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The Dress




I stepped upon the sidewalk in front of Madame Biltcliffe’s Dress Shop, the golden sandstone of Clubb quadrant fine and smooth beneath my boots. The day was blustery and cool, the sky threatening. 

Moving my recently purchased forest green and gold paisley carpetbag to my other arm, I rubbed my right palm. It was times like this that I regretted hitting Charles Hart: the cast was off, but my hand still ached at times.

As usual, the glass window-front to Madame’s former shop was engraved in gold. But the words, “Miss Tenni Mitchell, Proprietress” had been added underneath the shop’s name.

Inside, the shop gleamed: polished oak paneling, shiny brass fixtures, elegant mannequins displaying gowns of the finest fabric. Two very well-dressed women conferred near the back corner to my right, where the fashion books were kept.

At the glass counter to my left, Tenni’s younger sister Oma stood behind the counter dressed in a shop maid’s uniform. She beamed, curtsying when she saw me. “Mrs. Spadros! Oh, it’s good to see you.”

I went to the girl — now almost a woman — and took her hand. “It’s good to see you too. Is all well?”

Oma went into a long description of the plans for her upcoming wedding to some police detective back in Spadros quadrant.

Briscola, if I recall correctly.

As she spoke, her cheeks bloomed, her eyes grew bright. Whatever Tenni might have thought about Oma’s feelings for the man, the girl was at the very least excited for the wedding.

I envied her.

She suddenly stopped. “You didn’t come here to listen to this; how might I help you?”

You might say I had an ever-growing problem. None of my charcoal dresses fit anymore: one was too tight in the bodice, another too tight in the waist, the third wouldn’t button at all.

They couldn’t be mended and patched much further, and did I really need to stay in mourning?

I didn’t want to accept new dresses from Tony: I’d be returning to my apartments soon. So I had my lady’s maid Amelia Dewey take in Anna Goren’s purple dresses, then as time passed, let them out again.

But I couldn’t put this off any longer. After numerous entreaties from my husband Tony and his mother Molly over the past few weeks to pick someone, anyone, as dressmaker, I decided Tenni was someone I could trust.

Tony assured me that I might have anything I wanted. It seemed such a waste. “Is your sister available?”

She turned to the office behind her and knocked. “Tenni,” she called out, “Mrs. Spadros is here to see you.”

Tenni Mitchell came forth, a woman of one and twenty. Curly red-brown hair, light brown skin; for many a day I’d used her as my double when going to my cases. Of course, now she was too tall to fool anyone who actually knew me. “Mrs. Spadros! Come in.”

She ushered me into her office. The oak wood had been painted white, with black trimming around the door and windows. The cabinets were black with iron fixtures. “You’ve redecorated! Very nice.” White was my least favorite color, but it pleased me that Tenni had made the place her own.

Tenni smiled. “I suppose it’s my Spadros quadrant upbringing: I grow tired of looking at brass and golden-brown all day.” She gestured to a chair beside her desk, black leather and gun-metal gray. “Please, sit down.” Tenni crossed one leg over her knee and folded her hands upon it. “How might I help?”

“What I tell you must not be shared with anyone,” I said quietly. “Not even your sisters.”

Tenni nodded. “You have my word.”

I bit my lip, heart pounding. “I carry the Dealer’s Gift.”

Tenni’s eyes grew wide, her mouth open. “Good gracious! Congratula —” Then she looked at me. “Oh.”

My former housekeeper Mrs. Claudete Crawford had conspired to switch my morning tea — which prevented me from bearing children — to one with no effect whatsoever. And now I was trapped.

I took a deep breath, let it out. “I need something discreet; no one must know.” For a high-card woman to be on the streets whilst pregnant was scandalous. For the Lady of Spadros to be discovered doing so would bring the sort of attention none of the Family wanted right now.

She nodded, eyes fixed upon mine. “I have something you might like.” She rose. “Come with me.”

Tenni led me out to the shop area, locked the door to her office, then brought me to one of the green-curtained dressing-rooms. Much like the rooms in Madame Biltcliffe’s old shop back in Spadros quadrant, this one had a raised area for women to stand upon whilst their dresses were being altered. But these rooms were painted white, the inner curtains in deep blue.

She gestured to one of the chairs set at each corner. “Wait here.” Then she left through a curtained area to the rear.

I surveyed myself in the wide full-length mirror before me. I now wore one of Anna Goren’s deep purple walking dresses. An older style with an empire waist, along with a loosely laced outer-corset, it was perfect for hiding the changes in my body.

I sighed, slumping into a chair. I hated it all.

Tenni returned carrying a mass of navy blue, which she hung upon a rack standing nearby. “This is ready to wear.” Then she snorted. “The woman decided at the last minute that she didn’t like the fabric. Fortunately, she’s near enough your height that the hem won’t need changing.”

The fabric was very fine and thin, a soft and light wool. The color matched Jonathan Diamond’s uniform as Keeper of the Court.

Jon still hadn’t returned to his duties.

Tenni stood watching me.

I fought to keep myself steady. “I’ll try it on.”

The dress hung from the shoulders and neck with many soft pleats and gathers. Tenni moved the gathers to the back. “Wear this under a corset in the earlier stages.” Then she moved the material to the front. “Your maid can arrange these to expand the waist as you need.” She smiled warmly at me. “You can wear this until it receives its hand.”

“I’ll take it.” I had no intention of letting the form growing inside me draw breath. But I needed something to wear, and this was as good as anything else. “Make two more of the same.” That would appease everyone, and I could cancel the order when I’d finally managed to take care of matters. “Thank you for your help, Tenni; I truly appreciate it.”

She took my hand, face suddenly concerned. “Whatever’s going on, mum, I’m here for you.”


      ***We returned to Spadros Manor, the navy blue dress boxed prettily beside me. I put my feet up on the bench seat across from me and took Anna Goren’s old brown leather notebook from my carpetbag. Each time I did so, it reminded me that she was dead. 

But I kept peering and searching through it, though, for some clue as to what her spidery scrawling meant.

After I’d discovered Anna’s notebook, I perused many books on the topic of codes. None helped in any way. I'd tried peering at Anna’s notebook in a mirror, thinking that perhaps she’d hidden the meaning of her words that way, but to no avail.

One book I'd found spoke of a cipher using symbols in place of the alphabet. So I'd been noting how many of each symbol I found on a slip of paper, as a way to deduce which symbols meant what letters.

Her handwriting was difficult to read; I did what I could, marking with a pencil where I questioned my interpretation. I hated to mark her book, one of the last things I had of her. But if I were to learn what Anna knew, maybe I would be able to understand why she was killed.

I missed her. This — and the purple dresses I now wore — were mementos of her. The last bits of a lovely life, snuffed out by ... who?

There had to be a reason her killer came into her shop, some reason she let him into her back rooms, into her basement. She must have known him, or at the very least trusted him.

Anna never harmed anyone. She only ever wanted to know, to understand. Who could have done such a thing?

The streets beyond the thin black curtains blurred, wetness falling upon my cheeks. Anna meant more to me than I realized, and her death seemed a key log releasing the vast river of my grief. I couldn’t recall a day where I hadn’t wept in the months since she’d gone.

And I had few people I might speak to. Tony would hold me when I wept. But he wished nothing more than to speak of the coming child.

He and his mother Molly happily considered how the nursery might be set up, or plans for including the child into his will, or the hiring of a nanny.

Most things I supposed in normal homes the mother might do, but I wanted none of it.

Movement deep inside, sharp, like little elbows. It didn’t hurt, really, but a deep angry grief pressed on me. I didn’t want a child. I never wanted to return to Spadros Manor.

But it was either that, or go to the Pot.

I’d be free in the Pot. But after I’d been banished from the Cathedral and forbidden to return, my freedom would be the freedom to starve and freeze on the streets.

Was this what the Director of this Red Dog Gang wanted for me? My complete and utter ruin? He’d taken my reputation, my friends, my home, and he’d threatened my life more than once. What had I done to him to make him treat me so?

Why did he kill Anna?

I focused on Anna’s notebook, trying to understand. Trying to find some sense in what was happening to me.

My life then felt so much more desperately wretched than even the grief at my friend’s untimely death. You see, for over three months, I’d been searching for someone who had blood tea.

The major ingredient for this tea — which prevented childbirth — had taken blight, and supplies were out. Midwives had been scrambling to locate stores of it in other cities, and failing.

I’d not realized how many knew of it, not to mention the demand. All the servants spoke of the tea. Men in the city were cross, both high and low. Women were frightened, close-lipped, traveling in even larger packs than usual.

This had explained my inability to find any.

Somewhat.

Now, I would never harm an actual baby. That went against everything my people in the Pot believed in. Back there, even striking a child would bring immediate execution, those who witnessed the foul deed beating the villain to death.

But according to the Holy Writ, the form inside me was not yet truly alive. Instead, it was more closely related to a self-building mechanism. It only awaited the Holy Hand, the Cards the Dealer would give the form as it first drew breath to transform — like Pinocchio — from soft doll-like construct to living mind.

So while I still had time, I didn’t have much.

The midwives I’d spoken to said that with my liver ailment and the stage of my pregnancy it would be too dangerous to help me without the tea’s assistance. I needed a better plan. But until I understood how this all worked, I wasn’t sure what I might do.

Tony had given me run of his library, when he wasn’t using it. Yet I found nothing on the subject there.

Anna had many more books even than Tony, and none had anything about the matter. But then she never cared for marriage, and I doubt even men. She’d treated me like her own daughter.

Did she ever wish that she’d had one?

The carriage crossed the wide gray river into Spadros quadrant. Staring out at the water, I wanted to blame the Red Dog Gang for Anna’s death, very much so. But we’d never found a trace of them at the scene. The only clear signs I’d seen of them so far were the kidnapping and ruin of David Bryce, and the multiple shootings perpetrated by a woman people called Black Maria.

The most recent shooting had been part of an ambush which left a noted attorney (Mr. Hambir Dashabatar) and his entire family dead.

A blank business card stamped in red with the silhouette of a dog was found tossed upon Mr. Dashabatar’s body. A woman with black hair and a group of men were seen leaving the scene, yet those who came forward to speak of them were now also dead.

But then there were the bed strangulations of old men: the former Bridges Stable-Master, and Army recruiter Major Wenz Blackwood. As no card was left at the scenes, it seemed unclear who was behind these men’s deaths. The circumstances, though, suggested to me that these men knew some truth that the Red Dog Gang — particularly their lackey Frank Pagliacci — wanted kept silent.

In each case — whether shooting or death in bed — I couldn’t help but feel that my investigations of the Red Dog Gang had forced their hand. Or that, like Madame Biltcliffe’s shooting, the timing of it was intended to distract and torment me. Too many had died right in front of me to make me believe anything else.

I didn’t count the strangulation deaths of young men, almost certainly by the Bridges Strangler. These seemed to be more of a hobby now, coming at more random intervals and further apart.

I believed Frank Pagliacci and the Bridges Strangler to be one and the same. My guess was now that my father-in-law Roy Spadros had demanded the case be reopened — against the Mayor’s wishes — the police were hot on Mr. Pagliacci’s trail. Or the Director of this group had censured Frank for his reckless abandon.

I wished I could understand this Director’s goal. Was it simply to torment us, as Roy did to Mr. Charles Hart — now, apparently, my father — by seizing me in the first place? Or was this just leading up to something much worse?

The Red Dog Gang hated the Families, in particular the Spadros Family. They tried to split the Spadros Family and succeeded, although all those men who left us were now dead. Black Maria had won the hearts of the High-Low Split, the only children’s street gang in the Spadros Pot, then was seduced by Frank Pagliacci. She’d made alliance with the Red Dog Gang and brought the entire High-Low Split with her.

Many quadrant-folk didn’t understand, but in the Pot, you didn’t leave the High-Low Split, not really. You grew up, took your position in your brothel. All the younger men and women were now likely to be loyal to the Red Dog Gang, and many of the older ones as well.

My friends Joseph and Josephine Kerr used to lead the High-Low Split. I was sincerely glad their grandfather had taken them from the Pot, so they wouldn’t have to see the devastation Black Maria had already wrought.

The Old Plaza, destroyed. Children, used as discards in Black Maria’s sick game.

I looked forward to the day when we’d understood and uncovered the Red Dog Gang’s plot, when we’d revealed their villainous Director and executed him. I’d ask Roy if I might be the one to kill Black Maria and Frank Pagliacci.

I thought I might truly enjoy it.

The carriage turned left onto 192nd, passed the mansion that used to belong to Dame Anastasia.

Another woman I loved like a mother, dead. I wondered who owned that place now.

We passed our fields to the right, the stately homes of Tony’s main men to the left. The lovely park on the corner across from our home appeared as we approached Spadros Manor. My driver Zeus spoke through the brass calling-tube. “Looks like you’ve got a visitor.”








  
  
The Inventor




When my footman Skip Honor helped me to the street, I saw it was true: the Spadros Inventor’s carriage stood there. “Let’s see what Maxim Call’s here for, shall we? 

Spadros Manor’s butler John Pearson answered the bell. A man in his middle fifties with thinning brown hair, he nodded to me in a most stately manner. “Mrs. Spadros. Inventor Call to see you.”

“Thank you.” I gave him my hat and deep green floor-length coat. “I’ll be with him momentarily.”

One bad thing about being pregnant is having to use the toilet all the time.


      ***Inventor Maxim Call was a wiry brown man with white hair and those startling blue Spadros eyes. If I recall correctly, he and Roy were distant cousins. He rose when I entered. “Mrs. Spadros! I’m so glad to see you.” 

I went to him, took his hand, and curtsied low. “I’m glad to see you too.” Whatever animosities and misunderstandings we’d once had, Anna Goren’s death had brought us together. I went to an armchair — now reupholstered in forest green velvet, the wood stained a deep cherry. “What might I help you with, sir?”

He took an armchair beside me, pulling a piece of paper from his pocket. “I want to show you something.”

He held the much-rumpled drawing I’d made of the Cathedral ceiling: what we’d thought was some sort of map. From dawn to dusk, the stained glass circles in the ceiling glowed like flowers of fire. Our theory was that each represented one of the Magma Steam Generators that powered the city.

“Look here,” Inventor Call said. “The other circles are evenly-spaced, each side having the same number, with one circle in the center.” Then he pointed at the one to the south-east, just out from the center. “Except for this one.”

I nodded, curious as to where he was going with this.

“All the texts I’ve found — and the ones Miss Goren had — mention twenty-seven Generators.” He frowned. “An odd number, but we assumed that the odd one out was here,” he pointed to the center, “upon Market Center.” Then he pointed back at the extra circle to the south-east. “Except with this one, the count stands at twenty-nine.”

“So two of these we know nothing about.”

Inventor Call nodded. “Precisely. And we have no idea where they are. From the map, this extra circle is somewhere in the Spadros Pot, not somewhere we might easily investigate. Worse yet, the island of Market Center is five miles across, built and rebuilt many times in the centuries since the dome’s raising. I’ve asked that the area under the Government buildings be investigated, but so far we’ve found nothing.” He leaned closer, as if sharing some secret. “The only clue is that this map of yours is upon the Cathedral’s ceiling.”

I snorted softly. “That explains everyone’s interest in it.”

“Indeed. But there’s no guarantee that whatever this is — a mechanism of some kind, a storeroom, some secret library — is under the Cathedral. It could be anywhere.”

I shrugged. “If it’s in the Cathedral, I haven’t seen it. But then, I wasn’t privy to much as a small child. And then once Mr. Roy captured me —”

Inventor Call held up a hand. “You need say no more.” He sat silent. “It’s a pity — if by some means we might make alliance with the Cathedral, we might learn much. Do you think there’s any way you might get me another visitation with the elderly woman I met?”

The Eldest. My great-grandmother. Was she still alive? “Last I saw her, she banished me for giving you this map, and told me not to return. I doubt they’d see me, nor look kindly on anyone I recommended.”

His face fell.

“I’m sorry, sir. I don’t know what more I can do to help.”

He gave several tiny nods, lips pursed. “I suppose we must find another way.”


      ***After Inventor Call left, I went upstairs, got into a house dress, and then it was time for tea, which I took out on the veranda. Most days, I either felt mildly ill or ravenously hungry. Today seemed a hunger day, and I looked forward to what they’d made for me. 

Tony was out doing whatever it was he did all day, so I sat at the table smoking, watching the spring rains fall past the wide gray overhang.

When Mary Pearson Spadros — who used to be a maid here — became my apartments’ housekeeper, one of the scullery maids named Shanna, a girl barely eighteen, had been promoted to upstairs. She set my tea-tray and poured my tea. As I ate, she stood silent a few paces away, facing the rain.

Most of the staff had seemed quiet, distant, when I returned to Spadros Manor. At first, I thought they were angry with me for betraying Tony.

But after Tony and I lay together, giving the Dealer the opportunity for her Gift, I wrote to Tony, reassuring him that lying with me hadn’t caused me grief. This had given him such hope that he spoke to the entire staff in case I might return.

They weren’t to press me on any matter, nor to inquire as to my business, nor to contradict my orders in any way. I was the Lady of Spadros, not a Pot rag child, and I’d left because I felt caged.

I never wanted him to say any of that. I’m sure it hurt the staff greatly, particularly our butler Pearson and our housekeeper Jane — his wife — who I’d looked on as parents of a sort and I believe felt fondly for me. They kept to themselves now, their faces carefully neutral. And it grieved me.

My lady’s maid Amelia Dewey, on the other hand, never seemed happier. She didn’t have to be faced with Mary or her husband Blitz (the butler at my apartments) who she felt were acting “above themselves.” Nor did she have to deal with my business partner Master Blaze Rainbow (who’d first introduced himself as Morton).

And to her mind most important, Mrs. Amelia Dewey was once more the lady’s maid of Spadros Manor.








  
  
The Motivation




This gave Mrs. Amelia Dewey a decided motivation to have switched my morning tea. And she’d been quite close with Mrs. Crawford in the weeks before Mrs. Crawford fled. 

Yet I wasn’t sure of how to broach the matter. I wasn’t sure if Amelia had even known what the tea meant.

No, I decided. I’d say nothing until my body was cleansed. If she did have a part in this, though, nothing would stop me from making sure she never worked as a lady’s maid again.

I loved watching the rain fall past the veranda’s eaves. But the breeze was a bit chill, and I’d been sitting too long. So I put out my cigarette and rose to get my shawl. “Leave this here,” I told Shanna. “I’ll be right back.”

The girl curtsied. “Might I get something for you, mum?”

I suppose she could have gotten my shawl for me, but I had other matters to tend to. “If there are any more of those tuna salad sandwiches left ...”

She became quite eager. “Right away, mum.”

I smiled to myself as I went up the stairs to my bedroom. And as I approached the door, I heard voices.

“How will we know when it’s run through?” It was Tony’s manservant Jacob Michaels speaking. I suppose his duties were the equivalent of Amelia’s position.

“The weight on the other end will pull. Keep a grip on it, or it’ll fall through and we’ll have to start over.” Skip Honor, my footman.

I opened the door. “What’s all this?”

The bell-pull by my bed normally disappeared behind a small curtain high on the wall. This had been removed; a hole the size of my fist showed there. Beside it, another hole had been cut into the wall.

The two men had their shoes off. Michaels was standing upon my bed gripping a yellow bell-pull whilst peering into the first hole. Honor fed what looked like a thin wire through the second hole. A mass of cord lay upon the bed.

They bowed. “Just running a bell from here to the nursery and back,” Honor said.

Tony had decided that Roy’s old room, at the very right-hand end of the U-shaped building, would be the best place for the nursery. The room was large, and had a spacious bath, with a side room for the child’s nanny.

Michaels was a slender, pale, rather short man, who looked very young. I later learned that in actuality he was several years older than Honor. Keeping tight hold of the bed-pull, he stepped off my bed. “Sorry to disturb you, mum. We thought you’d be in your study.”

I smiled warmly at them. “No need to fret — I’ll be out of your way.” Then the little creature inside me kicked; I made it to the toilet-room just in time.

Shawl, a pencil, and Anna’s notebook in hand, I returned to the veranda, where a new pot of tea and a mass of tuna sandwiches awaited me.

I put on my shawl and took up Anna’s notebook as I ate. Examine it as I might, I understood nothing. As the rain fell, I finished the symbol count, yet the list didn’t help in the slightest.

Our language had many more of the letter “e” than of others, but the number of each symbol in the notebook was almost the same.

I closed the notebook. This writing had to be based upon some other language — that was the only explanation.

But which?

I only knew of a few other languages than the one we spoke in Bridges: Italian, which Tony’s people spoke, and Mandarin, the language of the Harts.

And I couldn’t read either of them.

These symbols looked nothing like those I’d seen in Hart quadrant. But I now had a listing of each of the symbols and their number to keep with me, should I have cause to go to Hart quadrant. And I decided I would put this notebook somewhere safe.

If whatever was in the notebook gave someone motivation to kill Anna, then this was too dangerous to keep lying in plain view.


      ***I returned to my bedroom to find Amelia cleaning. “Those men have left dust everywhere!” 

The small curtain had been restored over the first hole and the bright yellow bell-pull joined the other one, which had been changed to bright blue. A small bell now hung upon the high wall. Amused, I went into my closets.

My three bedraggled charcoal gowns — now well-worn and let out as far as they might be — hung beside Anna’s purple dresses, my few corsets, a few threadbare petticoats, stained and mended bloomers, house dresses, and much-darned stockings.

Amelia appeared. “Did you need anything, mum?”

“No, just looking.” My new navy blue dress hung there as well. “Tenni will send two more of the navy once they’re finished.”

“Hmph,” Amelia said. She never liked Tenni — a former shop maid — becoming an owner. It put Tenni’s status well above hers! “And what will you wear for summer?”

I shrugged. “Summer’s a long way off.” We’d just barely had Queen’s Day. Suddenly, I felt annoyed at her. “Don’t you have anything better to do?”

Amelia went crimson and curtsied. “Yes, mum, of course, mum. Forgive me.” Then she rushed out, just as I’d hoped.

I went into the left side of my closets, to the back.

The paneled wall appeared as any other, but if I pressed on one panel just right, it moved inward far enough for me to slide it up. They’d found all my hiding places except this one.

There lay the note Black Maria sent Roy, showing that she knew about the affair Tony’s mother Molly had with Roy’s father. Roy wasn’t actually Tony’s father at all, but rather his half-brother.

And as far as I could tell, Tony didn’t know this.

I’d forgotten I had stashed the scrap from Marja’s dying hand there.

Marja had helped raise me. She’d also helped raise my friend Josephine Kerr. Yet I’d never told Josie about the paper.

Oh, well, I thought. The message which lay hidden in the scrap of paper — probably also from Black Maria — would only upset her.

I set Anna’s notebook atop the two papers and slid the panel back into place. When closed, no sign of what lay behind remained.

When I emerged from my closets, Amelia was remaking the bed. I said, “I’ll have Tenni make some summer house-dresses.” But it bothered me. I hated to have Tenni do all this work for nothing. And the cost!

Amelia didn’t meet my eye. “And you’ll need more under-things.”

“Write up a purchase order for the entirety and present it to my husband.” That would keep her busy.

She curtsied. “Yes, mum.”

I went down the stairs and to my study. After ... let’s just call it vigorous discussion, Tony bought me a new desk and chair to match the ones still at my apartments, rather than force me to bring mine here. Although my business remained there, it was nice to have somewhere here to sit with the door shut and be left alone.

Life as the Lady of Spadros might sound terribly elegant and splendid, but the reality was more busy and regimented than I liked. Time alone to work, to consider ... it often seemed in short supply.

The sound of agitated men speaking came from the front hall, then the sounds of someone leaving.

A heavy tread approached; a knock came at the door. It was Pearson. “Your mail, mum.” He placed a few letters and a copy of the Bridges Daily on my desk. “Mr. Blitz told me you enjoyed the evening edition, so I took the liberty of ordering a subscription for you.”

“What’s going on out in the hall?”

“One of our men was murdered.”








  
  
The Heartache




I gaped at him. “Murdered?” 

“No one you might know, mum — a police detective who’d been in our pay.” Pearson gave a small shake of his head. “Terrible matter.”

Who would dare murder a Family man? “Well, that seems odd.”

“Not as odd as you might think. But it’s being handled, mum, never fear.”

I wouldn’t have wished the heartache I’d felt so far on anyone. “Please make sure you send our condolences to his family.”

“Already done, mum.” He took a folded paper from his pocket. “I have the schedule for tomorrow, if you’d care to see it.”

Taking a deep breath to slow my heart’s pounding, I took the list and ran down it. Tony would be in a meeting on Market Center with Cesare Diamond until tea, another of the hundreds of meetings so far regarding procedures in the dredging of the South River.

The whole matter was remarkable: Cesare so far had managed to remain in the same room with my husband for all those meetings without coming to blows.

My schedule for the next day was fairly light. I needed to see Pearson’s wife Jane (the housekeeper here at Spadros Manor) after the morning meeting about the next phase in redecorating the mansion.

I’d had all the downstairs furnishings re-done and the walls painted to match. Now it was time for the upstairs. And I must decide what to do about the tile.

Until then, I’d hated the pale gray tile someone — perhaps Roy — had installed here. But it didn’t look too bad with the new wall color. Even so, I felt curious to see the samples Jane had found for me.

At noon, Dr. Salmon — our private surgeon — was to arrive for my examination. He came to visit weekly like clockwork, examining me as completely as one might, making changes to my liver tonic, my diet.

He’d tried persuading me to stop my work, but I refused. To my surprise, my husband Tony supported me.

To continue my independent profession was part of our agreement to return to his side, and he’d kept his word.

Of course, this had utterly scandalized everyone. But I’d lived my life being a scandal, and the opinions of others bothered me not at all.

In the afternoon I had a meeting at my apartments: a middle-aged woman whose husband had gone missing. Privately, I suspected he’d chosen to. But I had several leads on the case and this was merely an update she’d scheduled the week prior. “Looks like I’ll need to leave at two.”

“The plain carriage, I take it?”

“Yes.”

“Mr. Dewey says the under-carriage springs need replacing, so if you don’t mind, I’ll have your driver take it to the Carriage-House on Market Center while you’re there. We don’t have the proper tools for it here.”

“Will there be time? I notice there’s a studio appointment at half past four.” I paid for the upkeep and staff on my apartments by renting the large upper room to artists by the hour. The plate glass windows gave a lovely view of the city.

“They assure me the job will take no more than a half hour, mum. With travel to and from the island, he should be back in time for you to be well gone before the man arrives.”

I chuckled. “Or I suppose I could hide until his entourage is safely upstairs.” We’d already had reports of artists and their models being hounded by reporters after their studio appointments, hungry for any tidbit of news about the Lady of Spadros they might put in their tabloid rags.

“Yes, mum.”

I hesitated to ask, but the mention of our stable-master, Mr. Dewey, had reminded me of his son. “How is Pip?”

Pip Dewey, now thirteen, had been quiet and sullen since my return. I’d gone downstairs twice to try to speak with him, but he’d begged off both times.

Pearson let out a most uncharacteristic sigh. “He does his work, mum. But it’s clear time has yet to cure his troubles.” He shrugged. “Boys this age often become so. It could be something as simple as pining over a girl. I wouldn’t trouble yourself about it.”

“Did you tell him I felt concerned for him?”

“I did, mum. He said, ‘I don’t wish to speak of it.’”

Pip seemed to have a rapport with our chef Monsieur Sabacc. Perhaps he might know what troubled the boy. “Thank you, Pearson. That’ll be all.”


      ***The clocks struck three as I emerged from my carriage onto 33 1/3 Street, Spadros quadrant the next day. I surveyed my building; I thought I’d be back living here by now. 

I crunched up the snow-covered steps, moved my carpetbag to my left arm and knocked upon the door to my apartments. While I waited, I examined the signs there:

Kaplan Private Investigations


Discreet Service For Ladies


Below this sign hung another:

Studio For Hire — Inquire Within


The sign for my investigation service had a small chip off the far edge I hadn’t noticed before. Did that happen during the shooting?

My housekeeper Mary Spadros answered the door. “Oh, there you are, mum.” Her baby Ariana sat perched upon her hip, smiling and reaching out when she saw me.

I took the little girl into my arms. “Good day, Mary. I hope you and your family are well?”

She closed the door behind me. “Quite well, thank you. My husband’s repairing the upper flue to the chimney. He saw your carriage and called down.”

Which explained why she answered the door instead of him. He’d been most protective of her lately. I handed Ariana back to her then hung my coat and hat in the hall. “Is my client here yet?”

“Not yet, mum, but I’ll let you know when she arrives.”

The door to my empty bedroom stood open, and I looked at my bed with longing. Oh, for my days before!

Mary said, “We’ve got a portrait artist coming at half past four. My husband will let you know in time to be gone when he arrives.”

It wasn’t like this woman to be late. But I did have some paperwork to finish. “I’ll be in my study.”

The door to my office, marked “Kaplan Investigations”, stood next to my old bedroom. Inside sat my beautiful cherry-wood desk, cabinets, and bookcases. Walls forest green. A high window, edged in wood with a cherry-stain and open to let in the brisk air. I closed the window and sat.

Inside my carpetbag lay a bound stack of my business mail (which inexplicably ended up at Spadros Manor no matter how many times I requested otherwise), several small envelopes bundled together with clues for my current case, the list of symbols from Anna’s notebook, my cigarettes, matches, and my magnification spyglass (neatly boxed).

I put the stack of mail on my desk, then took out my second favorite boot-knife and cut the twine binding my mail together. Many notes, letters, and a package which looked like one of the many tabloids of Bridges.

Replacing the knife in its sheath upon my left boot, I took my letter-opener from its holder and opened the first letter.

And of course, it was a notice for payment.


      ***The client never arrived; her mother had fallen ill. 

But it didn’t matter. I relished the time alone: no demands upon me, just time to think.

One of my informants had tracked down the man in Tollkeen who cultivated the main ingredient for blood tea, now apparently, all lost to the blight. But he’d resown in another area, and had been overheard saying the prospects were good.

A disturbing motion came deep inside my low belly. Each day of delay made this plan of mine the more dangerous. But dangerous or not, I had to at least try.

I took out pen and paper and wrote to the supplier. Perhaps this man might be willing to give the first of his new crop to me directly — if the price were right.

I returned to the last of my mail: a letter from Jonathan Diamond.

Jonathan.

Did he know this would happen? Had he urged me to go to Tony after his “abduction” hoping I’d be forced to return to Spadros Manor?

Had Jon betrayed me?








  
  
The Fury




I sat looking at the envelope. We’d not spoken, nor even seen each other, since his twin brother’s funeral. 

Tony had gone to see Jonathan a week afterward, and every week since, only to return saying Jon had hidden himself away in his room, refusing to see all visitors, not even going downstairs to eat.

And back then, I didn’t care.

I’d been furious with him. He’d faked his abduction, going along with his brother Jack’s mad plan to capture me then burn a Spadros warehouse down to fake his death.

Jon had known, I felt sure of it. He’d planned it out, every part, even begging me to return to Tony “should anything happen.”

And now I was pregnant and couldn’t escape.

The thought that Jonathan, my dearest friend, the one person who knew everything, would conspire to entrap me so ... it hurt like nothing else had.

But this was his second letter. What if something truly was wrong?

My dear Mrs. Spadros,

I won’t say I hope you’re well — although that is my dearest wish — because I know that this time is a trial for you like no other.

I took the liberty of summoning your apartments’ butler yesterday. He told me of your reaction to my letter three weeks ago, how you tore it in two and cast it into the fire unopened.

And I felt dismayed.

I must see you. It pains me deeply for us to be parted. Yet I’m unable to visit.

Whatever wrong you believe I’ve done, I have never been anything other than

Your faithful servant,

Jon

I felt bitterness, a furious anger. How could I meet with him? I feared saying something hateful, something cruel I’d later regret.

Someone knocked on my study door. “Mrs. Spadros,” my butler Blitz said, “almost time for you to return.”

Ah, yes. “Come in.”

He came in, leaving the door open.

“Why did you not tell me you’d seen Master Jonathan?”

His eyes widened. “How did you know?”

I held up Jon’s letter, then stuffed it into my carpetbag. Then I took a deep breath and stood. “How was he?”

“Very ill,” Blitz said, eyes downcast, his voice haunted. “Worse than I’ve ever seen him.”

Fear gripped me. The doctors had told Jonathan that nothing more could be done for his heart condition. Could his time be close? “Did he say anything?”

“Just that he wished to see you.”

He wished to see me. How could he possibly explain what he’d done, not only to me, but to his parents? To the entire city?

Blitz said, “I’ve learned of Mrs. Crawford’s whereabouts.”

I didn’t yet know who else had been in that conspiracy, but in my anger, I’d charged Blitz and Mary with finding her. “Where is she?”

“Safe and snug in a cottage on the Spadros Country House grounds.” A hard edge had snuck into his tone. “Apparently you asked Mr. Anthony to arrange a spot for her there?”

I felt crestfallen. “I did.” My hand went to my belly. “But I never expected that she’d repay me like this!”

Blitz lowered his voice to a whisper. “She wouldn’t tell me who paid her, but she got more than the cottage for doing so. And some of Mr. Roy’s men threatened me.”

I blinked. “Roy’s men threatened you?”

“They came in after me, perhaps two minutes behind, then asked me to come outside. They made it very clear I shouldn’t return.”

“Good gods,” I said. This made no sense, particularly after the discussion Roy and I had in his parlor not four months past. “And you’re sure they were Roy’s men?”

“Pretty sure,” Blitz said. “I don’t know the Country House people all that well; I haven’t been there since I was a small boy.”

The door-bell rang.

“That’s odd,” Blitz said. “I didn’t expect the carriage to be here so soon.” He disappeared into the hall.

I straightened my desk, put away the rest of the mail, took up my carpetbag, and stood.

I heard Blitz open the front door. “Oh,” he said, sounding quite taken aback. “My pardons, sir. Yes, she’s here.”

Curious as to who it might be, I went into the hall.

Mr. Charles Hart stood there.








  
  
The Admission




The bandage upon Mr. Hart’s nose — which had been expertly set — was gone. And he seemed to have lost some weight. Other than that, he looked much the same as the night I’d broken that nose some three months back: distressed, anxious, and concerned. “I’m astonished to see you here,” I said. 

I was astonished that he dared to show his face here.

His face turned surprised in an amused sort of way, and he chuckled. “I must admit I’m astonished to be here. But I’d like to take you to dinner.”

It was a quarter to four, not yet time for tea. In Bridges, dinner was at eight. So we could only be going to his home at the Racetrack.

The past few months had cooled my anger towards him — somewhat. Perhaps it was time to put our cards on the table. I took up my hat and coat. “I trust you’ve notified my husband?”

“He plans to join us.”

“Very well.” I let Mr. Hart escort me down the steps in the afternoon sun with half the neighborhood gaping.

Of course, they didn’t know Mr. Hart birthed me. As far as I knew it wasn’t general knowledge; I’d only recently learned this myself.

His white carriage stood waiting, the sign of the Hart Patriarch in silver upon the door. Four beautiful red sorrel horses stood with it. The footman, a pale youngish man with stiff-straight black hair wearing Hart livery (red trimmed in silver) helped us inside, Mr. Hart first, then me.

The interior was entirely covered in red velvet, yet the fabric’s quality far exceeded that of the Hart carriage I’d been in before.

“What do you think of it?”

Mr. Hart’s voice startled me; I hadn’t meant to be gawking. “It gives the feeling of being drawn along inside a jewelry box.”

Mr. Hart laughed. “I suppose it does.” He leaned back, resting his ankle upon his knee, and ran his hand along the back of the seat beside him. “This was my grandfather’s coach once — my eldest uncle had it made for him before he died. If I recall, he liked it. Although I imagine he never saw many a jewelry box in his day.”

This took me aback. “Were times really that difficult?”

“They were, especially after his brother turned in his cards, oh, long before I was born. From the way people talk, my grandfather depended on his brother a great deal.”

I had many questions, yet life — and something in Mr. Hart’s demeanor — warned me to be circumspect. “So your footman — is he your cousin?”

Mr. Hart grinned. “I suppose. Although ‘under the table.’”

Ah, yes. Every Family had many of those. My butler Blitz Spadros was one of them. “It all seems so strange.”

He nodded slowly, eyes upon me, his tone and face holding fatherly love. “My dear little Jacqui.”

“No. I won’t allow you to speak to me in this way, not after what you’ve done. Or more to the point, what you haven’t.” He’d left me and Ma in the Pot! No gifts or words could ever make amends for that.

Not looking at me, Mr. Hart took a deep breath, his jaw tight, and let it out. “I wanted to take you home. Many a time. But your mother wouldn’t allow it —”

Fear lay in his voice, and in the clamoring mass of questions, I realized he wasn’t certain that the men who listened were trustworthy.

I gaped at him. How could a Patriarch be in such a situation?

He nodded. “I must do what I can with the cards I’m given.”

How did he know me so well?

“You really have changed so little since we first met. Your thoughts show plainly to someone who knows what to watch for.”

“Oh,” I said, feeling more than a bit dismayed. “But why hide?”

He snorted. “Surely you can reason that out. How else might I see you? She refused to leave, and she refused to let you leave. And so when you were taken, I was forced to stand by as matters unfolded.”

“Forced? Why not step in? Why did you let all this happen?”

I felt like a small girl, wailing. Why did you not come get me?

He leaned forward, hands steepled in front of him, and spoke so quietly I had to strain to hear him. “Should I have put my entire quadrant in danger and brought scandal upon my wife to invade Spadros quadrant when your mother refused to let you go?”

Ma refused to let me out of the quadrant, even through the years growing up in Spadros Manor? The torments? The beatings?

“We had a plan.” He squeezed his eyes shut, and when he opened them, they were rimmed in red. “We’ve had several over the years. But each has failed. And every day since he learned who you are, he’s threatened your harm should I make a move against him.”

“He” meaning Tony’s father — or I suppose more accurately, his much older half-brother — Roy.

So Mr. Hart was a coward.

“I did all of it to keep you and Fanny safe. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, from the moment I first saw her.”

I snorted, feeling bitter. But his tone spoke of his love for her. It was too much. “I wish you’d heeded me the night I struck you.”

“And never spoken to you again?” He sounded fondly amused. “Surely matters have gone far beyond that.”

I crossed my arms, drew open the curtain to look out at the view. My mother had refused to let me out. She’d refused to free me. All those years of pain. And they both stood by and watched. “I have nothing more to say.”

How could this have happened to me? To have my parents abandon and betray me … and for what? Had Roy threatened to destroy them, as he’d so often held over me? Surely as adults they knew Roy Spadros couldn’t make a serious move against either the Cathedral or Hart quadrant. The thought had terrified me, but surely they knew he’d been bluffing!

But he’d threatened them with harm coming to me.

I considered the form growing inside me, the laws of the Pot. My mother, fierce as she was, would have backed down when faced with a threat to me. And perhaps Mr. Hart felt the same way.

After an hour, we stopped for tea and refreshment. I lit a cigarette; Mr. Hart asked for a table outside. The air was cold, with a slight breeze, and I felt glad I’d brought my coat. By this time, the sun had dipped below the hills, but the sky was still blue.

Once the waiter brought our tea service, with small sandwiches and cakes upon an elegant stand, Mr. Hart instructed the man to wait inside. “I’ll signal should we need your assistance.”

When the man had left, Mr. Hart turned to me. “You don’t need to speak. But I believe there are things you must know.”

His words sounded too close to what Jack Diamond had said, there in that Spadros factory before the inferno. I caught myself biting my lip; the heat rushed to my face. “If you must.” I put out my cigarette, took up my teacup and gazed at the rolling hills.

“First, you must promise not to breathe a word of this to anyone.”

I glanced at him, surprised.

“Not even your closest friends. You hear me? You will be killed if anyone knows I told you this.”

At his tone, I felt more than a little afraid.

He sat silent for some time as we sipped our tea, ate the sandwiches the inn had provided. Finally, he spoke. “I’m being blackmailed. About several things, to be honest. The most important being you.”

My first thought was: of course. He’d already implied as much. Surely Roy used the fact he held me in Spadros quadrant to gain concessions, advantages of some kind.

But then I forced myself to stop, consider. What could make Mr. Hart deny his own blood? What harm would come to Mr. Hart by others knowing?

Scandal, for certain. Mrs. Hart would be forced to leave him, and for her, that meant returning to the Bridgers in disgrace. Who else would receive a divorced woman but her father, the Bridgers Grand-Master? And perhaps he had some consideration for her.

But that wasn’t enough.

Perhaps Roy had warned Mr. Hart against telling me. Which made sense. If Roy gained delight in taunting his old adversary, the last thing he’d want was for me to be made aware of the truth.

But the more I considered it, the less I liked that idea. Since whatever threat Tony had made to Roy, each passing year the man spoke more to me as a person. And he’d gone to great lengths to curry my favor, get me back into Tony’s bed. He’d even apologized for his past treatment, going so far as to make real amends, like replacing the piano he’d destroyed at my friend Vig’s saloon.

So why was Mr. Hart so afraid of anyone knowing now? I thought back to all the things he’d said and done, his desperation to get me somewhere he thought safe. Yet he’d never once seemed afraid of the other Patriarchs.

Mr. Hart leaned forward. “I don’t dare say by who: even a wrong glance, a hesitation in someone’s presence, could bring doom upon us both. But it’s why I had to be so careful in what I’ve done over the past few years.”

I said, “It can’t be just Roy. Surely not.”

He scoffed. “Roy Spadros is a child compared to this scoundrel.” He set down his cup. “I told you I’d learn who was behind the attacks upon you, and I’ve spent much of my time since that day on the matter. What I’ve learned points to this man. Yet I have no proof.”

“Did you speak with your son?” Both Mayor Chase Freezout (formerly the District Attorney) and Inventor Etienne Hart — my half-brother — were in the Red Dog Gang’s deck. They’d gone so far as to frame me for the explosion of a zeppelin with hundreds aboard.

“I did. And it’s as I feared: he’s worked with the man.” He grimaced. “We had a long and profitable discussion. I doubt he’ll dare have anything to do with him again.”

Somehow, just from what my lifelong friend Josephine Kerr — now Etienne Hart’s fiancee — had told me several months back, I doubted it. “So can you tell me who this man is?”

“Not and protect you. Why do you think I’ve been begging you to come to me all this time? I could only hope to keep you safe at the Racetrack.” But then he sighed. “Yet it was foolish to think so. The only way for you to ever be safe is for this scoundrel to die.”

I took a bite of tuna sandwich; it was good. “So if this man’s such a menace, why don’t you kill him?”

Mr. Hart snorted. “If it were that easy, I’d have had it done long ago. He’s rich, charismatic, with the backing of the equally powerful. Plus, he keeps record of my misdeeds elsewhere, to be released to the press should he perish.”

It reminded me of what Tony’s first cousin, right-hand man, and enforcer Ten Hogan — who everyone called Sawbuck — said some time ago about my former attorney Doyle Pike. Then I considered what Mr. Hart had said earlier. “It seems admirable to consider your wife’s wishes on this matter.”

He flinched, covering his eyes with one hand. “I’ve been an utter fool. And it was she most of all who’s suffered for it.”

His reaction startled me so much I didn’t know what to say. Finally, I ventured, “I know your wife hates me. And I don’t blame her. My very existence must pain and infuriate her, but —”

He leaned forward, eyes rimmed in red. “She doesn’t hate you! Not at all! She feels pained at my betrayal, yes, humiliated. Ashamed at what she feels to be her failings. And the fault of it is entirely mine! But she doesn’t blame you.” He lowered his voice, hunching over. “I’ve not told her of the blackmail. She wanted you to know the truth of your birth long ago, yet I forbade her to speak. She’s angry at me for what she sees as cowardice and deceit, posing as your friend yet keeping the truth from you.”

I sat back, astonished. Humbled.

Then it all made sense.

Judith Hart was the daughter of the Bridgers Grand-Master. To a Bridger, fearlessly laying the truth bare no matter the consequences was paramount. “Forgive me: I’ve deeply misjudged her.”

His hand returned to his eyes, and he sat silent for some time as I finished my tea.

It pained me to know I’d hated this woman, slandered and accused her. “I must speak with her —”

“No!” His hand gripped the table, knuckles white. “I only tell you these things because you know the truth! What you learned that night has forced me to reveal the terrible danger you’re in. But I’d rather she went to her grave hating me than for harm to come to you. To either of you. And the more people know of my predicament, the greater the chance others will learn of it.”

The blackmail. “But surely it can’t do any harm to let her know that I’ve learned who I am.”

He hesitated a long time, and when he spoke, it was guarded. “Tell her how you learned of it. I presume Master Jack told you before his death.” He shrugged. “Or however it happened. If you must, cast me as a coward, a scoundrel even. But in no way, not by word or deed can you reveal the truth.”

So Jonathan hadn’t told Mr. Hart that his brother Jack still lived. “Does my husband know?”

He hesitated. “Part. But you mustn’t speak of it with him. I can’t chance anyone overhearing.”

What had Mr. Hart told me, other than that he’d been blackmailed?

He looked as though he hadn’t slept. Who could possibly frighten him so? “So a man has you in his grasp, going so far as to suborn your son — an Inventor, no less — to his bidding.”

Mr. Hart gave a quick nod, his eyes never leaving mine.

But it’d been much more than that: Mayor Freezout had been — perhaps still was — in fear of this man. It was the only possible explanation for his ham-fisted attacks upon the Families, particularly after Roy viciously beating him in front of everyone.

And then there was the death of the previous Mayor, which for some reason still hadn’t been solved. “You can’t kill him. Yet you find ways to subvert him, for example, by coming now to me.”

He let out a breath. “I suppose.”

I finished my cup. Was that what Freezout was doing? Finding ways to subvert this man’s control over him? “This is the same man who directs that Red Dog Gang?”

Mr. Hart’s face grew thoughtful. “Etienne didn’t recognize the name. But it’s likely.”

As I’d thought. “Excuse me one minute.”

I went to the Ladies’ Room — an elegant affair — all the while musing on what I’d learned.

The man who I’d thought of as the Director of this Red Dog Gang had not only tried to undermine all four quadrants, but he also had his man in City Hall.

Roy Spadros and I had come to the conclusion that this Director was old, with decades to collect information and plan this terror for us. The evidence so far certainly suggested it.

And this Director not only had control over the Mayor, he’d even suborned one of the Inventors.

What possible hold could he have over them?

Mr. Hart stood when he saw me approach. “Ready to go?”

“I am.”

“Then we should make haste. I have much to show you.”

Buildings passed, yet none of their markings matched those on my list of symbols in Anna’s book. The rolling hills around the carriage turned to forest, and we began to climb in altitude, bit by bit. The air smelled of pine.

“My grandfather loved to tell us how he and his brother seized the Racetrack.” Mr. Hart spoke fondly. “He spoke of the night he stood in the courtyard of what’s now Spadros Manor, his vision of our horses running, the day he and his brother clung to the outside of the train which went to the Racetrack, fearing to be cast off if the wealthy Pot-folk saw their shabby clothing.”

How things had changed.

“Making their way to the Racetrack, then stealing horses to climb the hills above it. Then their triumph the night of the Coup, when the building was at last theirs.” His face took on a look of wonder. “They weren’t much more than boys! The things they went through to gain what at the time seemed a monumental task.” He gazed outside. “And now I own everything you see.” We went round a corner, and the whole of Hart quadrant stretched before me.

Mr. Hart really being my father didn’t fully sink in until that moment. All this ... was mine?








  
  
The Legacy




Mr. Hart took a deep breath, let it out. “It belongs to you, and to Etienne as well.” 

Then I realized what that meant, particularly that he spoke of his son and Heir second in that list. Could Inventor Etienne Hart possibly see me as a threat?

I became aware of the form moving low inside me: the construct that would become my child should I fail to stop it.

As far as anyone knew, I was barren. No one other than Blitz and Mary — and whoever set Mrs. Claudete Crawford to replace my blood tea with a forgery — knew of the years of effort to keep myself so.

Dr. Salmon had warned Roy not to announce the pregnancy. After my near-death due to alcohol almost three years before, it was not at all assured that either I or the child would live through this. Anyone who knew of my condition other than Tony was bound to silence by threat of blackmail and death.

But Mr. Hart had just told me I owned this land. Which meant that one day he planned to make it legally so.

That put Etienne Hart in, shall we say, an interesting position.

He was over fifty. He had to realize that he couldn’t live forever. And he might be betrothed to Josephine Kerr ... but she was a spinster, an unknown. Without an heir, any child I might bear in the future could put the entirety of Hart quadrant into the hands of his father’s vowed enemy.

What man wouldn’t kill for that?

So no matter what his father said, I had to view Inventor Etienne Hart as dangerous. He had motive to wish my death. He had powerful allies who seemed to — at the very least — wish harm upon me and my friends. And with his vast wealth, he’d find someone to do the job.

I doubted his father’s threats would stop him.

The carriage crested the pass, and before me stretched a narrow horseshoe-shaped valley. The Racetrack sat in that valley, the glint of the train-tracks stretching over the high North Pass towards the Rim. This high up, the faintly iridescent dome shimmered above us.

“I suppose taking the road through the South Pass would have been quicker,” Mr. Hart said. “But the view here is spectacular.”

It was. And I realized Mr. Hart wanted to please me. “Thank you.”

We descended the narrow, twisting road. To the south, the city stretched far off in the distance. Along the road lay trees and hills. The Racetrack below began to light up as evening fell.

Soon we were on the flat, the Racetrack looming ahead.

On its face, the buildings, like the streets, were made of close-laid red brick, trimmed in white. Two stories of the main building, with a grand circle drive of white stone for carriages to enter. Stables and servants’ areas lay to the left, yet we took another, smaller entry around the massive building and to the right.

And then we arrived at wrought iron gates and smiling men. “Good evening, sir,” one said. “I trust your trip was pleasant.”

Mr. Hart said, “Are the guest rooms ready?”

“Of course, sir.”

Mr. Hart turned to me. “I have something to show you.”

We went inside through glass-paneled white doors, then to a lift. It looked like a lace cage, much like the lift which Inventor Call had taken me down to see the Magma Steam Generator in several years back. This lacework seemed made of silvered steel rather than brass.

Walnut-stained wood lay below our feet as we rose. The man working the lift wore Hart livery. Up we went to a third floor, and I realized we were in a part of the vast complex I hadn’t seen yet.

The gates opened. Mr. Hart took my hand. “This way, my dear.”

The corridor was a deep red, with thick carpeting patterned in red, white, and yellow. Lovely artwork framed in silver adorned the walls at intervals: landscapes, horses running in a field. Mr. Hart stopped at a life-size portrait of a nicely dressed, smiling, yet rough-looking middle-aged man with a round, flat face, puffy eyes, and wavy red hair. Mr. Hart spoke with pride. “My grandfather.”

I peered at the face of this man who sent men to attack the Cathedral and my great-grandmother, now the Cathedral’s Eldest, so many years ago. His smile was bright, genuine, yet his deeds?

I shuddered.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

Mr. Hart didn’t move. “Many say he sent those men to harm your people. But he denied it to his deathbed. The sack of the Cathedral was the one thing in his life he regretted. He changed his name to flee the shame of it.”

“His name? Oh, Hartmann. Yes, I remember.”

I wasn’t sure I believed him. But I nodded, and we moved on.

More portraits appeared: Mr. Hart’s grandmother, thick black straight hair put into a bun, dressed in a red gown patterned in gold. Mr. Hart’s father, a man who looked remarkably like Mr. Hart, but with auburn hair. Then we went to the next portrait, and I stopped in astonishment.

It was me.








  
  
The Disaster




Well, me, if I were twenty years older, eyes narrowed and triangular, skin pale as Tony’s, hair heavy-straight and orange-red. I turned to Mr. Hart, amazed. “Who is this woman?” 

He smiled. “My mother. Your grandmother. Jacqueline Madiao Hart.” His eyes grew moist. “I named you for her.”

I’d thought only a few people must know who birthed me. But there, looking at what but for a few minor details seemed a mirror, I realized much of the city must suspect.

Anyone old enough to have a portrait of this woman in their home, any of the older aristocracy, certainly all of the Family uppers ... had they been whispering behind my back this entire time? “Your poor wife,” I murmured.

He seemed taken aback at that.

No wonder he’d given me his mother’s necklace!

“She never liked Judith,” he said, almost to himself. “The dislike was instant, and mutual. My father insisted upon the marriage, but my mother feared it would put the Grand-Master with too much influence over me.” He chuckled, but a hint of bitterness lay beneath it. “She needn’t have worried. The man wanted nothing to do with me once he’d seen his ‘wild and disgraceful daughter’ properly married.”

“Wild” wasn’t a term I would have used to describe Judith Hart. But I suppose we all change as we get older.

They’d had a portrait done, a much younger Charles and Judith.

And I stood amazed.

This portrait held the trim, masterful swashbuckler who’d come to visit me and my mother in the Cathedral, the man who I thought of in my childhood as the Masked Man. “What happened to you?”

Mr. Hart turned away. “After that first bloom of — I can only call it madness — Judith came with child, naming me the father. We were forced to marry, and the whole deck of our lives from there spilled upon the floor. Nothing I did was worthy of either her or her parents, nor even mine. I was still in my youth,” a chuckle burst from him, “and perhaps as wild as she. And once Etienne was born, he was all she cared for. Home became unbearable, every glance filled with knives.” He stood silent for a long time, head down. “I became entirely dissolute, spending my nights in brothel and bar.”

He straightened, still facing away, and sighed. “Then we learned our boy was blind, or very nearly so. For a while, that brought us together, going to doctors all over the world to learn what might be done. When hope was lost, Judith fell into melancholy, blaming his condition on her wickedness.” His words were grim, bitter. “I believe her father was the root of that.”

Mr. Hart let out a sigh, turning to face me. “You were right to call me coward, Jacqui. I left my son and heir alone with his mother, a woman who needed help just to live through the day, to be raised by servants while I sought what distraction from grief I might.

“And her parents were ever visiting without my knowledge, driving her ever deeper into her sorrow with their words.” Anger filled his eyes. “I hate them. The father is cruel and biting, the mother cunning and bitter. I see now that Etienne came to hate them as much as he hates me, yet their mark has been left upon him. Too much power with no way to gain mastery of it but through plots and whispering.” He shook his head. “But I digress. Needless to say, my life had become a ruin even before the Bloody Year. But then my entire family lay dead, my wife and son the only ones spared, and —”

I gasped. “Everyone?”

He nodded. “My father, mother, grandparents, brothers, sisters, uncles and aunts, most of my cousins. Slaughtered at the command of Roy Spadros.” His shoulders drooped. “I don’t even know why he hates us so. I’ve tried many a time to speak with him, to somehow stop this insanity, but he won’t so much as send a messenger.”

I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t think. The sheer magnitude of death appalled me.

He sounded weary. “So there I was, a man of five and thirty. A libertine. A wastrel.” He snorted, an ironic, bitter sound. “I never once thought to take the Business yet was now the only one who might lead it. The funerals to arrange alone would have daunted the strongest matriarch.”

His entire family, dead? I felt amazed he hadn’t taken his own life just from the sheer horror of it all. “But you did it.”

“We did. This quadrant has good people. I can’t think of a household in Hart which didn’t lose someone. But we came together, buried our dead. Rebuilt. It took a decade to restore our quadrant to what you see today. A short time after the last section was completed, some of my men thought it would be amusing to whore the Spadros Pot in disguise. Our first stop was the Cathedral, and —”

It all became clear. “You met my mother.”

His face lit up. “I met your mother.” His eyes were far away. “Dear gods, she was — she still is — the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” He blinked, focusing on me. “To this day, I thank the Shuffler that we went in secret. I left off my carousing, became devoted to her.” He straightened, gestured to the picture. “Judith may be bound to me by law, but my precious Fanny — she I think of as wife.” He came to me, rested his hands upon my cheeks. “And you’re my daughter. I love you. I’ve loved you from the moment Fanny told me you lay in her womb. I’ll do anything to protect you, even from my son.”

I turned away. What he was doing was perfectly fine in the Pot, assuming all knew the truth. But in the quadrants ... “Why not release your lawful wife? Why force her into this sham?”

“On what grounds? She’s done nothing wrong. Should I put her through scandal and humiliation, deprive her of comforts, force her into poverty, merely because I love another? Surely of all people, Judith’s been punished enough.”

I never considered it that way.

“Besides, she’s in the city proper and need never see me again. She requested to accompany Etienne when I sent him away.” He moved to the next portrait, this one full-length, of Etienne as a bespectacled young man standing in a library, already stout.

I stared at this man, my brother, and at the sadness in his eyes. From all accounts, he, like Tony, grew up alone. Yet instead of growing up honest and gentle, as Tony did, he seemed to have become cynical, calculating, grasping.

Why did he hate me so?

I sighed, moving on. The next portrait was of Etienne and Helen Hart at their marriage. She was so beautiful, yet her eyes too were sad. “Did anyone ever learn who killed her?”

Mr. Hart said nothing, only shook his head, not meeting my eye.

The hall ended at a large window overlooking the Racetrack buildings and the city beyond, with a wide entryway to what looked like a parlor. “Where’s your grand-daughter? Why is there no portrait of her?”

Mr. Hart shrugged, going ahead of me into the room. “Her parents never had one made. Would she sit still for it? I hardly know.” He went to a grand piano full of photographs, taking up one. “Here’s one we tried with the photographic camera.”

Round face with the unattractive features of the impediment she bore. All who had the malady looked much the same. The picture was blurred somewhat, as if she’d moved her hand during the shot.

He set the portrait down. “To answer your first question, she’s in the city.”

I recalled what Jonathan said once, that Judith kept the girl with them to spite Mr. Hart. “They still keep her from you?”

Mr. Hart snorted. “Ferti never liked the horses much, although she did like running up and down that hall pretending to be them. That is, until we scolded her for knocking things over.” He chuckled softly, his face showing fond memory. “But now that she’s seen the city, she won’t come home. She likes the ‘pretty dresses’ and dancing, the streetlights and the colors at the balls.” He sighed. “She’s one and twenty. Even though her mind is like a child’s, sooner or later she’ll be married, probably to someone in the Bridgers if Judith and her parents have anything to say about it. Ferti will go along with whatever they tell her, and Hart quadrant will be saddled with a Bridger heir. Could they possibly countenance our way of life?”

The drink, the races, the gambling ... I pictured someone like Assistant District Attorney Thrace Pike in charge of a quadrant. No, a truly devoted Bridger would want to change much.

“Or worse, one of Etienne’s lackeys will marry her, get an heir, then have her put away — or murdered — so he can take the Business and her fortune.”

Would Etienne do that to his own daughter? Even if my brother were evil enough to consider such a thing, that would have to be one trusted lackey. “I’m surprised you’d allow that.” Was this why Mr. Hart made the deal to marry Etienne to Josie? An heir, sound of body and mind, would greatly improve both their positions.

“Well, I’m not her father. And once I’m gone, I won’t have any say in it.” He appeared disheartened. “It seems everything my grandfather worked so hard for is being destroyed.”

I turned away, hand moving low to my belly. He doesn’t know I carry the Dealer's Gift. Or could he be making a plea for me to not stop it? When the form inside me drew breath, when it had received its Cards, the child would become an heir to both Spadros and Hart. Or if female, a means to an heir. I took my hand away, hoping he hadn’t seen. “Can nothing be done for her?”

“It’s doubtful. We had a doctor brought in when she was young. She had surgery upon her heart in Azimoff. Both men said the same: her mind isn’t likely to improve much.” His face turned fond. “Yet she has improved. She can be trained to sit, and behave as gentlefolk. Her speech is better, and she can care for herself, with help.” He sighed. “I just wish she might be loved, not used as a discard.”

“Of course.” Then something occurred to me. “Can you not choose your own heir? Someone you trust?”

Mr. Hart blinked. “Pass up my son in favor of another? That’s exactly what Etienne most fears. It’s why he got involved with this disaster in the first place. To do that would not only prove his fears correct but undermine him in the eyes of his men.” He shook his head. “I’ve said it to him and I’ll say it to you: I would never do that.”

Inventor Etienne Hart got involved with this scoundrel who’d been blackmailing his father out of fear of being passed over to lead his Family. But for who? It seemed an awfully dangerous game to play if the Inventor merely had a fear, and not someone specific in mind.

So far, we’d seen no servants on this floor. But one appeared in the doorway we’d just gone through: a man in Hart livery. “Mr. Anthony Spadros, sir.”

Mr. Hart said, “Very good! Send him in.”

My husband was a rather ordinary-looking man, average in height and build, with a pale skin, deep blue eyes, and straight black hair. He normally kept his face in an emotionless mask, but he smiled, color coming to his cheeks, when he saw me.

I wondered why Mr. Hart had shown me the portraits with Tony absent. We could have waited. And Tony probably went past the entire row without looking at any of them.

Tony knew Mr. Hart was my father long ago, of that I felt certain. All the things Tony had tried to do to smooth things over between us over the years only confirmed it. So there’d been something Mr. Hart wished to say without Tony there.

What had he been trying to tell me?

Mr. Hart shook Tony's hand. “I trust you had a pleasant journey?”

“I did.”

“Would either of you care for some refreshment?”

“Thank you,” Tony said. Mr. Hart rang for a maid to assist me.

For the first time, I noticed the room. A brilliant red down to the carpets, trimmed in gold, it seemed made for a bygone age. Yet of fine quality, even to the toilet-room. Gleaming walnut, exquisite tile: it oozed luxury.

When I emerged, both men stood talking.

The maid left without a word.

Mr. Hart glanced at me then nodded sagely, moving to a window which overlooked the hills. “For a while, a city grew out there. Most later moved to the village nearby, the buildings cleared away for carriage-parking.”

Tony’s face softened when he saw me. He came to me, taking my hand, and led me back to the window.

Mr. Hart spoke with pride: “Our breeding program follows the instructions set by my grandfather. He had a love for horses I’ve never seen in anyone else. He had every book he might find sent here so he might study the subject and learn. Our animals are sound and healthy, as well cared for as any child.”

I peered out upon the landscape. “Katie would love this.”

Tony chuckled. “She would.” He turned to Mr. Hart. “My young sister loves horses.”

Mr. Hart seemed impressed. “We’ll have her come visit someday.”

I didn’t suppose Roy would ever in a million years allow that.

Dinner was served in another room just as opulent as the first. We ate beef, and noodles, and savory yellow rice, and little dumplings, and crunchy rolls with bits of meat and vegetable. Everything was delicious. And to my surprise, despite Mr. Hart’s famous love of drink, not a drop of alcohol was in the room.

I suppose it makes sense, now that I think of it. Surely Tony would have told him of my trials.

During dinner, Mr. Hart said, “We had to change a few things when we arrived, or so my grandfather told me. Remove the King’s symbols upon the place.”

“Oh,” I said, surprised. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Yes. And I presume there was much to learn, particularly at first. About the horses, I mean. But a hundred plus years later, here we sit.”

Tony nodded.

“I hope you realize why I tell you these things, Mrs. Spadros.”

“I do.” Mr. Hart's Family neared ruin due to a lack of proper heir, one who might hold the quadrant into the next generation. Although he claimed he’d never bypass his son for another, the day could come where our knowledge of matters in his quadrant might be helpful.

Tony leaned forward. “How might we help you?”

Mr. Hart smiled at him. “Relax. Enjoy your dinner. We have all the time in the world.”


      ***After dinner, we moved to what looked like a wide veranda, except that instead of being open to the air, glass surrounded it. Darkness lay outside, a few stars twinkling out past the dome. Mr. Hart dismissed the servants, and we sat around a small tea-table fashioned of thick steel wire, one of many in the room. 

The chair Mr. Hart took was wider than the others, with a row of buttons set into the chair’s arm. It reminded me of the chair the Eldest sat in when she met with people back home at the Cathedral.

Drinks had been laid out: tea, a pitcher of water.

Mr. Hart lit a cigar, then leaned back, relaxing. “Now for the matter at hand: the future of our quadrants.”

Tony blinked. “Whatever do you mean?”

“I mean that although you’ve never announced your wife's relationship with me — for obvious reasons — we all now know the import of our association.” Mr. Hart leaned forward. “I wish to make alliance, Mr. Spadros. With you.”








  
  
The Alliance




Tony stood. “Are you mad?” 

He began to pace, growing more agitated with each step. Then he stopped, faced Mr. Hart. “Even if I believed I might survive betraying my father in this way, I would not. I —”

“You have alliance with Clubb, and eventually that fool Julius will have to come to his senses about his grandson —”

I felt appalled: Mr. Hart knew about Tony’s son Roland? The boy had been born to Jonathan Diamond’s sister Gardena shortly before our marriage.

Tony and I shared a glance; apparently he felt as shocked by Mr. Hart’s knowledge as I did.

“— and I will not leave my people open to a three-pronged attack.” Mr. Hart gestured at me. “This is my daughter, which makes you my son. Surely that counts for something.”

I didn’t like Mr. Hart using that argument one bit. But we were deep in Hart territory, and we had to make it out. I went to Tony, who stood furious and pale, and rested a hand upon his arm. “Certainly this is too weighty a matter to be decided upon tonight.”

Tony gave me a “what the hell are you doing?” look.

Mr. Hart, on the other hand, relaxed. “Very well. I apologize for any upset I’ve given you.”

But Tony’s jaw was tight, his fists clenched. “Thank you for your hospitality, sir, but I’m afraid we must go. Please excuse us.”

We were leaving? It was already close to midnight, and Mr. Hart had rooms set up for us here.

But Mr. Hart only smiled, pushing a button upon his chair. “Have a pleasant journey.”

And I froze.

It was too much like the signal the Eldest — my great-grandmother — had in her chair. Before this, if we’d tried to leave this room without him, we’d have been killed.

Tony grabbed my hand, threading his way back past startled servants and around past the row of portraits, speaking in an angry whisper. “Do you not see what this would do? Our quadrant is in turmoil enough already!”

We made it to the lift. We were allowed to descend.

Tony’s first cousin Sawbuck stood in the courtyard moonlight, a flash of surprise crossing his face when he saw us. “Leaving so soon?”

Tony nodded.

Sawbuck sighed. “Wait here; I’ll wake the men and have the horses brought round.”


      ***The sun peeked in my eyes as the carriage entered the city proper, and I sat up. Tony grimly stared out of the window, his jaw set, but turned to hold out his hand when he heard me. “Did you rest well?” 

Hart buildings passed by; one of Tony’s outriders rode into view. While the seats on Tony’s carriage were comfortable and the noise of the horses soothing, we’d had to stop more than once to water the horses and for me to use the toilet. But I sat beside him, took his hand.

Tony’s face pleaded. “You don’t think I should do this ... do you?”

A laugh burst from me. “Of course not.” If Roy even thought Tony would consider such a thing, both of us would be in danger. “I’m astonished you’d think so.” I laced my fingers in his. “We were in Hart quadrant. Well, we still are.” I turned to him. “I thought it the best play to calm matters.”

Tony turned his head away. He took several deep breaths, in and out, still, it seemed, gazing outside. “Forgive me for doubting you.” His grasp upon my hand was firm. “We should be home soon.” I more heard than saw him swallow. “You shouldn't go there again.”

Tony feared I might be used as hostage. Which made sense. Then with a shock, I realized the truth. “He knows what I carry.” Gods, how glad I was then that I hadn't begged Mr. Hart to find me blood tea!

“He must. I’ve not told him,” Tony said. “Not even if my father hadn’t warned me against it would I have.”

“Mr. Hart and I spoke much before you arrived.”

Tony nodded.

I took a deep breath. “What we’ve long suspected has been confirmed: Etienne Hart worked with the man who’s attacked us.”

“Did he say why?”

“The Inventor fears being passed over for another in the Business. Who, Mr. Hart didn’t say.”

“Inventor Hart fears your bearing an heir to Hart quadrant before he might,” Tony said. “His betrothal to Miss Josephine Kerr now makes sense.”

Tony wouldn’t like this. But I had to speak. “I must call on her.”

Tony hesitated. “I don’t like the idea of you going back to Hart quadrant, particularly if Etienne Hart wishes you harm.”

Tony hated Josie’s twin brother since he’d caught Joe and I together. But as yet, he’d not said anything negative about her. “We need an ally in Hart quadrant. Who better?” I might not have been able to accept her offer to stay with her, but I might be able to learn more of her betrothed, and what he might be planning. “She’s been my friend since childhood, and she’s planning a wedding. It would be natural for us to spend time together.”

And I did want to spend more time with her. The separation forced on us by Roy and her grandfather had, I think, hurt us both. “She now has Etienne Hart’s ear. She might find a way to calm him.”

“But what if he should seize you?”

I snorted. “And risk open war with his father?”

Tony looked dubious. “I hope that if Mr. Hart does know of your condition, that he has enough sense not to tell his son.”

That seemed obvious. Etienne Hart’s marriage to Josephine Kerr was still over a year and a half away; it hadn’t even been announced. But if Etienne Hart learned that I potentially carried a Hart heir, I would become a serious target. “I’ll call on her one time — you can put as much escort on me as you like — then I’ll invite her to more secure places. Like my apartments, or upon Market Center.”

Tony nodded. “That sounds good.”

It wasn’t until we’d crossed the bridge onto Market Center that Tony spoke again. “We’re safe now.” He kissed my hand. “Gods, how I wish we might live in peace, without this suspicion and dread. I understand now your desire to be free. Just a moment’s peace with you beside me would be all the freedom I’d need.”

He never felt a moment’s peace? “Oh, Tony!” I recalled what he’d said to me several months back. “Can you not be at peace anywhere? We’re safe. I’m here beside you.” I kissed his hand, held it to my chest. “Let yourself dare to hope.”

He sighed, turning his face away.

A sense of doom came upon me. He doesn’t even dare to hope.

With the Red Dog Gang stalking us and the other Families wishing to use us as discards, and the chance that I, or the child, or both might not survive ... he had to be terrified. And he felt alone.

I didn’t know what to do to help him.


      ***After another hour, we returned to Spadros Manor. I ate, bathed, slept. The prior day had been wearying, and I spent much of the day quiet in my rooms. 

The evening news, which arrived after tea, had a startling headline:

MAYOR COMMANDS DEALERS!


Demands Information About Generators


Dealers vow to prevent this “upon cost to our lives”


This morning, the Mayor’s office issued a subpoena to the Dealers to divulge all information pertaining to the workings of the Magma Steam Generators. According to the Mayor’s Office, the intent is to allow the Inventors to fully investigate recent outages.

Reaction was swift and harshly negative. A spokeswoman for the Dealers allowed this reporter to have a statement: “The Sisterhood of Dealers in Bridges categorically refuse. Since the founding of the dome over five hundred years ago, the Dealers have been charged with the protection of Bridges. We do not, and will never, let outsiders become privy to the workings of our dome, upon cost to our lives.”

This rare statement by the Dealers, who have refused to take part in the political arena since the Coup, has shocked observers, both for its tone and content. That the Blessed Ladies would call the Inventors’ Board “outsiders,” much less take up arms against them, left many shaken.

But historical scholar Mr. Marco Tie claims this latter interpretation to be false. “The Dealers have always been a pacifistic organization, as evidenced by their actions during the Coup. I dare say, though, when faced with a wall of Ladies in green, any man might hesitate to force such consecrated women aside.”

When the Dealers’ spokeswoman was asked what they plan to do if the Mayor’s Office should choose to cite the organization for contempt, there was no response. Legal historian Mr. Aldus Play suggests that public opinion would be with the Dealers. “It’s a risky move. Do you start carting off Blessed Ladies like common criminals?”

That amused me. Quadrant-folk hadn’t hesitated to attack the Dealers over a hundred years past: I was the proof of it.

But I thought it odd that Mayor Freezout would make such a play. It could have no other effect but to turn the city against him.

Then I recalled the discussion Morton and I had back at my apartments some months back. His theory was that Frank Pagliacci — the Red Dog Gang’s lackey — planned to become Mayor.

Now it made sense. If the Red Dog Gang wished to continue to have their man as Mayor — not this old and by all accounts dying man, but their own young and vital one, then what better way to usher that new man in but to make the city hate the current one?

Amelia came bustling in. “Time to dress for dinner, mum.”

“Very well; do you think the purple satin will fit?”

She considered it. “I may need to let it out more.” Then her face changed, as if she’d come to a decision. “Let’s try it on.”

As it turned out, once I left off the under-corset, I was able to squeeze myself in.

Tony gaped at me when I went down to meet him. “How beautiful you look!”

For a sad, remorseful moment, I recalled Mr. Jake Bower saying the same thing when he first met Gardena. The awe in his face, how her brother Cesare had struck him. How Mr. Bower had begged for his life as he’d been dragged away.

Then I made myself smile at Tony. Took his hand.

He led me to the table. “I don’t wish you to be at the foot of the table tonight,” Tony said, “but rather here beside me.”

Ah, I thought. I sat beside him, everything I saw confirming my suspicions. And I remembered what he’d said there in the carriage.

Maybe tonight, I might help him not feel so alone.








  
  
The Package




The next morning, I woke to find Tony lying beside me, shirt off, hand behind his head, gazing at the ceiling. 

Which I’d never seen him do before: he always was gone this late in the day.

He turned to smile at me. “Good morning. How do you feel?”

I took a deep breath. “I feel well.”

His face sobered. “And the child?”

Clearly he’d been lying there for hours for worry he might have harmed it. As if in reply, it moved about inside. “Seems to be well.”

Tony let out a relieved sigh.

I took his hand. “Not everything ends in disaster, my love.” As soon as the words came from my mouth, I regretted it. I lay here planning to dash his hopes of a child in what he would see as yet another catastrophe in his life. What would it do to him?

I meant to say the words in a frivolous way, as Jonathan always said it to me. But Tony froze. “You’ve never called me that before.”

Hadn’t I? I shrugged, feeling amused. Yet my heart pounded. “I don’t recall.”

Tony leaned over to embrace me, his ear beside mine, and he held me like this for some time.

It felt good to be held, and from time to time he’d kiss my cheek. Then he pushed himself upright, turning away. “I wish I could stay here forever,” he said, “but duty calls.”

I smiled after him. “Be safe.”

He stopped then, midstride, still facing away. “Thank you.” Then he disappeared through the door going to his rooms.

I turned over to peer at the clock: it was well into morning. I rang for Amelia, then put on my robe.

My provisional tray — tea and toast, newspaper and mail — lay on my tea-table still. But the way the other chair had been left away from the table suggested that Tony had been up, eaten, and laid back in bed without awakening me.

As I suspected, the tea was cold. It was near time for breakfast, though, so I put my mail in my carpetbag and combed out my hair.

Amelia came hurrying in. “Good, you’re up! We can run your bath after ... oh, let’s see.”

She hurried out towards Tony’s rooms, and I heard a tentative knock upon his door. From the sound of it, Michaels answered, and there was some hushed discussion.

Then Amelia returned. “Breakfast is being delayed an hour. Let’s get you into your bath and ready for the day.”

This seemed fine to me. So I bathed, put on a house dress, and went down to eat, by this time quite hungry.

Tony was there, plate filled and dressed for the street. He rose, holding his hand out to me when I arrived. “Get your food and come sit by me.”

So I went to the buffet, then sat as always to his right, as he was left-handed. I gazed out over my shoulder through the garden windows. The flowers had their buds tightly coiled, small and new.

Tony speared his scrambled eggs. “What are your plans for today?”

I shrugged. “I might visit the apartments to do some paperwork.”

“Have you heard from Master Rainbow?”

“Not recently.”

Morton had found a home in Clubb quadrant and sold his former one in Hart. He still feared attack, so he set it up that no one person knew all the details of the transactions, nor could connect him with a location. Still, he rarely stayed there, checking in with Blitz at intervals as to his whereabouts should a case arise. But he hadn’t checked in for over a week now.

“I hope he’s well,” Tony said. “I’d hate to have him wash up on our doorstep again.”

I chuckled. Poor Morton had almost been killed when his yacht was blown up with him sleeping inside. “If I don’t hear from him in another week, I’ll look into it. But he did say we should trust him to make contact when he deems it safe.”

Tony nodded, mouth full.

I never learned what sort of deal the two of them had made. Morton was obviously an outsider — well, his parents were. But even so, the man had allies, even friends, in all the quadrants. And he seemed most resourceful in keeping himself alive, a mighty feat even for those in the Families.

Morton had become my business partner. We’d done many investigations together, and up to recently, he’d lived in the back room at my apartments. I missed having him around, with his wry jokes and fatherly advice.

For the first time since we’d taken up this business arrangement, he hadn’t told me what he was doing.

I knew he still searched for his informant, the former police detective turned Spadros man Albert Sheinwold. Almost two years without finding the man: my first failure in my entire career.

I’d returned Morton’s money. Yet he'd been remarkably kind about the matter. “I understand not wanting to traipse around after the man, when it seems he doesn’t want to be found.”

And Morton had been very concerned for a small boy, the third of those children under his care as part of his work with the true Red Dogs children’s gang. Two of those boys were now dead, and he feared for the safety of the third, who'd been much younger.

He didn't have much to go on, not even a name. But his determination to find the child spoke well of his character.

Tony brought out a small package. “I have something for you.”

I opened it, and to my surprise, my wedding ring sat there.

Tony looked sheepish. “I couldn’t bear to have it sold. So I had one of my men buy it for me.” He put his hands on mine. “I’ve hidden it away in hopes you might return.”

I realized my mouth was open, and shut it. “This is ... I don’t know what to say.”

Tony smiled at me. “You’re welcome, my love.” He tucked a curl behind my ear. “Do with it as you wish. But I hope you’ll wear it, to remember me.”

To remember him? I gripped his hand, a sudden fear coming over me. “Be safe.”

He chuckled at that. “That’s the job of my men. But thank you.”

Tony left directly after breakfast, asking me — as I most often did these days — to run the morning meeting. I told the staff I’d be at my apartments until after tea, but at the Manor for dinner.

After the morning meeting, I approached Monsieur Sabacc, an impeccably dressed bear of a man. “Might we speak, sir?”

“Of course. Come this way.”

Monsieur’s office was spacious, with a large desk and the walls full of cabinets labeled with notes such as “Soups,” “Sauces,” and “Meat Dishes.” On the wall behind his desk, a bookcase filled with cooking books stretched half way up; the top portion of the wall held diplomas, certificates, and awards.

I gazed at it in awe. “You've done quite well for yourself, sir.”

Monsieur smiled warmly. “I appreciate your notice, mum.” He gestured to a chair. “Please sit.”

So I did, and he sat behind his desk. “What might I do for you?”

“I’m concerned about young Pip. I’ve heard he’s still upset, and I’d wondered if he’s confided in you at all as to its cause.”

Monsieur nodded, his mood suddenly somber. “He’s given some indications, mum. And I know you’ve reached out to him in the past. But I’m inclined to think it’s a private matter.”

“Oh?”

“Indeed. If he should wish to speak to you of it, I’ll be sure to notify you at once.”

So I should stop being so nosy. “Oh.”

“I don’t wish to offend. But the servants have so little privacy as it is. I find it best to let them solve these sorts of problems on their own, as long as it doesn’t interfere with their work.”

“I understand.”

“The boy’s a good worker, and smart. He’ll do well for himself some day.” Monsieur rose, so I did too. “I appreciate you coming to me. If he seems to be in any real distress, I’ll speak with him further.”

“Thank you.” While that didn’t entirely answer my question, I did feel better that Monsieur had interest in the boy.

“I wished to thank you, for patronizing Miss Tenni’s shop the other day. It means a great deal to me that you continue to support my wife’s establishment.”

A tinge of grief hit me. After Madame’s murder, Monsieur — her estranged husband — had bought the place, leaving Tenni to manage it and perform the work. I hadn’t realized Tenni would tell him that I’d gone there. “Of course, sir. Madame was a dear friend. I miss her dearly.”

He nodded slowly. “So do I, Mrs. Spadros. Very much.”


      ***By the time I got to my apartments, it was well past noon, almost time for luncheon. So I took luncheon — as I had so many times — with Blitz and Mary, sitting there at the kitchen table. Blitz had built Ariana a tall chair so she might sit at the table with us. 

I’d missed being able to spend the day with them. “How are matters here, really?”

Mary smiled at me. “All’s quite well, mum. We’ve had a couple of possible renters for the back room, but they didn’t strike Mr. Howell right, so we turned them down.”

Mr. Eight Howell was the Associate for this street, and after all that had happened, he’d become very particular about who he let live on my block. “He’s got a good nose for this sort of thing.”

Blitz handed a hard crust of bread to Ariana, who began gnawing upon it. “I’ve gotten most of the soundproofing fixed.”

The main problem with my apartments was that you could hear anything said in the entire place, particularly when standing by the wall in the back room. It seemed to be the entire reason the place was built. “However did you do it?”

Mary became as animated as I’d ever seen her. “We found a book on it!”

“You might like it,” Blitz said. “The illustrations are most helpful. But it also spoke of the reasoning behind why these additions work.”

Anna would have loved that. “I’m glad it’s been so helpful.” Why did they kill her? Who could have possibly wanted her dead? I stood, turned away. “I want to see how it’s working.”

So while Mary cleaned up, Blitz went to one part of the building, and I to another, and we tried to see how loud one might speak before the other heard it. Being alone helped, and by the time we met in the front hall, I could be cheerful again. “You’ve done very well,” I said. “I can hardly hear a thing.”

“It’s not done yet,” Blitz said. “I still have to replace the insulation. But I daresay it’s much improved.”

“I very much appreciate it.” I went to the kitchen for a drink of water. “Did my client ever reschedule?”

“No, mum,” Mary said. “Her mother’s very ill. She might have to cancel altogether.”

In the middle of finding her husband?

Blitz said, “I just overheard a bit of it. But it sounded to me as if the woman was most concerned about the cost.”

“Hmm,” I said. “I’ll write to her with what I have so far. Perhaps she might be able to make use of it, or will reconsider when she sees my progress.”

Clients could be jittery at times, any small set-back causing them to doubt their decision to hire me. I’d already told her that fees weren’t refundable, so she should have no illusions on that account.

Mary smiled. “That sounds good, mum.”

“Well, I’ll let you get back to work. I have some papers to work on today. And I’d like to stay for tea, if I might.”

Blitz let out a breath. “Did Mr. Pearson not tell you? We have an artist scheduled for this afternoon. It was a last minute booking.” Blitz frowned slightly. “That’s not like him to forget.” Then he shrugged. “Perhaps my letter didn’t make it to him in time.”

And when he got the letter, he’d send the carriage back, so as for me to be away before the man arrived. “Perhaps not. Is there a reason you didn’t just call?”

“Call? What do you mean?”

Tony had installed a Telephonic Telegraph from Spadros Manor to the doctor’s office before he’d been attacked in his own Party Time factory. And then after my trial, the wires from Dr. Salmon’s office to here had been completed. “You could call to Dr. Salmon’s office, then have him send the message to Spadros Manor.”

Blitz put a hand to his forehead. “Of course! We’ve never had to use the thing, so I completely forgot about it.” Then his face took on a touch of concern. “Do you think the doctor would object?”

He had a good point. Merely passing messages along might offend a man so distinguished. “I think we best keep it to serious matters,” I decided. “The next time I see him, I’ll speak with him about it.”

Blitz nodded. “Good idea.”

“I best get to work myself,” I said, “or the carriage will be here before we know it.”


      ***On top of the usual notes from informants and requests for payment was a pamphlet, entitled: 

THE LOST SERVANTS


Are Our People Merely Toys For The Torture?


The pamphlet contained quite extensive journalistic reporting, stretching back some thirty years: tales of men and women who went into service in the Spadros quadrant and were never seen again.

It was fascinating — in a horrifying way.

According to this, the one constant in all the disappearances was Roy Spadros (as no servant had disappeared in Spadros Manor since he left it, whilst several had since he moved into his new home at Spadros Castle).

I turned the pamphlet over and on its back, it read “Paid for by People for a Better Future.”

This could be very bad. If this group inflamed the general public against their Patriarch, we could lose the quadrant. I didn’t know who this “People for a Better Future” was, but it was something Roy needed to know about.

Since these pamphlets had all reminded me of the Red Dog Gang, I’d put them together in a file. They looked to have been done at the same printer. One had the mark of the Hart Family upon it.

I packaged the pamphlets into an envelope and sealed it, writing “Spadros Patriarch, his eye only.” Then I went to find Blitz.

As it turned out, he was scraping out the parlor fireplace. His wide white canvas apron — as well as his face — was speckled with soot. “Can I help you?”

I brandished the envelope. “This needs to go to Spadros Castle with the utmost speed.”

Blitz sighed, brushing the soot into a pile, and stood. “Let me get cleaned up, and I’ll bring it for you.” A few minutes later, he emerged, apron off and face clean, drying his hands on a tea-towel.

I handed him the envelope; he handed me the towel. “I’ll be right back. Don’t answer the door until I return.”

That was different. “For what reason?”

“Mr. Anthony’s orders. You’re not to be put in danger.” Then Blitz grinned. “It’s a good thing, never fear.”

I folded the towel and returned it to the kitchen, where Mary stood stirring the soup. Ariana sat at her small chair, banging the wooden table with a large metal spoon.

Mary said, “Is all well?”

That depends on your definition. “Well enough.”

Ariana dropped the spoon and held her arms up, so I took her from her chair, bouncing her on my hip as I’d seen the girls do back home. She squealed and laughed.

“She likes you,” Mary said. “She doesn’t even reach out like that to her Grandmas.”

Blitz came in looking a bit weary.

I kissed the girl’s light brown curls, replacing her in her chair, then said to Blitz, “You look like you could use a break.”

Blitz slumped into a chair with a sigh. “I’m getting too old for all this running about.”

“I didn’t say you had to run.”

Blitz looked incredulous. “Whatever else could ‘this needs to go to Spadros Castle with the utmost speed’ mean?”

“I meant for a man to take it on the gallop straight-away, rather than waiting until they fetch some chip to ride it over on his bicycle.”

“You value yourself too lightly, Mrs. Spadros,” Blitz said. “We have men stationed at the Backdoor with their horses ready to ride every time they tell us you’re to come here. One whistle and we’d have every Associate within a half-mile run to our aid.”

I stared at him.

“We’re here for you, mum,” Mary said. “No matter what.”

Every Associate within a half-mile, waiting for a call ... from me? “This seems too much.”

Mary said softly. “For the Lady of Spadros, who carries our Heir? Nothing is too much, mum.” She smiled. “Whatever this is about, I’m sure you’ve done the right thing.”

This heartened me. “Thank you.” I glanced at Blitz. “Both of you.”

I went into my study, looked round.

The only thing that seemed clear to me was that someone wished Spadros quadrant destroyed. They’d tried distraction, war, civil war within our men, and now an uprising from the populace. Other than notifying Roy, I wasn’t sure what else I might do.

The minute I sat at my desk, the front bell rang.

Blitz went to answer it. Then a knock came. “Mrs. Spadros?”

Somehow I guessed it’d be for me. “Yes?”

“Mr. Pike to see you.”

Good grief, I thought. Whatever was Thrace Pike doing here? I would think that after his unseemly display the night I’d been captured he’d be too embarrassed to appear in public, let alone visit. “Seat him in the parlor.”

When I entered the parlor, instead of Thrace Pike, his grandfather, my former attorney Doyle Pike sat there. A large envelope rested on the sofa by his side.

Doyle Pike was at least eighty; his briefcase alone cost more than my apartments.

I offered my hand. “What a surprise! Would you care for some tea?” Tea was customary for any conversation. And from Mr. Pike’s demeanor, I guessed this was no social call.

“No, thank you,” said Mr. Pike, and I waved Blitz away. No doubt Mr. Pike held to the same strictures I did on taking drink from those who I didn’t fully trust.

I sat in an armchair across from him. “What can I do you for?”

He chuckled at that, then his face sobered. “At times I have unpleasant duties. This is one of them.”

Alarm surged through me. “Has someone died?”

He picked up the envelope and stared at it. “I was tasked with delivering this package to you, in person, if he went missing for more than three months.” He hesitated. “It’s been over six. I hoped he’d gotten waylaid, hurt, anything ... to explain why.” He shook his head, seemingly dismayed. “Anything but what I’d feared. He’s been a good worker. And a loyal friend.”

I peered at Mr. Pike, trying to understand. “Who’s gone missing? Who do you fear is ...?”

“Dead? Ah, yes, of course.” Mr. Pike took a deep breath, let it out. “He must be.” He handed over the thick envelope. “My investigator. Mr. Jake Bower.”








  
  
The Confession




The envelope felt heavy. “Mr. Bower?” 

The last time I’d seen Mr. Jake Bower, he’d been at the Diamond Country House, begging for his life whilst being dragged away. I squeezed my eyes shut, grief and remorse overcoming me for a moment. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“I have to say I’m more than a bit confused about all this, Mrs. Spadros. I received the envelope inside a box delivered to my doorstep at home, in the dead of night.” He sounded disgruntled even still. “Woke the whole household.”

“Was anything else inside?”

“Notes for some work he was doing for me.” He shrugged. “And his instructions.” He sat there unmoving for some time, hand to chin. “Mrs. Spadros, I know you’re indisposed —”

The man had some very good spies. According to Tony, not even the Clubbs knew — he’d been particular in his instructions to Jon’s sister Gardena, who’d been in a rather rocky courtship with their Heir.

“— so I know you won’t be running loose in the streets for long —”

I suppose I should have been outraged, but it all seemed amusing: these men and their fear of the reality of life. Their desperate need to control women every step of the way.

“— but if you can learn anything about Mr. Bower’s whereabouts, I’d appreciate it.”

I had a good guess as to where Mr. Bower might be, if he still lived: locked in a torture cell somewhere under Diamond quadrant.

But I still owed Mr. Pike a large sum of money. Not nearly as much as before, thanks to Tony, but enough. “And what form would that appreciation take?”

Mr. Pike scowled. “What word have we for scoundrel-women? If I knew of one, I’d cast it at you now. Was he not your friend? Or at very least, your co-worker? Do you care nothing for what's befallen him?”

“Of course I do, sir. Yet you came to me. And if you want me to act on your behalf, I’ll be happy to quote you my rates.”

He frowned at me for a moment, then gave a dismissive gesture. “Fine. I’ll cut what you owe me in half, and stop charging you interest on the remainder. Will that do?”

It was a savings of hundreds of dollars, more than I ever expected. “Indeed it will.” But I’d learned my lesson: Mr. Pike’s verbal agreements meant nothing. “Write up a document and I’ll sign it.”

I sat gazing at him until he drew out paper and began to write two copies, leaning over the coffee table to do so. Then with a disdainful grunt, he signed them both, then handed them to me to sign.

I signed them, handed one back. If Jake Bower were alive, I should be able to learn where he was being kept without too much trouble. “I can find him. But sometimes I find them dead.”

Mr. Pike let out a sigh. “It’s what I fear. Yet if I can learn the circumstances ...”

“Mr. Pike, I don’t wish to pry. But I hope your wife is well?”

He gave me a sharp, sorrowful glance. “We arrived in Azimoff too late to save her —”

The Clubbs — well, to be more precise, Mr. Mikhail Bettelmann — had been preventing Mr. Pike from taking her there for months.

“— so I brought her home to be in comfort with her children.” He sounded desolate. “We buried her last month.”

“I’m so sorry.” No wonder he felt Mr. Bower’s loss so keenly. I raised the envelope, which appeared unopened. “Perhaps something here will give me a place to begin.”

I stood in the parlor, listening to Mr. Pike leave, his carriage pull away. And I recalled the terror on Mr. Bower's face, that last I saw him. Did I want to know his fate? “Blitz, how long do I have here?”

He came in from the front hall. “An hour. Do you need more?”

I went towards my office. “I might.”

I felt rather than saw Blitz nod. “I’ll let your driver know.”

“Have him pull over by the Backdoor Saloon,” I said, still looking at the envelope. “No one will think anything of it.”

I went to my desk, laid the envelope on top, and sat.

Inside the envelope lay two more. The first was small, with the inscription “Mrs. Spadros” on its front. The other envelope was heavy, almost filling the packet. Something inside this envelope had the size and shape and feel of a framed portrait. The outside read: Reina.

I had no idea who this Reina might be, so I set this packet aside and took up the envelope addressed to me. Inside was a letter dated the day I last went to his home some six months back.

I stared at the date, fear creeping around in my chest. He must have written it just before he disappeared.

Mrs. Spadros,

I stand here amongst the ruin of my life, your perfume still in my house. Someone must know what I’ve done.

I am probably dead. Of course, I don’t know how, but I certainly know why, and who is to blame.

For over a decade, I lost my way in anger and envy and grief when my young daughter died. I wanted to blame anyone but myself. That led to the breakdown of my marriage; my wife turned to another. But not just anyone: a man I considered my most steadfast friend. Through that betrayal I became hard, cruel, unwilling to see that her fear for me had turned into fear of me.

You may already know this next fact, but I beg you to sit before reading further.

I was indeed seated. So I continued:

I met a man many years back, almost by chance — except now I realize it wasn’t — calling himself Frank Pagliacci. I’m not certain whether you know the name or not, but you must know this: he plans you great harm.

Oh, yes, I knew Frank Pagliacci’s name, all too well. And Mr. Bower had confessed to his association with the scoundrel when he knelt bound in a parlor of the Diamond Country House.

I don’t know what power this man possesses. But he offered me everything I most desired: riches, opportunity, a plan to rid the city of the Four Families, even help finding my little girl’s murderer. His manner, his appearance, his charm blinded me to what my wife saw at once: the man is a fiend.

He frightened her. She tried everything she knew over the years to help me see it. But I would not.

Why did I follow him, work for him, leave my wife's side to contribute to his cause? He offered me camaraderie — I no longer call it friendship — when I’d been betrayed. Commiseration. Dare I even say hope. And so in my bond to him, I found myself doing things I never would have imagined. Things the man I was before would have shuddered at.

I even went so far as to shave my head, dress like Master Jack Diamond, going to a widow outsider’s home —

I gasped in horror, the pieces coming together.

... That man was at least forty, and he came to make mischief...

... A Diamond man, dressed entirely in white....

... No one else I ever heard of wears white. And I seen them. Looked to be from the same store I get mine at, with them black soles and the silver stamp by the heel and all....

I knew what happened to Jake Bower.








  
  
The Substitution




Jack Diamond had needed someone to take his place in order to convincingly fake his death. 

Jake Bower had spied on the Diamond Family and impersonated a Diamond Heir.

So when Jack’s oldest brother Cesare presented Mr. Jake Bower to him at the Prison, a man who actually resembled Jack in many a way, on the face of it this seemed reasonable.

But I’d known the man. I pictured Mr. Bower’s body burnt, only his shoes surviving.

And I put my face in my hands. Mr. Bower had deceived me, betrayed me, spied on me. Yet no man deserved this end!

I returned to Mr. Bower's letter, hands shaking:

I even went so far as to shave my head, dress like Master Jack Diamond, going to a widow outsider’s home, meeting her young son. It felt fun, daring even, to impersonate such a powerful man.

I felt horrified to later see that same boy caged, to move him from place to place as he struggled and shrieked in fear. But in every instance, Frank stood by me with a reason, a distraction, a pleasant framing of that terrible picture that somehow made it seem right.

I could hardly believe what I was reading.

So Mr. Bower had been the “man in white” — the man who helped imprison little David Bryce three years before.

David still, even at fifteen, never spoke. He clearly understood when we spoke. He'd stopped rocking and hiding under his bed. But when I looked into the boy's eyes, it was as if he felt his treatment at the hands of Frank Pagliacci was still too horrible to relate.

I took up the letter. Perhaps Mr. Bower knew more.

And I succeeded, time and time again, in making others believe me to be Master Jack. I bullied shopkeepers, tormented a frightened woman. Standing here, my life boxed up for others to find, I see the folly of it now. Yet at the time it all seemed a thrilling game.

But then you arrived at my door, asking for my help. And I began to be afraid. If the Diamonds should learn I impersonated one of their Heirs, I’d be doomed. And so I became drawn into deception, to outright lies, to desperate attempts at distraction to keep you from learning the truth.

I’d already been trying to learn who Frank Pagliacci really was for some time. No one by that name is registered in the city, which perhaps you already know. And to this day I haven’t learned that answer. But in my searching, I found something curious: the financial records we discussed some time back.

I admit I handled the matter poorly. Perhaps you know this already, having left your husband, but I must tell you: your husband has been giving large sums to the Diamonds on a monthly basis for years now for a small boy’s care. I can only imagine the worst.

I’d learned all this with Thrace Pike’s help. Tony had a son with Jonathan’s sister Gardena: Roland, now just turned seven. The boy was dealt in shortly before Tony and I were married.

I chuckled softly to myself, wondering what Mr. Bower thought at my lack of reaction to his throwing the matter in my face at the Diamond Country House. He must have been dismayed to learn I’d known about it already.

I continued to read:

When you turned my offer down, I realized you suspected me, and for a long time I became more circumspect. Yet when I wasn’t accosted by Spadros men in some alley, I began to feel bold again. I took work from the Court once more, from Mr. Pike, and yes, even from Frank and his minions.

A sort of fey madness took me. I had money, I had powerful friends. I’d escaped death both from Spadros and Diamond, and I felt myself invincible.

I was put in charge of delivering the package to Dame Anastasia Louis which caused the explosion —

The shattered glass crashing around me, the pieces of falling zeppelin. The blood and moans of the dying.

Heart pounding, I forced myself to focus on the text before me.

I was put in charge of delivering the package to Dame Anastasia Louis which caused the explosion, yet I sent it by messenger. Instead, I set up the blackmail meeting with Miss Gardena, just to see who this was that your husband would betray you for.

Yet when I saw her brothers, I became afraid and sent another man in my place, dressed in the suit I planned to wear. And I never in all my days imagined I’d see you!

I never imagined I’d be there either.

All went as we’d planned, and even better. For you somehow made it to the station in time for the explosion, putting you at the scene. That made their plan to frame you for it even easier.

I’d walked right into their trap! If I’d stayed on Market Center, even if I'd been able to go to Dame Anastasia's men as she'd asked, those people would still be dead. But it would have been much more difficult to convince anyone I was involved. The trial might never have even taken place.

But as the inquest and trial descended, I once again became afraid. What might they learn?

To everyone’s surprise, you chose Mr. Pike as your attorney, and I thus had much insight into what you knew, if only by what he asked me to locate for him.

Mr. Bower had been helping me in the very trial, for the same murders he’d had me framed for? That he helped perpetrate?

Yet I still felt free to move about, to continue in Frank’s work. I was well-paid, given fine food and wine, sent upon mission after mission.

But things began happening I didn’t understand: the associations with traitors and Pot rags, the women Frank used and discarded. The man deals in lies and seduction, and I don’t think even his masters truly control him. His association with too many young men who ended up strangled made me fearful.

Then, after the trial, the word I most feared came: Jack Diamond hunted me.

Somehow, I knew this day would come. I’d impersonated him, blackmailed his sister, caused harm upon his name. I’ve hidden as long as I can, but I fear the Diamonds now know where I live.

I must escape. But in case I don’t make it out of the city alive, at least someone, somewhere will know my fate.

I'm a man utterly ruined. My wife will no longer take anything from me, and I can’t involve Pike in this debacle.

Don’t mourn me. The only thing I ask is that you bring this to my wife, Reina. Thank you for your kindness today; it’s made a miserable life that much less so.

Jake Bower

I sat speechless, shocked, bits of grief touching round the corners of my sight. An address upon Market Center lay at the bottom.

I’ve never killed anyone in my life. I am about to kill a man, though. Do you think my cards will be burnt for it?

Jake Bower was most certainly dead. And Jack Diamond had murdered him.








  
  
The Death




I climbed a long stretch of narrow, dimly lit steps, Mrs. Bower’s envelope in my carpet-bag. At the top, I stopped to rest for a bit. I was dreading this. 

The hall was as long and narrow as the stair, doors on either side. Her home was at the very end. A lovely brown-skinned woman in her middle forties with heavy-straight black hair opened the door, fully dressed for the street. “May I help you?”

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Mrs. Bower —”

She flinched.

“— but I have something you need to see.”

Dread filled her eyes. “I was just about to leave for the Plaza.” She seemed flustered. “I share a booth there.” Then she opened the door wide. “But please, come in.”

The door led directly to a corner one-room. Ahead, a tea-table with two chairs sat beside a double bed. Beyond that was a bathtub in the back corner. A window at the foot of the tub had a flower-box outside it, the light of late afternoon shining upon a narrow door beside that which undoubtedly opened upon a toilet-room.

To my right, a partial counter lay between this front area and a kitchen: stove, sink, counters, cabinets. To my left, clothes hung along the entire wall which separated this apartment from the next, including two police uniforms, navy with brass buttons.

I recalled what Mr. Bower had written, his empty home, his hate for the police. Evidently his wife had abandoned him for a policeman, his steadfast friend, and it'd left him embittered. “Your home's lovely.”

Mrs. Bower gave me a wary smile. “Thank you. Would you care for some tea?”

Everything important seemed to be said over tea in Bridges, unless vitally urgent; this wasn’t. “Of course.”

She relaxed a bit once I said that, and went to the stove, taking a cup from her cabinet. “Might I ask your name?”

Oh. I’d forgotten. “My apologies. Jacqueline Spadros. I —”

The cup crashed upon the floor, breaking into pieces. “I’m so sorry, mum, I —”

I went round the counter to her side. “Let me help with this.”

As we cleaned the floor, the woman’s hands shook. Once all was done, I took her hands in mine, peered into her dark brown eyes. “Why don’t we sit for a moment?”

I found another cup, then set the tea-tray before us, pouring tea for us both. Then I sat across from her. “I received a package from Mr. Doyle Pike. Or should I say, your husband.”

She flinched.

“In it was a letter for me and an envelope for you.”

She set the envelope next to her cup, for a few minutes just staring at it as if it might attack. “What did your letter say?”

I tried to speak as kindly as I could. “He feared ... that if I received it, he might be dead.”

She burst into tears. “Oh, gods. Jake!” She pushed her cup aside, head upon her arms, and sobbed for some time.

No portraits were in the room. A few books stood in a row in the corner. A plain brown handbag and a ring holding one key sat upon the counter next to a fat candle, burnt down to two inches tall.

After a while, Mrs. Bower wiped her eyes, then took up the packet and opened it. Inside lay a framed portrait and a letter. The letter she set down unopened; the portrait she handed to me. “Our daughter.”

The portrait was of a younger Jake and Reina Bower, along with a bright-faced curly-haired girl of perhaps eight.

Perhaps she saw the question in my face, for she said, “How much do you know about my husband?”

I shrugged. “He works for Mr. Pike. That’s how I became acquainted. We’re both investigators.”

Evidently she knew this already, for she showed no surprise.

“He told me he trained as a scribe, like his father. I knew he’d been married, but that you’d separated. And he doesn’t care for police.”

Mrs. Bower snorted at that. “I dare say.”

Jake and Reina Bower had married for love. He’d gotten a job as a policeman in Spadros quadrant, and made it to Detective Constable. He liked his job. His partner had been like family to them.

Jake and Reina had a daughter named Trina, and they were happy. “It seems a lifetime ago,” Mrs. Bower said. “Jake’s work had its troubles. He and his partner had difficulty with your Family, and they’d lost their shields over it. But that never slowed him. He loved his work, Mrs. Spadros, and I supported him in any way I might.”

Sixteen years past, when Trina was ten, they went to a Yuletide police party. The whole precinct was there: the men, their wives, their parents, their children. Musicians played. The party-goers sang, danced, ate and drank. The station commander brought gifts for everyone, including toys for the children.

People were everywhere, inside and out. The children played with their toys inside the hall, upon the front steps, in the grassy well-lit darkness out back. The night was a complete success, until it came time to go: their daughter was nowhere to be found.

“A hundred policemen searched for her,” Mrs. Bower said. “A thousand more when the search expanded. We never found her until much later.” She next spoke as if she were a mechanical doll. “Dead.”

I gasped in horror.

“It was a terrible time for us all. Everyone loved Trina, and the thought that someone might attack one of their own drove them. Yet they never learned anything.”

What a shame, I thought.

“Over the years that passed, the investigations, the false leads, Jake became withdrawn, bitter. He got the idea that a third officer — a superior — had something to do with our daughter’s murder, and one day he hunted the man, beat him badly. That got him suspended, and at home day in and day out, I realized that the man I’d married had died,” she tapped the center of her chest, “inside.”

She wiped her eyes, staring at the table. “When he returned to work, I could tell her death still ate at him. The officer who he’d accused left the force, and the others blamed Jake for it.” She took a deep breath. “I think Jake was doing his own investigation.”

“What do you mean?”

“He’d buy clothes fit for a gentleman, much richer than we could afford, then dress up, disappearing for hours at a time. He packed up Trina’s room and devoted it to news clippings, files, items he’d found, notes. When he was home, that’s where he’d be: in her room, obsessed with her murder. It was all he spoke of, other than envy.”

I recalled what he'd said the first time we met:

My family has been in Merca since before the Catastrophe. But my looks do come in handy. It amuses me to dress up and stroll the Diamond promenades alongside those moneybags from time to time.

And I sighed. “He once said something of the like.”

“If he said it once only, I don’t suppose you had much to do with him. Jake became convinced that if he were rich, his friends would have found her killer. Would have really tried. He began to speak harshly to them, or refuse to speak to them at all. His fellow officers stopped calling on us, began to treat him with disdain.” She fell silent for a moment. “I suppose life must have become unbearable for him.”

I could understand that.

“He began coming home with people who dressed well, but who I could see at first glance were scoundrels. They got him into all sorts of mischief. They’d promise him the world, yet they were full of lies. Especially one.”

I nodded. “Frank Pagliacci.”

She jerked as if stabbed. “You know him?”

“I know of him. He’s tormented me for over three years now.”

“Good gods,” Mrs. Bower said. “But you’re the Lady of Spadros. How has he dared?”

A bitter laugh burst forth unbidden. “The man dares more than you might imagine.” I took a deep breath. “Tell me about him.”

“He’s tall, with brown hair and skin. His eyes are green, he has all his teeth, and he’s quite fit. A smooth talker, a dandy and a rake. Attractive to look at — everyone else seems drawn to him. But the instant I met him I felt a shudder inside. I can’t explain it any other way. I felt as if I stood in the presence of Death, and nothing I could say to Jake would dissuade him from his fascination with the man.”

This was the man who’d hunted me, I felt sure of it.

At this, she glanced away, taking a deep breath. “Jake’s partner had been a help and a comfort to us through all the years of it. They were the best of friends. Neither of us wanted to hurt him. But Jake was gone so much, in the company of men I feared, and I —”

This was the betrayal Mr. Bower spoke of. “I understand.”

“Finally, I’d had enough. He owns this place, and I fled to him.” She covered her face with her hands. “But Jake knew where I’d gone, and would show up at all hours demanding to see me.” Her hands dropped to the table. “It got to where he made me feel afraid. They continued to work together, but their friendship — as you might imagine — dissolved entirely. And one day — it was almost five years ago now — they fought each other in the station. Everyone there said Jake started it, so he was dismissed.” She sighed. “I can tell that the ruination of their relationship on my account has hurt them both.”

“I’m sorry.”

She straightened, with an air of bravado. “I’m glad I came here. My Constable’s a good man. He’s defended me, protected me, given me shelter when I had nowhere else to go. I don’t regret any of it,” at that, she faltered, “except for the pain I’ve given my husband.”

I could well understand that.

“Yet lately ...” She let out a sigh.

“What is it?”

“This is his day off.” She sat quietly for a moment. “There was a case, oh, three years back. A missing child. He learned of a woman connected to the case and feels convinced if he can find her, he might learn who took the boy.” She sighed. “But just like Jake, he’s never home anymore.”

She still hadn’t opened the letter.

Mrs. Bower patted the envelope. “If this is what I think it is ... if Jake’s released me, if he truly is dead, then perhaps my Constable’s mind will return to our life together. He wants a son more than anything. But we haven’t dared,” she gave me a quick glance, “because of the consequences.”

It was how I’d been trapped: by Bridges law, a woman with child could only live with her husband or be sent to the Pot.

“No one’s announced your condition,” Reina said. “It now makes sense that you’ve returned to your home. Does your husband know?”

I felt chagrined that she’d seen it. But then I realized there was but one bed here. “You must know of an apothecary.” The intent of my words lay between us: an apothecary who still has access to blood tea.

She gave me a wry grin. “I do.”

I got the woman’s information, made ready to go. But before I might leave, Mrs. Bower caught my arm. “You’ll find who did this?”

I sighed. “Mr. Pike has asked the same.”

She gave a small smile. “That crotchety old scoundrel. Perhaps he has some heart in him after all.”

That made me laugh.

“I fear to ask,” she said, “but after so long, would there be any chance to learn who killed my daughter? The police know nothing.”

Sixteen years was a long time. “I don’t know,” I finally said. “But I’ll look into it.”

Mrs. Bower gave me a fearful glance. “How much —”

I waved her off, chuckling. “Don’t worry about the cost; Mr. Pike has offered enough payment for ten cases.”

Her head drooped, a tear falling to her lap. “Thank you.”

I grasped the woman’s hand, feeling moved. It sounded as though the child was ever in her mind, even after so many years. “Who was the man your husband suspected?”

Mrs. Bower sighed. “A fellow officer. At the time, the man was a Lead Constable. They didn’t work together, but my husband hated the man from the first he saw him. Jake thought he saw him loitering where they later found Trina’s body.”

“Do you recall his name? It might give me some place to begin.”

“Oh, yes. I can never forget it. Peedro Sluff.”

I gaped at her.

Mrs. Bower blinked, her face astonished. “You know him?”

“Oh, yes,” I said. “I know him.”








  
  
The Pattern




Peedro Sluff: recovering Party Time addict. Marksman. The scoundrel who claimed to be my father in order to sell me to Roy Spadros when I was twelve. Peedro had let me think he was my father for twelve years, knowing he had nothing whatsoever to do with my birth. 

I rose, feeling a sudden anger. “I’ll get the truth from him.”

She smiled at me. “You remind me of my little Trina, so resolute and fierce.” Then she took my hand. “You mustn’t put yourself in danger over any of it. She’s dead.” At that, her eyes reddened. “My husband’s dead. I won’t add another death to my list; whoever murdered them is not worth it.”

This was too close to how I felt most times. I sat with her once more, taking her hands in mine. “I promise to be wary.” Then I sighed. “I know what it’s like to blame yourself for death. But your husband chose his path. The man who killed your child chose to do so. Don’t blame yourself for what others have done.”

She gripped my hands, head bent. My words were to myself as much as her, and they were toothless, meaning nothing. But she nodded, seemingly encouraged. “Thank you.”

I knew what I must do, but I feared to do it. “There is one way you might help.”

“Anything you ask.”

“Do you know any of the portrait artists?”

“At his station? Not really.”

“You’ve seen Frank Pagliacci’s face.”

“And you want me to give a portrait of him.”

“I do. Yet I hesitate to ask.”

“Why?”

“Because everyone I’ve asked so far is now dead.” Even now, months later, the outrage and scandal over a noted attorney and his family being slaughtered in the Spadros slums still filled the papers.

She bit her upper lip. “Let me speak with my Constable. He’ll know who we might trust.”

I hated endangering yet another family, but I took a deep breath and nodded. They lived upon Market Center, so as long as they stayed there, they should be safer.

They probably wouldn’t want protection from the Spadros Family, since whoever her Constable was had gotten into trouble with them before, but it wouldn’t hurt to ask Tony about it. I rose, taking her hand. “I’ll let you know the minute I learn anything.”


      ***I had Honor take me to Peedro Sluff’s liquor store, which was over in the East Spadros slums. 

Peedro had gotten a new door, and the room didn’t smell of mold anymore. Someone had cleaned the lights, which improved the look of the place significantly.

Yet after all this time, the bottles still called to me.

Peedro emerged from the back room right after the bell rang. He’d gained enough weight to almost look human. “Oh, hey there, Jacq. You’re looking nice today. Any news on that man of yours?”

In all my turmoil, I’d completely forgotten about Clover, a young man associated with the real Red Dogs children’s gang. I’d gotten information from him a few times, but he’d gone missing. I leaned my elbows on the counter. “Sorry to say, he’s dead.”

Peedro’s face fell. “Poor lad.”

I wanted to tell him I thought the Bridges Strangler did him in, but this wasn’t the time.

“He seemed a good sort,” Peedro said. His tone turned introspective, remorseful. “Always polite, that one, even when I weren’t.” Then he looked at me. “Something tells me that’s not why you stopped by.”

I glanced around: no one was in the shop. “Trina Bower.”

Peedro went even paler than he normally was, and took a step back, hands raised. “I swear to all the gods I had nothing to do with it.” His hands dropped to his side. “Did Bower send you here?”

I shook my head, remembering the flames. “Mr. Bower’s dead.”

Peedro staggered a bit, hand to his forehead. “Good gods.” He stared at me. “What happened?”

“The Diamonds caught him spying during that Purge of theirs.”

Peedro put both hands upon what must have been another counter, perhaps a foot shorter behind the one I leaned upon. “Spying? I don’t understand.” He peered up at me. “Why would he spy at all, much less on them?” Then his face turned horrified. “Was he one of yours?”

A sharp pang of regret. “Not at all; his situation is a whole other story.” I took a deep breath, let it out. I had to focus. “The girl’s mother asked me to look into her death. Your name came up.” I looked him in the eye. “If you know anything, now is the time to speak.”

“I wish I did. Know anything. Other than that it was horrid.”

“Horrid? In what way?”

He hesitated. “That’s not something for a girl like you to know.”

I snorted. “I’m no child: I’m five and twenty. Besides, I grew up in the Pot. I’ve been married over six years now, an investigator for eight. I’ve shot men, and been shot at in return. I doubt there’s much that would shock me.”

Peedro’s eyes widened. “Well, then.” He glanced around, lowered his voice. “She was violated.”

I drew back in horror.

“They say it was before he tied something round her neck and strangled her.” Peedro looked away. “Most horrible thing I’ve ever seen.” His eyes were moist. “I think for a long while it broke me,” he tapped his chest, “inside.”

Strangled. “Whereabouts was the party? The night it happened.”

“Not too far from here. East 8th and Scoop, over at the hall.”


      ***The hall he spoke of had burned some ten years back, and stood gutted under a dismal sky. Weeds grew amongst old shards of glass and rotted paper. 

“I don’t expect we’ll see much here,” Honor said from beside me. “What are you looking for?”

“I don’t know.”

Beyond the building, small trees grew. The area would have been a field the night Trina Bower died. I pictured the children playing, the men outside smoking, the lamp at the door casting weird patterned shadows into the night.

Sixteen years ago, Trina Bower was ten. She would have been a year older than myself if she’d lived. I turned to Honor. “Do you recall any strangulation murders when you were growing up?”

Honor shrugged. “I only came back to Bridges as a young man. It was right after that I was called to serve as Mr. Anthony’s footman. He was but a boy at the time.” He considered the matter. “I don’t remember anything like that, not up until the Bridges Strangler.”

A fiend such as this had a pattern. He wouldn’t stop with one victim; he couldn't. There had to be other crimes of the same nature to give a clue as to who this might be. “Let’s return to the Manor.”

I still needed to find many things: the blood tea, news of similar crimes. Yet if my condition was discernable to Mr. Pike and Mrs. Bower, I needed to keep my public outings to a minimum.

I’d hold a party, an outdoor one if the weather looked fine. Tony’d be glad of it. I’d invite Mrs. Bower’s apothecary. And I’d invite Mr. Blackberry, the Bridges Daily editor, as well.
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