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Show me a prison, show me a jail,

Show me a prisoner whose face has gone pale

And I’ll show you a young man with so many reasons why

And there but for fortune, may go you or I

Phil Ochs – “There But For Fortune”–Published 1964
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One

Hector de Vile, California senator to Washington, sank his bare shoulders beneath the swirling rose-scented water and exhaled. The Imperial Spa on Montgomery Street was the most recent evidence that San Francisco matched London and Paris as one of the most metropolitan cities in the world, with its faux Greco-Roman baths open to any gentleman who was a paid-up member of the Imperial Club next door.

Hector closed his eyes and allowed himself to float off on a cloud of happy imaginings. His newly discovered son, Kaleo, installed at De Vile Holdings, married to de Vile’s young business partner Sarah, producing a brood of brilliant grandchildren. His old friend, the Countess Elizabeth in an elegant yet simple wedding gown, eagerly awaiting his arrival at the altar. 

He lay back, let the hot water caress his neck and shoulders, and exalted in the moment. The only sound in the secluded, dim space was the mesmerizing bubbling of the moving water, pumped through jets into the mosaic-tiled private pool.

His eyes flickered open briefly, taking in the sense of luxurious enclosure the intimate bathing cubicle afforded. Like a Roman catacomb, lit by fluttering candles set in alcoves in rough brick walls. 

He allowed himself a breathy chuckle. A catacomb, maybe, but one for the living. At fifty-one, he might be nearing the end of his earthly years, but he had much he still wanted to accomplish.

He sank deeper, and when the heat grew intolerable, he rose like a whale breaching, the water streaming off his shoulders, and he again laughed silently to himself. He’d been a whaler in Hawaii. And he’d moved on to know the celebrated and the notorious identities of the young state of California.

John Sutter, the adventurer who started the whirlwind that became California when a worker found gold on his ranch. Jack Porter, the notorious bandit who’d hung out on Sundays at the Mission Dolores roadhouse, with his black beard, flowing hair, and glittering restless eyes, prompting fascinated terror as he drank with prominent Californios and soldiers before his crazed misdeeds caught up with him. 

Hector had ridden the Pacific Coast north from the collection of huts that had been Yerba Buena to view the masses of seals on the rocks below Cliff House, before there even was a Cliff House.

And now he was a national figure, one of the richest men in the state, and about to propose to a woman for only the second time in his life. 

Belatedly, he was hoping to enjoy a family life he’d not known in adulthood. He’d accumulated children. Yes, by some miracle he didn’t deserve, he’d raised a treasured adopted son and he’d found the children who’d been stolen and withheld from him for more than twenty years. Now he’d add a wife to the story and his life would be complete.

The candles audibly guttered. A subtle change in the airflow around him made him look toward the arched doorway. His eyes widened. A woman, a barely mature blonde child draped in a towel which slipped to her waist, revealing pert breasts, approached him across the stone floor. Before he had time to draw breath, she’d perched on the bath edge close to him.

She dangled slim white legs into the roiling hot water and paddled them, smiling from under long black lashes, as if it were the most natural act in the world for her to be keeping him company in the nude.

Alarm rose in his throat. What was this? Some plot? Entrapment? There were men, he knew, who fancied young girls, but he was not one of them. 

He’d settled his haunch on one of the stop steps leading down into the pool and now he reflexively sank to a lower level, distancing himself from the mirage.

“There’s some mistake,” he said. His normally deep voice sounded breathy and cracked. “You’ve got the wrong place.”

She smiled again and shook her head. Still, she remained silent.

Her hand went to her throat, and it was then he noticed something hung from a leather cord between her breasts, making a light rattle as she pulled the cord free.

“Oh nooo,” she cooed like a dove. “No mistake.”

She pulled the emblems out for him to get a closer look.

He peered through the steamy bath vapor.

What looked like two bone amulets—like the whalebone teething rings mothers gave their children in Hawaii—hung threaded through the leather string.

“Madame Moonlight says you’ll be most interested in these...”

She leaned into him and rattled them under his nose.

“La Nera Notte is certain. You’re to meet her in her private box at the opera on Thursday.”

She stared into his eyes, seductive, flirtatious, offering up the token.

“Moonlight? What the devil does Moonlight have to do with me? Or any of this?”

He pushed himself up the steps again, the water sloshing and slapping the bath’s sides as he moved, releasing a cloud of rose-scented air.

“That’s for her to know, and you to find out.” The outer corners of her lips turned up in a coquettish question mark. For a child—what was she—twelve, thirteen?—she had a precocious knowingness.

He stilled inside, his sixth sense overcoming the rush of anxiety.

Here be dragons.

He’d seen it on the old maps, when he’d sailed the China route.

The territory of ancient cartographers, marked as unknown and dangerous. By the time he’d been a captain, it was included more in jest than anything, but any mariner knew danger lurked in every storm on the high seas. And this was a potentially a storm of cataclysmic proportions.

In one intuitive swipe, his right arm lashed out and caught hold of the leather cord.

The girl reared back out of his reach, but too late.

She clutched at her breasts, attempting to smother the fall of the antique rings, as the leather snapped. 

In a flash, she swung her feet out of the water and rose, panting, hugging her cleavage in the towel.

Her eyes were dark and intense, not in the least panicked, as she glared down, an angel lit in an avenging halo by the candlelight.

“Madame Moonlight insists. The opera on Thursday. Or you’ll be sorry. She says if you don’t come, the only person sorrier than you will be the Countess.”
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The only person sorrier than you...

De Vile groaned as the masseuse’s nimble fingers worked into his foaming scalp, fingers and thumbs flexing the slippery shampoo with a pressure that was just short of painful. Was he groaning from pleasure or from dread? He didn’t know.

In the seconds after the girl disappeared like a vapor, he’d stared into the empty doorway, asking himself if he’d imagined the entire encounter. Then his eyes had dropped to the pulsing water, and he’d leaned into its depths, groping for something, anything, to prove to himself she’d really been there. 

His foot nudged a small object. He’d leaned over and drawn out a dripping totem. A small bone ring, creamy with age, from which dangled a silver shield engraved with tiny letters.

He resisted the urge to race straight back to his house on Russian Hill and examine it with a magnifying glass. He’d paid for the full treatment at the Imperial Spa—shoulder massage, shampoo, shave, barber and a luxurious soak—and no courtesan, however dangerous and desirable, was going to panic him into going home.

Besides, the whole episode gave him time to think. Madame Moonlight, otherwise known as Sophia Morrigan, was a celebrated San Francisco hostess who owned this Imperial Spa premises beside the popular Imperial Club next door. She was famous; some would suggest notorious. 

She’d appeared in San Francisco nearly twenty years ago and not yet twenty years old herself, a supposed European heiress with midnight-black hair and sapphire eyes that quickly earned her the sobriquet “Black Night,” La Nera Notte. And not just because of her hair. 

She’d gained early infamy when an engagement to James Willoughby, a rich English heir, turned sour and her outraged “guardian” sued for breach of promise. They’d settled out of court for an undisclosed sum, and that perhaps had encouraged her to try the same trick a few years later with another overconfident rich boy.

She’s like Bertha used to be when she was younger, Hector thought, as the attendant briskly towelled his hair and sprayed his locks with a fresh-smelling eau de cologne.

But a lot younger than Bertha was. 

She must have been a girl—fifteen or sixteen—when I was taking Bertha out on the town and she was luring wealthy men to public humiliation. She was reckless with her own reputation. Couldn’t care less.

Like Bertha in so many ways. A beautiful woman, seemingly not interested in a conventional life of marriage and children. Hungry instead for riches and having her own way. 

And far too young to have had anything to do with Bertha, thank goodness.

Now in her thirties and still unmarried, Madame Moonlight operated in a twilight zone in the city’s society. A brilliant hostess, she ran the Imperial Club and Spa with just enough audacity to keep her clientele enthralled without alienating their wives. 

She engaged controversial, entertaining speakers like Mark Twain. Held soirees with risky guests like clairvoyant physician Ephraim S. Taylor, who enjoyed a brief season of popular notoriety as the doctor to the city’s rising social “stars”—excitable but bored young women with more money than sense. 

She staged dance parties where society women couldn’t resist showing off the latest in fashion. Sophia never failed to earn some mention in the society gossip columns, either because of her own risqué ventures or the scandals of those who frequented her establishments. Above all, she was a consummate publicist whom local editors knew they could rely on for a tantalizing yarn on slow news days.

He’d have to be careful, because she was exceedingly clever. A dangerous woman for a politician to get on the wrong side of.

But why bring Elizabeth into it? She was threatening to sully her name by association?

He stepped out of the Imperial Spa into the dust and noise of Market Street, newly coiffed and immaculate, but not nearly as confident of his future as when he’d stepped through its perfumed archways two hours earlier.
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Two

“So? Did you do what I instructed you to?”

By way of an answer, Isla Jensen proffered Sophia a clutched fist.

Morrigan flattened her palm to receive the item the Irish waif held.

Isla dropped the treasure she carried into Sophia’s hand.

One child-sized bone ring trailing the leather thong draped over slender fingers.

Frowning, Sophia’s painted nails closed over the smooth token.

“Only one? What happened to the other one?”

“He grabbed it.” The child’s face creased into anxious lines.

“It... it...” she stuttered. “It fell in the water.”

Morrigan nodded. One of Isla’s near-white locks fell across her pale face. Her straight upper teeth nibbled at her lower lip. 

“Don’t worry, girl. If he grabbed it, he’s rattled. That’s good.” The older woman tipped her hand and let the bone ring fall onto the table in front of them, her face breaking into a bright smile. 

“Excellent, in fact. He wouldn’t have lost his dignity if he’d been his usual commanding self.”

She reached out and squeezed the girl’s shivering shoulders. “Get yourself dried and dressed, Isla. Then go to the kitchen for hot lemon. And don’t worry. All is as it should be.”

The girl left with a patter of bare feet and Sophia fingered the emblem left behind.

When she examined it closely, her spirits lifted even higher. The one she’d retained belonged to de Vile’s “son.” The memento he’d be most desperate to possess. And that was the one still in her keeping.

She smiled grimly to herself, and checked her appearance in the dressing-room mirror. The darkness in her expression softened to a self-satisfied smirk. She was looking particularly imperious, in her deep crimson gown with the plunging neckline covered by a tantalizing paisley shawl which revealed as much as it concealed. Her Queen of the Night hair bore the tiniest shimmer of à la mode Empress Eugenie glitter.

She sank into the padded basket chair in the Empire’s private women’s salon, one of several such rooms set aside for important female guests. Of course, the number of women using the facilities was much fewer than the men, but there were some brave souls who challenged convention in the name of self-indulgence.

She’d cast the first lure, and like a trout just waiting to be tickled, the mighty and—for his age—remarkably virile Washington statesman had taken it, hook line and sinker.

She massaged her hands, feeling them as smooth as the skin of the finest newborn kid, and a glow filled her.

She’d be Mrs. Hector de Vile, senator’s wife and celebrated society hostess, before the year was out. Just see if she wasn’t.

Three

His morning of being patted and pummelled like an indulged sultan hadn’t left him with the anticipated sense of satiated comfort. Instead, Hector de Vile had a crippling headache and indigestion. 

He went straight home to his house on Russian Hill and retreated to his bedroom, telling the sharp-eyed housekeeper Mrs. Crisp as he passed through the front hall that he was taking an early afternoon rest and was not to be disturbed. 

No lie that, either. He felt as if a mallet-wielding fairground muscle man was hammering at his temples. As he loosened his collar and collapsed onto his four-poster bed, he couldn’t ignore the clawing indigestion that hooked at his insides.

He lay like a beached dolphin for thirty minutes, musing on the morning’s events, and fingering the heart-shaped silver token he’d retrieved from the Turkish bathwater.

The tip of his finger traced a faint engraving: three letters drawn in a flourishing script. F.R.C.

Obviously a child’s initials, considering they had attached it to the bone ring. But what was the object itself? A christening bracelet? A teething ring? An anklet, even? Some mothers favored them.

A soft tap came at the door, and Mrs. Crisp’s commanding voice penetrated the quiet, asking if he wanted tea. He barked an affirmative, and the full-bodied matron bustled in, her white hair pulled hard off her forehead under a starched cap, carrying a silver tray with teapot and cup. 

“Black spiced tea for you, sir,” she said in her Midlands brogue. “With ginger and lemon. Just the thing if you’re feeling a little pasty.”

She set the tray down with a clink of fine china and rounded on him, hands on hips. “You’ve been working too hard, Senator.”

In her spotless white apron tied around her block-shaped middle, she resembled an army commander, or a hospital matron. If there was a waistline somewhere under there, it wasn’t on view.

“Thank you, Mrs. Crisp. You’re too kind,” de Vile muttered, suitably chastised. 

If only my problems could be fixed as easily as she imagines.

“I do need a rest. You’re right.”

She leaned in with a muscular arm and poured him a cup of steaming black tea. He breathed in its fragrance as she handed him the cup; spicy from the ginger, astringent from the lemon, and sweet from lavender honey.

“Here you are. Good for your head and your digestion, it is.” 

F.R.C.

“Thank you, Mrs. Crisp. Could you let Crawford know I’m to be undisturbed until I go out later this evening?”

She pulled the door behind her quietly and he sank back into his plumped-up pillows, depleted and seeking sanctuary.

He’d begun the day with such certainty that life was coalescing around him in just the way he’d long hoped. In his newfound son Kaleo, he’d located capable progeny who, with a modicum of luck and training, could take over the estate he’d spent his life putting together. Unlike his adopted son Alex, who, though a joy in his life, was an artistic soul with dreams of becoming the foremost photographer in the West. After years of hoping he’d change, Hector was finally accepting Alex was no businessman. 

And after a lifetime as a bachelor merchant focused entirely on business, he was going to ask his friend and widow of many years, Elizabeth Westerhoven, for her hand in marriage. Beautiful, charitable and wise, Elizabeth retained a youthful energy and refined beauty well into her later years. His heart warmed at the thought of her. They’d make a good-looking couple, even if they were graying around the edges.

He lay back with a satisfied sigh, and then the pain clawed at his sides, as he remembered the chit and her delivery of Moonlight’s demands. Meet her at the opera or else.

Or else what? She tempted him to play dumb and ignore the message entirely.

He was escorting Elizabeth and his children to Platt’s Hall on Thursday, for a Farewell Complimentary Benefit for the Spanish Opera Troupe. Platt’s, also known as the New Music Hall, was an acclaimed city venue for popular culture—musical extravaganzas appealing to middle-class tastes, lectures from fiery orators and fanciful divines, charitable fairs, merry dances and balls. The Spanish Opera Troupe had been playing a widely lauded season of comic opera amid much hilarity. 

He’d find it darned awkward to attend a secret tryst with San Francisco’s most notorious courtesan while he was escorting Elizabeth for the evening. The hand that held the charm cooled at the thought. They hadn’t nicknamed Elizabeth the Countess for nothing. If she got wind of it, she’d demand a full explanation, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to give one.

F.R.C. He scrambled his brain to recall what name Elanora and Rafael Castellanos had given to Alex’s twin sister, now known to all as Sebastian Russell’s wife, Isabella. 

Alex had always been Alejandro—the Spanish version of the name he’d retained when de Vile took the boy into his care. He couldn’t for the life of him remember what Huldah, Bertha’s sister, had said about Isabella. Had she renamed the child, or kept the name she’d been christened with?

He didn’t know, but the heaviness that weighed him down gave him the answer. The only reason this Moonlight woman could have for dangling the rings in front of him was because they’d once belonged to the Castellanos twins. 

He’d snatched the one belonging to Isabella. Moonlight’s messenger held on to the other one. The one belonging to his son “Alejandro.”

Dare he ask Alex if he remembered if Huldah changed Isabella’s name, and if so, what from? And how could he make it sound like a casual inquiry?

F.R.C. The “C” would stand for Castellanos. On that, he’d stake his life. What the other letters stood for, he did not know, but he had a sickening feeling he was going to find out.

Four

“Sophia. Come and sit. We’re waiting on you for dinner.”

Raizney Grigor watched with mounting irritation as Morrigan showed no sign of hearing his request. She drifted toward him, her glittering sapphire-blue eyes turned inward in satisfying private preoccupation.

He had been waiting for fifteen minutes. That Scottie O’Callaghan, the adaptable all-rounder who served as their house manager, stood at attention beside the carved oak sideboard, ready to serve the rapidly cooling fish chowder for the same stretch of time, appeared lost on her.

Her smooth glide as she crossed the dining room had a relentless quality which declared to the world that she’d never hurry for anyone. If ever there was a woman who kept her own counsel, it was Sophia Morrigan.

She slid into her chair at the candlelit dinner table in their apartment above the Imperial Club on Montgomery Street and flashed a smile in Scottie’s direction.

“Sorry, O’Callaghan. I’ve got things on my mind.”

They were two floors up from the hot tubs and steam rooms on the ground floor of the building, but the faint fragrance of eucalyptus and lavender persisted over the salty velvet of the chowder as Scottie served first Sophia and then Grigor with their opening soup.

Tonight, like every other night, Grigor had carefully chosen the complementary courses and the wine. His childhood deprivation had left deep scars, and his enjoyment of the best available was his redress. Just as he’d ordered, the chowder Scottie was about to serve used locally grown oysters. 

Ten Thousand Dollar Calf’s Liver and Bacon, a recipe dreamed up by one of the local French chefs, would follow. They would finish with a dessert of Sicilian Rum Cake. He’d spent his boyhood a slave in Welsh coal mines, eating rabbit stew he’d shot in the few hours he saw of daylight, and he was making up for those years of servitude now.

Morrigan flashed her startling blue eyes at him with a look that said, Thank you. You’ve done it again. She was back from whatever dreamland she’d been inhabiting.

He smiled grimly to himself.

Anyone looking in on this scene—an angel from heaven, say, fluttering above the candelabra—could easily take them for a settled married couple, companionably eating their privileged food in companionable silence, with nothing important left to say to each other.

He corrected himself. The scene wouldn’t fool an angel, because angels saw into the beating, bleeding hearts of men like him, and women like Morrigan.

He was forty-seven, old enough to be her father. Indeed, he’d played the role of father since she was five years old, and now she was thirty-five. He was dying, and she was pretending she didn’t know it and making her secret plans for what came next, when he, like Hamlet, shuffled off this mortal coil.

“What did you get up to today, Sophia? Anything interesting to report?”

She gave that nonchalant flick of the shoulders, which was another trademark gesture. Her way of spelling out she was impervious to other people’s opinions.

“I set a couple of lures. Found a girl who might be tolerable in the house.” She paused, her spoon poised in front of her ruby-red mouth.

“How about you, Raizney? What naughtiness have you got yourself into?”

“Who’s the girl?”

“You wouldn’t know her.”

She concentrated on her soup bowl, refusing to meet his eyes.

“I might. What’s her name?”

She acknowledged him at last, flicking her eyes to meet his with a snap of annoyance.

I haven’t gone yet, girlie. Remember that.

Her cheeks flushed the slightest extra shade of pink.

“Isla. Isla Jensen. She’s got the most extraordinary hair. It’s that white-blond shade that’s common in children under the age of five, but usually dulls to butterscotch as they reach ten or twelve. Rather like your hair, come to think of it.”

“Isla. Is she Scottish?”

She nodded. “Hebrides islands, I gather, but orphaned years ago. A story like mine. Came to America without her family and has had to make her own way.”

Raizney snorted. “You hardly had to make your own way. You had me there at every turn.”

“That I did, Raz. That I did. And sometimes I was the worse for it.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. You wouldn’t be sitting like a queen on a muck heap as you are now if it weren’t for me.”

Sophia broke eye contact and beckoned Scottie, who’d remained standing like a dumb statue through their entire exchange.

“Tell the cook the chowder was delicious, Scottie. I think we’re ready for the next course.”

She wiped her lips with her starched linen serviette and took a sip of wine.

Her compelling blue eyes and waterfall-of-midnight black hair looked much as they had when he’d first seen her riding on her father’s shoulders thirty years ago. Even then, it was plain for any man with eyes to see that she was of the tribe of Fianna, the ancient band of female warrior hunters, the banféinni. 

What you couldn’t see at five, when desperate with grief, she’d buried her father, was the ice-cold tint that sometimes irradiated in the blue of her eyes, as it did now. Or the bitter edge that sharpened her voice and hardened the line of her finely shaped lips when her plans were thwarted. The frown that said she’d swallowed something foul.

They’d come to America together, refugees from British law, and he’d never, for one day, regretted the move, in spite of her calloused soul.

As he dug into the calf liver, his mind flicked back to her earlier comment.

“You say you set a couple of lures today. Do tell me more.”

She toyed with the stem of her glass, the fine column of her throat rising from tangerine silk with a ruffled neckline which didn’t hide the sharp swallow his question prompted.

Not as impervious as she wanted to appear.

“I thought I’d amuse myself with Hector de Vile,” she said in a throwaway voice. Like she could take or leave one of the most powerful men in the state.

“De Vile?” His ears buzzed with an instant warning. “Whatever could you want with him?”

She shrugged, still playing the frivolous coquette.

“He could be useful. He is a member. I thought it would be wise to get to know him better.”

Grigor drilled her face, his eyes moving from her defiant brilliance to her wickedly amused smile.

“Why go seeking trouble?” Grigor said. “We’re doing very well as it is. Hobnobbing with someone like him could backfire on us, like last time.”

Sophia’s face hardened into an unreadable mask.

“I know what I’m doing. Don’t worry.”

“Oh, but I do worry,” said Grigor savoring the calf liver in his mouth, thinking of their flush bank accounts. “Most of all about what you’re not telling me.”

––––––––
[image: image]


Five

Maestro Campanone had all the hallmarks of an overripe comedy, and the capacity audience at Platt’s Hall hooted and cheered and whistled appreciatively as the action progressed. It was a show within a show, built around a comic opera company staging a two-act operetta and running into a bucketload of problems: backstage feuds between tenor and bass, a chorus full of mistakes, and a soprano mispronouncing her words.

De Vile’s party was happy to enjoy the joyful vulgarity of it all and clapped and booed with the rest of the common crowd.

Elizabeth shone like royalty in gold satin with a draped cowl neckline set off by an embroidered shawl in Persian designs that hung from her elbows. Pearl drop earrings completed the stately look. De Vile couldn’t help musing on what a dazzling splash she’d make in Washington.

His son Alex, and his Hawaiian-born twins, Kaleo and his sister Leilani, had all joined them for the night out, and it occurred to de Vile that it was the first time he’d entertained all three of his children in a public setting like this. The boxes at Platt’s were modest in comparison with those found in other metropolitan opera houses, but nevertheless they’d shared a fine sense of family bonhomie.

The cast completed the penultimate scene of the first act, where they go for a country picnic and get caught in a storm. 

Elizabeth’s eyes smiled over the top of her fan, which she dropped monetarily to whisper, “So lovely to have everyone here together like this.”

He beamed in agreement, but his stomach coiled with nausea as he considered how he was going to escape to rendezvous with Moonlight at halftime.

He’d had a reminder dropped through his letter box yesterday, threatening dire consequences if he didn’t pay his respects to the Madame in her box.

He hoped to get around it by calling in a favor from Bank of California president Bill Ralston and his wife Lizzie Fry; he’d arranged for the couple to visit their box, and then he and Bill would leave the women together and slip out “for a beer and boring men’s talk.”

The cast took their positions for the first-act finale—a fiery lover’s quarrel between the soprano and tenor—and Elizabeth raised her fan, leaned over to his left shoulder and whispered behind it.

“Are you happy to meet William and Lizzie downstairs at halftime?”

The pit that was already making itself felt at the bottom of his stomach opened further.

He raised one brow and ducked his head toward her. 

“They’re coming here—but Bill and I have got a few things to go over on a deal—boring men’s talk, so we thought we’d leave you ladies with Alex and the rest.”

She raised a questioning brow in response and fastened her attention back on stage.

De Vile hid a covert sigh behind his right hand like a callow schoolboy. 

What was wrong with him? He seemed to have lost all his acclaimed social nous.

The usual halftime convention was for guests to do one of two things; either emerge from their seats to meet in the bar to “see and be seen” and gossip with friends, or remain in their boxes with refreshments brought in and entertain friends privately. 

De Vile had planned for the second option, intending to slip away as soon as his group was served with pre-ordered snacks and refreshments. William would accompany him out, leaving the two women to happy gossip. Once clear, he and Bill would part company because Madame Moonlight had insisted he come alone.

As the soprano stamped her pretty feet and rose to a high C in protest at what she saw as her lover’s shabby treatment, de Vile’s hairline grew hot. He dabbed beads of sweat with his handkerchief before they dripped down his nose.

Elizabeth gave him a doubtful sidelong glance.

He silently heaped a litany of abuse on the head of the Madame responsible for his social misfortune. 

He didn’t deal with brothel keepers, no matter how sweetly she might present herself to a society willing to look the other way.

––––––––
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Six

Sophia Morrigan had chosen her attire for a night at the Spanish opera with careful thought, decked out in a black lace gown ruffled with diagonal frills and topped with a silver mantilla, the fall of glittering lace highlighting her flawless alabaster complexion.

She’d painted a beauty spot below her right eye at the apex of her knife-edge cheekbone. Her scarlet lips rested in a satisfied line as she spied him in the doorway of her box. She rose with a dramatic sweep of her right arm.

“Senator,” she purred. “So glad you could make it.”

She peered around his shoulder, checking he was unaccompanied. She was tall for a woman, but he had a comfortable four inches on her. Her smile broadened.

“Alone, as I instructed. What a splendid fellow.”

Blue smoke fogged the air. De Vile suppressed his quick shock when he saw she held a narrow cigarillo between her index and middle fingers. She raised it ostentatiously to her lips and drew deeply before tilting her head to the ceiling and exhaling in a long, thin stream.

Even in the liberal arts salons they frowned on a woman smoking. In middle-class San Francisco, everyone understood a woman who smoked cigars was thumbing her nose at society.

She patted the seat behind her with a proprietorial air. “Sit.” A pause. Then another irritated tapping of the seat. “Come, sit.”

She’s talking to me like I’m her lapdog, de Vile thought. 

The brazen gall of it.

He complied with reluctant inner grace.

“I suppose you’re wondering why I’ve dragged you away from your beautiful Countess,” she said with a single brow hooked up in a theatrical question mark. “Or have you already guessed?”

The sapphire-blue eyes were as hard as diamonds.

De Vile backed as far away from her as he could without being blatantly rude. Something about the malevolent posing offended him deeply, and he’d pulled plenty of similar acts in his time.

His mind flashed guiltily back to his last dealings with Bertha, and the way he colluded in the kidnapping of Graysie Russell’s stepdaughter Minette. Graysie Castellanos, as she was then, but who was counting?

But it wasn’t Minette’s kidnapping that Morrigan was interested in.

He reminded himself that the ancient Morrigan was one of the Celtic gods of death, war, and discord, a phantom, a queen of demons, and he wondered if Sophia had deliberately adopted the name as a warning. 

Ancient folklore said the predatory Morrigan hovered over a battlefield as a crow or a raven and could predict or influence the outcome. Deities and mortals who scorned her ended up dead on the field of war, with a raven perched on their corpse.

He cleared his throat and forced himself to lean closer to her porcelain cheek.

“I’m waiting to be informed by you, naturally. Nothing is taken for granted here.”

Her blue eyes bored into him, narrowing into slits as she made her calculations.

Then her face split in a hard bark of laughter. “Playing dumb, I see. What? A clever strategy to draw the other fellow out?”

She transferred the cigarillo to her left hand and raised her right, the one furthest from him, and gave a sharp click of her fingers, as loud as the click of a castanet. The move was so much like that of a Spanish dancer, he wondered for a fraction of a second if a shape-changing ability to transform herself into something else entirely was another of her formidable talents.

But she didn’t produce a castanet out of thin air. Instead, a wiry, dangerous-looking fellow with a long scar stretching down one side of his face appeared at her shoulder. He’d been standing in the shadows, partly masked by a red velvet curtain, and Hector had failed to notice him on entering.

“Just so you know, Senator. I’m never unprotected. You might have been able to snatch a bauble from my girl the other day. In fact, I’m rather pleased you did. It saved me the embarrassment of having to spell things out.”

She flicked loose the raven locks that de Vile was fast imagining as feathers over her back and touched her retainer’s arm as she brought her hand down.

“It would be most unwise to underestimate me. My friend doesn’t have any conscience. My wish is his command, as they say.”

She took another long draw on the cigar and exhaled.

“Just so there are no misunderstandings.”

She picked up the pewter goblet from the floor at her feet and took a long draught.

Then returned it to its place and licked her lips.

“Now, where were we? Oh, that’s right. F.R.C. Have you worked it out yet?”

She gave him an interrogative look, as if delighted with the puzzle.

He stared at her, unsure how to respond. Acknowledge his suspicions? Or continue to act dumb? To his humiliation, she held all the cards, and whatever he did, he’d look stupid. He stayed silent.

“F.R.C.” She rolled the initials on her tongue, savoring them. “Perhaps not the easiest one for you to recall. After all, it was a long time ago.”

She lifted her hand to her throat and de Vile sensed the knife-man at her side tense.

She drew something out from under the near transparent silver lace at her neck.

He knew it immediately for what it was. The matching ring. Alex’s ring. No longer on a single leather thong, but suspended on a silver chain. She’d made it impossible to snatch this one.

‘Now this one. This one would have been so much easier for you to decipher.”

She squinted down at it, mimicking trying to read the initials, although she obviously knew already what they were.

“What does this one say? Ah yes. A. Something C. Now don’t disappoint me again, Senator. You know what that one stands for, surely?”

He remained stone still, withholding. She was taunting him, and he would not give her the satisfaction of responding.

“You can keep the other one. I don’t want it back. Take it as a warning for what will happen if you don’t do as I ask.”

Finally, he found his voice.

“And what, may I pray, is that?”

She threw her head back and cackled with laughter.

“What may I pray? Yes, you will be praying if you don’t follow instructions.”

She tucked Alex’s ring back into her cleavage.

“What do I want? Let’s just say I’ve planned this like Queen Esther. You know her? The queen who saved the Jews in the Bible, though I don’t know why she bothered. 

“You don’t get to know it all at one sitting. Like that hated Haman, you are going to have to come back a second time. We’ll make it a wonderful banquet, just like Esther did. Then, and only then, you’ll learn what you must do to earn your repentance. You’ve got—shall we call it a stay of execution?”

A gong sounded—the warning for the audience to resume their seats for the second half. 

Morrigan took a final puff on her now well-burned-down cigar and vigorously stubbed the glowing tip out under her foot.

“Ah, there we are. You’d better trot back to your Countess, Senator. Wouldn’t want you to get in trouble at home.”

Seven

De Vile’s face wore that far-off preoccupied vagueness she’d seen often when he was digesting major news. When he contemplated the vote count on a bill he wanted to see get through—or conversely be defeated. Or mused on the price of certain shares—ones he wanted to either buy or sell—when he opened the morning newspaper and checked on the stock prices.

With Ralston’s wife Lizzie Fry and Alex, Elizabeth had taken a stroll around the gallery to stretch their legs before taking their seats again. At the sound of the gong, Lizzie had hurried back to her seat, leaving her and Alex to return to theirs—and bump straight into Hector, emerging from a box further around the circle.

His nimble son stepped sideways with enough speed to avoid a collision as theatergoers, keen to get back to their seats before the action began, streamed back into the theater.

“Father!” Alex’s handsome face lit up with pleasure at his father’s surprise appearance. “I thought you said you were going to have a beer talk with Bill Ralston. I didn’t know his box was close to ours.”

De Vile shot Elizabeth a panicked look, like a fawn caught in a hunter’s flare.

“Just completing a bit of business, son. Nothing unusual.”

“Madame Morrigan must have improved the status of her clientele since I last checked,” Elizabeth said, surprising herself with her own bitchiness. 

What has gotten into you? You don’t conduct yourself this way...

De Vile’s dark eyes flicked to hers again.

“I’ve been investigating buying into ownership of the club,” he said with a shrug. “And she caught me for a quick chat when I was on my way back with Bill.”

“A share of the Imperial? Why would you be interested in that, Father?”

Alex seemed to have entirely missed the undercurrents between them. He was taking the entire conversation at face value. Something you could rarely do with de Vile. He usually rode more than one agenda in any situation.

“I didn’t comment earlier, Hector, but you’re looking particularly smart tonight.”

She dropped him an arch smile.

He pulled himself up self-consciously. “Why thank you, my dear. Not too different from any other evening, I’d think. When I’m accompanying you anywhere, I want to ensure I hold up my end.”

She considered de Vile. The black superfine evening jacket, with silk facings on the lapels, narrow sleeves and a nipped-in





[image: image]












[image: image]















[image: image]


























































[image: image]














































d2d_images/cover.jpg
OF GOLD & BLOOD BOOK NINE

WHEELER





d2d_images/scene_break.png





