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Spotlights cast slender shafts of illumination into the night sky, dancing across the clouds that hung over the buildings of the Columbian Exposition. Among them an airship glided in majestic silence, letters flickering across its side like a giant billboard, spelling out an advertisement for singers and dancers at the International Pavilion.

Kitty Hawthorne knew those letters were formed by a matrix of tiny Edison lamps, turned on and off in a sequence controlled by punched cards. The technology came from the Hollerith tabulator which had completed the recent census in record time. She knew a great many facts such as these, but as an agent of inquiry, it was her business to know as much as possible about a client.

What she had learned about Thomas Edison did not reassure her, for all that he had paid her well for her services. His inventions were fascinating, to be sure, but technology had always fascinated her. It had been a big reason she had chosen to attend Melvil Dewey's school of library science, although that had not ended well.

But there was no use dwelling on her own past. Of far more importance was Edison's past – in particular, the long history of trouble he tried to keep quiet. The early jobs from which he'd been dismissed for juvenile pranks could be written off as youthful exuberance. Not so the accusations of questionable financial dealings and mistreatment of employees, the vindictive tendencies toward any and all who crossed him.

And now he orders me to confront a man about whom I know nothing, and allows me no time to research before the meeting. Had she made a mistake in relying so much on Edison's assignments? She was supposed to be an independent agent, not any one employer's hired hand, but she'd let herself grow so comfortable that she'd neglected her other connections, even her journalistic work.

She would have to make a priority of the cultivation of new ones. Right now she had a job to finish. She consulted her watch – a man's model, since it kept more reliable time than the ornamental timepieces designed for the ladies' trade – frowned and returned it to its pocket. There would be just time enough to reach Machinery Hall and take her place among the crowd before the presentation began. It would not do to arrive late, but neither would it serve her well to arrive winded and flustered from haste.

At least at this hour the volume of pedestrian traffic had slowed. Not to the degree one would expect elsewhere, thanks to streets illuminated by Westinghouse's electrical system – the very thing Edison had sent her here to investigate, before his attention had turned to RBC Associates and their mysterious founder, who called himself Samuel Gillian.

She arrived to find a substantial crowd, people from all walks of life, from wealthy businessmen in fine clothes to farmers and laborers in their Sunday best. A few glanced in her direction, but no one's gaze lingered. Exactly as she preferred – as an agent of inquiry, she could work best when she remained inconspicuous. To that end she'd dressed in garments neither flamboyant nor austere: a jacket, skirt and shirtwaist of the sort that might be worn by a secretary or salesclerk on her day off. The more daring East Coast set might imitate the outrageous fashions of Europe's elite, but Chicago was not New York, and more conservative attire remained the expectation.

The tenor of the crowd shifted. Yes, the presentation was about to begin.

With a creaking sound the great bronze doors swung open, as if by the impulse of an invisible hand. Kitty knew they were in fact moved by electrical motors hidden within their hinges, a modern version of the Greek temple doors opened by pneumatic pipes.

The crowd flowed in, guided by ushers in black coats. Kitty recognized a number of the machines, in particular the great Allis-Corliss engine which drove the two dynamos to power the lights which turned night to day within the grounds of the Exhibition.

Not so the machine before which they now stood. Although she recognized parts that resembled the new direct dialing switchboards of Strowger's design, and other elements that suggested Hollerith tabulators, the whole looked like nothing she had ever seen. On the other hand, she did recognize the one beside it as a Babbage engine. Such machines had revolutionized the computation of ballistic tables for both navy and army, not to mention the weather forecasts that were becoming essential to both the naval air fleet and the growing commercial airship lines. If the two devices were to be pitted against one another, it suggested that the unknown one also handled numerical processes.

"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Thank you for coming here tonight. I am Samuel Gillian of RBC Associates." The speaker was a young man, not much older than herself. Kitty's practiced eye took in the basics of his appearance: medium height, brown hair and eyes, slim figure well-dressed in an American way rather than Tesla's European fashions. A shirt of muslin and a waistcoat of patterned broadcloth rather than the silk Tesla might affect. That cravat might be silk, but it looked more like the sort used in parachutes. She'd heard Gillian was also an accomplished aeronaut who'd done a fair amount of work in heavier-than-air flight, as well as the graceful airships that had revolutionized air travel as thoroughly as the railroad had overland transport right before the War of the Rebellion.

He spoke with the confidence of a man who knew his business. "Tonight you will witness a demonstration of a new form of calculating machinery, both faster and more reliable than purely mechanical calculators such as the Babbage engine, which are bound by the limitations of the machinist's craft. However, to do so, I will require a volunteer from the audience."

Kitty had no idea what had possessed her to raise her hand. It went against the entirety of the art of inquiry, but once Gillian acknowledged her, there was no way to withdraw without attracting even more attention to herself.

Standing on the stage beside him, she became all too aware of his presence, his charm and aplomb. Was this why Edison feared this man so much, because Gillian combined Tesla's stage presence with a down-home charm that was pure America? She'd never figured out how much of Edison's careless appearance might be a deliberate attempt to play the hayseed and thus lure his opponents into underestimating him, and how much was a genuine preoccupation with his work to the exclusion of all else.

The demonstration and her role in it proved simple enough: she provided several dates and the two machines raced to calculate various relationships between them. She gave him the ages of her three siblings and he was about to calculate the ratios of their ages at the turn of the coming century when he stiffened as if struck, gazed into the distance.

Moments later a lad of nine or ten came running onto the stage. "Mr. Gillian! Mr. Gillian!"

He halted the demonstration and they conferred, after which he turned back to his audience. "My apologies, but there has been an emergency and I must attend to it. I hope to hold another, more complete, demonstration at a later date."

With that he was off, shedding his suit coat even as he ran. Kitty watched until he was out of sight, wondering what should have led to his precipitous departure.

One thing she knew for certain – now was the time to undertake proper research of the man and his company.
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ALTHOUGH KITTY HAD thought a good night's sleep would refresh her and bring clarity to her mind, the next morning proved her sadly mistaken. If anything, her thoughts on Samuel Gillian had become even more muddled the longer she had to ponder their encounter.

All the way to the Chicago Public Library she wrestled with her impression of the man. She told herself not to waste energy speculating before she had an opportunity to research the subject, but her mind kept running that same tired cog.

The stately architecture and quiet environment of the library's central reading room should've settled her mind and eased her into complete focus on the task at hand. She recognized all the elements of Dewey's philosophy of library design, and in previous visits she had appreciated its positive effect on her.

Today no such calm settled upon her. Far from it, her mind felt as if it were racing at top speed while going nowhere.

It didn't help that her research kept running into dead ends. One would think that someone would have written about Mr. Gillian and his engineering firm. However, locating any such articles had proved impossible in spite of all the technological advances in the decade since her break with Dewey.

Those wonderful photomicrographic reduction systems might enable a library to store all the world's major newspapers and periodicals. However, the practical usefulness of such a collection was limited by the indices available for them. While H. W. Wilson's new Reader's Guide to Periodical Literature might be far better than anything previously available, its usefulness still presupposed that the indexer would correctly anticipate what the researcher considered important about the article.

At length Kitty decided she had reached the point of throwing good time after bad. The librarians' familiarity with the collection wouldn't extend to reading the articles likely to have the information she sought.

Her next stop took her to the offices of the Chicago Tribune. Although she had never worked as one of their reporters on payroll, they'd bought enough articles from her in the past that she felt confident in her relationship with them.

The newspaper's archive remained much as she recalled from the days when the bulk of her income came from journalistic rather than private investigations. The same musty smell of old newsprint filled the air, bringing back memories of the hours she'd spent up here researching one subject or another.

Even the archivist hadn't changed, at least not much. A little more stooped, a few more lines graven deeper around his eyes, but he still wore the same green eyeshade that rumpled his thinning hair, the same gray shirt with the sleeves rolled up. All of which combined to present the impression of a clerk in a small New England town's general store.

"So what brings you here again, Miss
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