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​ The Paramour

My dressmaker Tenni Mitchell and I stood in
my former bedroom at my apartments on 33 1/3 Street, Spadros
quadrant, as she fitted me for a new gown.

The event? The opening of
the Spadros Castle Museum tomorrow. The day marked one year since
the murder of my father-in-law (the former Patriarch Roy Spadros)
and the burning of his home.

I didn’t like to think of
that day.

I’d found my own front
garden red with the blood of our men. I think that for a while, the
terrible time afterwards broke me.

But I put the thoughts from
my mind — daily, hourly. I had too much to do.

Like prepare for this event
— which of course, meant a new dress. Emerald green silk, to match
a vest my husband Tony had specially made for the event. Tony
wanted green, to signal a new beginning.

Tenni was the only one I
trusted for the task.

But for a Clubb quadrant
citizen — as Tenni now was — to visit Spadros Manor involved a
great deal of fuss, so here we were.

I stood on a fine wooden
crate, on display like a store-front doll. But the sturdy metal
screens were still in place outside my windows, the curtains shut.
No one might see.

Outside, the day was
overcast, pleasantly cool. Birds sang.

I was safe. Six of my men
stood guard, encircling the building. More guarded the other side
of the duplex.

For a while, this had been
my home. I loved being here. And it was much better to do these
preparations here than all the fuss for the Spadros Queen to visit
Tenni’s dress shop in Clubb quadrant.

Things were about as good
as they might get, all things considered.

Tenni, however, was in
tears.

“She moved out! She
won’t tell me what’s wrong, only that she can’t be with someone
keeping secrets from her. Can you believe it? Her!” Tenni
began sobbing once more.

The “her“ in question was
Tenni’s paramour, Cheisara Golf, with whom she’d just bought a home
on 93rd Street, Clubb quadrant. From all accounts, it was a nice
home, with a lovely fenced yard where Tenni’s younger sisters might
play, or even one day receive suitors.

Cheisara’s father, Mr.
Ferdinand Golf, had married one of Alexander and Regina Clubb’s
daughters. And until Alexander Clubb had the man killed a few years
earlier, Mr. Golf had been a vital part of the Clubb syndicate.

Cheisara had approached
Tenni at Madame Biltcliffe’s funeral and confessed her love. The
two had been together ever since, and up to now, all seemed
well.

The Clubb Family was
well-known for their trade in secrets. Their vast network of spies.
So for Cheisara to leave Tenni on that account sounded ...
different. “What does she think you’ve kept from her?”

Tenni wiped her eyes, her
face downcast. “We had men there moving the girls’ rooms, and they
asked about my sewing room.” Tenni glanced round. “You know.”

I smiled at her. “Yes.” The
room where Tenni kept the sewing machine that Madame Biltcliffe had
left her. The machine was tech forbidden by the Cultural
Correctness Committee, because it ran on electrical power.

Strange, that we might have
electrical lamps, but not an electrical sewing machine.

“And after the movers left,
she asked what lay inside. Why I kept it locked. Why I never let
her see. I told her it was only my sewing supplies, with dresses
that customers wished kept hidden. But she pressed the matter.” She
glanced at me then. “You told me never to tell anyone, mum.”

Oh, dear. “I did.”

Tenni shook her head. “I
thought it was settled! But last night, with the girls in bed and
the boxes around us, she said she couldn’t live with secrets. Just
like that, she got up and called for a taxi-carriage.” Tears
streamed down Tenni’s face. “She went back to Clubb Manor!”

I wanted to hug her, but
her tears would have quite ruined the dress I wore. So I rested my
hand on her arm. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t know what to do! I
—”

“It sounds as if you don’t
trust her. Not to tell anyone else.”

Tenni nodded. “Especially
that grandmother of hers.”

Regina Clubb. The woman was
insufferable. “I think Mrs. Clubb already knows. She must. Don’t
you see? When Madame Biltcliffe was murdered, the police went
everywhere. They had to have seen your machine. But they didn’t ask
for bribes to keep it quiet. So she must have put you
off-limits.”

Tenni nodded, took a
breath. She was five years younger than me, but right then she
seemed even younger than that. “Okay.”

“I don’t wish to pry.” I
hesitated. “But surely a locked door isn’t reason to leave. Is
it?”

Tenni looked despondent. “I
don’t know! She’s always asking about things I’d rather not speak
of. I love her, truly I do. But ...”

“There are things you don’t
wish to speak of.”

She threw her handkerchief
on the floor. “Yes! Why does she need to know
everything? Why won’t she just let it be?” She turned away,
hands to her face.

I wasn’t sure what counsel
to give her. My choices in relationship matters had hardly been
successful.

I stepped off the box.
“Perhaps she just needs time to think about what’s important.” My
handkerchief lay on the tea-table, so I offered it to her. “I
recall how uncertain I felt when I bought this place. She’s made a
big step.” I struggled to find the words for her. “Perhaps this
time apart will help her see why she feels as she does.”

Tenni glanced over, a bit
more hopeful.

I thought a change of
subject might help. “How are the wedding plans?” Tenni’s younger
sister Oma was set to marry a Spadros quadrant Detective Constable
in a few weeks.

Tenni scoffed, rolling her
eyes. “His mother’s a fright! She wants to dictate every part of
it. Yes, she’s helping to pay, but what Oma wants is just as
important.” She let out a laugh. “Leone doesn’t seem to care one
way or the other about any of it.”

I chuckled. “Men just want
the time to be done with, so they can bed their wife.”

Tenni giggled.

Lifting my skirts slightly
to clear the edge, I stepped back up onto the box. “What else needs
doing?”

Whilst Tenni fussed at the
dress, pinning it here and there, I thought about my dearest friend
Josephine Kerr’s aborted wedding.

The murder of her
betrothed, my half-brother Etienne Hart, had seemingly put her into
melancholy. By all reports, she’d kept to deep mourning. She’d
never acknowledged the cards and gifts I’d sent her. The bridge
guards told me she’d see no one.

I worried for Josie, across
the city in that dreary brownstone bordering the Hart slums, with
only her dying grandfather, her elderly servants, and that
scoundrel of a brother for company.

No. I would not
think about Joseph Kerr. He’d caused quite enough trouble.

***

Tenni left with the dress, her mood somewhat
brightened. Back in the royal blue linen walking dress I’d started
the day with, I went to my office to prepare my Family fees.

Oh, the irony: the Queen of
Spades paying fees that mostly returned to Spadros Manor. But
whilst I was held exempt, my business wasn’t. Tony said it was good
for the quadrant to see me follow our own law.

My butler (and Tony’s
distant cousin) Blitz Spadros knocked on the door. “Mrs. Spadros,
your carriage is here.”

“I’ll be out in a
minute.”

I now paid my Family fees
by check. Looking over the numbers, I signed the check and put it
into an envelope, which I sealed. Then I made sure my pistol lay in
my pocket. Since witnessing my brother’s murder by his own men, I’d
not gone anywhere without it.

And it reminded me of
Jonathan Diamond, who’d given the gun to me. Who also lay dead.

Gods, I missed him. I still
miss him, to this day.

I fetched my green and gold
carpetbag and went into the hall.

Ariana Spadros toddled down
the hall, arms wide. “Jacqui!”

I picked her up with one
arm and kissed her chubby little cheek. “How’s my girl?”

“Mama make sannich.”

I laughed. “Well, that’s
good: it’s almost tea-time! What kind of sandwich did she
make?”

“Chick-in.”

“Very good!” I set her
down. “I have to go home now. I hope you like your sandwich!”

Ariana rubbed her left eye
with the back of a chubby fist. “I wish you live here.”

So do I, sweet girl.
I kissed her forehead. “Now off with you!”

Mary Spadros appeared at
the end of the hall. “There you are!”

Ariana took off towards
her, arms wide, her little house shoes clacking on the floor.

Mary smiled at me. “Sure
you can’t stay for tea?”

“I wish I could, but I
promised I’d be home.”

Mary’s husband Blitz held
the door, but the carriage wasn’t there. Instead, a man barely
taller than I with a big bushy beard stood at the bottom of the
steps. He tipped his gray tweed cap when he saw me.

“Why, Mr. Howell,” I said.
“Whatever are you doing here?”

Mr. Eight Howell was my
personal secretary, as well as the owner of the Backdoor Saloon
down the street. “It’s time we take a stroll.”

***

Mr. Howell made it clear this wasn’t a
request. Which surprised me enough that I went down the steps and
alongside him towards his establishment without a word. I was the
Spadros Queen, after all.

Since I’d almost been
abducted by Trey Louis several months earlier, I went nowhere
without a stout guard. Tony’s men stood at intervals along the
street, tipping their caps as Mr. Howell and I passed. My footman
Skip Honor, Blitz, and his oldest brother Mr. Theodore Sutherfield
took spots ahead and behind, as if we all strolled along on a nice
spring day. Which, other than being overcast, it was.

I didn’t fear anything with
these men around me; they’d saved my life time and again. But I did
feel curious. “What’s happened?”

Mr. Howell twitched, as if
he’d been thinking of something else entirely. “Happened? Nothing,
mum.” He lapsed into silence, most unhelpfully, which was out of
character for him.

Unenlightened by his reply,
I figured that the answer to whatever this was about would turn up
shortly.

Mr. Howell said, “How’s our
little Heir?”

I smiled to myself. “As
well as ever.”

Acevedo’s cast had come off
months ago. But although the surgical scars had healed well, part
of his inner left thigh had withered. Dr. Salmon said this was due
to lack of blood after the shooting.

My son was late to crawl,
but it was never from any mental impediment. Acevedo wanted to
crawl. He wanted to walk. But he’d begin, then his face would spasm
in pain. After one such time, he put his face on the floor and
sobbed.

The doctor rayed him;
Acevedo’s bones had healed well. He didn’t know what pained the boy
so.

Acevedo’s nursemaid Daisy
and I spent many of our days devising things to amuse him. He loved
Yuletide, with its bright lights and colors. He used to love
sitting out front watching the carriages drive past. Yet now, he
screamed in terror if brought out front, particularly when
carriages went by.

I didn’t blame him. He’d
been almost killed on his own front porch, the one place he should
have felt safe.

I should have been
there.

I should have died
instead.

At the end of the block,
Mr. Howell’s men opened the doors to the Backdoor Saloon.

All those lovely bottles
... I drew back. “I shouldn’t go in there.”

Mr. Howell let out a
breath. “I know, but I couldn’t think of anywhere else that I knew
was safe.” He gave me a warm smile. “Your husband’s waiting for
us.”


​ The Husband

I was so surprised that all I said was,
“Oh.”

I let the group escort me
in. Blitz took my arm and led me past those warm golden bottles to
Mr. Howell’s office in the back.

Mr. Howell had removed the
portraits of half-clothed women. But otherwise the office hadn’t
changed much: small, untidy, dark-paneled, and smelling of
cigars.

My husband Tony was a pale,
ordinary-looking man with straight black hair and deep blue eyes.
He sat behind Mr. Howell’s desk, his piano-black cane tipped in
silver leaning on the arm of his chair.

He didn’t rise. But that
didn’t bother me.

After the New Year, Tony
had another surgery on his leg, which had begun to swell and pain
him. Another drainage, with more weeks of healing. A year after
being shot, he still walked with a cane, as he did the rest of his
life.

Matters had been quiet
since Tony’s ascension to Patriarch. I suppose it helped that we
spread far and wide that Master Seven Bresciane, the dreaded Knife
Man, once again stood beside the Spadros Family.

Of course, this made many
on the island of Market Center hate the Spadros Family even more.
But Tony’s first cousin, right-hand man, and former chief enforcer
Ten Hogan (also known as Sawbuck) advised a public
announcement.

I say former because
Sawbuck’s back, struck by a bullet in the spine, never healed well,
and troubled him until the day he died. So whilst the quadrant
still reported to him, he chose others to do the actual dirty
work.

Seeing Sawbuck injured gave
me pain of my own. I never wished any of this upon him, not once.
Not even though he only wanted my husband’s love.

Tony had been changed by
the attack on his home. The injury of his son. The death of his
sister. Learning the true nature of the man he’d always thought of
as his father. The cutting words of his nephew. The betrayals of
his mother. Over the past year, he’d spoken little and spent much
of his time on the veranda, even meeting with his men there as
winter came and went.

When he wasn’t on the
veranda, the servants told me he’d been out in the meadow with
Sawbuck and some of his most trusted men. Learning to wrestle.

Wrestle? That didn’t
sound like Tony at all!

And when he wasn’t at
Spadros Manor, rumor had it that he spent his days in Diamond
quadrant, presumably with his son Roland’s mother, Gardena.

I didn’t like to think of
that, either.

I recalled what Sawbuck
said once, and I’d have to agree: Tony’s eyes were his best
feature. I curtsied low. “Good afternoon, sir.”

Tony’s eyes turned amused,
in a sad sort of way. He gestured across the desk. “Please, sit
down.”

Two chairs sat on the side
of the desk closest to me: I picked the right-hand one.

The rest left, shutting the
door.

I recalled when Roy had me
brought in here, and I felt annoyed. “How’s Gardena?”

Tony acted as if I’d not
spoken. “Have you seen Master Rainbow?”

I normally thought of the
man by the first name he ever gave me — Morton — so it took a
second for me to reply. “Blaze Rainbow?” I shook my head, wondering
why Tony asked. “Not for some time.”

Morton and I were both
investigators. After retrieving little David Bryce from his
kidnappers, we became business partners.

The arrangement had gone
well; it was nice for us both to have another set of eyes at our
backs. Yet since Morton had moved to Clubb quadrant, the times I’d
seen him had been few and far between.

I pictured Morton, all in
brown, strolling down the street. His hands in his pockets, with
his round-topped Derby hat tipped back as he whistled a tune I
didn’t recognize.

Then I saw his pale
horrified face in the alley behind the Twenty-Eight tavern on
Market Center, the instant he realized what sort of man he’d
helped. “The last time I saw him was the day your man Sheinwold was
killed.” I shook my head. “Almost a year ago.”

“Odd,” Tony said. “Master
Rainbow was supposed to meet us here. I asked him to come a
half-hour early.”

“That is odd. He’s normally
so punctual.”

Tony nodded, his eyes far
away.

Where could he have been?
If he’d been in the quadrant, why had he not contacted me? And what
possible business might he have with Tony? “I hope he’s well.”

Tony took a deep breath,
let it out, not looking at me. “As do I.”

“Is there a reason we’re
meeting here, rather than at home?”

Tony chuckled quietly. “It
was your Mr. Howell’s idea.”

I crossed my legs, folding
my hands upon my knee. It wasn’t like my husband to be so
cryptic.

“Well,” Tony said finally,
“I suppose he’s not coming.” He leaned forward, arms on the desk,
hands clasped in front of him, his eyes boring into mine. “I want
you to learn who killed my sister.”


​ The Caution

I peered at him in confusion.
Seventeen-year-old Katherine Spadros had hung herself after the
death of her father. “What do you mean?”

Tony leaned back, looked
away. “I don’t believe her death to be suicide. First of all, how
did she get on any bridge without the guards seeing her? And why
would she wear a dress? Throw flowers in the water? No, for them to
be floating around her when she was found, she’d have had to
release them at the moment she went in. Which meant she couldn’t
have hung herself.” He turned towards me, face skeptical.
“Flowers? Why would she even do that?”

He had a point: the whole
scenario was much too dramatic, even for Katie.

“And why would she dye her
hair back to its original color? She hated it.” He shook his
head. “Even as a young child, she asked why her hair was auburn,
yet her Mommy’s and Daddy’s and mine were black. Even then, she
knew something was wrong.” He shook his head. “She spent time,
money, and effort to change her hair. She would never have changed
it back.” Then he sighed. “None of this makes sense.”

I nodded. These things had
bothered me, but at the time, so much was going on ...

“What made me suspicious
was the way that Constable kept looking at those river-men. I felt
at once that the three hid something important. So after Katie’s
funeral, I sent for them to be brought in.” He leaned forward. “All
three are missing.”

A bolt of shock went
through me. Then I felt even more confused. Why had he never said
anything?

“And their families, too.
Their neighbors and friends can’t account for it.” He leaned back,
shaking his head. “We’ve searched for them this entire year.
They’ve not left the city. It’s as if they’ve vanished.”

I realized my mouth was
open, and I shut it. “This only proves it.”

Tony blinked, staring at
me. “Oh, gods. Do you think —?”

“That the Red Dog Gang
killed Katie?” It took a moment to compose myself. I had to think.
“It’s possible. But if I remember right, there were no cards on
her.”

“No, there wouldn’t be,”
Tony said. “Not if they wanted it to look like suicide.” He put his
head in his hands, ran his fingers through his hair. “I have to
know what happened to her, Jacqui. Who did this. She’s my sister. I
was supposed to protect her, and I’ve failed miserably. Whatever it
is, no matter how terrible ... I need to know.”

Suddenly, I needed to know,
too. But first, there were a few other mysteries I wanted the
answers to.

I rose, intending to
go.

“Jacqui,” Tony said from
behind, “you will be at the museum opening. Will you not?
Please tell me true.”

I turned to face him. “I’ll
be there. You have my word.”

“Forgive me for not
trusting you. But I can’t get that scene of blood and death at my
doorstep from my mind. And tomorrow I have to — have to face what
my father’s done. I need to know you won’t go out a window at the
last moment and leave me standing at this horrible ... museum
alone.”

I felt ashamed. “I’ll be
there. I promise.”

Blitz, Mr. Theodore, and
Honor stood in the hall; they brought me out front.

Feeling troubled, I asked
to speak with Mr. Howell.

Honor went in to get him.
As we stood there, Mr. Theodore looked around. “We shouldn’t stand
out here like this.”

I smiled at him. “This
should only take a moment.”

Mr. Howell arrived, and my
men retreated a bit to watch the rooftops. I said, “Why do you feel
this place is safer than my apartments — or Spadros Manor?

Mr. Howell pursed his face:
part hesitation, part amusement, part dismay. “My father and I
built this place. I know its secrets.” He glanced aside, hesitant,
and spoke quietly. “There were two spies inside Spadros Manor.”

I nodded, emotion swelling
within me. Peter and Amelia Dewey.

Both had served our Family
their whole lives. Peter had been the Spadros Family stable-man for
over a decade. Amelia had been my lady’s maid since I was sixteen.
She’d served me, cared for me in sickness, kept my business secret,
and traveled with me many a time.

But she and her husband
betrayed us to our enemies, and now they were dead.

“And like rats, where there
are two, there are always more.” He took a deep breath. “But your
apartments ... now, they were designed to spy. I have the men
rotated out of watch duty on the other side of the duplex so that
no one man does a second duty within a year. I personally verify
each. Neither knows the other well. And I debrief each one
separately, to make sure their stories match.”

I nodded. A good plan.

“But for someone to have
gone to the trouble of building that duplex — over twenty years
ago, I might add —”

I’d forgotten that.

“— well, they might have
had a second plan for listening, should that first one be
discovered.” He shrugged. “It’s what I would do.”

***

My men and I strolled back to my apartments.
The narrow way along 33 1/3 Street could barely admit a carriage,
so few drove down it.

Women swept their porches,
men carried burdens or loaded carts. A sign advertising artist
supplies graced one doorway. As we went, people bowed or curtsied,
crossing the street to avoid us.

When we reached my steps, I
stopped Blitz before he might go in. “Have you seen Master
Rainbow?”

“He came by the other day.
Sounded in a terrible hurry to be somewhere, but he wanted to let
us know he was alive.”

This surprised me.
“Alive?”

“Yeah,” Blitz said. “I
thought it strange. I asked if anything were the matter, but he
denied it.”

In a terrible hurry to be
somewhere? Wanted to let us know he was alive? Never showing up to
an appointment?

None of this sounded like
Morton at all.

Just then, Mary opened the
front door. “I was wondering where you’d taken to.” Then she seemed
to realize I stood there. “Aren’t you supposed to be home by
now?”

I laughed. “I got overbid.
Where’s Ariana?”

“Down for a nap.” She
closed the door behind her, leaving it open just a crack. “What’s
happened?”

Mr. Sutherfield turned to
look at us. I went up the steps to her, lowered my voice. “Mr.
Howell believes people still listen here. In these apartments.”

Mary exclaimed, “For
goodness sake!”

“Heh,” Blitz said. “Not
sure where someone could hide themselves. I’ve been over every inch
of this building, inside and out, and haven’t found so much as a
crawl space.”

Mary said to me, “Do you
believe him?”

I shrugged. It didn’t
matter if I believed him; the fact that he’d considered this and I
hadn’t was what bothered me. “Just be careful what you say
inside.”

Mary frowned. “Why should
we even stay, if we can’t speak freely in our own home?”

I felt surprised at her
tone. “I don’t have anyone else I trust.” I glanced at Blitz, then
back at her. “Should I sell it?”

“No,” Mary snapped. “We’ll
make it work.” She went inside and shut the door.

“Forgive her,” Blitz said.
“She’s with child again —”

“Oh! Congratulations.”

Blitz smiled to himself.
“This one has been more difficult than the last.” His smile faded.
“We plan to name the child John, after her father. If the Dealer
grants us a boy.”

John Pearson had shielded
my son with his body, giving his life to save Acevedo from the Red
Dog Gang’s assassins. “I heartily approve.”

A small smile returned to
his face. “I thought you might.”

“Go to the city and get the
blueprints to this place. I need to know what’s going on here.” I
left him then, and returned to Spadros Manor. But on the way, I
wondered about the apartments, and about Katie.

Tony had made complete
sense. Nothing about that scenario with Katie felt right, now that
I looked at it.

But I hadn’t looked at
it.

Why?

***

Spadros Manor was quite some way from my
apartments. It was just a half block over to Scoop, but then all
the way up to 192nd, in the day’s traffic. So I had time.

It was in those times, just
sitting by myself with nothing to do, that I most wanted a
drink.

More than one.

The carriage passed a
liquor store, and I drew the curtain shut.

I felt so tired all the
time, both in my drained still-recovering and often painful body,
but also in my mind. Every little thing — a word, a color, a sound
— reminded me of someone I’d lost, someone I’d hurt.

Someone I’d loved.

I carried two handkerchiefs
in my pocket, along with the pistol Jonathan Diamond had given me,
long ago. I took the gun out, gazed at the smooth black and silver
in my lap.

I had very little of the
man left.

This gun. The letters he’d
sent me. Memory.

Why had it taken him dying
to make me see how much I valued him? How terribly I’d miss
him?

I put the gun back into my
pocket. It’d been over thirteen months from the night Jon died
whilst my little Acevedo was being born. I grieved for Jon every
single day.

Some days, I felt like I
couldn’t breathe.

I often chided myself for
carrying on so. He’d never once said he loved me, even when I said
it to his face, there near the end.

But he called me “my love.”
He begged me to leave with him.

Why had I refused?

For a while after Jon died,
the Red Dog Gang and everything they’d done to me, to my friend and
family ... it just seemed too much to tackle. So I didn’t.

And now, Tony’s request. It
made Katie’s death real again, piled on another heap of guilt.

I loved Katie. She’d loved
me. Why had it taken Tony giving me his sister as a case — of all
things — for me to go after the truth?

***

When I returned to Spadros Manor, Tony’s men
were all smiles. Relieved smiles.

A pit formed in my stomach,
and I felt shaky. Their smiles reminded me of little Acevedo’s
terror of the front porch. When would the fear of sudden attack
ever leave us?

As usual, Honor moved ahead
of me to knock. As usual, Alan Pearson opened the door.

Alan was older than I,
perhaps even as old as Blitz, sharing the light brown hair of his
sister Mary. He strongly resembled his father, but the two men were
entirely different. For one, Alan smiled when he saw me. “Welcome
home! What can I get you?”

I handed Alan my coat and
hat. “I’ve completely missed tea-time. Would you have something
brought to my study?”

“At once, mum.”

“And have Shanna sent to my
rooms.”

I went past him and up to
my bedroom, where it turned out, my lady’s maid Shanna stood
dusting my dresser.

Shanna was just one and
twenty, yet the time so far had matured her. She stopped to curtsy
low when I entered. “Afternoon, mum.” She rose, pointing to my
tea-table. “Some mail came for you.”

“Thank you. Would you get
me changed? I’ll take tea in my study.”

“Of course, mum.”

Being the Queen of Spades
wasn’t quite as advertised. Sure, I had power over the whole
quadrant. But going even to my own apartments meant a great deal of
bother. I needed suitable clothes, and my special carriage, and a
guard around me. I couldn’t visit anyone that I needed help from —
that would show weakness. No, they must come to me. And if I
formally summoned them, that entailed even more trouble and fuss.
And of course, everyone would know.

Everything I did now meant
something, was remarked on in the press, was scrutinized.

I hated it.

But I loved being with my
son. “How’s Acevedo?”

Shanna was putting my house
shoes on me. “I’ll fetch Daisy.”

Daisy was my son’s
nursemaid. Around the same age as Shanna, and fiercely protective
of “her boy.”

The thought made me smile.
If anything should happen, at least he’d be cared for by someone
who loved him. “Send her to my study, if you will.”

I scooped up the pile of
mail, almost tossing it into the overflowing basket of things I
must get to one day.

But I stopped myself. These
were letters Mr. Howell felt I must attend to personally. And no
one dared send mail to their Queen without there being no other
choice.

I couldn’t ignore these
people. I might only be six and twenty, but I was their Queen, the
mother of my quadrant. I must care for them.

Carrying the mail, I went
out my bedroom door, down our grand sweeping stair, then along the
hall to my study.

My beautiful cherry-wood
desk sat in front of the window overlooking our side gardens. Next
to the window were some new filing cabinets of the same. A
piano-black box sat in the center of my desk, with THE QUEEN carved
in silver lettering on the top.

Every day, I touched it
reverently, in awe of its beauty. This had been my mother-in-law
Molly’s box, before Tony had banished her to her rooms. Before
that, it had belonged to Roy’s mother.

I made myself remember,
every day, so I might understand. I must not run my affairs as they
had. I must not let this place, this box, this power turn me into
them.

I shut the curtains, as my
advisors urged. No one must see me here.

Every day I sat at my desk,
I surveyed my room. Thank you cards from the Grand Ball on New
Years’ Eve were propped up on my desk. Jonathan Diamond’s pressed
daffodils hung framed upon the wall to my left, next to a portrait
of baby Acevedo. A dressmaker’s form stood in the right corner. The
beautiful green shantung silk dress Madame Biltcliffe made for me
before she died hung upon it, a dress I’d never worn and never
would. It was all I had left of her.

Tony’s portrait hung upon
my right wall above my sofa, beside a small stand with fresh
flowers. It wasn’t his best portrait, but I liked to have him
close, even though every day he seemed further away.

“I love you,” I whispered
to the portrait, as I did every day.

Of course, Tony didn’t
reply. But at least he didn’t become angry, like he did when I
spoke those words to him in reality.

I was safe here. This was
my refuge, where I might sit and relax, think and plan.

And I needed to plan before
doing anything.

Someone abducted the
teenage sister of their King then murdered her, making it look as
if she’d taken her own life. By doing so, they’d not only smeared
her name but put dishonor on our entire Family.

For a moment, grief choked
me. Who would do such a thing?

The Red Dog Gang came first
to mind. Katie had run with them more than once, and had seemed
devoted to one of their men, a scoundrel named Frank Pagliacci.

But we had many enemies,
both in our city and beyond. Any one of them might be heartless
enough to do something like this to a girl.

But how might I learn who
did this when Tony himself could not?

A knock; I rushed to wipe
my eyes. “Come in.”

Daisy came to me, holding
my son in her arms. When he saw me, he struggled to get free of her
grasp.

I didn’t rise, but I
smiled, taking Acevedo into my hands. “How’s my boy?”

A big toothy grin. His eyes
were deep blue like Tony’s, shaped like mine. I kissed my son’s
cheek, careful not to jostle his leg, which tended to hurt him,
then settled him on my lap and smoothed his dark brown wavy hair.
“It’ll be time for your first haircut soon!” I looked up at Daisy.
“I hope he’s well.”

“As well as ever, mum. He’s
trying to walk, but it pains him.”

I nodded, taking a deep
breath to settle the emotions this raised. I hadn’t been here when
the Red Dog Gang killed twenty of our men, including Mary and
Alan’s father. When my baby was shot in the hip.

Would he ever recover?

Acevedo looked up at me,
and I gently drew my son close, heart full of anguish. I’d betrayed
him, his father, everyone, to run after a man who didn’t love
me.

I felt Daisy’s hand on my
shoulder. “He gets stronger every day, mum. I’ll try giving him a
drop of medication before he tries to walk. Maybe it’ll go better
for him.”

I nodded, unable to speak,
unable even to open my eyes. I’d done this. I’d destroyed everyone
who came near me.

Acevedo began to cry, but a
sad, heartfelt cry, sharing my grief.

I drew him closer, kissed
his hair.

“I’ll take him, mum,” Daisy
said. “He probably needs changing.”

Once she left, I pushed the
box aside and put my head on my arms on my desk, sobbing. What had
anyone done to deserve this?

After a few minutes, I had
the distinct feeling someone stood outside my door. I wiped my face
and called out, “Who’s there?”

Honor, now dressed in his
black and silver Spadros livery, peeked in. “Sorry to disturb you,
mum. Your tea service?”

I sighed. “Yes, bring it
in.”

Honor had two of Alan’s
younger brothers with him, and they set up a small tea-table beside
my desk. Small sandwiches, tea, and so on.

Once that was set up, the
three bowed and went to go, but I said, “Honor, please stay, if you
will.” I don’t know why I said it; I think I just wanted
company.

He glanced at the other
two, and said, “Certainly, mum.”

The other two left, leaving
the door open.

Honor glanced behind him,
then at me.

Even though I was Queen, I
could never have privacy. “Leave it; it’s fine.”

Honor moved before my desk
and bowed. “How might I help?”

He clearly felt
uncomfortable, even after all this time. What could I have him do?
“Perhaps some tea. And make up a plate for me?”

This seemed to make the man
more at ease. He filled a plate, poured my tea, then stood on the
other side of the tea-table.

I sat drinking my tea as
Honor stood at attention facing me, and for some reason Peedro
Sluff came to mind. I’d thought about Peedro’s murder a lot over
the past few months. How Tony’s manservant Jacob Michaels killed
him, and why he did so. I couldn’t fault the man: Peedro had
murdered a man Michaels loved. But at times, I still wept when I
thought of the man who’d called himself my father for so many
years.

Why would I cry over him?
The man had sold me into this life. But it seemed he’d cared about
me as well.

Peedro’s binder still lay
on top of that huge basket filled with items, notes, and letters I
needed to look through upstairs in my room. Information about the
Red Dog Gang I didn’t know what to do with yet, the pack of letters
my friends had stolen from me.

It wasn’t anything I needed
right then, but it wasn’t anything I cared to throw away.

I was grieving, I was
exhausted, I didn’t want to look at any of it. But if I had, I
think this would have ended much differently.

I looked up at Honor, and I
realized something. “I never thanked you for your help. The day of
the attack. The days following.”

He smiled to himself. “It’s
nothing, mum. Happy to be of service.”

So much had happened, so
much duty thrust upon me ... the event tomorrow seemed to be
bringing all that I’d not done over the past year to my mind. I
sat, eyes closed, willing away the guilt, the grief. Then I opened
my eyes. “I imagine you have many questions for me.”

He twitched, a startled
look upon his face. “It’s not my place to question you, mum.”

I took a deep breath. “Very
well — I have one for you. Peedro Sluff. You learned who murdered
him the night you and Master Michaels fought. True?”

Honor got very still. “Yes,
mum.”

“That was almost two years
ago, was it not?”

“It was.”

“So why the fight?”

Honor hesitated. Then he
faced the door, so I might only see his profile. “At first, I was
furious that he’d betrayed you. His Family. And he had only excuses
for why he did so. That’s why we fought.”

Oh. “I see.”

I took a bite of my small
sandwich, chewed, swallowed. It was good. “And yet your Master
Michaels only spoke to me last year.”

“Yes, mum.”

I set the sandwich down,
took a sip of my tea. “Why did you never say anything?”

“I wanted Jacob to confess
on his own.”

Honor had been outraged
enough to fight with someone he loved, even a man of smaller
stature. Yet he wanted Michaels to own up to what he’d done, even
if it meant losing him.

He turned to face me. “And
Sluff was protected by Mr. Roy. I couldn’t let anything happen to
Jacob.”

That made sense. He feared
Roy, and rightly so. Yet Tony would have been within his rights to
kill Michaels for his unauthorized murder of a Spadros man.

So Honor didn’t fear Tony,
not in that same way.

But now I knew where
Honor’s loyalties lay. “So if Jacob Michaels and I were in equal
danger ...”

Honor gasped, falling to
his knees, clasping his hands in front of him. “Forgive me, mum. I
was foolish and weak.” Something came to his voice then, something
real, something haunted. “Please, mum. Please. Don’t send me
away.”

I felt surprised at this.
“Don’t be silly; I’m not going to send you away.” When he didn’t
move, I said, “Get up.” Once he’d done so, I said, “But I need the
truth from you, right now.”

Honor blinked. “Um ... I
don’t know. I serve you.” He seemed to be seriously
considering the matter. “You both can defend yourselves ...”

I nodded. But if it came
down to it, he served me. He loved Jacob. I took a deep breath.
“Thank you. This makes things easier.”

A slight frown came over
his face. “How?”

I smiled. “Now I know I
must never put your Jacob into danger. Not if I don’t want to have
to send you away.”

A laugh burst from him. “I
never considered such things.”

A bleak feeling came over
me. “Well, now that I’m Queen, I must.” I needed to know how much
he knew. “What questions have you about my father?”

His eyes narrowed, his head
drew back. “Which —?”

I chuckled. “So who told
you? Mr. Theodore?”

“No, mum. I didn’t know he
knew of it. I suppose I guessed it.” He shrugged. “From ...
everything.”

Very good. Theodore
Sutherfield hadn’t actually pledged himself to me. But it was nice
to know he hadn’t spoken of what he’d overheard in the warehouse
after Etienne Hart’s murder.

“I had two daughters and
a son,” Mr. Hart said, “and I’ve lost you all.”

“Not all, sir,” I
said.

At least, he hadn’t spoken
of it to Honor.

“Um, mum, I really have no
questions. About that. It’s said many great men dishonor
themselves. But I see no fault upon you with it.” He shrugged.
“Most in the Home were orphans, but many were left upon some
doorstep by a woman in trouble.”

I never considered such a
thing. But then I recalled Acevedo’s nursemaid Daisy, who’d been
put upon by a rich man and paid to keep the matter quiet. She’d
sent her little daughter to that same Home in Dickens where Honor
and his Jacob had been brought up, long ago.

I, on the other hand, had
been left with my mother in the Pot. Mr. Hart had insisted my Ma
refused to leave, or to let me leave. Why?

I recalled the package my
lawyer Doyle Pike had received with letters for me and others
inside. “I may need to send some messages. But I can’t write
directly. And I can no longer trust these messenger boys. Would it
impose upon you to —?”

“Of course, mum. I’d be
happy to.” He hesitated. “Forgive me for taking offense that one
time.”

I smiled to myself. “It
won’t be today. I’ve got to figure out who to send to first.”

“Very good, mum.”

“That’ll be all for
now.”

Honor left, and I sat
musing over what Tony had said in Mr. Howell’s office.

We’d been fools to trust
the police in Katie’s death. Clearly, it’d been a Family matter,
and we’d let her down. Now the men who knew the truth were likely
to be dead, and their families with them.

I specialized in the
missing. But how might I learn the truth when Katie had been in the
ground almost a year?

I put my face in my hands,
feeling exhausted. There was so much I hadn’t done.

Taking a deep breath, I
rang for Alan, and in a few minutes, he arrived. “Yes, mum?”

“How’s the Business coming
along?”

“Mum?”

“Well, Mr. Blitz and I
estimated that your father was secretary to the entire Family. It’s
been a year since his death. I presume you’ve gone through his
ledgers and gotten yourself apprised of things.”

He looked uncertain. “Um
...”

“Very well: I want you to
schedule a meeting with Ten Hogan.”

“You mean Mr. Anthony’s man
Sawbuck?”

“I do. If anyone knows
what’s going on here, it





























































cover.jpg
From New York Times Bestselling Author

PATRICIA LOOFBOURROW

Part 10.0f the Red Dog Conspiracy





