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Jimmy’s Cuda muscled its
way across town, through the wonderland of the first light flurries
of November. He had the windows closed, but he still had to crank
the radio up to hear the strains of James Brown’s
I Feel Good! over the
rumble of the Cuda’s hemi. He sang along with abandon, confident
that no one could hear him.

He had multiple reasons to echo the
Godfather of Soul’s words. Things were starting to look up for his
fledgling Delaney Investigation Company. His bounty for uncovering
the apparel counterfeiting ring had finally come through from the
Barnstow P.D., and that had also forced the Barnstow Bulls to pay
him the fee they had promised for stopping the fraudulent use of
the team’s logo.

After the disastrous discovery of just
how susceptible the AugMonitors were to hacking, the department’s
policy of mandatory implants had been revoked. It had taken a
couple of weeks to complete the surgical schedule, but now there
wasn’t a single AugMonitor remaining among Barnstow’s Finest. And
the resentment his former coworkers had held toward him for being
forced to have the implants in the first place was now replaced
with a grudging respect for his part in uncovering Dr. Yon’s
hacking.

Well, maybe not
totally replaced, but it
was getting there. They might even like him again.
Someday.

Even that might be asking too much.
But then, he had thought it would too much to ask for his old
partner to be his friend once more, yet Al seemed to have finally
gotten past whatever had been driving her personal resentment of
Jimmy. It could have just been his leaving their partnership on the
force, or typical cop vs. private-eye rivalry, or the
misunderstanding about that blue pill and his intentions on their
one date. He was pretty sure it was deeper than that, though. She
had feelings for him, and her green-eyed jealousy had latched onto
his relationship with Diana and was a constant cause of friction
between them. But she had accepted how things were, and she and
Jimmy were once again on friendly terms.

But above all, there was
Diana.

Despite the rocky start they’d gotten
off to - what with Diana and Dr. Yon controlling Jimmy with that
implant and almost killing him, and then her manipulations
surrounding a couple of major crimes - he and Diana were a couple.
He had been suspicious of her intentions for years, even when she
went through her very public reformation while working for Raymond
Lewis. The late mogul had pursued his own reformation with a
vengeance, and Diana had followed his lead after his murder, trying
to lead women from Barnstow’s legal prostitution industry that
Raymond Lewis had made some of his money in, and into the Working
Sisters Foundation and their own reformed lives.

It had taken quite some time, but
Jimmy had finally been able to accept without reservation that
Diana had indeed reformed, and she had also proven to him that her
interest in him was not opportunistic, but deep and
true.

So now they were a couple, and he was
on his way from his office upstairs in Pete Kaczmarek’s bar to the
old Raymond Lewis estate, where Diana lived with the current girls
of the Working Sisters Foundation.

His cell phone rang; it was
Diana.

“Jimmy, something has come
up. I’m having Darcy drop me at The Prestige before she heads home
from Gialani’s. Could you meet me there?”

“Sure thing, Babe. I’m in
front of the estate, so it will be a half hour.”

“I’m sorry
Jimmy.”

“Not a problem. Maybe we
can do something in town. See you in a bit.”

Jimmy made a u-turn in front of the
gate and headed back the way he’d come.

The Prestige was part of the
restoration that was supposed to be happening to Barnstow’s
Southside, a restoration that Raymond Lewis had started before he
was murdered in that very building. Jimmy had hoped to office
there, but Sharon Lewis’ attempt to burn the building down – with
Jimmy in it – and a nagging series of delays had put the kibosh on
that prospect. The building’s restoration seemed to be on perpetual
hold, as was the rest of the Southside project.

He pulled up to The Prestige, a large
brownstone edifice that held the corner of South Main and 8th
Avenue. Back in the 1920’s The Prestige had been where everything
happened, but in more recent years it had fallen into disrepair and
disuse. Raymond Lewis’ project had begun the restoration, but had
not moved forward much since his death.

Jimmy entered the lobby. There were
gaps here and there along the two story ceiling, where tin panels
still needed replacement. Scaffolds stood about the space, and drop
cloths to protect the white marble floors and polished wood
accessories, but the dust layered on everything looked too long
settled, and gave the lie to any notion that work was in progress.
He heard voices from the ballroom, so went through the doors to
meet Diana.

She was sitting at a long table in the
midst of more drop cloths and scaffolding. Her long blond hair
flowed onto the shoulders of the conservative blue business suit
that was her usual uniform since she took on the persona of Misty
Devereaux. The skirt was modest, but still did nothing to conceal
her killer legs.

Diana glanced his way as he entered,
and the smile that played across her bright blue eyes and full red
lips froze him like a deer in the headlights. He would have said
something about how hot she looked, but she wasn’t alone. Seated
around the table with her were Raymond Lewis’ three grown
children.

James Lewis, the eldest, was in his
late thirties, and always projected a calm but deadly serious
manner. His Burberry suit, and the black Burberry trench coat
resting on the chair next to his emphasized his stature as the head
of the Lewis’ conglomerate.

Patricia Lewis-Waldren was in her
mid-thirties, but her nose looked like she’d been holding it up in
the air for far longer than that. The socialite spent much of her
time making sure the society pages knew that she was the glue that
held two of Barnstow’s founding families together.

Andrew Lewis – in his early thirties –
was a bespectacled sort, content to let his older brother and
sister hog the limelight and the responsibility while he happily
lived off the proceeds of their father’s estate . He shared his
brother’s taste in clothiers, although the trench coat he sat
bundled in against the cold was mauve.

Seated at the head of the table in a
conservative Gucci suit was the venerable Walter Prescott, the
Lewis’ family attorney. Prescott was in his seventies, but
possessed of a vibrant shock of blonde hair and piercing blue eyes
that belied his dour face and cadaver-like body. He represented at
least half of Barnstow’s prominent citizenry, and often rubbed
elbows with the upper crust of Barnstow society.

“I don’t see why we have
to meet in this icebox.” Patricia shivered as Jimmy entered the
room, her voice’s shakiness emphasized as it echoed about the
space.

“Patty, I’m sure it was
because this was the centerpiece of Father’s dream,” Andrew
said.

“This meeting place was
set forth in a provision of Raymond Lewis’ will,” Mr. Prescott
said.

“That doesn’t explain
why she’s here,”
Patricia said.

“I was invited, but I
don’t know why anymore than you do,” Diana said.

“That is also set forth in
the will. All will become clear,” Prescott said.

“And Mr. Delaney’s
presence as well?” James asked.

“That I cannot explain,”
Prescott said. “Would you care to enlighten us, Mr.
Delaney?”

“I’m just here for D -” he
began, almost forgetting to use Diana’s public persona. “Ms.
Devereaux.”

“I take it that you are
not a member of the bar?” Prescott said.

“No, not me.”

“Then this is no place for
you. If you would please close the door on your way out, we shall
begin.”

Jimmy shrugged and did as he was
asked. He considered standing by the door and listening in, but it
was none of his business, and besides, the door was too snug for
him to hear their voices when he tried, especially with the echoes,
so he decided to walk about.

He climbed the marble stairway to the
second floor. The stairs to the third floor were wood. They had
been rebuilt following the fire, but Jimmy wasn’t sure he wanted to
test them out to see whether they were truly completed. He stayed
on the second floor and walked to the door-less office at the end
of the hallway. The door that had once been there was back on his
office in Kaczmarek’s.

The fire damage had been repaired,
including the hole in the ceiling that had exposed the office above
Jimmy’s, where Loretta Haynes had been murdered. Jimmy gazed at the
fine wood furnishings longingly, but despite the class of the
place, he wasn’t sure he’d want to office here if the building ever
reopened. What had happened to him here sometimes still occupied
his dreams.

Sharon Lewis had been quite good at
killing. First she shot Loretta upstairs and her husband Raymond
here, and then tried to burn The Prestige down to hide their
bodies. Then she went after Diana. She failed in her efforts three
times, but each failure resulted in the death of one of the
Foundation’s girls. The murders of Nicolette, Cynthia and Brittany
haunted Diana to this day.

So much for nostalgia. He started back
toward the stairs when he heard loud voices through a door on his
left. Puzzled, he opened it.

The room appeared to have been an
observation box of some type ages ago, and opened onto a balcony on
the far wall. Jimmy advanced to the railing, which gave an
excellent vantage on the ballroom below. Patricia was standing
beside the table, throwing a fit as everyone else sat and
watched.

“What do you mean, we have
lost control?”

“You appear to be doing
some of your own right now,” Andrew said. He seemed quite
amused.

“Stop being a horse’s ass,
Andrew!” she said.

“Temper, temper,” Andrew
chided.

“I want to know how we are
losing control of Father’s project!”

“I would also like to
know, Patricia. If you will calm down, I’m sure that Walter will
resume his explanation,” James said.

Patricia stared from one to the other
of her brothers, then sat back down in a huff.

“I’m sorry about the
interruption, Walter. Please continue,” James said.

Walter replaced his eyeglasses and
studied the document before him.

“Per the provisions of
Raymond’s will, there were certain milestones that were expected to
be reached on a specified schedule. The primary of these was the
Barnstow Arms Apartments.”

“Yes, Walter, but as we
all know, construction often runs into setbacks,” James
said.

“Well, the reclamation of
the Southside seems to have run into three,” Walter
said.

“I beg your pardon!”
Patricia said.

“Really, Sis?” Andrew
asked.

“He doesn’t mean that we
three are setbacks, Patricia. He means three of the sub-projects,”
James said, then turned from Patricia to Walter, “which
are?”

“The Barnstow Arms, the
General Pershing Theatre, and The Prestige.”

“Each of which has had
perfectly legitimate and understandable delays, as you can see in
our ongoing reports,” James said.

“Yes, and those reports
gained you your first and second exceptions. However, your father’s
terms were very clear. The schedule was to be maintained within
certain parameters, and you have reached the limits of those,”
Walter said. “None of the three litmus tests have been
completed.”

“I told you Father
wouldn’t be happy with us,” Andrew said. “I had the theatre coming
along. If only the two of you had been making a sincere effort
-”

“Oh, do shut up, Andrew!”
The older Lewis was beginning to show some irritation, but he
recovered quickly. “So, if we had completed only one of the three,
we would have satisfied the requirements?”

“That is correct,” Walter
said.

“I knew we should have
bribed that inspector at the Arms,” Patricia said.

“No, Patty, we should have
been more diligent about sticking to Father’s plan instead of
trying to cut costs,” Andrew said.

“This meeting is your
official notice that control of the Southside Restoration Endowment
by Lewis, Waldren, and Lewis has been revoked,” Walter
said.

“It will be difficult to
get things done without that money,” Andrew said.

“So then, how do we get
the project back on track?” James asked.

“You don’t. Control of the
endowment passes to the Secondary Conservator.”

“Hah! That would be me!”
Patricia shouted. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

“No, Patricia, it isn’t
you.” James looked over a document in front of him. “The Secondary
Conservator is determined by an algorithm that takes the various
trusts and endowments that Father left behind into
consideration.”

“James is correct,” Walter
said. “Control of the Southside Restoration Endowment falls to the
Administrator who has most closely followed Raymond’s wishes,
according to this rather complicated algorithm.”

“And I think I know who
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