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The old verbiage goes that if it seems too good to be true, then it probably is. So, it’s my job to make you believe.

I’m sitting at the bar in a tavern, not my local, as I’m from the Bronx, and I’m stood beside a beautiful woman who is pretending to be my wife. Why, might you ask? Well, that’s a story for another time. Right now, you need to focus on the man to my left. He is a wealthy merchant from Queens, and when I get up to use the men’s room, he will try to coax my wife, who isn’t my wife, nor originally a woman, I might add, into bed.

She’s been flirting with him on and off when I’ve been going toilet throughout the day, and her batting eyes are giving him the come-hither vibe.

Let’s watch and see what happens, shall we?

“Where are you going, honey?” asks Belladonna.

“Gottatake a leek, babe.” I kiss her cheek and stumble off to the toilet once again, and glancing back, I see the merchant shuffle over and take my seat.

We already organized the final conversation. The nail in the coffin. Right now, Bel’ is saying how mighty fine the man’s suit is, and how much a fine suit like that might cost? And what a gal must do to see a man out of a suit like that. And the man, let’s call him Mark, since he is the mark, after all, is giving Bel’ the eye, gliding his hand down the back of her dress, along the outside of her thigh.

The ring, look at the ring, as she places it so ever blatantly on the bar, and she flashes her shiny smile also.

The man leans in, whispers in her ear, telling her sweet nothings, of how he’d love to see her out of the silk dress, because it is silk, we don’t skimp on the outfits. She blushes, and slaps his chest playfully, telling Mark that she’s a newly married woman.

And that only serves to make him hungrier, because a man only wants what he can’t have.

He slips her his room number and tells her to get rid of the ball and chain. Then he takes his drink and wobbles up the stairs, for we’ve plied him with drink. Our drinks are watered down, as I slipped the barman a hundred earlier to do so. I’ll tell the truth, I don’t normally drink, but the con demanded it of me. I can’t deny that I miss it though.

I meet Bel’ by the stairs and swap the ring on her finger for a cheap imitation, then kiss her on the cheek and slip out the back.

I wait in the back alley for ten minutes.

The skyline from Brooklyn is a thing of wonder. The old Brooklyn Bridge still stands majestically over the waterway, which if polluted before, is sure to be today. What it must have looked like a thousand years ago? When the streets were filled with business, with life, and not the wasteland it is today, a shell of a ghost, ripped apart by nuclear war and a thousand years of crime afterward.

Anyway. I need to keep my mind on the con, so I climb up the fire-escape and I can peek in through the window. I see them on the bed, ca-noodling, as Bel’ calls it. She’s left the window open, and I silently open it, go to the man’s discarded coat, find his set of keys, copy each one by pressing them into wax tablets I have readied, and then I go to the window and clear my throat.

Bel’s a Grade A actor. What we in the business call a Beguiler. She jumps up from the bed and begins pleading with me, telling me it was just the drink, that it didn’t mean anything, and I fake a tear. Mark stands by the bed, judging on what to do, whether to flee or not, but I rip the ring from Bel’s finger and tell her to get stuffed, that I want nothing to do with her.

After all, marriages haven’t been a thing for a thousand years, as there is no religion anymore, so if we say it’s a dead thing, then it surely stinks of carrion.

Bel grabs her things and runs from the room. I turn around and face the window.

“And this piece of crap can go too!” I shout, ready to fling the jewellery out into the street. Mark shouts for me to stop.

He is a merchant after all, prone to greediness. He’s had a good look at it the entire night, and to think of wasting money...

“What?”

“For Christ sakes man, don’t be daft!”

I hold the ring out, looking down at it with tears in my eyes.

I’ve rehearsed this moment at least a dozen times in my mirror.

“I can’t keep it. It reminds me of her.”

“Then... Then sell it. I’ll give you a fair price. How about a hundred?”

I clench my fist around the ring. “A fair price? You know I paid three for it, my wife let every fool in Brooklyn know how much I parted with.” I take a step towards him, anger flashing across my face.

I’m a big guy, after all.

“I’ll pay more than what you paid,” Mark says quickly, “two hundred, the extra for causing you any trouble.”

“Three is better.”

I watch as Mark goes to his discarded clothes and takes out his wallet. Note how I didn’t just take his money and exit the room. There’s a reason for that.

He counts out three hundred bucks and offers it to me. There’s at least another five in his pocket. I did check, after all, I’m still a thief at heart.

I go and take the three, then open his pocket and count out another three. I’m not greedy. “For being a cheating, pompous asshole.”

Mark nods his head. “C-Can I have the papers?”

“The papers?”

“Of... authenticity?”

“Right.” I take the papers, forged of course, and place them on the bed beside the ring. I open the door and look back.

“I hope it brings you better luck than it has me.” I gently shut the door closed behind me, leaving the sweating mark alone in the room.

He thinks he’s gotten himself a deal, as the ring in my pocket is worth at least a thousand in materials alone.

I swiftly flee the bar, slipping the bar man another hundred as arranged earlier, and meet Bel’ outside. We take a carriage back into the Bronx. The bridge creaks and moans as we pass over, the water gurgles by beneath, and the empty streets so late at night seem filled with a presence, as if the ghosts of the city still inhabit this dwelling, one thousand years on.

Some said it had been a total global disaster, but then how had we survived? The remnants of society clung to the cities now, walled and warding off all mutants who riddled the plains between the places of humanity.

My home wasn’t perfect. But at least it was safe. From mutants. Otherwise, it was a crime infested den.

But it was home.
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People always ask me why I do it? Stealing, conning, etc. And in a way I want to say it’s for my little girl. You see, the water is radiated, as is the foraging where we can find it, and most of the animals outside of the city are mutated, as are those unfortunate enough to live there. We grow crops on farms places throughout the city, as is livestock raised. So, I steal in a way for her, to feed her, give her the medicine she needs, buy the rations and clean water.

But at the end of the day, I just like to steal.

There are a few other cities which we could live in, of course, Boston, Detroit, but those are run by other organizations. Say what you will about criminals, but at least they look you in the eye when they take what’s yours. Politicians on the other hand tax you and expect you to kiss their ass for it. No, I’ll lay my hat with the criminal every time.

The New York that I know and love is run by five crime lords, each one rules it’s borough like clockwork—if that clock was prone to snatching tax jumpers from the dead of the night and leaving their bloated corpses to fester in the Hudson River, I mean.

The crime lords guard their identities, and you could only guess who ruled the boroughs, silently, of course, for it wouldn’t do to be caught in a tavern naming off the most notorious men and women in the city, now, would it?

Me, I’m small time. But I choose to keep it that way. I pay my taxes, stay under the radar. Yeah, I put some away for a rainy day, but who doesn’t? Just in case me and my daughter have to skip town suddenly, but the thought of the two of us trekking across that mutant ridden land keeps me up at night.

The five boroughs are each surrounded by a wall, and the five crime lords’ man each wall, respectively, guarded by men armed with flintlock rifles. The crime lords might disagree about a lot of things, violently, but it warms my heart to know the most vicious men and women in the immediate vicinity care about the city’s inhabitants.

Anyway, I’m getting off topic. Where were we? Oh yeah, the con...
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I guess this is where I should introduce you to the gang, right? After all, it wouldn’t do for one of them to mistake you for a mark and try slipping their hand into your pocket.

You’ve met Belladonna, as dangerous and beautiful as the plant she’s named after. I know Bel’ since before she called herself Bel’ and went by the name of Benjamin. She’s still one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever met and can stun most men in the city with one glance. Bel’ used to be an actor on Broadway. Yes, it’s still in existence, a simple nuclear war won’t stop the theatre, as Bella jokes.

Then there’s No-Name, who won’t tell anyone his real name, even me, the cheeky git, but since he is one of the best Disguiser's I’ve ever met, I let that slide. You’ll meet No-Name soon enough, but you won’t know it.

Thirdly there’s Gamma, she’s the brains, or so she likes to think. Anything that happens, Gamma knows about the day before it happens, and she knows everyone in the city. I mean everyone. She sorts out the keys, susses out the maps, works out the kinks, and all that boring stuff that a con man like me doesn’t have to, because we have people like Gamma to do it for us.

The last person, I can’t introduce you to yet, as I’m still getting to know you, and can’t trust you. But that might just change after the job.

Let’s get going, shall we?
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Chapter 1: Queens, Month of the Warden, 3023
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The Bronx, Month of the Warden, Beneficiary to those who hold the keys.

And for us that was Gamma. Gamma is small of stature, but don’t tell her that, as she has the worst temper I’ve ever seen.

“Hey.” Gamma lets us into the safehouse, as we’ve the front door barred. No-Name is already out, scouting down the disguise needed for the con. Bel’ and I step through into the courtyard and then into the safehouse. I find Rayah feeding the raven. Damn thing cost me an arm and a leg. I called it Edgar Poe, after the poet.

“Hey honey,” smiles Bel’ to Rayah. She goes to clean up and get changed for part two of the con. I hug Rayah, slip her a chocolate bar I’d picked up the day before for her.

“Thanks, Dad.”

“Happy birthday, chicken.”

“I thought you’d forgotten.”

I lift her chin and smile down at her. “Never.”

“Is the job finished?” She looks away, not liking the fact of who I am, just like her mother used to. Before...

I push it down. It’s her birthday, and tonight I have something special planned for her. So, I nod. “Almost, chicken, almost. Daddy’s playing it small, don’t worry.”

“OK, Dad.” She goes back to playing with Edgar. She loves reciting poetry to it, and those cost me a pretty penny also.

I suppose you’re wondering what happened to her mother. Well, that’s none of your damn business.
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Queens, later that day. Bella has changed into a foot servant’s uniform, and she’s driving the carriage. No-Name is inside of the carriage, dressed in a warden’s uniform, along with a fake beard. There’s also myself and the fourth member of the group. You might recognize him, if you do, stay silent.

We pull up outside of the merchant’s place of business, and No-Name checks to make sure he’s still out. He is.

Wardens are something akin to what you called policemen. Only they are infinitely more brutal with the wooden baton they carry and answered only to the crime lord of their borough.

Today is Sunday, and that means all places of business are closed. But Gamma has intel that there’s a special delivery coming in. Hence the need to copy the keys, which Gamma has also done. In case you haven’t realized it yet, Gamma is fucking awesome.

I let myself in through the back, slipping on the sign that the door is busted. Bella parks the carriage and awaits the delivery. The mystery member of the group takes the small chest he’s carrying and places it onto the store’s desk. No-Name goes outside and patrols the street. It’s only a matter of time until the mark arrives, and the second act of the con can begin.

I suppose while we’re waiting, I can fill you in about who I am? As I’m sure you’re still guessing. Fine, I’ll tell you something, but quickly...
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What’s my name? I’ll never tell you. But I can tell you about someone else. Someone else’s story, which is so like mine that we are one and the same. His name was Guy, let’s call him that.

Guy was one twin, a pair of brothers, left on a doorstep one night during the Year of the Crook, and that’s an omen if I’ve ever seen it, because a bigger pair of crooks the Bronx has never seen.

We stole small at first, living in an abandoned warehouse. We grew up living off the streets, stealing bread, rations of dried meats, all that sort of thing, which developed into stealing wallets from the citizenry, which then developed into robbing jewellery from the more well-off members of the community, who mostly reside in Manhattan. This is where our story takes place...
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Manhattan, Year of the Pickpocket, 3003.

Two brothers walk along the riverside, following a drunk jeweller. One is much like the other, dark of hair, tall and broad-shouldered for their age. They follow him into an alleyway and rush him, bludgeoning him with the batons they carry.

On the unconscious man they find a roll of diamonds.

“What do we do?” asks the first twin.

“What do you mean? We take it, of course.”

“I don’t know, this will be missed.”

“Long after we’re gone, yeah. C’mon, let’s get back to the Bronx before anyone—”

“Hey, you!”

They turn to see a duo of Wardens striding up the alleyway. They turn and flee.

The alleyway rushes past, bystanders take note of the panicked eyes above the cloths masking their faces. But nothing stands in their way as they are chased out onto the boulevard, down along the main thoroughfare, and back into the network of alleyways. The Wardens are closing in, their batons promising pain with every step they gain, until the twins rush out onto the far side of the island. There’s a boat pushing off nearby, heading upriver, and they jump the gap, brandishing their weapons to the boatman.

“Take us to the Bronx!”

“Get the fuck off my boat!” shouts one of the boatmen, going to grab a wooden club nearby. One of the brother’s beats him over the head, knocking him unconscious. The Wardens jump into the river, kicking their way closer.

“Get us moving!” the other brother shouts at the remaining boatman.

“How can I?”

“What?”

“You’ve knocked out the driver!”

The Wardens are reaching the boat, when the boy named Guy grabs his brother and together, they jump into the river, letting the current wash them away from a savage beating.

But the current is stronger than expected, the river swelled from the rains from the north, and they are separated.

The last thing the brother sees is Guy going below the waves, sinking with the precious stones...
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There’s movement at the front of the shop now, so I’d better stop there. But you get the drift. My life has been like pretty much everyone else’s who call this miserable city home. I lost a brother, but also a sense of self that day.

Poor me, right?

Let’s get back to the con. The mark’s here.
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No-Name precedes the mark, the man from last night whose real name is not Mark, but let’s call him thus.

Mark enters, chatting about the weather, offering the policeman who is not a policeman a drink.

The Mark steps behind his till and notices something isn’t right. The sight of a flintlock pistol and masked men isn’t a normal sight, I guess.

“I’d appreciate if you opened the safe,” I say, calmly.

“Warden!” shouts the Mark. No-Name steps in and whips the Mark across the face with the palm of his hand.

“Shut the fuck up and open the safe.” No-Name has a way with the marks.

The mark opens the safe.

But it’s not what’s in the safe that we want. You see the first rule of a con is distraction.

We take the measly stock of coin, a few bonds.

“You came at the wrong time,” Mark smiles, and in the face of a loaded flintlock pistol, I have to give him credit for it.

I smack him across the face with the butt of the pistol. “Where’s the rest of it?” I have a way with them sometimes myself.

But I already know it’s all there is. I hand Mark a letter of authenticity. “Sign it.”

“You’ll never get away with this.”

“That’s yet to be seen.”

He signs, and we tie him up and gag him, locking him away in a backroom. Step One, complete.

Soon the delivery arrives, and I hide behind the counter. I hear as the delivery man is pulling up in his carriage. Three of four men enter, guessing by the sound of their footsteps, and I know each one will be armed and dangerous. One of them greets the mystery man of our group, they chat, and then they take the payment of fake notes, the top quarter are real, mind you, and they leave, content in the transaction. It will be some time before they find the fakes below the real notes, hopefully long enough for us to make a run for it.

Step Two is complete.

We swap out the bogus bullion of silver that we brought with us and swap them for the real thing, then place the letter of authenticity on top of them and I go to retrieve the Mark, who by now has gotten his gag halfway down his chin and is shouting for help.

I point the pistol at him. “We’re not finished with you, sir. I’d appreciate your John Hancock.”

The Mark looks at me, confused. We enter the front of the shop just as the next part of the con comes rolling up. We hide in the back as the men enter the shop, and my pistol never leaves sight of the Mark’s back. He doesn’t know we’ve swapped the silver for fake bullion, and the people purchasing it won’t know as the lead has been dipped and plated in silver, so we’ll be long gone before they become any the wiser. The Mark is tense, and I think he’ll give us away, but he comes through, signs the documents and smiles as the men carry away their bullion of fool’s silver.

I nod my thanks, before knocking out the Mark with the butt of my pistol and tie him up once more in the backroom.

We leave. The fourth member of our group departs with his share of the bullion once we re-enter the Bronx. He won’t be seen again for a while, so don’t worry about him. Yeah, he’ll keep his head down, he’s no fool.
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Right now, you’re probably wondering why I’ve carried out such a con if I’m small time?

The answer is one word: Opportunity.

The man selling the bullion got conned, but so what? He was a jeweller from a different city. Serves him right to try to make a deal in New York without one of the crime lords’ say so. So, we have nothing to fear there. And the other half, the buyers, were a medium-sized group of jewellers from Queens. They would have melted down the bullion, cut down its quality and re-sold it for an extortionate profit. Where’s the harm?

I might be pissing off one of the crime lords, I hear you say.Well, that would be true enough if I had to worry about more than one, and that’s the crime lord of the Bronx, as it’s where we hang our hats.

Gamma takes the bullion and gives a piece of it to a guy, who gives it to a guy, who gives it to the crime lord, and we are home-free, as they used to say when a thing such as baseball existed.

And who says crime doesn’t pay?

*
[image: ]


Tonight is Rayah’s birthday party.

After I give her medicine, we take a boat out on the river. She loves the architecture of the old world, the skyscrapers which are crumbling in Manhattan, and the old Brooklyn Bridge. We anchor the boat between Manhattan and the bridge and take in the view. She knows I hate the water, so the act of taking a boat means the world to her.

As I’ve told you already, I have a good reason for hating this river, as it took two precious things from me.

What’s the second? That’s a story for another time. Right now, it’s time to focus on Rayah, as we don’t get to spend enough time together.

I take out the two bundles I’ve brought out with us. One is a picture book, of places from around the world, places she would never have seen if not for the existence of books. She smiles as she flips through it, to pictures of pyramids on sand dunes, of ice glaciers, and scenes filled with animals that no longer exist.

“Thanks, Dad.”

“No problem, chicken.”

I take out the second item. It took me weeks to get the rations of flour and milk. I hand her the chocolate cake. It isn’t big, but she is grateful, nonetheless.

“Dad?”

“Yes?”

“Why don’t we ever talk about Mom anymore?”

That catches me off guard, and I feel guilty, because I know it’s the truth. I’ve been neglecting her memory, from pain or cowardliness, I’m not sure.

“You wanna talk about her now?”

Rayah nods.

“Ask away and I’ll tell you.”

“What was she like?”

Rayah’s mother died early. When she was three. You see, I can’t even say her name. How much of a coward does it take to not even be able to speak about the mother of your child?

I shake my head.

“She was beautiful. Just like you, chicken.”

“And she liked architecture, right?”

“Yes she did. She told me she wanted to go explore the world one day, find one of those old airplanes we used to read about in the storybooks.”

“I wish I had a picture of her.”

“Me too.”

“Dad?”

“Yeah, chicken?”

“Did she die because of me?”

I sit up and face her, not hiding the tears in my eyes.

“No. She was sick. It had nothing to do with you.”

“OK, Dad.”

She shares her small chocolate cake with me because her heart is bigger than mine. I still don’t know what I done to deserve someone so caring as her.

“Dad?”

“Mm-hmm?”

“Tell me how she died?”

I nod. “OK, chicken.”

*
[image: ]


It was three years after you were born. She had never been the same after it. Some said it was the Sickness. I got her the medication, but it did little to help. Yes, the medication is working for you, chicken, and don’t you think differently.

Anyway...

She grew sicker and sicker, ate less and less, until one day she vanished. Some said they’d seen a woman fitting her description jump off the pier and into the river, others said they saw a woman like her cross through the Gate of No Return. Whichever it was, she was gone. There’s no easy way to say it.

Don’t cry, chicken. It’s OK.

Let’s talk about who she was before she got sick, huh?

Your mother was smart. So smart. She was the only one I ever told I had a brother. She helped me heal from the time in my life, and in a world like ours, that is something special. She loved art, and music, and I spent a lot of money getting her those records she loved, of Beethoven and Chopin, she loved all the classics, just like you. Yeah, you both are so alike that it hurts me sometimes, chicken.

She loved chocolate too, and writing, she used to write these short stories, inspired from the books she would read, and would read them to you when she was pregnant. You would move around to the sound of her voice and kick your feet when the exciting scenes happened, it was like you understood what she was saying, even from inside.

And in those first few months you were born, she was the best mother anyone could possibly hope for. We painted your room, and she cooed over your crib, spoiling you in every way imaginable. And look at me, chicken. I know if she was here today, she would be proud of the little woman you’re becoming.

OK?

That’s it. Let me see that smile.

I love you too, chicken.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Bronx, Month of the Owl, 3023
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Those weeks following the con were some of the best of my life. It was filled with happy memories. Between myself and the gang we laid low, waiting for Gamma to unload the bullion of silver.

We had a picnic on the Brooklyn Bridge, the whole gang, even Gamma was there, and No-Name even splurged and bought us some champagne. Or perhaps not bought, knowing him. But I don’t drink. Not since Rayah’s mother.

Funny, isn’t it? A thief with scruples. But there you go.

That evening the sun crested the horizon, spilling blood across the landscape and little did I know that it would be an omen for the weeks ahead, filled with moments of bloodshed and violence...
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But that’s not yet. There’s one more con before we come to the now of our story.

How does a con get set up? I hear you say. Let’s take a look and see.

First off comes the intel to our so-called brains of the operation, Gamma. She keeps her ear to the street and listens, and when something comes knocking on our door, we don’t turn down the offered chance of making a living.

So, when a guy who knew a guy came a-knocking, it was with an eager ear that I listened.

“The boss wants your gang to take on a mark.” The man had silver teeth, an omen I took to mean forthcoming wealth, and not the cold snapping door of metal bars, which would surely happen if we failed in a con for the crime lord, or worse, got caught.

“Who’s the mark?” I ask.

“There’s a new boss in Manhattan. The Duke wants you to take him for all he’s worth.”

Oh yeah, haven’t I told you about the Duke? Foolish me.

If you haven’t heard of him before or have been living under a rock the past thirty years, then OK, but everyone should know the Duke. Word was that the Duke ruled the Bronx.

What about the bosses of the other boroughs, you ask? Never mind them. Your problem is the Duke, plain and simple.We turn him down and we’re finished.

“Manhattan,” I say, trying to keep the shakiness out of my voice. It’s been years since I was there. I’ve avoided it ever since Guy took a dive into the river with a pocketful of diamonds.

Did I have the nerve to rob the most powerful man, or woman, who lived there? Wouldn’t it be a nice ‘Fuck you’ to everyone who called it home, in revenge for my brother?

Perhaps. But that’s not the only reason I said yes.

As I said already, I simply like to steal.

“Of course, yes. It wasn’t a question. The Duke wants you to go to the House of Power tomorrow. Just you.”

Gamma sat up. No one ever over spoke when she was around, I’ll give her that.

“Fuck he is. We go together or not at all. Maybe your Duke can come down here and tell us himself?”

“Easy,” I say, trying to stop her from earning herself a beating. The man smiles though, and something about those silver teeth seems unsettling to me, and just can’t understand what.

“You can tag along too. Just the two of you, tomorrow at sundown.”

“You sure not High-Noon?” says No-Name. He has a penchant for Westerns.

The man ignores him and puts back on his cloak, then leaves. Gamma can only stare at me. Everyone knew nobody ever got to see the Duke. Nobody ever got to see any of the crime lords. So why now?
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I allay my fears that night by of course spending time with my Rayah. Bella listens in as I read to her from Herman Melville’s ‘80 Days Around the World’, one of her favourites.

“I wish we could get a balloon and go traveling,” she says.

“Better not,” says Bella, who’s been quiet so far. “Or else the mutants will eat your face!”

“Bella!” I scold her.

“What, I’m only joking.”

Rayah giggles. She loves a bit of mischief. I guess there’s more than a bit of me in there.

“I would like that too,” I tell her. “Perhaps one day.”

I know this is a lie. The only people that travelled the land were heavily armed caravans, and most of the time they didn’t make it back. It was a far distance from here to the nearest city, which was Detroit. And if you think the stories about the mutants are bad, you should hear about that city’s inhabitants, as rumour has it that many have turned to cannibalism.

I shudder and continue with the story.

Rayah falls to sleep on my lap, and I carry her into bed and tuck her in. She mumbles in her sleep, and I just make out the words, Alyssa.

My voice catches in my throat as I kiss her forehead and whisper to her goodnight.

Think beautiful thoughts of far-off places, my sweet angel, and not of those ghosts that roam these planes of existence.

I sit down beside Bella outside.

“How is she?” Bella asks me.

I shake my head. “She asked about her mother on her birthday.”

“And what did you say?”

“What could I say? The truth.”

Bella nods. “That’s for the best. She’s a smart girl and deserves to know the truth.”

“How can I protect her, Bel’?”

“What’cha mean?”

“I mean look at us. We’re thieves. How can I raise a child in a place like this?”

Bella puts her hand on mine and squeezes it. “But you are, OK? You already are. That’s a fine little woman you’ve got there, so don’t you think for one moment of speaking like that. You’re one of the best men I’ve ever met.”

“Like that’s something to be proud of in this cesspit.”

“But it is... it is.”

“Thanks Bel’.”

She puts her head on my shoulder and we watch outside of the double windows at the rising moon. “Anytime.”

*
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The following day we head for the House of Power, stronghold of the Duke, situated somewhere in the Bronx. I say somewhere, because we get there by entering a carriage outside our safe-house and be blindfolded, much to Gamma’s disapproval.

Each borough has its strongholds, with their locations just as discreet as the crime lords who inhabit them. I count the minutes as they tick by, and soon we stop and are pulled out into a narrow courtyard. Men watch from the roofs, armed with flintlock rifles. I count five stories, with bars on the windows. It’s a fortress, simply said.

We’re searched before being shown inside into a waiting room. We’re searched, again, this time in separate rooms and I have to disrobe. I don’t mind, I’ve nothing to hide.

Once they’re happy we’re not holding any hidden weapons we’re shown to an elevator. I’ve heard about these things but never seen one. I know it’s powered by men below pulling a wheel which raises the box and those inside of it. Back in the day it had been powered by electricity. But since all the power stations had been wiped out there was no such thing.

Too bad, as Rayah would have loved to have seen it.

I give Gamma a nod as we’re lifted to the second floor.

“You OK?” I ask her. She’s not used to leaving the safehouse. Not on business, at least.

“Yeah.” Her face is a picture of panic, but she slips on a mask of calmness as the ground rolls past and we come to a doorway. Two large men pull it open, on their belts are two pistols. I try not to stare at them.

A flintlock pistol is worth more than a horse these days. And they alone cost the same as a year’s tax. What happened to the flintlock pistol I had during the con? It wasn’t mine. I wish it was. Perhaps one day.

I reprimand myself. Pistols bring danger. That pistol hadn’t been loaded. It had just been for show.

We’re shown to a stairwell and told to wait. One of the men climbs the stairwell. The other stands and watches us, his hands resting on his belt, just in case we needed reminding.

We didn’t.

A sheen of sweat covered my forehead as the second man reappeared and waved us up. We’re on the third floor now, and my heart is beating in my chest.

What if I make a fool of myself somehow? Or say the wrong thing. I could just picture Gamma returning to Rayah with a long face.

I’m sorry, but your dad is sleeping below the Hudson.

Great. Leave it to me to think up this shit right now. I really hated my mind. It betrayed me at the worst of moments.

“You OK?” Gamma asks me. I nod and try to give a reassuring smile. I know it doesn’t look right.

“We’ll be fine.” She pats me on the shoulder. Since when was she the reassuring kind?

We pass through a corridor, through a heavy double door, and into a library. My jaw drops at the number of books. I’ve never seen more than the few I bought for Alyssa and Rayah. What was that, five, six? There were hundreds here. Rayah would have a blast...

I shake my head and tell myself to focus on the task at hand. A man sits at the table, holding a book, and he is the image of the Duke I had pictured. His moustache is waxed, sitting in a heavy wooden armchair, dressed in a pinstripe suit, with a cigar smoking in an ashtray on the table. He’s holding a book, and I can’t see the title.

I stop and bow briefly. “We’re honoured to meet you, Duke.”

The man smirks. Shuts the book, and I see it’s titled Art of War, and he picks up his cigar, taking a long drag and blowing the smoke towards me. I wait, silently.

“He is not the Duke.” I turn to see a woman standing on the far side of the room, flanked by two tall, slender men dressed in overcoats which bulged at the waist. Weapons, no doubt.

“I am.”

“But... But you’re a...”

“A woman, yes. How observant of you.”

“Forgive me, but the Duke entails the title of a man.”

The woman smiles. “A useful ploy to confuse my enemies.”

“Clever.”

“I know. I suppose you’re wondering why I called you here?”

“The thought crossed my mind.”

“As my man told you, I need a favour. I’ve been following your group’s con’s these past years and find them... interesting. They stand apart from the rest of the rabble.”

Gamma took a step toward the woman. “We’re not the best you could hire, if you forgive me saying so. So why us?”

“You owe me.” The woman slipped out a packet of cigarettes and lit one up with a golden gas lighter. Everything about her dripped of money. I could only wonder what privileges getting onto her good side might provide, and Gamma’s tone of voice snapped me right out of my daydream of living in luxury.

“What my friend here means to say is one so exalted as yourself deserves the best in the business.” I look at Gamma, silencing her. Now isn’t a time to prick fingers.

“As I said, you owe me. And if I tell you that you need to do this for me...” she let it hang in the air.

Then you bloody fucking do it.
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