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Darkness lay in the opulent bedroom, save for a beam of moonlight which streamed from the open window to display the wide dressing-table and the contents there. Perfumes, makeup, all the trappings of a wealthy woman — including a decorative tall box of fine jewelry.

I crouched in shadow beside this table, waiting.

We’d been hired to solve a string of burglaries in this fine set of apartments: a collective in Spadros quadrant, 177th Street East.

The members met together every Wednesday. Over the past few weeks, a different woman returned to her rooms after each meeting to find her jewels missing. Guards had been set in the hallways, yet the thefts continued.

A puzzle, and I so loved to solve them.

Pale bluish light ruffled the edges of sheer curtains billowing in the faint summer breeze.

I glanced back to the doorway: all was quiet.

I never asked why these people didn’t first go to the Spadros Family for help. Yet I did understand turning next to an investigator. Going to the police in a city ruled by the Four Families would have been their last option. Life could become most unpleasant should Roy Spadros learn they’d crossed him.

A grating noise at the window startled me.

A hand appeared, gloved in black leather. A form clothed in black perched upon the windowsill briefly, then entered, one stealthy motion at a time. Then the figure approached, falling into and out of shadow.

The way this person moved seemed familiar.

My heart pounded so loudly I feared the thief might hear it. I dared not even breathe. I also was clothed in black, but any motion would bring notice.

Like some moth reversed, the shape moved away from the moonlight’s glow to what it illuminated. More to the point, the jewelry box.

A dark hand reached for the lid.

That was far enough. I grabbed the wrist. “Got you!”

A shriek came from the intruder, who tried to pull away. But I’d anticipated this; my grip was firm.

Lights came on.

Morton lounged against the door frame, finger still on the light switch. “Well, well, well ... what do we have here?”

The black-clothed intruder tried to pull away again more forcefully, glancing between us both in fear. The sudden move wrenched my wrist, and I let out a cry.

The thief tried to run, but Morton (or as he was known in Bridges, Master Blaze Rainbow) crossed the room to lay hands upon the burglar’s shoulders. He wrestled the prowler, shrieking and kicking, back to me.

The figure was almost as tall as I, but lithe, boyish. Black trousers, a loose tunic which hung to the upper thigh, and a finely-knitted, tight-fitting mask covering all but a bit of pale skin around deep blue eyes. Trapped, the intruder said nothing, staring back and forth, eyes wide.

Morton grabbed the mask at its crown and yanked it off, a few strands of black hair coming along with it.

The intruder grabbed — her — head. “Ow!”

I stared at the girl in astonishment. “Katie?”
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The Girl
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My sister-in-law Katherine Spadros had changed in the two years since I’d last seen her. Now fifteen, her face had lost its baby fat, and although she’d not developed much of a womanly form, she’d grown taller, and strong. I blinked at her, stunned. “What on earth are you wearing? And what have you done to your hair?”

She touched her formerly long auburn hair, now dyed black and cut to her chin. Then she flung her arm to her side. “It’s how I want it,” she said defiantly. “It’s certainly none of your concern.”

Morton smirked, his hands still firmly grasping Katherine’s shoulders. “I take it you’ve been introduced.”

I sighed. “Indeed.” We had to get her out without the entire quadrant knowing. “Put your mask back on.”

Katie frowned. “Why?”

A door opened and shut from far off, and voices rang in the hall.

I leaned closer and whispered, voice shaking. “You want your quadrant to learn you’ve been stealing from them? You’ll have everyone trying to kill you.”

Katie shook off Morton’s grasp. “I’m Katherine Spadros. No one would dare kill me!”

Grabbing her shoulders, Morton spun Katie around, then drew his revolver. “Put it on, or I’ll shoot you right now.”

Katie scowled. But she put on the mask.

Morton grinned at me. His gun’s hammer wasn’t cocked; I hadn’t seen him even load the thing.

Morton and I each took an arm, leading Katie past the apartment’s astonished owners. We ignored their questions and exclamations as we took her down a flight of stairs and out to my “plain” carriage parked around the corner.

Without markings, in the dark it looked remarkably like a taxi. My former day footman Skip Honor and my butler Blitz Spadros stood beside it, dressed in street clothing.

I handed her over. “Don’t take your eyes off her.”

I turned to Katie. “And don’t you say one — single — word.”

Katie looked angry, but she stayed silent. Morton and I returned to the homeowners.

After several burglaries, the collective’s Board went to our mutual lawyer Doyle Pike for help. Mr. Pike sent them to Mr. Jake Bower, his main investigator. Mr. Bower, who’d sent us cases from time to time, contacted me.

The past year hadn’t been kind to me: my reputation had been all but ruined amongst the high-card quadrant-folk. Did I care? No — except in instances like this.

The Board wasn’t entirely pleased to see me at our first meeting. But after much discussion, they agreed to our plan. And to my surprise, when the plan was presented to the entire membership, this elderly couple volunteered to leave their window open for the night’s exercise.

Their butler let us in, showing us to the parlor. When the pair saw us, they rushed over. The woman said, “You’ve caught the thief, then?”

Her husband’s face turned amused. “I’ll let the Board know.”

I held out my hand. “Payment’s due in full, sir.”

“Oh, yes, quite right.” But he hesitated, I suppose, to pay a “Pot rag” woman. Instead, he glanced at his butler. “Pay the gentleman, and send a notice to the Board for our reimbursement.”

“Very good, sir.” The butler turned to Morton. “Follow me.”

Morton gave me a wry smile, then went into the hall.

The old woman said, “But who was it? Why would anyone steal from us?” She drew back, palm to her chest. “And how did they climb all the way up here?”

The fact that none of the burglaries had been on the bottom floor of this large complex gave me the idea that this might be a climber. “We’ll take care of it.”

Morton stood in the hall, putting an envelope into his brown tweed jacket’s left inner breast pocket.

I gestured at the envelope with my chin. “All in order?”

“It is.”

So we returned to the carriage. But rather than sitting quietly, the carriage rocked from side to side. Blitz stood at one door, Honor at the other, blocking the way.

Angry words came forth: “Scoundrels! Traitors! My father’ll have you killed!”

I pushed past Blitz, into her view. “Will he now?”

Katherine looked abashed.

I sat beside Katie; Morton climbed in to sit across from us.

“Lock the doors,” I told Honor. “And take us to Spadros Castle.”

He disappeared from view. The locks clicked into place.

Katie scowled, pulling off her mask, her hair wild. “Now I’m to be locked into the carriage like an infant?”

“If you act like one,” I said. “Now be silent, as I asked.”

Katherine turned away in a huff.

She used to be a sweet little girl; now she’d become a royal brat.

I rested my arm upon the window’s edge, staring through the pane to the sights beyond. Most shops were closed, their windows dark and quiet. Few were on the streets, which was fortunate, given the circumstances.

I glanced at Morton, grateful for his help. With him, I could take on many more cases, without the constant struggle clients gave to a woman alone.

He looked up from winding his pocket-watch and winked.

Katie’s head drew back, and she glanced from Morton to myself, suspicion in her eyes.

I peered out of the window. The arrangement was perfectly reputable, or I suppose it would have been, were I a man.

Morton hired me more than a year earlier to find his informant, a former Detective Constable turned Spadros Family man named Albert Sheinwold. Over time, though, Morton and I ended up working together, as we’d done to find young David Bryce a few years back. With little other income, we took these jobs for one reason: to get paid.

At the time, I was in a unique situation. I’d been a private investigator twelve years, with many a reference. I was still technically married to the Spadros Heir, which at times helped. Yet over the past two years, I’d separated from both my husband Tony and the Family. In some minds, that made me more trustworthy.

Whatever the reason, Morton and I had no shortage of clients. We split the proceeds, and where we could, looked for clues as to what might have happened to Albert Sheinwold.

His family and friends knew nothing. The police were baffled. The Spadros Family had scoured the city. It was if Mr. Albert Sheinwold had vanished without a trace.

Personally, I believed the man to be dead.
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A lot of people had died. And I don’t mean those murdered by the Red Dog Gang because of me.

Almost at once, protests rose in Diamond quadrant against their second Purge, this particular one instigated after discovering spies in the quadrant. Young toughs on either side, emboldened by the disorder, tried to cross the river and infiltrate. In the year since, many had died in the fighting, or if captured on our side, in the torture rooms Katie’s father Roy kept underneath Spadros Castle.

Our carriage passed a magnificent restaurant, the chandelier inside twinkling through plate glass windows. It reminded me of those glorious chandeliers inside the back hallways of the Ball-house on Market Center.

The situation for the most recently-held Grand Ball must have been perplexing. The Diamond Family was in line to host the Grand Ball that year. Yet Mr. Julius Diamond — the quadrant’s Patriarch — was being held incommunicado by his oldest son and Heir, Mr. Cesare Diamond.

I heard the party inside went well. They say Cesare’s wife was responsible for much of the preparation. But many died outside the Ball-house that night as police and protesters clashed.

I didn’t attend. For many months after the battle with the rogue Spadros men outside the Old Plaza, I didn’t go much of anywhere.

But when they caught the Bridges Strangler right after the Grand Ball, I began to feel as if things could get better. If, as I’d suspected, those scores of murders had been the work of Frank Pagliacci, or whatever he was calling himself at the trial, then executing him was a major blow to the Red Dog Gang’s operation. 

Maybe, just maybe, I was safe.

The carriage stopped. Honor appeared at the door. “Spadros Castle, mum.”

I smiled at him as he opened the door. “Thank you.” Some call it bad manners to acknowledge or even thank servants. But in my view he was a free man, and I’d be damned if I treated him like some object.

I glanced back. Katie sat arms crossed, face angry. Beyond her, Blitz stood outside, his hands firmly pressed upon the door; Morton had hold of Katie’s arm. I said, “Is something amiss?”

“No,” Katie snapped, flinging Morton’s hand away.

“Then let’s go. I’m sure your parents await you.”

Her eyes widened in fear, but she came out willingly.

I turned to Honor. “Drop Blitz off and return home; they’ll send us along once we’re done.”

Spadros Castle was a huge pile of white stone on East 192nd Street, a good ten miles from my former home, Spadros Manor.

Outside, Spadros Castle seemed to have been created more for defense than for any artistic quality. Inside, the front hall was cold. The butler never spoke, only gestured towards the parlor.

The decor was white, trimmed in pale blue, floored with light gray stone. Above the fireplace hung a stunningly lifelike pencil portrait of a much younger Katherine, spanning four feet by three. According to Katherine’s mother Molly, her father Roy had drawn it by memory.

Molly Hogan Spadros entered, wearing a red dressing-gown. Raven-haired and buxom, even at her age she was beautiful. Yet her makeup was smeared, as if she’d been crying. She rushed to Katie, taking the girl into her arms. “Oh, dear gods! You’re safe!” She turned to me, still clasping her child. “How did you find her?” Chagrin crossed her face. “I didn’t think to send a messenger.” Molly turned to the butler. “Send word that she’s here.”

The man bowed and left, shutting the door behind him.

Molly cupped Katherine’s face in her hands. “Daddy’s gone looking for you. Where have you been?”

“Well,” I said, “that’s what we’re here to talk about.”

* * *
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We sat, and the picture emerged. From the start of my trial almost two years earlier, Katherine had become sullen, withdrawn. She’d dyed her hair black, flying into a rage at the slightest provocation. She’d been caught smoking, drinking, stealing wine from the cellar.

“Lately she’s been disappearing,” Molly said. Then she turned to Katie. “And your poor hair! It’ll take years to grow back. How could you?”

Katie scowled at her mother.

Morton’s face turned surprised, and he leaned forward. “She’s just now cut her hair?”

Molly’s eyes narrowed. I’d introduced Morton as my business partner, but I believe she felt suspicious as to his motives. “Just.”

I turned to Katherine. “Why are you doing this?”

Katie crossed her arms, face angry. “You smoke, and drink, and do whatever you want! Why do you care when I do?”

Molly said, “However did you find her?”

Morton leaned back, arm along the sofa. “Caught her pilfering a jewelry box on East 177th. On the second floor.”

Molly stared at her daughter, aghast. “What if you’d fallen? You could have been killed!”

Katie smirked.

I said, “There’s been a rash of burglaries in the apartment collective there. We were hired to catch the thief.” I gestured at Katie. “I caught her with her hand on the box!”

Molly appeared completely dumbfounded. “But Katie, why?”

“Daddy never gives me anything. I can’t have a horse of my own, I don’t have my own money —”

“For shame!” I said. “You live in luxury to make the King blush. Why grasp for more? Why steal from your people?”

Katie’s face turned angry. “Why should you care about them? They tried to kill you!”

“Yes,” I said, “some in Spadros did try. But not those ones. They just want to live in peace.”

Katie had nothing to say to that.

Morton said, “Say you did take those jewels. Where would you sell them?”

The girl seemed to withdraw into herself, face guarded. For a few moments, she said nothing as we watched her. Then she blurted, “There’s a guy in the Pot, okay?”

Molly gasped.

Katie didn’t seem to notice. “I give him the jewelry, and he gives me money.”

“Hmph,” Morton said, his face amused. “Likely a fraction of what it’s worth.”

Katherine Spadros had no idea what things cost, of that I felt sure. “And then he’ll sell it for twice that.” Which would still be a bargain for the party-goers streaming to the brothels who fancied a bit of jewelry to appease the wives waiting for them back home.

For once, Katie seemed less sure of herself. “You mean, they cheated me?”

I smiled at her. “For certain. You’ve been played.”
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Morton and I left before Roy might arrive, neither of us wishing to see him that night. As we rode home in Molly’s carriage, I felt dismayed at what I’d learned. Smoking ... drinking ...?

I’d been a bad influence on her, it was clear.

And she couldn’t go on like this for much longer. If some homeowner didn’t shoot the girl, whoever she’d gotten involved with might. I hoped her parents could talk some sense into her.

By the time the carriage pulled up to my apartments, the normally dark, narrow street was bathed so brightly that I could read the sign beside my door:

Kaplan Private Investigations

Discreet Service For Ladies

Below it hung another:

Studio For Hire — Inquire Within

Blitz answered my knock, and we walked past him into the front hall. Not nearly as large or grand as that at Spadros Castle, but much more pleasant. Morton handed over the envelope, then the three of us went through the parlor and into the kitchen.

Blitz counted out the money onto the kitchen table, took off ten percent for our Family fees (he’d bring that to our street’s Family man in the morning), and split the rest between me and Morton.

Morton pocketed his share. “Good night, then.” He went into the back hall, closing the door behind him.

At the time, Morton was renting the back room. I felt glad that someone reliable stayed there after all that had happened.

Blitz said, “Was there much trouble?”

I sat at the table. “Roy and all his men were out looking for her.” At least we’d been able to keep this out of the public view. “Maybe she’ll settle down once her father’s done with her.”

Blitz sat heavily. “Good gods.”

I smiled to myself. “I don’t think he’ll hurt her. That girl might be the only thing the man’s ever loved.”

Blitz stared at the table for a moment, then abruptly raised his head. “Did you see the evening news?”

I shook my head. “What happened?”

“Helen Hart didn’t die naturally. She was poisoned.”

Poisoned? “Who — why would anyone do that?”

Blitz shrugged. “Just one more problem for the Families.”

“What do you mean?”

Blitz leaned back. “Well, you’ve been targeted. And the Spadros Family’s had its own share of trouble —”

Interesting, that he no longer placed himself in the Family. When my husband Tony ordered his men to beat Blitz a year ago, it must have affected Blitz more than I’d thought.

“— and from what you’ve told me, the Clubbs are in a turmoil. Plus the mess Cesare Diamond’s gotten himself into. And now this.” His eyes narrowed. “But it’s a good question. Who benefits from Helen Hart’s death?”

“Surely not the Harts. They have no heir, unless someone can be persuaded to marry that weird old Etienne.”

Blitz chuckled. “He’s an odd one.”

I leaned an elbow on the table. “Are they sure it was murder?”

Blitz gave a one-shoulder shrug. “The coroner sent tests to Azimoff. I’m pretty sure they’re sure.”

I went to my room, stunned, appalled. Why would someone murder the Lady of Hart?

I hoped no one thought we did it.

The Spadros Family had no alliance with the Harts: Roy Spadros hated Charles Hart as much as I’d ever seen any man hate another.

Technically, we weren’t even at cease-fire with them. With the position of our quadrants, though, we couldn’t mount an effective attack on Hart without the aid of the Clubbs, who apparently didn’t want war.

Blitz softly played my piano in the hall. He’d do that, nights. He said it was to help us sleep, but I think he just loved to play.

I tried to sleep, yet something bothered me. Tony and I had gone into Hart quadrant many a time. We’d been made welcome.

Why?

* * *
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Early the next day, my housekeeper Mary brought in the morning edition of the Bridges Daily, my mail, and my tray — toast, jelly, the tonic for my liver ailment, and my “morning tea.”

My Ma told me this was actually called blood tea, but of course I couldn’t let anyone know that. The tea kept me from bearing children — these days, a precaution against attack more than anything else.

I’d never wanted any man besides Joseph Kerr.

Except the night I’d gladly bedded my husband Tony.

I should never have let myself love him.

“My husband thought you might want to see this too.” Mary handed over the front section of the evening news.

“Thanks. I hope you’re well?”

Mary Spadros was two and twenty with light brown hair, married to Blitz and nine months with child. She patted her belly. “We’re both quite well.” She twitched a bit. “Keeps kicking.”

“That’s a good sign.” Growing up in a brothel as I did, I heard many bits of baby lore over the years.

Mary patted her belly. “You’ll be out soon enough.”

I snorted. Yowling at all hours wasn’t what I had in mind when I moved here.

“I know, mum. A baby, now ...”

I reached up and took her hand. “I’m only ever happy for you. Truly. I never meant to make you think otherwise.”

Mary gave me a warm smile. “Think nothing of it.” Then she said to her belly, “We best get back before our breakfast burns!”

I lit a cigarette, then drank my bitter tonic as I read the article about Mrs. Helen Hart. It seemed ghoulish to test the poor woman so long after she lay dead.

Inventor Etienne Hart seemed a strange man. Yet his determination to learn what happened to his wife impressed me. If I’d been murdered, I’d want someone to learn who did it.

Setting down the paper, I stretched lazily, surveying my room. I’d become so sick after stripping the wallpaper from Blitz and Mary’s room after their misdeal that I decided to paint instead. The white walls were now a rich forest green. I’d sanded the furniture, moldings, and banisters in the hall and stained them to match the dark cherry-wood desk in my study. The silver fixtures had been sold, one by one, and replaced with brass.

It’d taken me months. But it helped me not to think of that dreadful night outside the Old Plaza.

I don’t think I shall ever forget it.

Setting aside the previous night’s news, I raised the morning paper. Spadros Inventor Maxim Call held a shovel in his wrinkled brown hands, apparently engaged in digging!

TRAIN CRISIS: DAY 35

Dismay And Turmoil


The Inventors and their Tinkerer’s Guild have worked around the clock to learn why the trains slowed to a stop thirty-five days ago. Vast amounts of digging has taken place to learn the exact location and structure of the train’s power lines.

Yet the fact that this must be done has led to dismay.

Mr. Valentine Lahire of Hart quadrant said, “Why didn’t they know how the trains were run in the first place? Were we being put into danger?”

The outage has caused more than dismay. Whilst usage of taxi service is at an all-time high, not enough taxi-carriages exist to move workers to and from the zeppelin station, much less care for our usual tourism. Many station workers now sleep in the station, or camp upon the premises. The last of those vacationing families stranded in the countryside have been brought home, yet many vow to sue the city for damages.

The availability of taxi-carriages throughout the city proper has dropped, leaving quadrant-folk high and low unable to travel to their destinations. Commerce has suffered. Unemployment has risen. Transportation of goods continues, yet many drivers complain of hangers-on and harassment by those begging to ride.

Your Families urge you to remain calm. Please contact your neighborhood official if you need assistance. Those wishing to aid in the effort should contact your local Tinkerer’s Guild office.



The situation was worse than I’d thought. That the Bridges Daily should mention the Families was unprecedented. Not even the Golden Bridges, a notorious tabloid, dared to do so.

The Golden Bridges had collapsed after Tony’s speech a year prior. A dozen sprung up in its place, all competing for attention. No story seemed too wild to print these days.

One of my informants sent this one, the True Story, with an article circled:

ONE HUNDREDTH DIAMOND PROTEST

Citizens march outside Diamond Manor


Protesters marched in Diamond quadrant today, marking one hundred in recent history. Signs with slogans such as “Fear Imperils Commerce,” and “Security Has Gone Too Far,” urged an end to the isolation from the rest of Bridges. Yet others such as “Die Before Ally” show the depth of animosity between Diamond and Spadros quadrants.

The Constabulary have kept the protesters at safe distance from Diamond Manor. Yet this challenge to their Heir suggests Diamond rule over the quadrant may be weakening. What this means for the stability of the city as a whole is uncertain.



Had one of the members of the Golden Bridges fled to this paper after Major Blackwood’s murder? The writing seemed similar.

A knock at my bedroom door startled me. Mary said, “Breakfast is ready.”

When I entered the kitchen, Morton was already eating. I sat across from him. “Early day?”

He swallowed, nodding, then wiped his mouth. “Something that butler said last night. He used to know Sheinwold.”

“Oh?”

“He hasn’t seen him. But what he said reminded me: Sheinwold used to take his kids to the river for the summer. Up in Clubb quadrant, near Bath. Chances are someone there knows him. I think I can get an invitation into the quadrant.”

“Karla Bettelmann might be willing to speak for you.”

Karla Bettelmann and I had spent some time together over Yuletide. She’d been entirely unaware that her father led a group agitating against her grandfather Alexander Clubb, Patriarch of the Clubb Family. More to the point: they planned assassination, of both Mr. Alexander and his son, Master Lance.

Mr. Alexander had eliminated Karla’s father, along with several other of her relatives. Yuletide had been dismal for us both.

Morton smiled to himself. “I don’t think that’ll be necessary.” He took a long drink of his tea and set the empty cup down. “What are your plans today?”

“I need to understand how Katherine Spadros, of all people, is fencing jewelry in the Pot. Who her contacts are. What hold they have over her.” I let out a breath, feeling shaky. What Katie did was incredibly dangerous. “And I need to find us another case.”

Since our bargain the year prior, my lawyer Mr. Doyle Pike had been sending us both cases and letters of recommendation. When I brought him his cut of my earnings to help pay what I owed him, I’d see what he or his investigator Mr. Jake Bower (who lived close by) needed done.

The front bell rang; Mary went to answer it.

I speared some scrambled eggs with my fork. “You say Sheinwold took his children to Bath for the summer. How does a police detective have money for that?”

Morton let out a short laugh. “He’d been working for the Spadros Family on the side before he became an Associate. The man had all kinds of money.”

He probably had all kinds of enemies as well. “And you’re sure he’s still alive.”

“I have to hope, Mrs. Spadros. He trusted me. I told Zia about him, and now he’s on the run. I have to help him if I can.” He stared at the table, face grim. “If he’s dead, I might as well be.”

The Feds thought Morton killed Zia. Albert Sheinwold was the only witness to the truth: the former Federal Agent Zia Cashout had been turned by the Red Dog Gang. So far, she’d killed everyone who might be able to identify her as a Fed except Sheinwold and Morton.

Zia and Morton had worked together as private investigators for years. It was only when the Feds accused Morton of killing her did he even know she worked for the Bureau. “The last time I saw Zia was a couple years ago on Market Center. If I see her again —”

“Bring her in. She’s only good to me alive.”

That might be difficult to do. The last time I saw her she’d tried to kill me. She came close to succeeding.

Yet she claimed he tried to kill her. Perhaps she meant to ruin Morton as well. “What could she possibly have against you?”

Morton shrugged, glanced away. “Whether because our parents knew each other, or what, I’ve always thought she felt compelled to work with me, rather —”

“Than it being her idea.”

“Yes.”

“What of her parents? Where are they? Have they seen her?”

Mary came in and began washing pots.

Morton wouldn’t meet my eye. “They died some time back.”

Dread rose within me. “Did you kill them?”

He faced me, eyes wide and startled. “Of course not! What sort of man do you take me for?”

Mary’s face turned disapproving.

I raised my hand. “If I didn’t trust you, you wouldn’t be here. It’s just ... I want to understand what happened between you. Why she’s trying to kill you. Ruin your name. If I could understand that, perhaps I might know how to make her see reason.”

As a child in the Pot, I’d been trained to kill Federal Agents on sight. And the Feds were no friend to the Spadros Family. But Morton needed Zia alive. If I could stop their feud, perhaps more death might be avoided.

Morton spoke slowly, head down. “Men like Frank Pagliacci seem to be able to put — if I weren’t a rational man, I’d say a spell — on people. He can say anything, do anything, and she’ll follow. I’ve tried talking to her.” He pushed his plate aside, put his elbows on the table, his face in his hands. “I don’t know if anything will stop her, short of death.”

And it grieved him. “I’m sorry.”

He lowered his hands, turned his head away. “I’m sorry, too.” Then he turned to me. “Mark my words: I’m good. But Zia Cashout is very good.” He glanced at Mary, then back at me. “She frightens me. Unless I’m extraordinarily lucky —” he let out an ironic chuckle, “— or perhaps, unlucky — she’ll be the one who kills me.”
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Morton rose. “I’ll be back by nightfall.”

Talk of his death brought all my fears up again. But though my stomach churned and my hands shook, I kept my voice light. “Stay out of trouble, will you?”

He laughed. “I’ll try.”

Once he left, Mary said, “I put your mail on your desk.”

Should I involve myself with Katie’s business any further? What if it drew the attention of the Red Dog Gang? I pictured Maria Athena Spade lying dead, and as the face turned into Katie’s, tears came to my eyes.

“You worry yourself too much, mum,” Mary said. “It’ll only lead to melancholy.”

Since that terrible night in the Pot a year past, for a long time all I saw was the horrible empty look in Maria Athena’s eyes as I pulled that trigger.

I wept for days in my room, wracked with grief. My hands shook. Even so much as to put my shoes on caused me to doubt my judgment, my decisions.

When the afternoon sun hit the large windows upstairs, I’d go there, in desperate hope that the sun would bring me peace. I felt unable to do much else than lie upon the bare wooden floor.

After some days of this, Mary bought me a long, wide rug of many colors. My best friend Jonathan Diamond came to visit then, at first sitting beside me, then he lay upon the floor too, his feet going one way and mine another, his face beside mine. He always brought an extra handkerchief, for which I felt grateful.

We’d lie there, Jon and I, and talk of our days, our pain, our troubles. I told him what I’d done, how I’d caused the deaths of so many people. He’d reach up to take my hand, and console me. He’d tell me of his fears: of dying, leaving me without a friend in the world, his family and quadrant falling into ruin. I don’t know if anything I said helped, but I gave what encouragement I could.

As the months passed, though, Jonathan could lie upon the rug for less time, and eventually he sat beside me once more. Yet after many months the sun worked its charm upon me, and I regained my strength. I only wish it could have done the same for him.

Looking back, I think those days with Jonathan were the most terrible, yet also the happiest time of my life. I shall never forget it.

I gave Mary a weak smile, feeling shaky.

Mary patted my hand. “Things’ll get better, you’ll see.”

Though she was almost three years younger than I, Mary had an unfailing optimism which seemed quite the accomplishment. I took a deep breath. I can do this. “What’s on the schedule?”

A wooden clipboard hung from a hook on the wall: she handed it to me. “Mr. Lag Hilton will be doing photography from eleven to noon. Then we have a Mr. Shuli Palmer who wishes to paint the skyline from your window from two until four.”

“Never heard of that one.”

“I checked his credentials, mum. Lives with his maiden aunt on West 89th. No ties to any paper.”

“Make sure Blitz answers the door.” We’d had more than one pose as an artist to score an “exclusive story” for some news rag.

Blitz opened the door from the hall. “Did I hear you speak of me?” He only needed a few hours’ sleep, so he’d gone to bed when Mary rose.

Mary beamed, going over to kiss him. “Only good.”

He glanced at me. “Morning, Mrs. Spadros.”

“Good morning, Blitz. We were discussing today’s schedule.”

“You’re still having luncheon with Master Jonathan?”

"I am." I handed the clipboard to Mary. “Not too many today.”

Mary said, “I don’t schedule too many anymore, mum. And I don’t let them come back if they leave a mess.”

I rose, trying to sound cheerful. “It sounds as if you have the matter entirely under control! Carry on.”

The door to my study now held a small sign:

Kaplan Investigations

The room was much the same as my bedroom, but it only held one window, high upon the wall, and the bed had been sold long since. Instead sat my cherry-wood desk and matching chairs, a small bookcase, and a wooden file cabinet.

Becoming an independent woman with a recognized business would have made me happy, if it weren’t for all that had come before. But now I must hourly put aside the horrors I’d seen.

Mail sat upon my desk: notes from my informants, a request for payment. But there was a note from — of all people — a bartender in Spadros quadrant.


My dear Mrs. Spadros,

It’s come to my attention that you’ve sought a drink known as the chocolate martini. I can now assure you that the ingredients and proprietary knowledge has been attained at some cost from the racetrack. Please visit at your convenience to enjoy.

Yours most sincerely,

Mike Valdez, Proprietor



I set the note down and lit a cigarette, hands shaking. A year, even six months past, I might have rushed to the call. But drink didn’t interest me as it once did.

Few things interested me back then.

The kitchen door jingled. Amelia’s voice came in from the alley.

Amelia Dewey had been my lady’s maid since before my marriage. She was married, with children at Spadros Manor, so she’d arrive mid-morning and leave before dinner. I’d learned to run my bath and do enough to get by, so it worked.

Those days, I mainly used her for help with my street clothes and to accompany me when likely to be recognized in public.

I completely despised most of the quadrant-folk’s “traditions.” But I’d learned through bitter experience that defying their ways left me open to attack.

A knock on my study door: Amelia poked her head in. “Ah, there you are, mum!” She stood in front of my desk and curtsied. A bit stout and of a middle age, her dark brown hair was gray here and there under her hat. “You’ll be using the carriage early today?”

I smiled to myself. Amelia’s husband was Spadros Manor’s stable-man: of course she’d know I’d called for the carriage early. “We’ll visit Mr. Pike before luncheon.”

I’d had Blitz send for the plain carriage. In daylight, of course, it wasn’t much of a disguise. But at least it wouldn’t have a Family seal on the doors. And if hangers-on did try to approach, my men would be able to point to the Spadros horses — and their holstered guns — to dissuade them.

“So your case went well, then.”

I chuckled, recalling the shock on Katie’s face when we caught her. “It did. I hope your younger daughter’s well?”

Amelia curtsied. “She’s well today, mum, you’re too kind for asking. Would you like to dress now?”

I checked the clock. “Yes, I’d better.”

I wore one of my four charcoal gray walking dresses. Atop my head, a hat with a veil which hid my face well. The rest of my wardrobe had been sold two years back to pay for my trial.

Amelia accompanied me, still dressed in her street clothes. We meant to attract as little attention as possible.

Blitz opened the door for us. A woman down the street sweeping her upstairs porch waved and smiled. I waved back. People finally seemed to tolerate my living here.

Our street’s Family man Mr. Eight Howell keeping the entire block under strict scrutiny might have had some bearing upon it, but at any rate, my walk down the steps was pleasant.

Honor opened the door to the carriage. He also had dressed for the street, if somewhat better than the night prior.

I took his hand. “Good morning.”

Honor smiled to himself, giving me a slight bow. “Good morning, mum. Market Center?”

“Yes, Pike and Associates. Thank you.” Amelia and I got into the carriage, and it set off.

Amelia drew an envelope from the pocket of her coat. “A letter from the boy.”

“The boy” was her twelve-year-old son Pip, but I’d stopped chiding her long ago for how she spoke of him. Katie’s father Roy had attacked Amelia, which is how Pip came to be born, and I don’t think Amelia ever forgot it.

Pip’s writing had progressed so much in the past year it was almost like night and day: nicely addressed, neatly written, spelled correctly, and without even so much as a blot. He wrote about slicing veal and hauling lettuce and pickling the early peppers — thirty jars’ worth!

I never realized how much food needed to be prepared for a mansion the size of Spadros Manor. Reading Pip’s letters had been quite the education.

At the end, he wrote:


Monsieur and Miss Anne send their regards.



I put the envelope into my pocket with a tinge of melancholy. I missed Monsieur and Mistress Anne and little Pip. I missed my garden. And I missed my little bird, who now lay under a flat stone in front of my apartments.

“Is all well, mum?”

I thought for a moment upon that. “Do you ever wish you might have the good without the bad?”

Amelia chuckled. “Many a time. But the deck holds low-cards for a reason.”

Her words dismayed me. “Low-cards” was the term used here for servants. Menial laborers. People like her.

Did she really equate her very existence with calamity and pain?

The carriage turned onto the Main Road towards the island of Market Center, more or less neutral territory for the Four Families. Most government offices were upon the island, including the Courthouse, so attorneys tended to congregate there as well.

The streets held little traffic. At this hour, taxi-carriages were bringing tourists from the zeppelin station into the city. But an occasional police wagon, ambulance, coroner’s horse-truck, or rider on horseback passed us, the latter likely a Family man.

Not many traveled the sidewalks; with the trains out of service, only those who owned their own carriage — or lived nearby — might visit the shops.

As we drew closer to the Pot, the buildings became shabbier, the
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