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    One


    Five Days Ago


    The murder rises, summoned into the twilight sky by the day’s slip behind the western ridge. Midnight wings flap as the birds converge on the central city, their harsh caws cutting the chill air. Sunlight’s last gleam glistens on feathers high above the spreading blackness below where human dramas are spinning out. The crows neither care nor notice, fixated as they are on reaching their roosts before the light dies.


    A lagging bird’s wing beat stutters when sharp cries fly skyward from beneath the house roof. There, dimly lit by an oil lamp, a haggard woman hunches, a blanket-wrapped bundle clutched to her breast. Kind hands stroke her back, consoling words try to soothe. “Now, now, there’s nothing more to be done. He’s gone.” The woman feels only black despair, hears only rushing blood in her ears. Her arms tighten around the lifeless body, as she rocks and chants: “It’s my fault. My fault.”


    He paces as the dying fire lets the night chill seep in. He doesn’t notice. Instead, entwined fears send his thoughts careening down city streets before tossing them back into the barn outside. Production is off. There’s not enough alfalfa and clover to carry the cows through winter. That worry spirals downward until it hits bottom and catapults his thoughts back onto the city streets. Where is the boy? He’s hours late. Weary hands swipe across his face, leaving tears wet upon his fingers. He orders himself to bed. Before daybreak, there’ll be cows to milk. After that will come the search for his missing son.


    “Damn them!” Lifting her eyes from the microscope, the chemist picks up a pen to note the number. Straightening, she rubs the small of her aching back and ponders what to do next. Dusk has left the single electric bulb too weak for counting creatures. Raucous caws draw her eyes to the window as the flock glides in to settle onto roosts outside her window. A weary headshake and she lifts both test tube and dropper. Chemical reactions don’t need bright light. Minutes later, quiet curses fill the laboratory.


    “It’s a terrible idea.” She didn’t beg. That wasn’t her way whenever stubbornness set him charging down a ruinous road. “I warned them,” he replies. Breaking the shotgun open, he loads the shells. More cartridges drop into the pockets of his scruffy overcoat. A caress of her face, a quick hug of her shoulders, and he’s out the door. Determination gives length and speed to his stride into the darkening night. Thirty minutes later, shotgun blasts scare dosing crows skyward, their outraged caws making a dreadful din that echoes between the buildings.


  




  

    Two


    He wove between the empty tables, heading toward the restaurant’s kitchen doors, his thoughts lingering on the vision of sunlight bright in dray horse’s chestnut coat. Fall was a spirit-lifting season in Portland, all crystalline skies and brilliant colors until the rains.


    I’m content. Happy even, Sage realized. Life is settled for a change. St. Alban hasn’t sent us on a mission in a while. He must be busy organizing that one big industrial union he’s always talked about. Ahead stretched days of peace, savoring of friendships, and lazy hours with his lady.


    Those feelings persisted only until he stepped inside the kitchen to find Sergeant Hanke sitting at the small table.


    The policeman often visited Mozart’s kitchen, always happy to partake of Ida’s leftovers. It was the lack of a cheery greeting and the lines scoring the man’s youngish face that made Sage pause. More worrisome, was the plate of food sitting untouched before a man who could clean his plate faster than “a cow’s tail twitch” as Sage’s mother once observed. Not today.


    “Sergeant, whatever‘s the matter? As Mrs. Clemens says, “You look like ‘you’ve been drug through a knothole backward’.”


    The man’s unseeing watery blue eyes rested on Sage before sharpening, entreaty in his look. Sage dropped onto the empty chair and said, “What’s happened? Did someone die? You look like you’ve suffered a shock.”


    Hanke shook his head. “No one has died, I hope.” He cleared his throat and began, “I have a friend. As kids, we ran Chicago’s streets together. His name’s Eli Yoder. He has a small dairy farm out Canyon Road near Cedar Mill. It’s just him and his son running the place. Eli’s wife passed a year or so ago during childbirth. She and the baby didn’t make it. 


    “Fact is, Eli’s the reason I’m here in Oregon. He kept writing, saying I’d find life easier here. Promised he’d help me make a start. And, he did. Him and Arabela treated me like family.”


    The big policeman’s glum expression made Sage wonder whether Hanke might be reevaluating that move. 


    Ida approached and silently set two mugs of coffee on the table. Her sweet, round face creased with worry as she cast a questioning glance at the policeman. Sage waited for the rest of the story.


    Hanke slurped and then continued, “Every day, Eli hauls his milk into town. The Purity Creamery buys it from him. Last couple months, on Saturdays, he’s trusted his fourteen-year-old son, Noah, to bring the milk to the creamery. I promised Eli I’d keep an eye out for the boy. Usually, I’ve been near the creamery about the time Noah’s wagon rolled in.


    “Five days ago, that’s what happened. I saw and spoke to young Noah like always. He’d already dropped off his milk and was hefting the empty cans into the wagon bed. He told me he’d be visiting the new kinetoscope parlor before heading back to the farm. Said his pa’d okayed it. I added a few nickels to his stash. He planned to leave the horse and wagon ring-hitched in front of the creamery, visit the parlor, and return to drive the wagon home. He said he’d only be gone an hour. Last I saw him, he was heading down the street to the parlor, all swinging arms and light of foot, like all excited lads.”


    Hanke fell silent until Sage pushed a bit, “And, what happened? Is the boy alright?”


    Hanke passed his big hand over his face before answering in a voice heavy with defeat, “That’s what I don’t know. Near as I figure, I was the last person to see him. I’ve searched everywhere these past five days. At first, the whole police force looked for him. After two days, though, the Chief called a halt. He says it’s pointless to keep looking—he thinks Noah’s long gone, run away, shanghaied, or somewhere dead.


    “I’ve been doing my job days and hunting for Noah at night. So far, I’ve found no trace of him. He’s vanished.”


    “Did the wagon and horse go missing?”


    An exasperated sigh accompanied Hanke’s doleful headshake. “Nope. The next morning, when Eli brought the milk into town, he found horse, wagon, and empty cans still parked outside the creamery, where I last saw them. The horse needed watering and feed so I figure Noah never returned that day. He’s not the kind of boy who’d let an animal suffer.


    “Anyway, Eli’s been running himself ragged, taking care of his cows, hauling the milk into town, spending all day and half the night, searching for Noah. We’ve found neither hide nor hair of the boy.”


    Tears glistened in the tough policeman’s eyes. Sage looked away, giving him a moment to recover before asking, “I suppose you’ve gone around to the hospitals and such?”


    “I did. He’s not there. The folks at the kinetoscope parlor say he never came in that day. Somewhere between the Purity Creamery and the parlor, Noah vanished. I’m near wit’s end trying to figure out what happened to him.”


    Hanke set his mug down carefully and leaned forward, an imploring look on his face. ”So, I’m here hoping you folks will help me look for Noah. I know it’s a lot to ask, but you’re able to search in ways I can’t.”


    Sage didn’t need to ponder Hanke’s meaning. Despite the policeman’s misgivings, he’d aided a number of their wild missions. Thus far, most had ended well. Because they needed to keep secret, their roles as undercover labor union operatives, they always made Hanke take the credit for bringing malefactors to justice. They did so over the policeman’s objections. He often declared he owed his sergeant stripes to that deception.


    Sage held a more nuanced perspective on the relationship. He believed they owed the big policeman as well. His contributions had enabled the success of more than one mission. Bottom line, when Sage and his friends fought on the side of angels, the stoic Hanke often stood right beside them—despite knowing failure would jeopardize his career. 


    After briefly regretting the loss of his anticipated contentment, Sage said, “Of course, we’ll help, Sergeant. It sounds like we better enlist the aid of Fong, Solomon, and Eich.”


    Hanke nodded eagerly. That proposal evidently matched his hopes. All three men were uniquely positioned to search for a missing boy. Fong’s fraternal tong brethren kept a keen eye on shanghaiers and other miscreants. Angus Solomon, among his many endeavors, operated the New Era hotel for the railroad’s black porters. More than once, the porters had provided key information about people riding the trains passing through Portland. And, they needed Herman Eich who knew the city like no one else. Every day, the ragpicker poet trod between the city’s rubbish bins and the back doors of its homes, peddling his salvaged items to various household servants. Those people proved to know vital information. The three men were a thorough and an unbeatable team when it came to discovering the city’s secrets.


    And, there were secrets aplenty, Sage mused. Straddling the Willamette River, the city was growing in importance and size. Houses dotted the western ridge and were starting to fill the rolling land eastward, even beyond Mt. Tabor. Already, it was a bustling city in a state less than 50 years old. That was the Chamber of Commerce’s spiel. 


    What the Chamber didn’t advertise was Portland’s reputation for being the West Coast’s shanghai capitol and home to over 500 whorehouses. Despite its veneer of staid respectability, corruption riddled Portland just as it did every other American city.


    His musings were interrupted when the kitchen doors whapped open and Mae Clemens entered, her face grim. Spotting Hanke she halted. Narrowing her deep-blue eyes that were just like her son’s, she demanded, “What’s wrong? You both look lower than a milk cow’s udder.” Her hands-on-hips stance forestalled any evasion.


    As always, Sage had to admire the swiftness of her perception. She claimed second sight ran in her blood. It could be true. She picked up on situations faster than most—like now.


    Gesturing, he said, “Ma, you best pull up that chair. This will take a bit.” He didn’t hide their relationship from the police sergeant because Hanke knew their secret: Mae Clemens, the restaurant’s manager, was also Sage’s mother.


    Once she learned about the missing Noah and their plan to ask Fong, Solomon, and Eich to help, she nodded. “Herman will be here soon so maybe you better come up with a good description of the boy.”


    That she knew the ragpicker poet’s schedule was no surprise. Something had transpired between the two of them while they’d been trapped and facing a fiery death together. Nowadays, they were “keeping company” as his mother primly put it.


    He understood why Herman Eich was smitten. While not beautiful, Mae Clemens had a noble face. It reminded him of a ship figurehead. Her dark blue eyes penetrated while her silvered black hair, knotted in a bun, added to her regal look. Her figure was rangy; telegraphing that here was a strong woman, honed by hard work. Her hands, large and scarred, confirmed that perception. Her’s was a commanding presence. And, her intelligence matched her appearance. Despite being schooled only through the sixth grade, she was one of the smartest people he’d ever known, possessing a mind both incisive and practical, able to condense abstract thoughts into a few simple words.


    Likewise, he understood her attraction to the neatly bearded Herman Eich. Morally incorruptible, the highly-educated ragpicker poet chose a life of deliberate scarcity. He earned his money collecting, repairing, and selling people’s castoffs. His home was a tidy lean-to perched on the edge of a Portland ravine. There he did his repairs of porcelain and other items, read voraciously, crafted poetry, and philosophized. 


    He abandoned that train of thought once Hanke began describing Noah as being about 5 feet, 5 inches tall and dark-haired. Most interesting was Hanke saying, “But, the most noticeable thing about Noah is that he has double cowlicks. One is in the front. His hair swoops up from his forehead like he’s facing a stiff wind. The other is on top of his head, just like someone reached down and twisted a hunk of hair. It pokes straight up unless he pomades it down. Looks like a crow feather about to fly off.”


    Description done, Hanke sighed, scooted back from the table, and said, “I best return to the station. I can’t thank you enough. Noah and Eli are family to me. I don’t know how Eli will react if we don’t find his son. He took his wife and baby’s deaths hard. Noah is all that keeps him going.”


    In the pause that followed this declaration, tears washed across the Sergeant’s eyes. He bent to quickly retrieve the beehive helmet at his feet. Wordlessly he stood, donned the helmet, nodded, and exited out the alley door leaving Sage and Mae staring at his untouched plate of food.


    Mae straightened and took a deep breath. “Well, that’s a first for him.” With a rueful headshake she said, “Apparently we’ve got a new task. Too bad it’s not the only one.”


    Sage groaned, remembering her grim face upon entering the kitchen. “What else has gone wrong?”


    She pulled two papers from her apron pocket and tossed them onto the table. “Before your fanny left the bed, these letters came from last night’s customers. It seems each fellow spent a wild night in his privy. Both say they got sick from eating here. This is the second time this month someone’s said Mozart’s poisoned them.”


    “Where did they sit? What did they eat?” As with any restaurant, Mozart’s reputation affected its success. Food poisoning was their greatest fear. 


    She huffed in frustration and answered, “That’s the ding-dang problem. They dined in two different parties, at two different times, and ate different meals.”


    “Damn. We better find the source quickly.” He weighed their two tasks and made his decision. “Finding Noah is our priority. You tell Herman about Noah as soon as he appears. Meanwhile, you and Ida can check for bad food in the kitchen. I’ll go visit Fong at his provision store then head to the Portland Hotel and talk to Angus. I need to catch him before the hotel dining room opens. Damn. It’s never just one problem at a time, is it?”


    They exchanged dismayed looks and Sage said, “You realize that Fong out searching and Matthew studying for his test will leave Mozart’s short-handed? It’ll be just you, me, and Homer.”


    Her lips quirked and she shrugged. “Won’t be the first time. Bet you’ll be haring off somewheres too.” 


  




  

    Three


    As always, the pungent odors hit first. Sage couldn’t guess their source. The Fongs’ shop sold a myriad of exotic spices, fungi, and herbs that filled the air with a powerful scent. Once his eyes adjusted to the dimness, he spotted tiny Kum Ho Fong standing behind the counter, fountain pen in hand, a ledger open before her.


    “Ah, Mister Adair. Much nice to see you!” she chirped. She was a pretty woman, always pleasant and fiercely proud of her husband. Her loyalty was justified. After meeting her, Fong had mounted a raid to free her from slavery inside San Francisco’s Chinatown. Although Fong related the story just once, Sage never forgot. Sometimes, when he encountered this dignified woman, he wished he’d never heard it.


    “Good morning, Mrs. Fong. It is very nice to see you also. I wonder if I might find your husband here. I know it’s a bit early for him to be awake.” Fong worked most days and nights at Mozart’s Table, in addition to helping his wife in the provision store.


    Initially, Kam Tong Fong worked at Mozart’s only to learn the restaurant business. He’d intended to open a high-class Chinese eatery. He abandoned that plan the night he rescued Sage from a brutal attack. Instead, he became the first member of their undercover crew and Sage’s martial arts teacher. Fong had other talents; his mediation skills kept peace among the Chinese tongs and his flute playing was admired by his fellow Chinese—though that particular talent sounded painfully off-key to Sage’s Western ears.


    “Husband taking morning tea.” Kum Ho said, gesturing toward the ornately carved wooden door that opened into their small living quarters. “Please to go in. No need knock.”


    Sage opened the door and paused before stepping into their parlor. Its spare beauty always affected him. A low ebony table, fronted by two carved ebony chairs, sat on a red, oriental carpet. The precious flute lay on the small black cabinet standing against the far wall. Above that cabinet hung a scroll, its calligraphy bordered by water-colored birds.


    “What does that scroll say?” he asked.


    Fong was drinking tea from a tiny cup and reading the impenetrable squiggles of the Chinese news daily. He ignored Sage’s question, instead declaring, “Ah! The most honorable John Sagacity Adair honors me!” Placing both cup and paper on the table he rose to his feet and bowed low in gentle mockery.


    “Cut it out, Mr. Fong,” Sage said without heat. 


    “You here for snake and crane lesson?” queried his teacher. That question was also mocking because those lessons always took place in Mozart’s attic—another place benefitting from Fong’s decorative sensibilities—a white-washed haven of skylighted illumination, polished fir floor, solitary wall scroll, and nothing else. Fong insisted the space’s minimalism helped focus Sage’s “jumpy” mind.


    “I’ll have you know that I practiced for two hours this morning.” Sage said, hoping to stave off another of Fong’s jabs and get down to business. “When I came downstairs, I found Hanke sitting in the kitchen. He wasn’t eating the food Ida served him.”


    Fong’s eyebrows rose over his near-black eyes. “Oh boy, that bad sign.”


    “The worst,” Sage agreed. “He’s searching for a friend’s son and needs our help.”


    “Friendship is strong tie. Brings much joy and sometimes heartache.” Fong leaned over and filled a second small cup with tea. Handing it to Sage, he said, “Tell how I can help.”


    Sage related the Noah story. At its finish, he broached the idea of Fong, Eich, and Solomon using their contacts to learn of the boy’s whereabouts.


    Fong nodded and said, “No problem. I will ask if anyone see cowlicks boy.” His face saddened. “I also ask if ship look for cabin boy. He is perfect age.”


    “I thought the shanghaiers avoided snatching local boys. That they’re afraid it will cause too much of a stink.”


    Fong nodded. “Stink true most times. Sometime they still take if local man sells boy. Maybe someone need boy gone for reason.”


    “I can’t imagine why a farm boy would need to vanish,” Sage said as he rose and started toward the door before pausing to ask again, “So, what does that scroll say?”


    Fong’s answering smile was enigmatic. “Like I tell you many times, when you ready, I translate.”


    “At least tell me if it’s one of the Lao guy’s sayings.”


    Fong shook his head in mock disgust. “Many times I tell you, Lao Tzu, not ‘Lao guy’.”


    Sage waved a dismissive hand and again headed for the door. Fong’s voice stopped him. “Today, I give you other Lao Tzu words.”


    Sage looked back at his friend and teacher, knowing it was a gift being offered. Fong’s Chinese sage quotes often resonated and informed when they didn’t just confuse him.


    “Lao guy say in I Ching book, ‘Seek union with others. Proceed firmly, with caution.” Fong raised an admonishing finger as he finished the quote, “Only by paying careful attention to each step does one arrive unharmed.”


    A chill skittered up Sage’s back. He bowed and exited.


    Minutes later, as Sage strolled up the Portland Hotel’s semi-circle drive, he pondered Fong’s words. “Who could a fourteen-year-old boy threaten?” The best outcome of their search would be that one of Solomon’s porters saw Noah on a train. It would mean the boy simply skedaddled with the family’s milk money. That was the least dire explanation for his absence. The other alternatives were so much worse.


    He smiled, remembering Fong’s ancient wisdom quote. Seeking unity with Angus accorded with old Lao Tzu’s advice. As for avoiding danger by attending to the steps, he’d try. Of course, first, he needed to discover those steps.


    As expected, Angus’s maitre d’ podium stood unmanned in the hotel’s empty dining room. Lunch didn’t begin for another hour. Clashing pots and laughter sounded from the kitchen. Its doors swung open and a waiter entered the dining room carrying a tall stack of clean plates. The smile on his lips faded when he saw Sage. Setting the plates on a table, he advanced to say politely, in a soft Southern drawl, “I’m sorry, sir. The dining room is closed until eleven o’clock.”


    Sage didn’t recognize the young man. “Yes, I know that. I’m not here to eat. I hoped to speak with Mr. Solomon before lunch started.”


    The waiter dithered a moment, wanting to avoid embroiling his boss in trouble with this unknown, well-dressed, white man. Such situations required caution.


    Sage spoke to reassure him. “You are new, I think. I’m John Adair, a friend of Mr. Solomon’s. I am certain he’ll wish to see me.”


    Tension eased from the young man’s face. “’John Adair’, you say? I will go and inquire of my uncle.” He turned on his heel and reentered the kitchen, leaving Sage to ponder the fact that the nephew also spoke with the same precise, elevated diction that his uncle used. He concluded both must come from an interesting family back there in the Carolinas.


    Immediately, the kitchen door opened and a tall Angus Solomon strode out, a broad smile on his burnished mahogany face. He had high cheekbones he attributed to a Chickasaw ancestor and dark sloe eyes. His competent warmth made him popular with most of the hotel’s white, high-class clientele, thereby affirming the hotel owner’s gamble that a well-trained black wait staff gave the dining room class.


    Angus gripped Sage’s outstretched hand with both of his own. “It is wonderful to see you, Sage. It has been too long.” Solomon was one of the few Portlanders who knew to call him, ‘Sage’. Ordinarily he was known as “John” by those in the “outside” world. His and Solomon’s relationship had evolved far beyond that of being mere acquaintances—they’d worked together on too many missions.


    “I had to go out of town for a bit. There was trouble to the south of here on an Indian reservation,” Sage said by way of explanation.


    Solomon gestured toward a far table while signaling that the waiter should bring coffee.


     “Yet another nephew?” Sage asked with a nod at the young man.


    Solomon laughed. “Yes, indeed. They just keep coming. Not sure when it will stop. I have a passel of nephews waiting in the wings. While it’s not perfect here, my brothers and sisters are most eager to send their sons away from the South. These days, old Jim Crow is starting to flap his wings a bit too vigorously.” 


    Sage responded with a commiserating grunt and shake of the head, though he knew he’d never entirely comprehend just how difficult it was to be black in America, especially in the South. Or, depending on the location, Chinese, Indian, or Hispanic. He only knew that life proved much harder if one didn’t spring from white European stock.


    Once the coffee was before them, Angus sent him a questioning look and Sage quickly launched into the story of Noah’s disappearance. Anticipating Sage’s request, Solomon offered to query the railway porters, though he cautioned, “Some time may elapse before we are able ask everyone. Some runs, such as those to Chicago or Los Angeles, take five days. I will ensure, however, that all are queried when they check into the New Era.”


    He brushed away Sage’s heartfelt thanks. “I owe Sergeant Hanke. He helped resolve the Cooper boy’s little dust-up with that white boy. His respect and integrity meant a lot to the Coopers. Unlike many police officers, the Sergeant is a fair man. Besides, a youngster is missing. I cannot imagine the terror his father must be feeling.”


    They discussed the situation. Unfortunately, Angus and Fong shared similar opinions about the fate of Eli Yoder’s missing son. “Noah sounds like a good boy and not the type to steal his father’s money and take off for parts unknown. I fear that someone has kidnapped or killed him,” Solomon said.


    Sage soon left to return to Mozart’s, Like Angus, he too had lunch hour meet-and-greet duties. “Kidnapped, killed” each word kept time with his steps. But, for God’s sake, why and where? And, who could do such a thing?


  




  

    Four


    Fong was unlocking the door and flipping the sign to “open,” as Sage arrived. After graciously stepping aside to let waiting customers go first, Sage also entered and tossed his overcoat onto the rack. His mother stood at the mahogany buffet, setting dishes and cutlery out for easy access. Homer, their frog-faced waiter, welcomed the incoming customers, seated them, and distributed menus. Finished at the buffet, Mae glanced in Sage’s direction. He cocked an inquiring eyebrow. She shook her head, exasperation in her face.


    The restaurant got busy. When Sage wasn’t escorting customers to tables, he was refilling coffee cups, milk, and sugar. The full dining room was heartening. It meant word hadn’t gotten out that Mozart’s poisoned customers. If, and when, that nasty fact went public, there’d no longer be a Mozart’s Table. Unease kept him observant. Thus far, he saw no indication of any illness.


    Losing money wasn’t the issue. His Klondike gold, judiciously invested, provided more than enough financial security. The restaurant closing, however, meant they’d lose their cover. Sage’s in particular. To Portland’s elite, John Adair was the attractively shallow proprietor of an exclusive restaurant—almost one of their class though not quite. Their misperception relaxed them, easing them away from their customary discretion. 


    More than once, over jovial offerings of good food, Sage and his crew learned of shady doings. Sage’s social status also enabled him to meet and mingle in folks’ homes, clubs, and other places where they felt “safe”. Basically, Mozart’s created opportunities he didn’t want to lose.


    Once the dinner service was over and teatime two hours away, a weary Mae sat down and told Sage, “We checked every scrap of food. Anything older than two days, we tossed it.” She caught his surprise, “Yes, I know, that’s costly. But, losing the restaurant would be more costly. I even scooted out to buy fresh milk and cream—just in case.”


    She sighed, worry weighing heavy on her. “Sage, this is seriously bad for us. We found not a single morsel of spoiled food.”


    “Did we change vendors anytime in the last few months?” Sage asked.


    Mae nodded, her expression glum. “We did. We switched to the Quality Emporium for our dairy. But, the milk, cream, and butter are all fresh, like new. Actually, the milk seems to be of better quality. Ida says it’s thicker and stays fresh a good while longer than what we used to buy. Still, we threw it out and I fetched more from the Emporium. 


    “I swear, we’re like chicks lost in high weeds. There’s no figuring why those folks took sick. Can’t be a coincidence.”


    Sage couldn’t think of any more they could do. His mother and Ida covered all the bases and he told her that.


    Mae slapped her hands on the table and stood. “That’s right. We did all we could do. Anyways, I sent Ida up to take a short nap. I need a snooze myself. All that pulling, sniffing, throwing, and storing tuckered us out.” 


    She paused, shooting him a pointed look. “You best go bring Miss Lucinda into our hunt for that boy, Noah.”


    Sage’s brow wrinkled. How could his lady friend, the madam of the city’s high-class parlor house, help hunt for Noah? 


    Lips tightened by irritation, Mae just glared at him until he caught her point. Besides being a runaway, shanghaied, or dead, there was that other possible fate for the missing fourteen-year-old boy. “Damn, I hate to think that’s what happened to him. I thought we closed the last house.”


    His mother raised a disbelieving eyebrow. “Really? You thought that’d be the end of it?” She shook her head in mock disbelief before adding, “As long as there are indecent folks out there, they’ll be trying to make a buck any way they can. They rise to the top like scum in a cesspool. I don’t know where the new house might be but I’m darn sure there is one. Our Lucinda has the best chance of locating it.”


    He felt a frisson of warmth at those two words, “Our Lucinda.” He’d been surprised and gratified when he realized that his mother felt affection for the woman he’d come to love. And taken aback when she’d tartly informed him there’d been more than one prostitute in his own family. She went on to admonish that he best not “get above” himself just because he had money in his pockets.


      


    Heading out as instructed, his thoughts were still on Lucinda when he reached the park blocks and turned south beneath the trees. He admired the foresight of the town’s early citizens who’d preserved this strip of parkland. The blocks-long green space was fronted by elegant two-story houses and brick apartment buildings. He always smiled at the audacity of Lucinda’s chosen location. 


    Ah, Lucinda. He remained conflicted over that honey-haired woman with her cornflower blue eyes. Despite her repeated rejections of his marriage offer, they’d grown ever closer. Even though she no longer serviced clients, he wanted her out of the business. He fantasized about her in their kitchen with their children at her feet. Sometimes, a haunted look in her eyes made him think she dreamt of that too.


    Still, the reasons she gave for her refusal created a stalemate because they were logical. She was right; he couldn’t carry on his undercover work among the city’s wealthy if he violated their social norms and married the city’s most notorious madam. Certainly, no eyebrows rose at her employees entertaining the city’s prominent men—nor did Sage’s exclusive patronage of the house’s owner create a problem. But, in their hypocritical world, marriage to Lucinda would make him a social pariah.


    They’d discussed marrying and moving to another town. That option meant abandoning Mozart’s and Portland and everything they’d built—the most important being their productive alliances with Fong, Solomon, Eich, Hanke, and a host of others.


    Besides, his mother might refuse to move yet again. There was her relationship with Eich, for one thing. And, they’d both come to cherish the city’s progressives—folks like Harry Lane, the poor people’s doctor, Fred Merrill, its bicycle king and pesky councilmember, David Campbell, the fearless fire chief, and all the women spearheading the city’s social progress.


    Climbing the granite steps to the mansion’s black lacquered door, he again vowed to be content with the status quo. Besides, the future had a way of creating itself independent of his will.


    One fall of the brass knocker and the door swung open. Elmira stood there, a smile bright in her dark face. Putting a finger to her lips, she gestured him inside, and pointed down the narrow hallway that led to the kitchen. Her eyes gleamed impishly. 


    He knew the why of her amusement. The city’s most elegant madam hated for Sage to see her wearing the faded calico she always donned when doing housework.


    The kitchen door stood ajar. His finger pushed it further open and he stepped inside. The cook, Mrs. Miller, saw his signal for silence and flashed him a smile before turning back to the sink. 


    He snuck up behind Lucinda. She stood vigorously blackening and polishing the iron cook stove—her whole body engaged in the effort. He’d never understand her desire to make that stove glisten.


    Throwing his arms around her waist, he pulled her against him. 


    She stiffened, then relaxed. “You rascal! One of these days you’ll do that and get a snoot full of stove black. Mr. Fong has been teaching me some tricks.”


    “How’d you know it was me?”


    She laughed, turning about in the circle of his arms, and said, “I’ll never tell. It’s one of my many secrets.”


    Truthfully, he teased, “I always love seeing you in gingham with that dusting of sooty beeswax on your face.


    She feinted a sooty slap at him before going to wash at the sink. That done, she gestured for him to follow her. Once they were seated at a small table in the back parlor, she asked, “So, Sage, why are you here interrupting my housework?”


    “I don’t know why you persist in doing it,” he evaded. “With all the women living here, at least one of them must be capable of keeping house.”


    She gazed at him silently, making him wonder whether he’d hurt her feelings. She seemed to read his mind because she smiled easily. “I see your point. I guess I find housework satisfying. It’s real. Doing it makes me feel like a normal woman instead of a businesswoman responsible for everything and everyone here.” 


    She flapped a dismissive hand at the luxurious surroundings she’d created for her elite clientele. “Maybe one day. . . .” Her words trailed off. He knew what she’d been about to say; that maybe one day she’d be a normal housewife with this life far behind her. 


    Today, however, she discarded that thought. Straightening, she brushed a dangling lock of hair from her forehead and said brightly, “Enough of my blather. You are here for a reason. What is it you need?”


    “Ouch, you wound me,” he said. “Mayhap, I only needed to rest my eyes on your lovely countenance.”


    She just folded her arms across her chest, eyed him, and waited.


    He huffed before flashing a sheepish smile and saying. “Okay. So, maybe this is one time when you’re right.” 


    Elmira came in carrying a tray of tea and treats. “Here’s something to sweeten things up,” she said before shooting them a cheeky smile and departing.


    The tea pouring over, he told her about Noah going missing. When he finished, she looked away, her eyes gazing into the middle distance. He visualized cogs whirling around in that golden head


     With a faint smile, she again met his eyes. “You need me to find out if a house has acquired a fourteen-year-old boy in the last month or so.” Fortunately, her tone was gentle. She’d not been offended by his unspoken request.


    He nodded. 


    Chin in hand, she thought a bit before saying, “Since we shut down those two houses, I’ve not heard of a new one starting up.” Her lips twisted and she said, “Of course, there has to be one since those accursed customers remain.”


    She straightened in her chair. “Alright. I’ll give it a try. It means visiting with some of the other madams. I’m sure they’ll be willing to help.”


    He knew what she meant. Lucinda only associated with women she considered ethical—which meant no forced prostitution, no addictions, and, above all, never children. In the past, those women proved helpful in similar situations. Lucinda once explained why. Like her, many had experienced horrific childhoods in similar houses. They wanted those houses stomped out.


      


    Minutes later, Sage was on his way back to Mozart’s Table, his thoughts on terrorized children. During two of their prior missions, they’d rescued drugged and abused children from those houses. The idea that young Noah might be trapped in a similar situation made him want to hit someone. Catching the avidly curious looks of those he passed, he realized his angry stride was making him noticeable. He slowed, breathed deeply, and held that breath for a few beats before releasing it in a forceful huff. As promised, Fong’s martial technique delivered calm.


    That calm ended when he opened Mozart’s door. His mother, Fong, Ida, and their waiter, Homer, were awaiting him in glum silence. “Oh, crap. Noah’s dead?” he asked.


    All four shook their heads. He breathed a sigh of relief and guessed again. “Another bout of food poisoning?”


    The three others looked at Mae who answered, “Yup. This time the squirts hit the fellow an hour after he lunched here today. He swears he’s going to report us to the food inspector.”


    “Crap,” Sage said, taking an empty chair. “If the inspector finds a problem, it’ll turn up in the newspapers sure as heck.”


    “Yup,” she said.


  




  

    Five


    Sage swiped his coat sleeve across the fogged window. The view beyond was rain-drenched and dreary. He was riding the morning train because Hanke asked him to meet and speak directly with his friend, Eli Yoder. That’s why they’d undertaken this trip, despite the unrelenting downpour.


    Minutes later the first part of their trip was ending at the Beaverton interurban station. From here, they’d head north toward Cedar Mill. Eli Yoder’s farm sat somewhere close by. Sage hoped it wouldn’t be a long slog through heavy rain.


    Hanke seemed to read his mind because he chuckled. “Hey, now. A little rain never hurt anyone,” he said. “Don’t worry, you won’t get totally wet. Not with that fine rubber coat and those boot covers.” He eyed Sage’s hat. “Though, I suspect your headgear won’t be much help.”


    “That shows what you know. This hat is made of the best nutria fur, guaranteed to keep my head dry,” Sage bantered back, his good humor restored.


    Hanke reached over and tapped the rigid brim where it dipped. “This here little spout is perfect for dripping water down your neck,” he observed.


    The train halted beside the station platform and both men stood, eager to abandon the hard seats and unheated car. Once inside the station and warming themselves before the potbellied stove, Sage asked, “So, we’ve got to walk how far?”


    Hanke snorted. “Walk? In this rain? Why it’s at least four miles to Eli’s farm. I don’t think we’ll want to walk that far in this downpour.”


    “Don’t tell me we’re going on horseback. You know I don’t like riding horses.” Except for one particular horse, he silently reminded himself. Sage still chortled at the memory of that horse dropping down onto its haunches and refusing to carry a murderer away.


    The big policeman raised a hand. “You wait right here. I’ll go arrange things.”


    Sage harrumphed but nodded his agreement. Pulling off his gloves, he stretched cold hands toward the station’s crackling stove and hoped that Hanke would rent an enclosed, two-seater carriage. The absence of cabs in the countryside left only three choices: driving a buggy, riding a horse, or walking it. 


    When the big policeman returned, Sage peered past him. No carriage waited outside the station’s double doors. Damnation, he thought, Hanke’s rented horses. He tensed at the prospect of riding a frisky horse through slippery mud. Most likely, he’d end up walking and leading the horse by the reins. It wouldn’t be the first time. 


    “It’s all fixed.” Hanke approached grinning but puzzled Sage by saying, “It’ll be a bit breezy and damp but no horses. Leastways, not ones you’ll dislike.”


    Once they exited out the double doors, Hanke headed toward the station’s freight dock. There a steam engine rhythmically puffed into the rain. Four big-wheeled, trailers were daisy-chained to
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