?

But, if she didn’t wear black, and happened to pass one of her Nain’s dear friends, well...she’d do it for Nain.

But she’d still wear her forest green overcoat.

And so, finally, Marian stood on the front porch and inhaled a deep breath of fresh, brisk April air and the smell of pine before making her way to the nearest stop for the streetcar to downtown.

Marian was proven right immediately: it was the same old Spokane. As the streetcar rumbled along Riverside, she caught sight of the standard Salvation Army parade: three musicians—two women and one man—and not a single person on the streets stopping to listen, though they sang and yelled and called down fire and brimstone on anyone who dared pass by. Signs advertised “umbrellas for just $2 apiece” and “shaving 25 cents.” They passed numerous carriages with young men seated between two young ladies out for a midday ride, the horses used to the clang of the streetcar by now. Along the edges of the road raced many a bicycle rider—working men and women—most of them rushing to the canteen for their hour-long luncheon break, no doubt.

She took in the city as she stepped off the streetcar downtown. In her absence, Spokane’s rail yards had taken over Havermale Island at the head of Spokane Falls, for which the city had originally been named. The cacophony of clanging streetcars, clip-clop of horses’ hooves, rumbling wheels of carriages, ringing bells of bicycles, not-so-distant train whistles, and the reverberating clash of metalwork from construction sites was almost too much. 

Amidst the noise and city smells rose the magnificent brick, stone, and terra cotta buildings that had grown out of the devastation of the Great Fire back in 1889. Thirty-two blocks of downtown had been destroyed, but by destroying the old, the new had been given its head, and out of the ashes, the phoenix of Spokane had risen. Of course, at that time it had still been Spokane Falls. 

Marian walked toward the namesake of the city and let the roar and rush fill her ears. Drowning out the city sounds. Letting her soul rest in the thundering of the waterfall. 

She’d missed this. There was nothing like it in Seattle.

She wished she’d brought her camera out with her after all. It had been too long since she’d felt its ponderous weight between her hands. The monolithic task of attempting to capture nature’s beauty in a small frame had helped give her a sense of control in a world that often was as un-capture-able as the falls before her.

She hadn’t touched her camera since Nain’s passing...

Finally, with a sigh, she turned her back on the river and considered where she’d go next.

Her first thought was to go to the New York Kitchen on Washington—her favorite place to eat luncheon before—and was saddened to find that it had been replaced by something called the Pioneer Restaurant. She was still debating on whether to attempt the new place when she nearly collided with a man hurrying along the sidewalk.

“I’m sorry, miss, I didn’t see you there,” the gentleman said smoothly.

His voice was too oily, and his suave, debonair charm seemed to be at odds with something in the man’s green eyes.

“Good day, miss,” he said, tipping his hat to her. “Mr. Cecil Sigmund, at your service, Miss...” He removed his hat entirely and bowed, revealing a head of shocking curly hair the color of an orange tabby cat.

“Miss Kenyon,” Marian said slowly.

“Ah, you must be the granddaughter of Mrs. Kenyon, then. So sorry for your loss,” he purred.

“Um, thank you. I am sorry, but how did you know my grandmother?”

“You know Spokane—a small town striving to be a big city. I’m afraid I must be on my way.” He tipped his hat to her once more and continued along, pulling leather driving gloves out of his overcoat pocket and onto his hands.

Marian gave an involuntary shiver as she watched the tabby cat saunter north up Washington toward the Falls. Then she turned around and headed south toward the ten sets of railroad tracks that cut straight through downtown. She recalled her grandfather complaining about the tracks, saying they required one to plan an extra quarter hour travel time in case of delay when attempting to reach destinations in the center of town. It wasn’t the time delay so much as the smell and noise of the engines that bothered her. But nothing could be done, nor would be done, about an industry that was the cause for all the booming life coming into Spokane.
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