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  The Dress


I stepped upon the sidewalk in front of Madame Biltcliffe’s Dress Shop, the golden sandstone of Clubb quadrant fine and smooth beneath my boots. The day was blustery and cool, the sky threatening. 
Moving my recently purchased forest green and gold paisley carpetbag to my other arm, I rubbed my right palm. It was times like this that I regretted hitting Charles Hart: the cast was off, but my hand still ached at times.
As usual, the glass window-front to Madame’s former shop was engraved in gold. But the words, “Miss Tenni Mitchell, Proprietress” had been added underneath the shop’s name.
Inside, the shop gleamed: polished oak paneling, shiny brass fixtures, elegant mannequins displaying gowns of the finest fabric. Two very well-dressed women conferred near the back corner to my right, where the fashion books were kept.
At the glass counter to my left, Tenni’s younger sister Oma stood behind the counter dressed in a shop maid’s uniform. She beamed, curtsying when she saw me. “Mrs. Spadros! Oh, it’s good to see you.”
I went to the girl — now almost a woman — and took her hand. “It’s good to see you too. Is all well?”
Oma went into a long description of the plans for her upcoming wedding to some police detective back in Spadros quadrant.
Briscola, if I recall correctly.
As she spoke, her cheeks bloomed, her eyes grew bright. Whatever Tenni might have thought about Oma’s feelings for the man, the girl was at the very least excited for the wedding.
I envied her.
She suddenly stopped. “You didn’t come here to listen to this; how might I help you?”
You might say I had an ever-growing problem. None of my charcoal dresses fit anymore: one was too tight in the bodice, another too tight in the waist, the third wouldn’t button at all.
They couldn’t be mended and patched much further, and did I really need to stay in mourning?
I didn’t want to accept new dresses from Tony: I’d be returning to my apartments soon. So I had my lady’s maid Amelia Dewey take in Anna Goren’s purple dresses, then as time passed, let them out again.
But I couldn’t put this off any longer. After numerous entreaties from my husband Tony and his mother Molly over the past few weeks to pick someone, anyone, as dressmaker, I decided Tenni was someone I could trust.
Tony assured me that I might have anything I wanted. It seemed such a waste. “Is your sister available?”
She turned to the office behind her and knocked. “Tenni,” she called out, “Mrs. Spadros is here to see you.”
Tenni Mitchell came forth, a woman of one and twenty. Curly red-brown hair, light brown skin; for many a day I’d used her as my double when going to my cases. Of course, now she was too tall to fool anyone who actually knew me. “Mrs. Spadros! Come in.”
She ushered me into her office. The oak wood had been painted white, with black trimming around the door and windows. The cabinets were black with iron fixtures. “You’ve redecorated! Very nice.” White was my least favorite color, but it pleased me that Tenni had made the place her own.
Tenni smiled. “I suppose it’s my Spadros quadrant upbringing: I grow tired of looking at brass and golden-brown all day.” She gestured to a chair beside her desk, black leather and gun-metal gray. “Please, sit down.” Tenni crossed one leg over her knee and folded her hands upon it. “How might I help?”
“What I tell you must not be shared with anyone,” I said quietly. “Not even your sisters.”
Tenni nodded. “You have my word.”
I bit my lip, heart pounding. “I carry the Dealer’s Gift.”
Tenni’s eyes grew wide, her mouth open. “Good gracious! Congratula —” Then she looked at me. “Oh.”
My former housekeeper Mrs. Claudete Crawford had conspired to switch my morning tea — which prevented me from bearing children — to one with no effect whatsoever. And now I was trapped.
I took a deep breath, let it out. “I need something discreet; no one must know.” For a high-card woman to be on the streets whilst pregnant was scandalous. For the Lady of Spadros to be discovered doing so would bring the sort of attention none of the Family wanted right now.
She nodded, eyes fixed upon mine. “I have something you might like.” She rose. “Come with me.”
Tenni led me out to the shop area, locked the door to her office, then brought me to one of the green-curtained dressing-rooms. Much like the rooms in Madame Biltcliffe’s old shop back in Spadros quadrant, this one had a raised area for women to stand upon whilst their dresses were being altered. But these rooms were painted white, the inner curtains in deep blue.
She gestured to one of the chairs set at each corner. “Wait here.” Then she left through a curtained area to the rear.
I surveyed myself in the wide full-length mirror before me. I now wore one of Anna Goren’s deep purple walking dresses. An older style with an empire waist, along with a loosely laced outer-corset, it was perfect for hiding the changes in my body.
I sighed, slumping into a chair. I hated it all.
Tenni returned carrying a mass of navy blue, which she hung upon a rack standing nearby. “This is ready to wear.” Then she snorted. “The woman decided at the last minute that she didn’t like the fabric. Fortunately, she’s near enough your height that the hem won’t need changing.”
The fabric was very fine and thin, a soft and light wool. The color matched Jonathan Diamond’s uniform as Keeper of the Court.
Jon still hadn’t returned to his duties.
Tenni stood watching me.
I fought to keep myself steady. “I’ll try it on.”
The dress hung from the shoulders and neck with many soft pleats and gathers. Tenni moved the gathers to the back. “Wear this under a corset in the earlier stages.” Then she moved the material to the front. “Your maid can arrange these to expand the waist as you need.” She smiled warmly at me. “You can wear this until it receives its hand.”
“I’ll take it.” I had no intention of letting the form growing inside me draw breath. But I needed something to wear, and this was as good as anything else. “Make two more of the same.” That would appease everyone, and I could cancel the order when I’d finally managed to take care of matters. “Thank you for your help, Tenni; I truly appreciate it.”
She took my hand, face suddenly concerned. “Whatever’s going on, mum, I’m here for you.”

      ***We returned to Spadros Manor, the navy blue dress boxed prettily beside me. I put my feet up on the bench seat across from me and took Anna Goren’s old brown leather notebook from my carpetbag. Each time I did so, it reminded me that she was dead. 
But I kept peering and searching through it, though, for some clue as to what her spidery scrawling meant.
After I’d discovered Anna’s notebook, I perused many books on the topic of codes. None helped in any way. I'd tried peering at Anna’s notebook in a mirror, thinking that perhaps she’d hidden the meaning of her words that way, but to no avail.
One book I'd found spoke of a cipher using symbols in place of the alphabet. So I'd been noting how many of each symbol I found on a slip of paper, as a way to deduce which symbols meant what letters.
Her handwriting was difficult to read; I did what I could, marking with a pencil where I questioned my interpretation. I hated to mark her book, one of the last things I had of her. But if I were to learn what Anna knew, maybe I would be able to understand why she was killed.
I missed her. This — and the purple dresses I now wore — were mementos of her. The last bits of a lovely life, snuffed out by ... who?
There had to be a reason her killer came into her shop, some reason she let him into her back rooms, into her basement. She must have known him, or at the very least trusted him.
Anna never harmed anyone. She only ever wanted to know, to understand. Who could have done such a thing?
The streets beyond the thin black curtains blurred, wetness falling upon my cheeks. Anna meant more to me than I realized, and her death seemed a key log releasing the vast river of my grief. I couldn’t recall a day where I hadn’t wept in the months since she’d gone.
And I had few people I might speak to. Tony would hold me when I wept. But he wished nothing more than to speak of the coming child.
He and his mother Molly happily considered how the nursery might be set up, or plans for including the child into his will, or the hiring of a nanny.
Most things I supposed in normal homes the mother might do, but I wanted none of it.
Movement deep inside, sharp, like little elbows. It didn’t hurt, really, but a deep angry grief pressed on me. I didn’t want a child. I never wanted to return to Spadros Manor.
But it was either that, or go to the Pot.
I’d be free in the Pot. But after I’d been banished from the Cathedral and forbidden to return, my freedom would be the freedom to starve and freeze on the streets.
Was this what the Director of this Red Dog Gang wanted for me? My complete and utter ruin? He’d taken my reputation, my friends, my home, and he’d threatened my life more than once. What had I done to him to make him treat me so?
Why did he kill Anna?
I focused on Anna’s notebook, trying to understand. Trying to find some sense in what was happening to me.
My life then felt so much more desperately wretched than even the grief at my friend’s untimely death. You see, for over three months, I’d been searching for someone who had blood tea.
The major ingredient for this tea — which prevented childbirth — had taken blight, and supplies were out. Midwives had been scrambling to locate stores of it in other cities, and failing.
I’d not realized how many knew of it, not to mention the demand. All the servants spoke of the tea. Men in the city were cross, both high and low. Women were frightened, close-lipped, traveling in even larger packs than usual.
This had explained my inability to find any.
Somewhat.
Now, I would never harm an actual baby. That went against everything my people in the Pot believed in. Back there, even striking a child would bring immediate execution, those who witnessed the foul deed beating the villain to death.
But according to the Holy Writ, the form inside me was not yet truly alive. Instead, it was more closely related to a self-building mechanism. It only awaited the Holy Hand, the Cards the Dealer would give the form as it first drew breath to transform — like Pinocchio — from soft doll-like construct to living mind.
So while I still had time, I didn’t have much.
The midwives I’d spoken to said that with my liver ailment and the stage of my pregnancy it would be too dangerous to help me without the tea’s assistance. I needed a better plan. But until I understood how this all worked, I wasn’t sure what I might do.
Tony had given me run of his library, when he wasn’t using it. Yet I found nothing on the subject there.
Anna had many more books even than Tony, and none had anything about the matter. But then she never cared for marriage, and I doubt even men. She’d treated me like her own daughter.
Did she ever wish that she’d had one?
The carriage crossed the wide gray river into Spadros quadrant. Staring out at the water, I wanted to blame the Red Dog Gang for Anna’s death, very much so. But we’d never found a trace of them at the scene. The only clear signs I’d seen of them so far were the kidnapping and ruin of David Bryce, and the multiple shootings perpetrated by a woman people called Black Maria.
The most recent shooting had been part of an ambush which left a noted attorney (Mr. Hambir Dashabatar) and his entire family dead.
A blank business card stamped in red with the silhouette of a dog was found tossed upon Mr. Dashabatar’s body. A woman with black hair and a group of men were seen leaving the scene, yet those who came forward to speak of them were now also dead.
But then there were the bed strangulations of old men: the former Bridges Stable-Master, and Army recruiter Major Wenz Blackwood. As no card was left at the scenes, it seemed unclear who was behind these men’s deaths. The circumstances, though, suggested to me that these men knew some truth that the Red Dog Gang — particularly their lackey Frank Pagliacci — wanted kept silent.
In each case — whether shooting or death in bed — I couldn’t help but feel that my investigations of the Red Dog Gang had forced their hand. Or that, like Madame Biltcliffe’s shooting, the timing of it was intended to distract and torment me. Too many had died right in front of me to make me believe anything else.
I didn’t count the strangulation deaths of young men, almost certainly by the Bridges Strangler. These seemed to be more of a hobby now, coming at more random intervals and further apart.
I believed Frank Pagliacci and the Bridges Strangler to be one and the same. My guess was now that my father-in-law Roy Spadros had demanded the case be reopened — against the Mayor’s wishes — the police were hot on Mr. Pagliacci’s trail. Or the Director of this group had censured Frank for his reckless abandon.
I wished I could understand this Director’s goal. Was it simply to torment us, as Roy did to Mr. Charles Hart — now, apparently, my father — by seizing me in the first place? Or was this just leading up to something much worse?
The Red Dog Gang hated the Families, in particular the Spadros Family. They tried to split the Spadros Family and succeeded, although all those men who left us were now dead. Black Maria had won the hearts of the High-Low Split, the only children’s street gang in the Spadros Pot, then was seduced by Frank Pagliacci. She’d made alliance with the Red Dog Gang and brought the entire High-Low Split with her.
Many quadrant-folk didn’t understand, but in the Pot, you didn’t leave the High-Low Split, not really. You grew up, took your position in your brothel. All the younger men and women were now likely to be loyal to the Red Dog Gang, and many of the older ones as well.
My friends Joseph and Josephine Kerr used to lead the High-Low Split. I was sincerely glad their grandfather had taken them from the Pot, so they wouldn’t have to see the devastation Black Maria had already wrought.
The Old Plaza, destroyed. Children, used as discards in Black Maria’s sick game.
I looked forward to the day when we’d understood and uncovered the Red Dog Gang’s plot, when we’d revealed their villainous Director and executed him. I’d ask Roy if I might be the one to kill Black Maria and Frank Pagliacci.
I thought I might truly enjoy it.
The carriage turned left onto 192nd, passed the mansion that used to belong to Dame Anastasia.
Another woman I loved like a mother, dead. I wondered who owned that place now.
We passed our fields to the right, the stately homes of Tony’s main men to the left. The lovely park on the corner across from our home appeared as we approached Spadros Manor. My driver Zeus spoke through the brass calling-tube. “Looks like you’ve got a visitor.”






  
  The Inventor


When my footman Skip Honor helped me to the street, I saw it was true: the Spadros Inventor’s carriage stood there. “Let’s see what Maxim Call’s here for, shall we? 
Spadros Manor’s butler John Pearson answered the bell. A man in his middle fifties with thinning brown hair, he nodded to me in a most stately manner. “Mrs. Spadros. Inventor Call to see you.”
“Thank you.” I gave him my hat and deep green floor-length coat. “I’ll be with him momentarily.”
One bad thing about being pregnant is having to use the toilet all the time.

      ***Inventor Maxim Call was a wiry brown man with white hair and those startling blue Spadros eyes. If I recall correctly, he and Roy were distant cousins. He rose when I entered. “Mrs. Spadros! I’m so glad to see you.” 
I went to him, took his hand, and curtsied low. “I’m glad to see you too.” Whatever animosities and misunderstandings we’d once had, Anna Goren’s death had brought us together. I went to an armchair — now reupholstered in forest green velvet, the wood stained a deep cherry. “What might I help you with, sir?”
He took an armchair beside me, pulling a piece of paper from his pocket. “I want to show you something.”
He held the much-rumpled drawing I’d made of the Cathedral ceiling: what we’d thought was some sort of map. From dawn to dusk, the stained glass circles in the ceiling glowed like flowers of fire. Our theory was that each represented one of the Magma Steam Generators that powered the city.
“Look here,” Inventor Call said. “The other circles are evenly-spaced, each side having the same number, with one circle in the center.” Then he pointed at the one to the south-east, just out from the center. “Except for this one.”
I nodded, curious as to where he was going with this.
“All the texts I’ve found — and the ones Miss Goren had — mention twenty-seven Generators.” He frowned. “An odd number, but we assumed that the odd one out was here,” he pointed to the center, “upon Market Center.” Then he pointed back at the extra circle to the south-east. “Except with this one, the count stands at twenty-nine.”
“So two of these we know nothing about.”
Inventor Call nodded. “Precisely. And we have no idea where they are. From the map, this extra circle is somewhere in the Spadros Pot, not somewhere we might easily investigate. Worse yet, the island of Market Center is five miles across, built and rebuilt many times in the centuries since the dome’s raising. I’ve asked that the area under the Government buildings be investigated, but so far we’ve found nothing.” He leaned closer, as if sharing some secret. “The only clue is that this map of yours is upon the Cathedral’s ceiling.”
I snorted softly. “That explains everyone’s interest in it.”
“Indeed. But there’s no guarantee that whatever this is — a mechanism of some kind, a storeroom, some secret library — is under the Cathedral. It could be anywhere.”
I shrugged. “If it’s in the Cathedral, I haven’t seen it. But then, I wasn’t privy to much as a small child. And then once Mr. Roy captured me —”
Inventor Call held up a hand. “You need say no more.” He sat silent. “It’s a pity — if by some means we might make alliance with the Cathedral, we might learn much. Do you think there’s any way you might get me another visitation with the elderly woman I met?”
The Eldest. My great-grandmother. Was she still alive? “Last I saw her, she banished me for giving you this map, and told me not to return. I doubt they’d see me, nor look kindly on anyone I recommended.”
His face fell.
“I’m sorry, sir. I don’t know what more I can do to help.”
He gave several tiny nods, lips pursed. “I suppose we must find another way.”

      ***After Inventor Call left, I went upstairs, got into a house dress, and then it was time for tea, which I took out on the veranda. Most days, I either felt mildly ill or ravenously hungry. Today seemed a hunger day, and I looked forward to what they’d made for me. 
Tony was out doing whatever it was he did all day, so I sat at the table smoking, watching the spring rains fall past the wide gray overhang.
When Mary Pearson Spadros — who used to be a maid here — became my apartments’ housekeeper, one of the scullery maids named Shanna, a girl barely eighteen, had been promoted to upstairs. She set my tea-tray and poured my tea. As I ate, she stood silent a few paces away, facing the rain.
Most of the staff had seemed quiet, distant, when I returned to Spadros Manor. At first, I thought they were angry with me for betraying Tony.
But after Tony and I lay together, giving the Dealer the opportunity for her Gift, I wrote to Tony, reassuring him that lying with me hadn’t caused me grief. This had given him such hope that he spoke to the entire staff in case I might return.
They weren’t to press me on any matter, nor to inquire as to my business, nor to contradict my orders in any way. I was the Lady of Spadros, not a Pot rag child, and I’d left because I felt caged.
I never wanted him to say any of that. I’m sure it hurt the staff greatly, particularly our butler Pearson and our housekeeper Jane — his wife — who I’d looked on as parents of a sort and I believe felt fondly for me. They kept to themselves now, their faces carefully neutral. And it grieved me.
My lady’s maid Amelia Dewey, on the other hand, never seemed happier. She didn’t have to be faced with Mary or her husband Blitz (the butler at my apartments) who she felt were acting “above themselves.” Nor did she have to deal with my business partner Master Blaze Rainbow (who’d first introduced himself as Morton).
And to her mind most important, Mrs. Amelia Dewey was once more the lady’s maid of Spadros Manor.






  
  The Motivation


This gave Mrs. Amelia Dewey a decided motivation to have switched my morning tea. And she’d been quite close with Mrs. Crawford in the weeks before Mrs. Crawford fled. 
Yet I wasn’t sure of how to broach the matter. I wasn’t sure if Amelia had even known what the tea meant.
No, I decided. I’d say nothing until my body was cleansed. If she did have a part in this, though, nothing would stop me from making sure she never worked as a lady’s maid again.
I loved watching the rain fall past the veranda’s eaves. But the breeze was a bit chill, and I’d been sitting too long. So I put out my cigarette and rose to get my shawl. “Leave this here,” I told Shanna. “I’ll be right back.”
The girl curtsied. “Might I get something for you, mum?”
I suppose she could have gotten my shawl for me, but I had other matters to tend to. “If there are any more of those tuna salad sandwiches left ...”
She became quite eager. “Right away, mum.”
I smiled to myself as I went up the stairs to my bedroom. And as I approached the door, I heard voices.
“How will we know when it’s run through?” It was Tony’s manservant Jacob Michaels speaking. I suppose his duties were the equivalent of Amelia’s position.
“The weight on the other end will pull. Keep a grip on it, or it’ll fall through and we’ll have to start over.” Skip Honor, my footman.
I opened the door. “What’s all this?”
The bell-pull by my bed normally disappeared behind a small curtain high on the wall. This had been removed; a hole the size of my fist showed there. Beside it, another hole had been cut into the wall.
The two men had their shoes off. Michaels was standing upon my bed gripping a yellow bell-pull whilst peering into the first hole. Honor fed what looked like a thin wire through the second hole. A mass of cord lay upon the bed.
They bowed. “Just running a bell from here to the nursery and back,” Honor said.
Tony had decided that Roy’s old room, at the very right-hand end of the U-shaped building, would be the best place for the nursery. The room was large, and had a spacious bath, with a side room for the child’s nanny.
Michaels was a slender, pale, rather short man, who looked very young. I later learned that in actuality he was several years older than Honor. Keeping tight hold of the bed-pull, he stepped off my bed. “Sorry to disturb you, mum. We thought you’d be in your study.”
I smiled warmly at them. “No need to fret — I’ll be out of your way.” Then the little creature inside me kicked; I made it to the toilet-room just in time.
Shawl, a pencil, and Anna’s notebook in hand, I returned to the veranda, where a new pot of tea and a mass of tuna sandwiches awaited me.
I put on my shawl and took up Anna’s notebook as I ate. Examine it as I might, I understood nothing. As the rain fell, I finished the symbol count, yet the list didn’t help in the slightest.
Our language had many more of the letter “e” than of others, but the number of each symbol in the notebook was almost the same.
I closed the notebook. This writing had to be based upon some other language — that was the only explanation.
But which?
I only knew of a few other languages than the one we spoke in Bridges: Italian, which Tony’s people spoke, and Mandarin, the language of the Harts.
And I couldn’t read either of them.
These symbols looked nothing like those I’d seen in Hart quadrant. But I now had a listing of each of the symbols and their number to keep with me, should I have cause to go to Hart quadrant. And I decided I would put this notebook somewhere safe.
If whatever was in the notebook gave someone motivation to kill Anna, then this was too dangerous to keep lying in plain view.

      ***I returned to my bedroom to find Amelia cleaning. “Those men have left dust everywhere!” 
The small curtain had been restored over the first hole and the bright yellow bell-pull joined the other one, which had been changed to bright blue. A small bell now hung upon the high wall. Amused, I went into my closets.
My three bedraggled charcoal gowns — now well-worn and let out as far as they might be — hung beside Anna’s purple dresses, my few corsets, a few threadbare petticoats, stained and mended bloomers, house dresses, and much-darned stockings.
Amelia appeared. “Did you need anything, mum?”
“No, just looking.” My new navy blue dress hung there as well. “Tenni will send two more of the navy once they’re finished.”
“Hmph,” Amelia said. She never liked Tenni — a former shop maid — becoming an owner. It put Tenni’s status well above hers! “And what will you wear for summer?”
I shrugged. “Summer’s a long way off.” We’d just barely had Queen’s Day. Suddenly, I felt annoyed at her. “Don’t you have anything better to do?”
Amelia went crimson and curtsied. “Yes, mum, of course, mum. Forgive me.” Then she rushed out, just as I’d hoped.
I went into the left side of my closets, to the back.
The paneled wall appeared as any other, but if I pressed on one panel just right, it moved inward far enough for me to slide it up. They’d found all my hiding places except this one.
There lay the note Black Maria sent Roy, showing that she knew about the affair Tony’s mother Molly had with Roy’s father. Roy wasn’t actually Tony’s father at all, but rather his half-brother.
And as far as I could tell, Tony didn’t know this.
I’d forgotten I had stashed the scrap from Marja’s dying hand there.
Marja had helped raise me. She’d also helped raise my friend Josephine Kerr. Yet I’d never told Josie about the paper.
Oh, well, I thought. The message which lay hidden in the scrap of paper — probably also from Black Maria — would only upset her.
I set Anna’s notebook atop the two papers and slid the panel back into place. When closed, no sign of what lay behind remained.
When I emerged from my closets, Amelia was remaking the bed. I said, “I’ll have Tenni make some summer house-dresses.” But it bothered me. I hated to have Tenni do all this work for nothing. And the cost!
Amelia didn’t meet my eye. “And you’ll need more under-things.”
“Write up a purchase order for the entirety and present it to my husband.” That would keep her busy.
She curtsied. “Yes, mum.”
I went down the stairs and to my study. After ... let’s just call it vigorous discussion, Tony bought me a new desk and chair to match the ones still at my apartments, rather than force me to bring mine here. Although my business remained there, it was nice to have somewhere here to sit with the door shut and be left alone.
Life as the Lady of Spadros might sound terribly elegant and splendid, but the reality was more busy and regimented than I liked. Time alone to work, to consider ... it often seemed in short supply.
The sound of agitated men speaking came from the front hall, then the sounds of someone leaving.
A heavy tread approached; a knock came at the door. It was Pearson. “Your mail, mum.” He placed a few letters and a copy of the Bridges Daily on my desk. “Mr. Blitz told me you enjoyed the evening edition, so I took the liberty of ordering a subscription for you.”
“What’s going on out in the hall?”
“One of our men was murdered.”






  
  The Heartache


I gaped at him. “Murdered?” 
“No one you might know, mum — a police detective who’d been in our pay.” Pearson gave a small shake of his head. “Terrible matter.”
Who would dare murder a Family man? “Well, that seems odd.”
“Not as odd as you might think. But it’s being handled, mum, never fear.”
I wouldn’t have wished the heartache I’d felt so far on anyone. “Please make sure you send our condolences to his family.”
“Already done, mum.” He took a folded paper from his pocket. “I have the schedule for tomorrow, if you’d care to see it.”
Taking a deep breath to slow my heart’s pounding, I took the list and ran down it. Tony would be in a meeting on Market Center with Cesare Diamond until tea, another of the hundreds of meetings so far regarding procedures in the dredging of the South River.
The whole matter was remarkable: Cesare so far had managed to remain in the same room with my husband for all those meetings without coming to blows.
My schedule for the next day was fairly light. I needed to see Pearson’s wife Jane (the housekeeper here at Spadros Manor) after the morning meeting about the next phase in redecorating the mansion.
I’d had all the downstairs furnishings re-done and the walls painted to match. Now it was time for the upstairs. And I must decide what to do about the tile.
Until then, I’d hated the pale gray tile someone — perhaps Roy — had installed here. But it didn’t look too bad with the new wall color. Even so, I felt curious to see the samples Jane had found for me.
At noon, Dr. Salmon — our private surgeon — was to arrive for my examination. He came to visit weekly like clockwork, examining me as completely as one might, making changes to my liver tonic, my diet.
He’d tried persuading me to stop my work, but I refused. To my surprise, my husband Tony supported me.
To continue my independent profession was part of our agreement to return to his side, and he’d kept his word.
Of course, this had utterly scandalized everyone. But I’d lived my life being a scandal, and the opinions of others bothered me not at all.
In the afternoon I had a meeting at my apartments: a middle-aged woman whose husband had gone missing. Privately, I suspected he’d chosen to. But I had several leads on the case and this was merely an update she’d scheduled the week prior. “Looks like I’ll need to leave at two.”
“The plain carriage, I take it?”
“Yes.”
“Mr. Dewey says the under-carriage springs need replacing, so if you don’t mind, I’ll have your driver take it to the Carriage-House on Market Center while you’re there. We don’t have the proper tools for it here.”
“Will there be time? I notice there’s a studio appointment at half past four.” I paid for the upkeep and staff on my apartments by renting the large upper room to artists by the hour. The plate glass windows gave a lovely view of the city.
“They assure me the job will take no more than a half hour, mum. With travel to and from the island, he should be back in time for you to be well gone before the man arrives.”
I chuckled. “Or I suppose I could hide until his entourage is safely upstairs.” We’d already had reports of artists and their models being hounded by reporters after their studio appointments, hungry for any tidbit of news about the Lady of Spadros they might put in their tabloid rags.
“Yes, mum.”
I hesitated to ask, but the mention of our stable-master, Mr. Dewey, had reminded me of his son. “How is Pip?”
Pip Dewey, now thirteen, had been quiet and sullen since my return. I’d gone downstairs twice to try to speak with him, but he’d begged off both times.
Pearson let out a most uncharacteristic sigh. “He does his work, mum. But it’s clear time has yet to cure his troubles.” He shrugged. “Boys this age often become so. It could be something as simple as pining over a girl. I wouldn’t trouble yourself about it.”
“Did you tell him I felt concerned for him?”
“I did, mum. He said, ‘I don’t wish to speak of it.’”
Pip seemed to have a rapport with our chef Monsieur Sabacc. Perhaps he might know what troubled the boy. “Thank you, Pearson. That’ll be all.”

      ***The clocks struck three as I emerged from my carriage onto 33 1/3 Street, Spadros quadrant the next day. I surveyed my building; I thought I’d be back living here by now. 
I crunched up the snow-covered steps, moved my carpetbag to my left arm and knocked upon the door to my apartments. While I waited, I examined the signs there:
Kaplan Private Investigations

Discreet Service For Ladies

Below this sign hung another:
Studio For Hire — Inquire Within

The sign for my investigation service had a small chip off the far edge I hadn’t noticed before. Did that happen during the shooting?
My housekeeper Mary Spadros answered the door. “Oh, there you are, mum.” Her baby Ariana sat perched upon her hip, smiling and reaching out when she saw me.
I took the little girl into my arms. “Good day, Mary. I hope you and your family are well?”
She closed the door behind me. “Quite well, thank you. My husband’s repairing the upper flue to the chimney. He saw your carriage and called down.”
Which explained why she answered the door instead of him. He’d been most protective of her lately. I handed Ariana back to her then hung my coat and hat in the hall. “Is my client here yet?”
“Not yet, mum, but I’ll let you know when she arrives.”
The door to my empty bedroom stood open, and I looked at my bed with longing. Oh, for my days before!
Mary said, “We’ve got a portrait artist coming at half past four. My husband will let you know in time to be gone when he arrives.”
It wasn’t like this woman to be late. But I did have some paperwork to finish. “I’ll be in my study.”
The door to my office, marked “Kaplan Investigations”, stood next to my old bedroom. Inside sat my beautiful cherry-wood desk, cabinets, and bookcases. Walls forest green. A high window, edged in wood with a cherry-stain and open to let in the brisk air. I closed the window and sat.
Inside my carpetbag lay a bound stack of my business mail (which inexplicably ended up at Spadros Manor no matter how many times I requested otherwise), several small envelopes bundled together with clues for my current case, the list of symbols from Anna’s notebook, my cigarettes, matches, and my magnification spyglass (neatly boxed).
I put the stack of mail on my desk, then took out my second favorite boot-knife and cut the twine binding my mail together. Many notes, letters, and a package which looked like one of the many tabloids of Bridges.
Replacing the knife in its sheath upon my left boot, I took my letter-opener from its holder and opened the first letter.
And of course, it was a notice for payment.

      ***The client never arrived; her mother had fallen ill. 
But it didn’t matter. I relished the time alone: no demands upon me, just time to think.
One of my informants had tracked down the man in Tollkeen who cultivated the main ingredient for blood tea, now apparently, all lost to the blight. But he’d resown in another area, and had been overheard saying the prospects were good.
A disturbing motion came deep inside my low belly. Each day of delay made this plan of mine the more dangerous. But dangerous or not, I had to at least try.
I took out pen and paper and wrote to the supplier. Perhaps this man might be willing to give the first of his new crop to me directly — if the price were right.
I returned to the last of my mail: a letter from Jonathan Diamond.
Jonathan.
Did he know this would happen? Had he urged me to go to Tony after his “abduction” hoping I’d be forced to return to Spadros Manor?
Had Jon betrayed me?






  
  The Fury


I sat looking at the envelope. We’d not spoken, nor even seen each other, since his twin brother’s funeral. 
Tony had gone to see Jonathan a week afterward, and every week since, only to return saying Jon had hidden himself away in his room, refusing to see all visitors, not even going downstairs to eat.
And back then, I didn’t care.
I’d been furious with him. He’d faked his abduction, going along with his brother Jack’s mad plan to capture me then burn a Spadros warehouse down to fake his death.
Jon had known, I felt sure of it. He’d planned it out, every part, even begging me to return to Tony “should anything happen.”
And now I was pregnant and couldn’t escape.
The thought that Jonathan, my dearest friend, the one person who knew everything, would conspire to entrap me so ... it hurt like nothing else had.
But this was his second letter. What if something truly was wrong?
My dear Mrs. Spadros,
I won’t say I hope you’re well — although that is my dearest wish — because I know that this time is a trial for you like no other.
I took the liberty of summoning your apartments’ butler yesterday. He told me of your reaction to my letter three weeks ago, how you tore it in two and cast it into the fire unopened.
And I felt dismayed.
I must see you. It pains me deeply for us to be parted. Yet I’m unable to visit.
Whatever wrong you believe I’ve done, I have never been anything other than
Your faithful servant,
Jon
I felt bitterness, a furious anger. How could I meet with him? I feared saying something hateful, something cruel I’d later regret.
Someone knocked on my study door. “Mrs. Spadros,” my butler Blitz said, “almost time for you to return.”
Ah, yes. “Come in.”
He came in, leaving the door open.
“Why did you not tell me you’d seen Master Jonathan?”
His eyes widened. “How did you know?”
I held up Jon’s letter, then stuffed it into my carpetbag. Then I took a deep breath and stood. “How was he?”
“Very ill,” Blitz said, eyes downcast, his voice haunted. “Worse than I’ve ever seen him.”
Fear gripped me. The doctors had told Jonathan that nothing more could be done for his heart condition. Could his time be close? “Did he say anything?”
“Just that he wished to see you.”
He wished to see me. How could he possibly explain what he’d done, not only to me, but to his parents? To the entire city?
Blitz said, “I’ve learned of Mrs. Crawford’s whereabouts.”
I didn’t yet know who else had been in that conspiracy, but in my anger, I’d charged Blitz and Mary with finding her. “Where is she?”
“Safe and snug in a cottage on the Spadros Country House grounds.” A hard edge had snuck into his tone. “Apparently you asked Mr. Anthony to arrange a spot for her there?”
I felt crestfallen. “I did.” My hand went to my belly. “But I never expected that she’d repay me like this!”
Blitz lowered his voice to a whisper. “She wouldn’t tell me who paid her, but she got more than the cottage for doing so. And some of Mr. Roy’s men threatened me.”
I blinked. “Roy’s men threatened you?”
“They came in after me, perhaps two minutes behind, then asked me to come outside. They made it very clear I shouldn’t return.”
“Good gods,” I said. This made no sense, particularly after the discussion Roy and I had in his parlor not four months past. “And you’re sure they were Roy’s men?”
“Pretty sure,” Blitz said. “I don’t know the Country House people all that well; I haven’t been there since I was a small boy.”
The door-bell rang.
“That’s odd,” Blitz said. “I didn’t expect the carriage to be here so soon.” He disappeared into the hall.
I straightened my desk, put away the rest of the mail, took up my carpetbag, and stood.
I heard Blitz open the front door. “Oh,” he said, sounding quite taken aback. “My pardons, sir. Yes, she’s here.”
Curious as to who it might be, I went into the hall.
Mr. Charles Hart stood there.






  
  The Admission


The bandage upon Mr. Hart’s nose — which had been expertly set — was gone. And he seemed to have lost some weight. Other than that, he looked much the same as the night I’d broken that nose some three months back: distressed, anxious, and concerned. “I’m astonished to see you here,” I said. 
I was astonished that he dared to show his face here.
His face turned surprised in an amused sort of way, and he chuckled. “I must admit I’m astonished to be here. But I’d like to take you to dinner.”
It was a quarter to four, not yet time for tea. In Bridges, dinner was at eight. So we could only be going to his home at the Racetrack.
The past few months had cooled my anger towards him — somewhat. Perhaps it was time to put our cards on the table. I took up my hat and coat. “I trust you’ve notified my husband?”
“He plans to join us.”
“Very well.” I let Mr. Hart escort me down the steps in the afternoon sun with half the neighborhood gaping.
Of course, they didn’t know Mr. Hart birthed me. As far as I knew it wasn’t general knowledge; I’d only recently learned this myself.
His white carriage stood waiting, the sign of the Hart Patriarch in silver upon the door. Four beautiful red sorrel horses stood with it. The footman, a pale youngish man with stiff-straight black hair wearing Hart
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