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	Act I

	 


Chapter 1

	In Which Tracey Higgenbottom Encounters a Dilemma

	Tracey Higgenbottom found herself speechless.

	Which, for others who knew her, was next to impossible. Speechless was not a word to describe Tracey. Tracey was a quick-witted, sharp-tongued young lady who almost always had some sort of banter or another to supply to any situation.

	And yet here she was—speechless.

	In front of her was the familiar shop of which she knew well. For five years, she’d been working at this shop and for almost twice as long practically lived in it. Here she would start early in the morning, opening the shutters, lighting the gas lamps, and checking the motor-mail for the daily letters. Sitting behind his desk, Mr. Porter, her guardian and employer, would be well underway in his own morning routine. Only this morning, however, Mr. Porter wasn’t there.

	The lamps were already lit, much to Tracey’s surprise, and the door and shutters were wide open. And yet, this was not what baffled the young lady so. As she stepped inside and cautiously looked about her, she found nothing but pure disorder. Papers were strewn across the floor, filing cabinets were half-opened, and several books’ pages looked as if someone were frantically rifling through its contents. Tracey softly gasped as she took in the chaos of the room.

	A robbery? she thought. Further inspection proved that she was alone in the room. She quickly checked the gas-powered safe and snatched up her inventory clipboard (thankfully still on its hook on the wall). A review of the room resulted in nothing—nothing was stolen.

	“Well,” said Tracey, the first word she uttered since arriving at the shop, “what’s one supposed to do in a situation like this?”
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	She checked once more if she may have missed Mr. Porter. Up in the attic. Back in the delivery room. Under the desk, even.

	“Hello…” Tracey muttered as the light reflected on something below the desk. She grabbed the item and lifted it into the daylight. “Mr. Porter’s spectacles?”

	Tracey became alarmed. He could hardly see two feet in front of himself. How did he manage to leave without them?

	Cl-clunk. The motor-mail rolled to life. Tracey spun around. I’d forgotten about that thing! She watched as a solitary piece of paper drifted to the receiving port. Strange… Tracey cautiously took the paper. On it was a solitary message:

	Tracey: I am on vacation. I will see you tomorrow.

	Below was a rather crude signature from Mr. Porter. “No, that’s not right!” Tracey exclaimed as she searched through the rubble for Mr. Porter’s calendar. When she finally found it, upside down and nearly torn apart, her suspicions were confirmed—nothing on today’s date!

	“I need the constable,” Tracey said, her lips tightening into a small furrow. I don’t know what’s happened, but something is wrong.

	The paper in her hand heated up. “Wha—” she said.

	Unfortunately, she was soon interrupted by the paper suddenly…well…going up in smoke.

	Literally.

	“Combustible paper?” she gasped, wrinkling her nose at the sickly-sweet smell of the fumes. “That was made illegal years ago!”

	Combustible paper, dear reader, was a craze that died as quickly as it had started. A large company experimenting with ways in which they could monetize and capitalize on the new steam-powered technology soon stumbled upon a rather curious invention: paper that could vaporize at a set time. Suddenly everyone wanted their hands on combustible paper—to spring a joke on someone’s day, to write a secret message, to hide incriminating evidence, and other increasingly devious reasons. Unfortunately, unsolved crimes spiked as a result. For this reason, the High Constable of Dnalgne shortly banned the use of combustible paper and imprisoned anyone in possession of it. Understandably, it quickly became one of the most unpopular products out there, to the sad demise and bankruptcy of the company responsible for its creation.

	And now, poor Tracey, with the only shred of palpable evidence of a crime that she might have had gone, decided that Mr. Porter may indeed be in danger. Well, thought Tracey in dismay, at least I have these spectacles. And a break-in to report.

	Tracey Higgenbottom shut off the gaslights, closed the shutters, locked the front door, and hurried down the foggy Mondon streets to the High Constable office.


Chapter 2

	In Which Mr. Bentam Berkley Is Cross

	“Right this way, ma’am,” the receptionist in the High Constable office said as she led Tracey from the room in which she had been waiting. “He’s in there,” she whispered, pointing to an office toward the back. “His name is Bentam Berkley.”

	“Why are we whispering?” Tracey asked, glancing at where the receptionist stood.

	In the receptionist’s place was vacant air, and in the distance was her quickly retreating figure. “O…okay?” Tracey muttered, heading toward the office.

	The hall’s light filtered into the office, falling just short of the imposing figure which sat behind the desk. Tracey paused. From what she could see, there were two hands flying across the typewriter in front of them. Attached to these hands were arms clad in a navy-blue jacket, a neck tightly wrapped in a starched collar and necktie, and two piercing eyes looking at her from the darkness. “Well? Are you going to stay there and block my light?” the figure gruffly said.
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	“O-oh, I beg your pardon,” Tracey said, quickly stepping into the room. “Constable Berkley, I suppose—”

	“Mr. Berkley will suffice, miss, and please take a seat,” he said, typing all the same. His eyes returned to his paper.

	Tracey blinked. Well, then! She obediently took the offered, or rather vacant, seat and waited for him to finish. She watched as he dutifully worked, occasionally pausing to look at some notes beside him. Steam silently puffed out of the side of the typewriter, keeping pace with his typing.

	“I am not the High Constable nor even a constable. I am a records keeper,” he finally said, breaking the heavy silence. “Name?” he asked. 

	“Tracey Higgenbottom.”

	The typewriter’s keys continued to clack away. Tracey restlessly pulled at her gloves, waiting for him to continue. “Well?” he snapped, his eyes darting up to her. “For what reason are you here today?”

	Tracey bit back a rather biting remark. “I’m here today,” she started, “I’m here today to report a break-in and kidnapping.” Silence. Mr. Berkley continued typing. Finally, he stopped and took the paper out of the typewriter. He then rolled it up and put it into some sort of tube behind him, then pulled the lever. In a puff of steam, the paper was carried elsewhere. He turned to face her again.

	“Is that all?”

	For the second time that day, Tracey Higgenbottom was speechless. “I-is that all?” she stammered. “What do you mean, ‘Is that all?’”

	Mr. Berkley sighed. “Do you have any more information, ma’am? It was a break-in. Where, what time, and what was taken? There was a kidnapping. Who, any suspects, and what leads you to believe so?”

	“Well,” Tracey said evenly, “the break-in was at my place of employment. I don’t know when it occurred, perhaps from last night or earlier this morning? The kidnapped is my…” She paused. “My employer, Mr. Porter. I don’t know who would kidnap him, but it possibly could be because he’s a keeper.”

	“A what?”

	“A keeper. It’s a popular profession in Mondon nowadays. They’re in charge of keeping things for customers, like jewelry, money, or even just a note—”

	“Oh yes, non-bankers,” he interrupted, his interest flitting back to the stack of paper next to him. “Our constables are very familiar with the sort.” He took up a nib pen and scribbled. “Break…in…at…” He looked up. “What’s the establishment name?”

	“Porter Keeper Shoppe.”

	“Porter…Keeper…Shop.” He put down the pen. “All right, I’ll send the document through, and you’ll have constables at the business in about an hour. Thank you.”

	Tracey waited, watching as Mr. Berkley loaded a fresh sheet of paper into the typewriter and began typing again. He paused, glancing up at Tracey. “Thank you, Ms. Higgenbottom.”

	“That’s all?”

	Mr. Berkley paused, raising an eyebrow. “What do you mean, ‘That’s all?’”

	“What about the kidnapping report?”

	“What kidnapping? As far as I can tell, there’s only been a break-in.”

	“…why do you think so?”

	“Did you try calling him via steamphone?”

	“W-well, no—”

	“And even if there was no answer, did you check at his residency for him? Perhaps he’s ill.”

	“That would not be normal for h—”

	“All right, and even so, what could possibly cause you to jump to your conclusion?”

	“Well—”

	“Do you know how many kidnapping cases are reported here in Mondon?” Mr. Berkley leaned forward. “Five. Hundred. A week. Every week we have ‘new’ kidnappings reported.” Bentam rolled his eyes in disdain as he said “new.” “Do you know what would have happened if we followed each lead without evidence? A vast majority of these reports end with the person popping up as if nothing happened! And do you know what that means?”

	“But—”

	“A waste of resources. Constables sent out on wild goose chases while there are real cases to pursue.” He pointed to a paper on the wall behind him. “Take him, for example. Famous actor. He’s been plagued by someone advertising fake performances using his name.” Tracey paused to look at the poster. On it was a picture of Jon Starr, a well-known stage actor at the time. “We should be spending our research finding this out, but instead we spend time on cases like yours.”

	“Yes, but I have evidence!” Tracey held up Mr. Porter’s glasses. “I found these under his desk.”

	Mr. Berkley squinted at them. “What’s the significance of these?”

	“He can’t see without them. He never leaves anywhere without them!”

	“Has it ever occurred to you that he may have a spare?”

	“Well…no.”

	“Mhm.” He leaned back in his chair. “Is that all? That’s hardly enough proof for me to open a case.”

	“I…” Tracey hesitated. Dare she mention the note? It was evidence, but it was also potentially illegal. She sized up the man in front of her. “I…received a note, saying he would be on vacation,” she ventured.

	“Well, that solves it! He’s merely on vacation. Thank you, Ms. Higg—”

	“He didn’t make arrangements for a vacation today, Mr. Berkley. I’m his secretary.”

	“Things can change—”

	“It was typed on combustible paper.”

	Mr. Berkley paused, his eyebrows flying up. He leaned forward, the silence deafening. Tracey shifted nervously in her seat. She knew bringing up the paper would be dangerous, especially when she thought of its questionable history.

	“I-it evaporated in my hands,” she said. “Right after I finished reading it.”

	His icy stare seemed to penetrate straight through Tracey. She shivered. “Ms. Higgenbottom,” he frigidly said. “You do realize what you are saying?”

	“Yes, sir,” Tracey said, the poor woman beginning to regret having mentioned the note in the first place.

	“It is impossible to get combustible paper. The High Constable destroyed any remaining sheets of it years ago. And yet, you now claim that you had one in your possession?”

	“Y-yes, sir.”

	Mr. Berkley squinted, sighed, then pulled the paper from the typewriter. He then rolled it up and put it into the tube behind him, pulling the lever and sending it away. “I’m going to pretend I did not hear you say anything about the paper,” he said, turning to face Tracey. “I’ve just filed a break-in report. Constables will be out at Porter Keeper Shoppe. Ms. Higgenbottom,” he said, his gaze fixed on her, “I would be very careful to whom you mention this paper. You may find yourself in prison. Or worse.”

	Tracey gulped. “Yes, sir.” She stood with a quick curtsey. “Thank you. Your help is much obliged.”

	But Mr. Berkley was already back to typing. Without another word, Tracey Higgenbottom left the office. As she descended the stairs of the High Constable office, she felt even more helpless than she had that morning. 


Chapter 3

	In Which a Surprise Arrives

	Tracey paced about the shop as the constables took a few images with their strange machinery. She watched as they aimed the small device at each heap of disorder, and with the crank of a handle, sent steam everywhere. “Photographs,” they had explained to her earlier. “Much like having a painter on scene, but faster.”

	She had spent a better part of her noon turning away customers and answering questions from the constables. I’m beginning to wonder if this robbery report will be of any use! Tracey thought with an impatient sigh. 

	“Almost done, ma’am,” a constable said, a little startled by her injection of impatience. “Apologies for the delay. We’ll wrap up the photographs and be right out in a jiffy.”

	“Thank you,” Tracey said. She glanced at the clock.

	It was 12:40 p.m. and still no sign of Mr. Porter. She had stopped by his home (to which she had the key) but found no one inside. She then called him on the steamphone but got no response. Tracey tapped a finger on her crossed forearm. It’d been almost six hours and nothing. Not even a single lead.

	“Is this yours, ma’am?” a constable asked, handing her a handkerchief. 

	Tracey jumped. “I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there,” she said.

	“No worries,” he pleasantly replied, tipping his hat. 

	Tracey took the handkerchief. She squinted. I don’t recognize this at all! It was a simple silk square with small cream rosettes embroidered around the edge. On the corner were the initials RN. “No, I—” She stopped herself. This could be the evidence I’ve been looking for! My first lead! She looked at the inquisitive constable. “Now that I think of it,” she slowly began, “I believe this could possibly be my friend’s. She may have dropped it when she visited.” 

	Tracey swallowed. The only friend she had was far away on the other side of the country; they hadn’t visited in years.

	The constable hesitated.

	Tracey blinked, keeping her expression clueless and innocent. Finally, he nodded. “Very well, ma’am,” he said.

	“Report, sir,” the other constable said, handing him a piece of paper. “I’ll wait for you outside.” With that, the other constable left the shop. 

	The constable with Tracey read over the paper before handing it to her. “All right, ma’am, here’s your report,” he said.

	She scanned it, noticing that there was only vague information, hardly enough to open a case. She frowned.

	“Something wrong, ma’am?” he asked, leaning forward in concern.

	“No,” she blurted. “Although, I hardly see this being enough information to open a case.”

	“How so?”

	“You didn’t even spell the location correctly! How am I supposed to expect proper help if this is riddled with typos?”

	“Riddled with what, now?”

	“There’s a typo in the shop’s name. It’s Porter Keeper Shoppe, with ‘ppe’ ending shop. You have on here ‘Shop,’ with only one ‘p’ ending it.” 

	The constable looked at the sheet. “Will you look at that. Suppose there was a typo somewhere. I’ll get that fixed when we get back.” He fished a notepad from his pocket and scribbled. “Thank you for alerting us. As for this case, we’ll be in contact with you if we find any leads.”

	“If?” she echoed.

	The constable paused, then cleared his throat. “You see, ma’am, there’s quite a bit a’ robberies in Mondon, and oftentimes we can’t find the culprit…”

	“I see.” Tracey looked at the paper again. Mr. Porter’s entire life hinged on this paper, she thought, a sense of despair growing within her. It felt as if everything were a dead end. Rustling herself, she quickly shook the constable’s hand. “Thank you, sir.”

	“Any time,” he said with a smile. With the tip of his hat, he turned and left.

	Tracey’s shoulders sagged, her fake demeanor slipping away. “Well, Tracey,” she muttered, “you’ve got two pieces of evidence now: a handkerchief, and spectacles… And a city full of people who could have both a motive to take Mr. Porter and the initials RN.”

	Due to the nature of a keeper’s job, it was natural to assume they would be in possession of many enemies. Keepers did as their title suggested—they kept things. Anything, really. For a fee ranging from frugal to exuberant, a keeper could hold anything from a sheet of paper to priceless furniture. The keepers of Mondon lived with the creed of discretion: ask not, know not. As such, it was not uncommon for a keeper to hold stolen contraband or incriminating evidence unbeknownst to them. For this, keepers were unpopular with the High Constable. And as Tracey already feared, they made Mr. Porter’s case a low priority.

	Tracey paced the room, her steps speeding with each turn as frustration built.

	“What am I supposed to do with these?” she yelled to the ceiling, flinging the report down. “This is hopeless. I can’t find Mr. Porter at this rate.”

	Behind her, the door’s bell jingled.

	“I’m sorry, we’re closed at the moment,” she said, not bothering to turn around. “Excuse the disorder.”

	“Sorry if I’m interrupting, but that’s why I’m here, miss,” an unfamiliar voice replied.

	Tracey straightened, then turned around. There stood a woman, not more than twenty-five and of average height. Her cocoa brown, tightly coiled hair was styled into a fashionable bun, and the deep violet of her ensemble complemented her dark skin. The dress’s bodice and jacket looked as if it had seen its share of traveling. Her skirt—or absence of it, rather—surprised Tracey. In the place of a skirt were a pair of bloomers, cuffed with a smart pair of brown boots. 
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	“Bloomers!” was all poor Tracey could say.

	“I prefer ‘knickerbockers,’ miss,” the woman said comfortably. “These always cause quite a start, but, ya know, when you travel by steamship by yourself, it can be pretty impractical to wear skirts around machinery. Believe me,” she chuckled, “I’ve learned the hard way.”

	“I see,” Tracey replied. “Y-you said that you’re here for…what reason, Miss…?”

	“It’s just Mittie,” the woman said, offering a hand. Tracey shook it. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

	“Tracey Higgenbottom, but Tracey will suffice,” she replied. “Pleased to meet you as well.”

	“All right, Tracey,” Mittie said with a smile. “Now, I do see the ‘disorder,’ as you said. And I also saw you’ve had a couple o’ constables around?”

	“Yes. Were you watching?”

	“A little.” She shrugged. “I’ve only just returned to see if anyone would come. I supposed someone found the mess and called in the constables, so here I am dropping by.”

	“‘Returned?’ When were you here last? I don’t remember ever seeing you visit our shop.” Tracey’s interest was piqued. Could this possibly be a witness?

	Mittie sized her up as if she were debating what to reveal. “I had just arrived in Mondon last night and had passed by this shop,” she began. “There were a couple a’ people inside sometime past midnight. Looked a little suspicious, considering the mess, but I didn’t think much a’ it. I mean, this is Mondon, after all.”

	“What’s that supposed to mean?” Tracey said, taken aback at the quip to her hometown.

	“Nothing,” Mittie said, raising her hands in a surrendering stance. “Anyway, I passed again this afternoon and saw you here with those two constables, so I figured I’d see what happened.”

	“Why didn’t you report it yourself, when you saw people here last night?”

	“Like I said, didn’t think much of it,” she said with a shrug. “Besides, I didn’t stick around. I didn’t have any o’ my self-defense mechs with me, and I didn’t want to linger long enough to find out if I would need it or not.”

	“Did you…” Tracey hesitated. “How many people did you see?”

	“Two, I think.” Mittie squinted around the room, nodding her head. “Yup, two looks ’bout right.”

	“Was one of them burly? With spectacles?” Tracey’s heart pounded in her chest.

	“Spectacles, no. Burly, yes. And…a burgundy vest and a small bit a’ brown hair on top a’ his head.” With the latter part of her statement, she reached her hand above her head and made a scratching motion.

	“Yes, that’s him! That’s what Mr. Porter wore yesterday.” 

	“Mr. Porter’s who you’re looking for, miss?”

	“Yes,” Tracey said, nodding enthusiastically. She could now place when he was last there: sometime around midnight. “And the other person,” Tracey ventured. “Could you see their face?”

	Mittie paused. She looked up at the ceiling. “No.”

	Tracey released a breath. This wasn’t ideal, but at least she now had an eyewitness.

	“But they were tall,” Mittie helpfully added. “And slim. ’Fraid I didn’t see that person’s clothes, though.”

	“Thank you, thank you so much,” Tracey said. And now a suspect!

	“Is…is something wrong?” Mittie asked. “Were those men robbers?”

	“No, no, one of them was my employer. He hasn’t shown up all day.”

	“Oh! A kidnapping then! Or as I like to say,” she added with a small smile, “a case o’ plagium.”

	“A case…of what?”

	“Plagium! One a’ those big words I read in a book once. Means kidnapping,” she said with a wink. “Always was hopin’ I’d get a chance to use it—it’s rare when you can use all those fancy words ya learn! Except maybe at dinner. But at that time, the company can be so droll—” Mittie paused and blinked. “A-anyways,” she continued, “I went off on a tangent there. Sorry!”

	“No worries,” Tracey said.

	“Ey, cheer up!” Mittie said, trying to give a reassuring smile. “I can help you out. Seemed like the constables weren’t much help, were they?”

	Tracey shook her head. “Thank you,” she wearily said. “I was beginning to think I’d have to start searching aimlessly!”

	“Glad to help!” Mittie cheerfully said. “And ya know, I know where we can start looking for your Mr. Porter.”

	“You do?”

	“Yep.” Mittie nodded. “I heard the two a’ them leave behind me as I continued down the street. Checked behind my shoulder to make sure they weren’t following me—for safety, you see—and saw they were going in the opposite direction.”

	“Oh…depending on the direction, that could make the search easier or more difficult.”

	“Over this way?” Mittie said, pointing out the shop’s front windows toward an alarmingly dark section of the street.

	“Oh. I was hoping it wouldn’t be there.” Tracey deflated. “But of course, why not?”

	“Where’s that?”

	Tracey sighed. “The Undertown.”


Chapter 4

	In Which Tracey and Mittie Explore The Undertown

	The Undertown was not a place where any person, alone or accompanied, would want to find themselves. From the unkempt and damp sidewalks to the impossibly thick night and gloom that seemed to hover over the entire sector (likely due to the suspiciously protected factories to the south of the area), The Undertown was apt to leave even the bravest of persons unsettled after a short trip through it. Rampant with an abundance of criminals and suspicious characters, the High Constable soon gave up on ever calming down the growing crimes occurring there, focusing instead on the equally devious, yet more infrequent crimes of the other sectors of Mondon. As a result of this, the notorious sector of The Undertown created its own group of crime control: Vigilantes—residents who kept up their own patrols—would nab a criminal, promptly carry them to the High Constables, and much to the delight and mutually agreed-upon payment of the High Constable, would use the earned bounty to hire more residents to join their league. 

	Porter Keeper Shoppe’s close proximity to this sector was no mistake on the part of Mr. Porter. In a place like The Undertown, there would almost certainly be people who would need their secrets kept. And by being the first keeper shop that a person would see after escaping the said sector, Mr. Porter was almost guaranteed to receive eager customers. Tracey and Mittie found this to be the case, as it seemed all too soon before they found themselves out of Mondon’s typically cheerful sunniness and instead amid The Undertown’s gloom.

	Tracey and Mittie haltingly walked into the sector, each taking a cautious look about her with every step. 
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	“In all a’ my traveling, never have I seen sucha gloomy place,” Mittie said, nervously eyeing the dark clouds above. “Was that a rat?” she exclaimed, pointing to a dark shadow quickly disappearing down an alley.

	“I’m sure that was just someone taking a shortcut,” Tracey said. “I hope,” she added under her breath. Tracey scanned the dismal surroundings, attempting to find something more encouraging on which to begin a conversation. Unsuccessful, she turned to other topics. “Traveling, you say,” Tracey said. “You’ve mentioned that a few times earlier. What sort of places have you been to?”

	“Can’t even count ’em!” Mittie replied. “Must’ve been to ’bout three or four continents, more or less.”

	“Oh!” she said.

	Tracey and Mittie turned a corner. 

	“I’ve never traveled much myself,” Tracey said with a sad smile. “I suppose I’m just comfortable where I am. Traveling is far too expensive, anyway.” Mittie watched Tracey’s face and raised an eyebrow.

	“I see,” she responded. Mittie paused, as if she were about to say something, but then stopped again. “Well,” she started, “for someone who doesn’t travel, look at you now! This here area is so dark and twisted, I’ve no clue of how you’re just leading us ’round these streets without us gettin’ lost and goin’ in circles.” 

	“O-oh. Yes,” Tracey said, looking away. “You could say I suppose I’ve had a bit of…experience in The Undertown. This is still a part of Mondon, you know. And,” she quickly added, “I know this city well.”

	“Seems like it,” Mittie casually said.

	The two continued to walk in silence as Tracey lead them through the ever-narrowing streets. 

	“So!” Tracey said, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “We’re on the lookout for a tall, slim person. Which is about three-quarters of the sector’s population.”

	“Why don’t we go where we can find lots a’ people? A shop, maybe? I haven’t seen many people out yet.”

	“People in The Undertown are not exactly daytime people,” Tracey said with a nod. “That’s why I’m taking us to the center. Anyone who’s up will be there.” 

	Tracey scanned her surroundings. The crooked homes had fallen away to equally crooked shopfronts—tired buildings with crumbling brick facades, broken, boarded-up windows, and roofs with missing shingles. “Here we go! Some shops!” she said, observing the signs.

	Joe’s Curious Goods! Rare and Off-Market Mechanics!

	Harold Shop. “General” Goods.

	Steam Gearitry: Steam Gauges, Pipes, and Levers

	Shrimp Reginald—Finest “Seafood” Away From the Sea!

	“I could do for some shrimp, actually,” Mittie said as Tracey read the signs aloud.

	“Trust me,” Tracey said, “what they serve there can hardly be called ‘seafood.’ I’ve tried it before.” She shuddered. “I wouldn’t recommend.”

	“Oh…ya’ve tried them before?” Mittie said. 

	“I…yes. I have,” Tracey abruptly said. 

	Mittie flinched. “Sorry,” she said, before quickly changing the subject and scanning her surroundings. “How about that store down there?” she said. “Seems to be many people over there. And look! I even see a tall n’ slim person!”

	Tracey’s eyes followed where Mittie was pointing. Down the street was a crowd gathering around what looked like a disturbance. 

	In the center of the crowd was a tall man with a bushy mustache. He wore a shiny dome of a hat on his head, not unlike a cooking bowl (in fact, it very well may have been one). On his chest was an equally shiny circle, with words too small for her to make out. 

	Tracey froze, her vision narrowing on the man. Her blood ran cold. “That’s a vigilante,” she said, her voice dropping to a hush.

	“Vigilante?”

	“Yes, they’re The Undertown’s version of constables,” Tracey quickly explained. “I think we should move on from here—”

	“Fascinatin’! Let’s get closer. I need ta see if he’s the same person from ya shop last night. What’s he lookin’ at?” Mittie urged, pulling Tracey along with her.

	“Wait—” Tracey began to protest. But it was too late. Tracey soon found herself near the front of the crowd with a good view of the incident occurring.

	There was The Undertown vigilante. By his side was a young boy—not more than twelve years old—caught by the scruff of his neck. The boy clutched a loaf of bread, his body clad in mere rags of clothes. Tracey could see his face under his matted hair and rugged cap. 

	“Again, I ask ya,” the vigilante growled, shaking the boy and leaning closer to his face. “Young man, can ye let the bread go?”

	The boy silently shook his head, hugging the loaf all the closer. His eyes blazed as he defiantly returned the officer’s gaze.

	The vigilante sighed. “Look ’ere. Ye’ve already attracted quite a buncha people here. It’ll do us all good if ye just leave the bread. I can let ye go if you just leave the bread!”

	The boy ignored him still, turning his eyes resolutely to the ground.

	“This has been going on for ten minutes now, poor boy,” a nearby person said. 

	“Poor man!” someone else replied.

	“Poor us!” yet another person piped. “I just want to buy my bread. They’ve been blocking the entrance!”

	Mittie squinted at the vigilante, slightly tilting her head, as if in thought. She sighed. “Tracey, can’t we do somethin’ to help the poor lad?” 

	Tracey shook her head. “With a vigilante? Oh, no. Say the wrong thing and you could end up in the High Constable’s office.” She quickly averted her gaze and tried to squelch the growing disquiet in her. “Or worse.”

	Don’t bother, Tracey, she told herself. After all, he did steal something. Somehow, however, she couldn’t convince herself of that conclusion.

	“Oh, all right,” Mittie said, disappointed. “I really just came to see if that might’ve been the person I saw last night. It isn’t.” Mittie started to leave. “You were right, we should’a moved on.” 

	“Wait,” Tracey said, grabbing Mittie’s sleeve. 

	Mittie paused and looked at her. “There’s nothin’ we can do, right? Didn’t ya say so?” 

	Tracey steeled herself, bunching up her shoulders and taking a deep breath. “This isn’t right. I cannot stand to the side and watch this happen, Mittie.”

	“Then let’s leave,” she replied with a shrug. “Can’t watch it if ya ain’t there to see it.”

	“No, we have to do something. Well, not you, if you don’t want to. But I can’t ignore this.”

	“But what’s your plan?” 

	Tracey smiled, gritting her teeth against her thumping heart. “Something I hope won’t backfire.”


Chapter 5

	In Which There is a New Ally

	Tracey could hardly believe herself as she entered the center of the crowd, confronting the vigilante. He seemed much larger than he had from her spot on the sidelines. She felt very small in comparison. “S-sir,” she started. He ignored her, still lecturing the boy. “Sir,” she said louder.

	“What’s that, miss?” he gruffly asked, glaring at her. She steeled herself against a shudder.

	“That young man there is my brother.” 

	He paused, slowly looking between her and the boy. “Is that so?”

	“Yes.” She could hardly stand her ground under his piercing stare. Perhaps this was not a good idea, she nervously thought. 

	Around her, the crowd began to murmur. 

	“I-I can pay for the stolen bread and any damages he may have done. I apologize for his mischief. You know how children can get!” She ended with a nervous chuckle.

	Now both the boy and the vigilante stared at her. 

	Her cheeks flushed. “C-come, dear. Come to Tracey.” She held out a hand. The boy looked at it, then up to the vigilante. The vigilante looked once more between the two, shook his head, then let go of the boy. In a flurry, the boy rushed next to her.

	“Sorry, ma’am,” the vigilante said. “Don’t worry ’bout the money, I’m just tryna’ catch a group a’ littl’ thieves in the area. Thought he mighta been their ringleada’.” 

	“Oh, dear, I do apologize for any trouble he may have caused,” Tracey said graciously. She looked at the boy. “Come along now, let’s go.” 

	He nodded and took her hand, avoiding her gaze. All the while, he still held on to the loaf of bread.

	“All right, all right what’re ye all goggling about for?” the vigilante said to the crowd, waving them off. “Go on now! Nothing goin’ on here! Out, out!” His voice carried after him as he coursed through the throng of people, breaking apart the gathering. Tracey watched as everyone left, and the vigilante disappeared from sight.

	“Are you all right?” Tracey asked the boy. He nodded, this time barely meeting her gaze.

	“That was amazing!” Mittie said, bounding up to the two. “I always sized ya up for a timid type. Gonna have t’ keep my eyes peeled around you, ha! And you said you’ve done this before, huh?”

	“I don’t like seeing children in trouble, that’s all,” Tracey said. “What’s your name, young man?” 

	The boy hesitated before meeting her eyes. This was the first time she saw him so close. Patches of coal were smeared on his face in various spots, from his cheeks to his forehead. Out from the ashes stared back a pair of bright, inquisitive eyes, so large they made his nose look curiously small. His tiny mouth was pursed.
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	“It’s all right, you can count us as friends,” Tracey gently said, patting his shoulder. Her gloved hands returned coal on them, of which she discreetly wiped into a handkerchief she had on hand. His clothes were just as full of coal as his face. Over his tattered shirt, he wore a worn vest, his baggy pants sported some patches, and his feet donned a smart pair of shoes. He shuffled.

	“Name’s Charlie, miss,” he muttered. He shook his hand loose from Tracey’s, cautiously stepping away. “And I’m no crim’nal. I just was gettin’ bread for me and Harrie, miss. She’s my sister!” Charlie stopped, giving Tracey a slow, up-down look. “My real sister,” he finished.

	“Who’s calling you a criminal?” Tracey said, taken aback by his forwardness. “I never called you a criminal!” 

	“You look like an earnin’ gentleman t’ me,” Mittie piped. “That’s a lot a coal ya have there—you must’ve seen your fair share of chimneys, I thinks!”

	The boy’s eyes widened. “How’d ya know?” he exclaimed.

	“The coal, for starters.” Mittie winked.

	Charlie’s face slowly broke into a smile, a burst of sunshine on his previously gloomy face. He looked between the two of them. “Say,” he started, “what brought the likes of you two here, anyway? I hardly see anyone quite as ’spectable as you ’round here. Well,” he said, pausing and looking at Mittie’s knickerbockers. “Almost ’spectable, I guess.”
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