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Author’s Note, Second Edition:
 
Concerning Anachronisms – a few of my readers have pointed out some anachronisms found in the story’s dialogue. I’m aware of this and was aware of it at the time of writing the manuscript. It was done on purpose. This novel is not meant to be primarily a historical fiction. It is first and foremost a mystery/thriller set in 19th century Boston. The use of the setting functions as a tool for creating the mood, atmosphere, and tone of the story, which is a dark, gritty, and gothic mystery. As I wrote the book, I strove to find a balance between 19th century and contemporary language so as to appeal to a broader audience and to allow more readers to connect with the characters while still maintaining an authenticity to the text. I also found that keeping the dialogue as it is helped with the cadence and pace of the story, the latter being one of the most celebrated qualities of this book. I have since revised some of the dialogue a bit as to not have some readers be taken out of the narrative’s energy, but most of it has remained the same. 
 
Concerning Crime Scenes – all the crime scenes contained in this book were written to be as realistic as possible and in conjunction with its dark and gothic theme. There will be blood, shock, and some violence, but all was done out of respect to the tone of the story and in service to the plot. Depicting the harsh reality of crime in the 19th century was not written gratuitously. 
 
I’ve found that many readers have thoroughly enjoyed the book as it stands, and I do sincerely hope that it entertains you as well. Thank you for your interest in The Valentine Circle.
 
My warmest regards,
 
Reinaldo
 
 





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“He who dons the mask is forever apart.”
—Soft Master
 





 
 

 
Boston Harbor, winter of 1885
 
A SULLEN RAVEN STOOD UPON A BRANCH, undulating with the sway of the midnight wind. Mounds of snow covered the sleeping cobblestone streets, and a thick layer of ice draped itself across the surface of the harbor water. In the distance, an oncoming ship made its way towards the docks, cutting through the ice and forcing it to break violently against the ship’s bow.
The captain of the boat, a weathered man draped in a dark trench coat, stroked his white beard as he navigated the ship towards land. Once the vessel was docked, the captain grabbed his hot pipe and proceeded down the stairs to bid his men goodbye. “As cold as it is now, it’s going to be even colder tomorrow morning,” he said. “Try not to stay out late. We leave at sunrise, just as soon as we get these crates unloaded. Understood?” 
“Aye,” his crew said in unison.
He reached into his pocket and grabbed a few dollars. “Here,” he said as he handed the money to one of his men. “Take this. Use it to keep your hearts warm tonight.”
“Aye, Captain,” the man replied, taking the money, then turning around and leaving the ship with the rest of the crew.
The captain stood idly as he watched his men go. He too wanted to go ashore, but not before closing up the lower deck cabins. As he moved along the bow, a group of seagulls broke the sky’s eerie silence. Bells were heard ringing in the distance as other ships made their way in and out of the harbor. An unnerving creak whistled through the air as the ship swayed back and forth, moving in sync with the waves’ rhythm. The captain kept still, discerning the space around him, feeling something foul messing with his sixth sense.
He moved down the port side towards the stern, carefully studying the edge as he looked out into the sleeping harbor. All was quiet, too quiet for his liking.
Nervous, he ran his hands across the ship’s rail, only to have it slip across the wet wood.
What’s this?
The captain raised his hand, spotting a bit of blood dripping down his fingers. He peeked over the edge, searching the hull’s entirety, and caught a glimpse of an object stuck to the side of the ship, faintly glowing within the shadows.
As he made his way to inspect it, his attention was suddenly caught by another similar object stuck to one of the nearby walls. Carefully, he approached it, moving his head up close in order to fully inspect it. He lit up a match and raised it. He could tell the object was a sharp instrument jammed into the wall, blood dripping from its cold surface. Hesitating at first, he grabbed the object and pulled it out, struggling, for it was buried deep within the hard wood. Once in his hand, he studied it more thoroughly. It was like a steel cross, about the size of his palm, but each end was sharpened, having a double edge. He’d never seen anything like it. 
Marveling at the small weapon, he felt a stream of blood drip down his thumb towards the floor. Seeing the mess it made, he grabbed a handkerchief from his pocket and knelt down to wipe the floor. As he wiped, he raised his eyes, spotting a long trail of blood leading down towards the lower deck. 
Alarmed, he stood up and followed the trail down the stairs until he stopped in front of a large closet. He reached for the knob. The second he opened the door, a man’s body toppled on him, knocking him down to the floor. The stranger’s blood washed across his face, and the captain began hyperventilating from the sudden shock. He grabbed the whistle around his neck and blew on it with all his might. The cry of the captain’s call shot forth from the ship, straight into the winter sky. 
Minutes later, a group of harbor guards came to his aid.
 
***
 
An hour passed, and the mysterious man was taken to a nearby homeless shelter. A police officer stood next to the cot where he lay. 
“I wish I knew who he was,” the officer said, inspecting the young man, who appeared to be in his early thirties, muscular, with dark hair and fair skin.
“I’m sorry I can’t tell you anything else,” the captain said. “I just found him on my ship. He must’ve boarded us somehow, sneaking inside one of our closets before passing out.”
“When do you think he boarded your ship?”
“Could’ve been anytime we were docked,” the captain said. “We were at sea for a few weeks, delivering our cargo to the Far East.”
“The Far East?”
“Yes, sir,” the captain said.
The officer inspected the weapon found stuck to the ship. “What about this? You found this thing stuck to one of the walls?”
“Yes, and I saw another one stuck to the ship’s hull.”
“And you have no idea where it came from?”
“None at all.”
Another officer, tall and svelte, joined in the conversation. “Did you find anything else with him?”
“Only the bag that was strapped to his back,” the captain said.
“I see. So, no identification whatsoever?”
“No, just what I showed you in the beginning, the label on one of his robes.”
“So he just appeared in one of your closets, unconscious and barely dressed?”
“I know it’s hard to believe, but you know as much as I do,” the captain said, sighing.
There was a ruckus near the front door. 
“Is the man still alive?” said a voice near the shelter’s entrance.
The tall officer turned around. “Inspector Belloc? I didn’t know you were going to show up.”
“Surprise,” Belloc said as he kept himself in the shadows.
“Well then—yes, he’s still breathing, but unconscious. I don’t really know his condition. We put out a call to the doctor. He should be here any minute.”
“I see.” Belloc stepped into the light. He was short and lean and in his early sixties, with a white head of hair that seamlessly morphed into a bushy beard. His right hand grasped a long, wooden cane, and as he walked towards the officers, his unique limp was obvious to all. Approaching them, he honed in on the young man, peeking out of his delicate spectacles. “Step aside, please. Let me have a look at him.” The officers made space for the inspector.
“What in God’s name?” Belloc said as he approached the young man. “Have you taken a look at his wounds yet?”
“Not yet,” the officer said. “They seem to be healed, but they might still require medical attention. From what I can tell, he must have at least three rounds inside of him.”
“Rounds? No, it can’t be.” Belloc bent over the young man, feeling out his torn shirt and pants. “These clothes aren’t American.” He looked over the man’s fresh scars. “And these wounds certainly aren’t holes; they’re gashes. He’s was stabbed, not shot.”
“Stabbed?” the doctor said as he finally stepped inside the shelter. “Where is he?”
“Oh, good,” Belloc said. “You’re just in time, doc.” The physician stepped up to the group. “He needs to be treated for his wounds immediately.”
“What happened to him?” the doctor said as he began checking his vitals.
“Well, that’s the real mystery, isn’t it?” Belloc replied. 
The doctor put his bag down, taking out a pair of medical shears, and starting from top to bottom, he cut the young man’s clothes down the middle, exposing his battered skin. “Oh, my,” the doctor said. “He’s covered in bruises. And those are—”
“Stab wounds,” Belloc interrupted. “I’d like to inspect them closer if you don’t mind.” Belloc ran his fingers across the man’s wounds. “Some of these are quite long, as if made by a large…sword. Yet these here are quite smaller, maybe inflicted by a dagger, something small and sharp.”
“Sharp?” the captain blurted. He remembered what he’d found on his ship. He pointed towards the bloody cross-shaped weapon resting on one of the small desks nearby. “As in that thing over there?”
Belloc turned around and glanced at the shiny object. He walked over and picked up the weapon. “Where did you find this?”
“It was stuck to one of the walls on my ship. There’s another one buried deep within the hull as well.”
“Interesting.” Belloc inspected the weapon. Something about it reminded him of his years in the military. “It looks familiar to me, yet I have no idea what it is.” He took out a small paper bag out of his pocket and dropped the weapon inside. “This will have to be checked in at the station.” He turned to the doctor. “Did you find anything?”
“He has a small wound on the back of his head, but he managed to cauterize it with something. I’ll have to do a closer examination once we get him to the hospital. But all in all, his vitals seem to be normal. He just needs some time to wake up.”
Belloc turned to the captain. “What else did you find with the body?” 
“He had a bag strapped to his back.”
“Here you go, Inspector,” said one of the officers as he handed the bag to Belloc.
Belloc inspected the contents of the bag. There was nothing out of the ordinary, mostly clothes, a few bandages, and some snacks. He grabbed one of the shirts and peeked at the label. A word was scribbled on it: Silas.
“Could that be his name?” He rummaged through the rest of the clothes and found a journal. “What’s this?” He smiled. “Hopefully this can tell us who he is.” As he opened the journal, his smile waned. “It’s not in English. Looks more like Japanese.” He looked back at the man. “But he’s not Japanese.”
“He looks American,” the doctor said, “or maybe from Europe.”
“He has the look of a Frenchman,” one officer chimed in.
“Yes, indeed he does.” Inspector Belloc inched closer to the young man. “Silas?” He waited for an answer. “Silas, wake up. Can you hear me? Is that your name? Is it Silas?”
Nothing.
Belloc noticed that the man’s fist was balled up. “What’s he got in there?” He reached for the man’s hand when, without warning, the man jerked up and grabbed hold of Belloc’s wrist, contorting it in such a way where Belloc couldn’t help but let out a painful moan. “Argh!”
“Good heavens!” the officer said, diving in to help the inspector. “Let go of him!” 
But before the officer could take out his billy club, the young man released Belloc’s wrist. He jumped off the cot, falling down onto the floor, too weak to stand up.
“You’re not going anywhere!” the officer shouted. “You stay right there!”
“No! Keep away! Don’t hurt him.” Belloc approached the young man who cowered on the floor. “It’s okay. You’re safe. You’re here with us.”
“Where am I?” the man struggled to say.
“You’re in America. You’re in Boston Harbor.”
“Boston?”
“Let me help you up.” Belloc extended his arm to him, and the young man grabbed Belloc’s hand, letting himself be led to the cot, where he then sat with his head lowered. “Who are you?”
“What?”
“What’s your name? Where are you from? Are you American? How did you end up in that ship?”
The man moved his eyes back and forth, as if racing through his thoughts in order to come up with an answer, yet he couldn’t. With a chill in his bones, he looked back at Belloc and said, “I don’t know.”
“What do you mean, you don’t know?” the officer blurted out.
“Officer, please.” Belloc turned around. “Let me do the talking.” He turned back to the young man. “I need you to remember who you are. Can you do that?”
A moment passed. The man looked up. “No, I can’t.”
“Can you at least remember your name?”
He shook his head. “I’m trying, but I just…can’t.”
“On this label here, it says ‘Silas.’ Does that ring a bell? Are you Silas?”
“I can’t really tell you,” the man replied. “I mean, it sort of sounds familiar, but... I suppose that’s me. I don’t know. I’m not sure. If it’s on my shirt, then it has to be me, right?”
“Possibly,” Belloc said. “Do you remember anything about what happened to you?”
Silas searched deep within his thoughts and found nothing but fog. “It was dark and hazy. I was running…I think. But that’s all I remember. What happened to me? Why am I here?”
“You suffered a wound to your head,” the doctor replied, “so it’s possible you might have amnesia.”
“Amnesia?” Silas reached for the wound on the back of his head, caressing it as his eyes bloomed. He moved his hand down to his body, feeling all of the scars throughout his exposed skin. “Who did this to me?”
“That’s what we’re trying to find out, son,” Belloc explained. “You were found on this man’s ship. You had stowed away, hidden yourself in a closet. Do you remember that?”
“No.”
“It seems that you may have been living in the Far East somewhere, maybe Japan or China?”
“I can’t remember any of that.”
“But you look American, so I’m wondering how you got all the way there in the first place.” Belloc pulled out the journal he found in Silas’s bag. “Can you make sense of this writing? Did you do this?”
Silas opened the journal and turned the pages. “I...can’t read this.”
“I see,” Belloc said, disappointed. 
“What’s going to happen to me?”
“Well, it’s obvious that you don’t have anywhere to go, since you don’t even know who you are or where you came from.” Belloc turned to the doctor. “How long can the hospital hold him?”
“A few days or so, until we do some tests—psychological, mental, etc.”
“Tests?” Silas echoed.
“No, that won’t do.” Belloc thought for a moment.
“What’s going to happen to me?” Silas asked. “When is my memory going to come back?”
“It’s possible that your memory could come back at any moment,” the doctor replied, “but then again, it might not. But it’s more probable that it will. It’s just a matter of time.”
“How long?” Silas asked, worried.
“It’s hard to say.”
Belloc put his fingers to his mouth and sighed, vigorously thinking. “Don’t worry, um...Silas. It’s important to keep calm about this. I’m an inspector for the Boston PD, and I have experience in solving these types of problems. We’ll find out who you are sooner or later. I will certainly try my hardest. Your situation intrigues me. Yes, most intriguing.”
“So what do I do? Where am I going to stay?”
“Well, there are a number of shelters in the city. I’m sure they’ll be able to take you in for a couple of days or so.”
“A couple of days?” Silas sighed. “But where am I going to go after a couple of days?”
Taking pity on him, Belloc put his hand on Silas’s shoulder. “Look, it’s going to be all right.”
Silas looked up at him. “Can I stay with you…at least until you find out who I am?”
“With me?” Belloc said incredulously. “Oh, no, son. I don’t believe that’s possible.”
“Why not?”
“Well, it’s just...not.”
“I’ll help you figure out who I am. I can try to remember, make it easier for you. I can also clean. I can do some other work.”
“Work?” One of the officers stepped up to Belloc in order to whisper something in his ear. Belloc sighed. “It seems that the Boston Police Department is drastically in need of officers,” Belloc said. “You seem to be athletically sound, and it’s quite obvious that you’re familiar with...rough conditions, so here’s the plan: I’ll let you stay with me until we find out who you are, under the stipulation that you go to work for the Boston PD and pay me rent. Is that understood?”
“Of course.”
“Well then, it’s settled,” Belloc replied. “For now, we need to get you to a hospital.” 
“Yes, sir.”
“Belloc will do.”
“Okay, Belloc.” Silas stood up and began following Belloc as he made his way out of the shelter.
“Wait,” the officer called out to Silas. “Your bag—don’t you want it?”
“My bag?”
“Oh, yes, of course,” Belloc replied. “We need that. That’s evidence. Go grab it. It’s just a mess of clothes.”
Silas went back for his bag. He inspected its contents.
“See anything familiar?” Belloc asked.
“Not really.” Silas searched the pile of clothes, not finding anything of importance. Then he came upon a little bump near the end of the bag. What’s this? It was a small pouch. He snapped it open, and inside, he found two things: an envelope and a small bag full of little spiked pellets. He looked past the bag of spikes and noticed a few more hidden pouches all across the bag’s interior. He then looked at the envelope. On the top right it read: Silas de San Michel. Underneath his name was some Japanese writing. But more importantly, on the center of the envelope was the address of the intended receiver: Lucy Reilly, School of Arts, Boston, MA.
“What’s the matter?” Belloc yelled. “Did you find something?”
“Nothing important,” Silas quickly replied, putting the envelope back in the bag. “Just some torn paper.”
“We need to hurry up.”
“Right away.” But just then, a feeling came over Silas. He paused and lowered his head, searching deep within his thoughts for something he could remember about the name written on the envelope. A moment passed as he tried hard to visualize a face. 
An image entered his mind. “Lucy?” he mumbled with excitement. “I know who you are.” He smiled, realizing he’d finally remembered something important to him. But this memory he kept to himself for the time being—something inside him told him to. 
*
 





 
 

 
One Week Later
 
“OFFICER DE SAN MICHEL?” THE STOUT, OLD SERGEANT
SAID. “De San Michel?” he called out sternly, grabbing a damp handkerchief and wiping the sweat off his pale-faced mug. Impatiently, he waited for an answer from the rookie standing post just outside the door.  
No response.
The sergeant stepped out of the small bedroom and turned his head, honing in on his agitator. “You there! Officer de San Michel?”
“I’ll be with you in a minute,” the young, uptight officer said as he whipped his head around. “I mean, my apologies, Sergeant.” He stood up from kneeling beside a young girl. “I thought you were someone else. What can I help you with, sir?”
“What is your name?”
“Pardon?”
“Your name, Officer—what is it?”
“Officer Silas de San Michel,” he said, straightening his fitted officer’s uniform. Silas had a lean, muscular frame, his dark eyes were big with long lashes, and his lips were plump and red. His distinguished nose fit perfectly in the middle of his prominent cheekbones, and his black, wavy mane pleasantly contrasted his fair skin.
“And when one calls out that name, do you acknowledge them?”
“For the most part.”
“Especially when it’s a superior?”
“That goes without saying.”
“Then why have you ignored me for the past five minutes?”
“Ignored?” Silas stepped back, realizing he’d been too focused on the little girl’s well-being. “I wasn’t trying to ignore you, Sergeant.”
“Well, you did.”
“Sorry again, sir,” Silas grumbled. “I was just trying to comfort the child, especially after what she’s been through.”
“You aren’t the girl’s mother,” the sergeant said. “Hurry up and get in here. We need more hands inside.”
Silas fumbled with the little trinkets he held in his hands, personal items that he shared with the young girl who sobbed uncontrollably, mourning the loss of her little brother. He wiped the sweat off his hands and made his way in, gently though, for Silas walked like no other man walked: soft and catlike. He managed to sneak up behind the sergeant, who waited for him just inside the door to the kids’ bedroom. 
“Officer de San—” the sergeant blurted out as he turned around to reprimand Silas one more time, but got a shock in return, finding Silas just inches away from his face. “How did you— Step away, Officer!”
“As you wish,” Silas said, bypassing the sergeant and making his way inside. 
The boy’s bedroom was large in a sense, but small compared to the other rooms in the spacious Victorian town home. The inside was lit up by a few lanterns: two on top of some nightstands and the other hanging on the wall. The boy’s bed had been quickly made up, the floors had been swept clean, and the furnishings dusted off. It was apparent that the boy’s family didn’t want the sudden kidnapping of their son to appear scandalous. Searching the room, Silas spotted a few officers pretending to search for evidence, bending over and clownishly searching under the most absurd of places.
Would the boy be hiding inside a music box?
Regardless, he made his way in, making sure not to lock eyes with the sergeant who stood next to a much younger captain. Silas noticed the open window. He moved towards it and instinctively ran his finger down the window’s damp, wooden frame.
Next to Silas, the captain stood alongside the sergeant, and talking as if Silas were invisible, he grilled the sergeant about the odd face that had just stepped inside the room. 
“And who is he?” the captain said. “Why haven’t I seen him before?”
“He’s new, Captain. It’s his first day. He’s part of the wave of new recruits, the ones they’re just picking off the streets like rats.”
“Today is his first day and he winds up with us? But doesn’t he look a bit old for a rookie? I’m curious. Where did he work before this?”
“Well, he—well, I don’t quite know. I’ll ask him.”
Silas leaned against the window, pretending he was oblivious to their conversation. For the week that he’d been hanging around Boston, he’d come to understand that his five senses were very acute, and he could hear the whispers and mumbles given off by everyone inside the room. 
“Officer?”
“Um…yes?” Silas said, playing along.
“The captain would like to know why you are older than most of the other rookies.”
“Because of my age, Sergeant.”
The sergeant turned to the captain. “Sir, Officer de San Michel would like you to know that he can be quite a smartass along with being a much older rookie.” He turned to Silas. “Did I miss anything?”
Frustrated, Silas apologized. “Sorry about that, Captain. Please forgive me. Yes, I’ve done some work before this. I, um, was in...well—I worked in a ship.”
“A ship?”
“Yes, a cargo vessel. We sailed mostly around the Far East.” 
“The East?” the captain said. “For God’s sake, why so far?”
“Why not?”
The captain looked him over, displeased with his attitude. “Carry on, then.”
“Sir,” Silas replied, walking away.
“Keep your eye on that one,” the captain said to his sergeant.
“Oh, no need for that,” said a filtered voice lurching around the entrance to the room.
The officers turned towards the door.
“Inspector Belloc?” the captain said. “How good of you to join us, though, I’m perplexed as to what brings you to this scene, such a minor crime for a homicide investigator to waste his time with.”
“Well, perhaps you can tell me why you have so many men scouring the room for a simple kidnapping instead of under my service, where they truly belong?” the inspector said, stepping into the light. As he approached the captain, he turned to Silas. “As far as Officer de San Michel goes—he’s with me.”
“With you?”
“Yes. I’ll vouch for him. He’s a friend of the family. He might be a bit strange, but he’ll do his job.”
“I hope so,” the captain said. “We were just saying how he seems old for a rookie.”
“Yes, well, it seems to me that we need to focus on more important matters.”
“Right,” the sergeant said, straightening up a bit.
Belloc turned back to stare down the little boy’s parents, who were hovering out in the hallway, worried about how the kidnapping would affect their status in their local community. “It seems that these social puppets decided to destroy all trace of evidence for their own superficial worries.” He turned back to the captain. “What is it that you have here?”
“To emphasize again, I don’t understand why you’re bothering with a kidnapping.”
“All mysteries are interconnected, and in all mysteries there is at least one clue drawing us closer to know that which is true. Never waste an opportunity, Captain.”
“Very well,” the captain replied. “Some time after midnight, the younger boy was taken.” He pointed to the older brother and sister, who were standing near a corner. “Those two over there heard their little brother scream, and so when they went to check on him, they found the boy hanging out the window.”
“Hanging from the window?” Belloc said. “Why was he doing that?”
“It seems he had no choice,” the captain said. “According to the siblings, someone grabbed their younger brother by the legs and swept him right out of the room.”
“With ease,” Silas said from a few feet away, snooping in on their conversation with his exceptional hearing.
“Pardon?” Belloc asked.
“I spoke with the older sister,” Silas said. “She said it was as if a giant had come in and taken her little brother with ease.”
“A giant?” Belloc said.
“Right,” the sergeant said. “A...giant. Thank you for your input, Officer, but shouldn’t you be looking under beds with the rest of the rookies?”
“Of course, Sergeant,” Silas said. “Sorry to intrude.” He turned to walk away, but before doing so, he turned back to Belloc. “The girl could’ve been speaking metaphorically—that is, that whoever took the child had the strength of a giant, so whoever he was was of considerable size.”
“He?” Belloc said.
“When we were out in the hallway, the girl mentioned that when her older brother turned to look at the writing on the wall, she could’ve sworn that the kidnapper peeked back at them for a split second, as if warning the kids. She said from what she saw in that moment, he was tall and masculine, and, oh, that he had the strangest eyes—they were luminous.”
“For goodness’ sake, the child has been traumatized,” the captain said. “God only knows what kind of mythical things she’d be able to come up with. Get back to your duties, Officer.”
Silas broke away from them as Belloc watched on, curious about Silas’s sudden impressive investigative skills. The inspector turned to the wall to look at the writing Silas had just spoken of. He approached it carefully, sort of mesmerized that any type of strange message would be found at a kidnapping scene. He read the words on the wall. “The factory breeds the harvest.” He paused and thought for a moment. “The factory?” He turned to the captain. “What do you think that means?”
“Well, we’ve started with the obvious,” the captain said. “My men have already searched for all the factories within a fifty-mile radius of the city. We have squads on their way. If the child is in one of those factories, we’ll find him.”
“No, for the boy to be in some factory would be too easy. This has to have some type of symbolic meaning.” He turned back to Silas, for he had an urge to ask for his opinion, but only stared at him as he went about his duties. 
The young rookie walked across the room. He’d never been an officer before, but it all felt strangely familiar to him. An eerie feeling rushed through his veins, signaling to him that he’d been in similar situations before, as if he was accustomed to using his intuition to seek out certain answers, secrets only he could decipher. 
All week long, he’d been struggling to regain his memories, as if his former life had tragically died and he’d been recently reborn. It was a lot for him to bear. The past few nights, he had trouble sleeping, waking up in sweat-ridden interludes, breathing heavily, with his hands trembling. He only wished he knew something about himself, something of his mysterious past. 
Yet in that present moment, where he walked around searching for clues, he felt comforted, as if he’d tapped into a secret memory from his former life. Because of this one feeling, he let himself be guided by his inner instincts, even if they felt a bit unorthodox. 
He stepped inside the older siblings’ bedroom, probing for anything out of the ordinary. There, he found two officers wasting time, half-heartedly pretending to search for clues. “Not much luck?” he said to one of the officers.
“There never is with these things.”
“Oh? You’ve done many of these, I suppose?”
“Well, not a lot, just the recent ones in the past week.”
“Recent ones? There were more like these?”
“Oh, yes, many more.” 
“How many kids were taken?”
“About five in total.”
“Five in one week?” Silas said, rubbing his head. “And no one has found anything yet?”
“Nothing.”
“And the words on the wall? Were those found in any of the other kidnappings?”
“No, that’s new.”
“Hmm.”
“What’s the matter?” 
“No, it just feels as if this is more than just a kidnapping.”
“How do you mean?”
“I don’t know yet,” Silas explained. He stepped away from the officers in order to thoroughly search the room. “There has to be something. There’s always something.” He could tell that inside his mind there was an instinct that was working like clockwork, and trusting this gut feeling, he closed his eyes and began to take deep breaths. He extended his ears a bit, trying to catch all the noise in the two rooms, listening for something out of place. Instantly, he heard the sound of various squeaks emanating from the wooden floor as the officers walked around the little boy’s room next door.
That’s odd. So much squeaking for such a small room.
It was abnormally loud, so loud that he could hear the squeaks even with all of the other commotion surrounding him. 
“That’s it,” Silas said. “The floor squeaks; it resonates all the way over here.”
“What are you saying?” one officer blurted out.
“I have a hunch,” Silas explained as he walked into the next room, where Belloc stood conversing with the captain. As he made his way in, he was met with the sergeant’s cold stare. Silas called out to Belloc. “Inspector? If you please, for one second.”
Belloc grabbed his cane and helped himself across the room and into the older siblings’ bedroom. “What is it, Officer de San Michel?” he said. “Did you find something?”
“No. Well…maybe. It’s the floor in both rooms. It squeaks.”
“Please tell me you have more than that,” said the captain, who had followed Belloc into the room.
“Let him speak, Captain,” Belloc countered.
“See, I listened for a moment,” Silas said, “and I realized that the floor doesn’t have to squeak.”
“Go on,” Belloc said.
“Well—” But Silas was unexpectedly interrupted by a young woman entering the room. 
“Who’s this?” she asked.
“Oh, there you are,” Belloc said. “I’ve been waiting for you. This is the man I was speaking to you about. This is Officer Silas de San Michel.” 
The young woman stepped closer to the group. She was gracefully slender with a robust blonde mane. Her complexion was fair, and her catlike blue eyes complemented her whimsical smirk. She was dressed in dark brown pants, a fluffy shirt, and a black robe-like coat. 
The minute she revealed herself, Silas stepped back a couple of feet, feeling a bit shy. His heart raced, and he became weak in the knees. It was then that Silas realized that whoever he was in his former life, he was certainly insecure around beautiful women. So as a reflex, he crossed his arms, scrunched his shoulders, and kept his feet close together. A wave of insecurity blanketed him like armor.
“Okay, so that’s him,” she said. “So, if he’s a rookie, why is he acting like he’s magically trying to solve the case?”
“Good question,” the captain added.
“Don’t mind them, Silas, especially her,” Belloc remarked. “She’s my assistant, Posy Chapman. She helps me with my investigative work, all of the legal preoccupations.”
“And illegal,” the captain mumbled under his breath.
Silas didn’t say a word to her, not because he was arrogant, but because his shyness made it difficult to say anything at all. Well, maybe a little arrogance, just a little. It was his defense mechanism. “Can I continue?” he said to Belloc, ignoring Posy. 
“If you must,” Posy said. “What were you saying about the floor?”
“I was saying...for my demonstration, I need everyone to stay still and be extremely quiet.”
Belloc turned to the captain. “Could you have your men comply for just a second, if only to humor me, please?”
“As you wish, Inspector.” The captain turned his eyes to Silas before walking around and asking his men to quiet down for a moment. “Please, officers, stop what you’re doing and be still. We’re to be entertained in a few moments, so please give this rookie your utmost attention.” He tipped his hat to Silas.
“Very well, then,” Silas said. “Everyone stay here as I make my way into the next room and pretend to be the intruder. Please shut the door.” Inspector Belloc obliged him.
They all stood waiting for something to happen when they began hearing a noise. 
“Shush,” Belloc said. “Listen.”
Once Silas had made his way to the window, he began walking towards the little boy’s bed. Next door, Belloc and the others could hear his footsteps clearly, and even more severely, the creaking of the floor. CREAK. CREAK. It was quite obvious.
“I will try it again, this time with a softer step!” Silas shouted. Silas doubled back until he reached the window, and began heading towards the boy’s bed once more, this time using his tiptoes to muffle the sound. Still, the creaking of the floor was audible in the next room, not as much as the first time, but definitely noticeable. A kidnapper coming in through the window would’ve obviously been heard.
“So, what’s the point?” the captain added. “The children heard the man walk in. I would assume that’s why they got up to investigate the boy’s room.”
“No, but the children only heard the yelp of their sibling,” Belloc replied. “They didn’t hear the man come in.”
“Where are the children?” the captain said, looking around. “Come here, please.” He motioned for the older sister to step up. “When you and your brother were playing on the floor, could you hear squeaking, as if someone was walking next door?” 
“No, not at all, sir,” the little girl replied. “We only heard the scream.”
“Interesting,” Belloc said.
Out of the blue, Silas opened the door and stuck his head in. “I’m going to try it one more time. Let me know if you hear anything.” He shut the door. A moment passed, and then the group heard Silas yell, “All right, I’m starting!”
They waited, yet they heard nothing. They waited some more, yet still, no creaking.
“I’m at the boy’s bed!”
“But how?” the captain said. He rushed to the door and opened it. Stepping in, he saw Silas standing next to the bed. Belloc and Posy followed the captain.
“I see,” Belloc said with a smile.
“How did you manage to sneak in without making a sound?” Posy wondered.
Silas grinned, and with his eyes, motioned down to the floor. Everyone turned to what he pointed to, and there they saw his pale, bare feet. He wiggled them for fun. “No shoes. He was barefooted.”
“Barefooted?” Posy said. She flipped her hair, as if dismissing his deduction. “A barefooted kidnapper? That’s quite the story and quite the imagination.”
“The imagination is always a good place to start,” Silas countered. 
Belloc narrowed his eyes in thought, knowing his new friend could be put to better use in his personal service. 
“It’s a possibility that he couldn’t have been truly barefooted,” Silas continued. “A pair of soft soles could have done the trick. Yet a barefooted menace lurking about the streets of Boston at night would inflict fear into the city, especially children. It’s abnormal. It’s unorthodox.”
“Yes, it’s about as abnormal as your theory,” Posy said.
“Miss Chapman,” Belloc interrupted. “Give the boy a chance.”
“Boy?” Silas whispered.
“I think you’ve given us enough help here on your first day, Officer,” the captain said, not impressed with his antics. “You are excused from the scene.”
“Of course, Captain.”
“If he’s to be excused for the night, then perhaps I could have his counsel?” Belloc asked.
“Do whatever you want, but it’s off the clock.”
“If you say so,” Belloc said, turning to Silas. “What do you say, lad?”
“Well, it’s a bit sudden, but I’ll do anything to help you, since you’ve so graciously helped me.”
“Splendid.”
The captain and the sergeant moved away from them, the sarge giving Silas one last disapproving stare.
“I have to say, young Silas, your methods are quite unusual,” Belloc said. “Maybe that could help us to learn who you really are?”
“I suppose.”
“Unusual is a good word,” Posy remarked, joining them. “Are you sure you don’t remember anything of your former life?” 
Silas was shocked to find out she knew his secret. 
“Yes, Belloc told me all about it,” Posy admitted.
“Are you calling me a liar?”
“I just find it strange that you can’t remember anything about your life, yet you obviously know a few things about detective work.”
“What I know just suddenly comes to me, as if it’s some type of intuition,” Silas said while he put on his shoes. “But I don’t know why these ideas fill my head. I’m just starting to learn who I am, and it’s a bit overwhelming at the moment.”
“Then maybe this job is too much for you to handle.”
Silas just gave her a cold stare. “It wasn’t my idea.”
“You two stop it,” Belloc interrupted. “Silas is here to stay, and he’ll assist me whether you like it or not, Miss Chapman.”
“Fine.”
“And Silas, once you get settled into your new position, you’ll have to speak more about this intuition you have.”
“Wait a minute, settled into his what?” Posy asked.
“My new position?”
“That’s right, Silas,” Belloc said. “I’ve decided. I’m appointing you to my task force.”
“Task force? What task force?”
“You’re what?” Posy interrupted, shocked beyond belief. “But he’s just a rookie with amnesia. You can’t be serious.”
“Pipe down, Posy,” Belloc countered. “We need a fresh perspective on our new case. You know this.”
“And this is it? Him! After all the prep I’ve done for this case. I won’t see it mishandled by some rookie.”
“It won’t be mishandled, Miss Chapman. I want to hear no more of this. What’s done is done. You’ll work with Officer de San Michel, and he’ll assist you. Heed my orders. Put your faith in me.”
Posy just stood there, arms crossed, grinding her teeth and breathing out her nose.
“I don’t know if I’m able to be on your team,” Silas said sincerely.
“Nonsense,” Belloc said. “If I want you on the task force, you’re on it. It’s as simple as that.”
“What exactly do you want me to do?”
“I want you to be a third pair of eyes and ears, good lad. We’ll need it.”
“So what exactly is it that your team does?”
Posy rolled her eyes.
“Homicide,” Belloc replied.
Silas winced.
“Especially those involving young women. That is our specialty,” Belloc further explained.
Silas sighed. “It’s not exactly what I imagined doing, but since you’re the only friend that I have, I’ll do anything to help. So, I guess I start first thing tomorrow morning?”
“No,” Belloc said with a grim face. “You start now. Follow me, please.”
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Claudia Annabelle Decamps, 1868-1885
 
“WHERE ARE ALL THE OFFICERS?” Silas said as they pulled up to a grand suburban mansion nestled comfortably atop a handful of green acres.
“We’re a few miles from the city,” Belloc said. “Out here in Brookline, most families that are part of prominent societal groups like to keep these matters private. The less noise, the better, and quite frankly, I agree.”
“Valentine Lane,” Silas muttered as he glanced at the polished street sign near one of the light posts.
“I know you’ve only been here a week, but have you ever heard of the Valentine Society?” Posy asked.
“Doesn’t ring a bell.”
“Well, they’re one of the most powerful social cliques in all of Massachusetts, and the Decampses are longtime members, so please don’t do anything to make us look bad in front of them.”
“Oh, please,” Belloc said, obviously disgusted with the whole idea of social hierarchy.
“I’ll do my best not to embarrass you, Miss Chapman,” Silas said sincerely.
Posy gave Silas a fake smile before jumping out of the large, black carriage. Belloc soon followed his assistant, gently placing his feet on the ground before using his cane to secure himself upright. Lastly, Silas stepped out, leaping forth as if forced to by some type of innate skill, landing squarely on the ground. To her amazement, Posy noticed that Silas had failed to make the least bit of a sound as he landed on the coarse gravel.
Calmly, Silas took in his surroundings. The night sky buzzed with life. The patches of woods surrounding the house were a private circus of woodland critters; their beady, yellow eyes poked out of the blotches of shadows found in between the tall trees. There was an odd smell of flowers lingering atop the dampness of the manicured grass.
“Flowers?” Silas whispered to himself. “In this winter?” He took a few steps towards the mansion. Already, his instincts were kicking in. He searched the crevices of the well-laid bricks covering the house, quickly realizing how easy of a climb it would be for him. He also noticed how simple it would be for anyone escaping from the premises to lose themselves in the blackness of the forest just behind the mansion. “Lots of shadows here.”
“Hurry now,” Belloc whispered. “Let’s make our way in.”
The three approached the grandiose home, marveling at the long windows stretching towards the sky. The glistening red bricks accented the various turret-like towers, and there was a massive archway leading to the front entrance. Silas stood in awe for a second, admiring the spires poking forth from the sturdy roof.
“So, Belloc said you are American,” Posy remarked as she walked towards him. “That makes sense, since you sound like one. Where exactly are you from?”
Silas looked at her in disbelief. “I don’t know. That’s the problem.”
“Oh, right...amnesia,” Posy quipped as she passed him on her way to the door.
“Don’t mind her, Silas. She’s a very private person, and she’s not much for strangers.”
Overhearing them, Posy added, “Nor do I like arrogance.”
“Arrogance?” Silas replied.
“You don’t even know who you are, yet you’re so confident you can solve the case with your hidden superpowers.”
“I never said anything like that.”
“How do we know you aren’t making the entire thing up?” Posy crossed her arms.
“You don’t, and if you don’t want me here, I’ll be glad to go.”
“Both of you!” Belloc said. “That’s enough! Nobody is going anywhere except inside the house.” He turned to Posy. “You need to be a little more courteous.”
“I just don’t want to see you get taken advantage of.”
“I can very well take care of myself. But I appreciate the concern. Don’t worry. I have a feeling about Silas. It’s a gut feeling. Trust me on this.”
“Fine,” Posy whispered as she stepped up to the door, the first to knock. 
The door of the mansion creaked, and a long face attached to an impeccable suit opened the door. It was the butler, and when Belloc showed him his credentials, he just sneered at them disgustingly; the inconvenience of an investigation was just as bothersome to him as it was to the owners of the mansion. “Come in, and please be quick about it.” 
“Well, he’s certainly a charmer,” Posy said, stepping inside.
“Just be prompt about it, Posy,” Belloc replied as he followed. “And keep the comments to yourself.”
“You used to be more fun.”
“I was less of a serious man back then. I can hardly remember fun.”
Silas followed them in. The front entrance of the mansion was expansive, with the first floor opening up to the second and the third. Thick and richly detailed columns were spread apart, holding up the edges of the subsequent levels. The floors were spit-shine marble with a few long and elegant rugs strewn about the place, rugs that were clearly worth more than ten times an officer’s yearly wage. The opulent dark woods of the accompanying furniture gave the mansion a feel of the old world, tradition and heritage, warmth and stability. Wailing could be heard stemming from one of the bedrooms on the third level. 
“Follow the cries of the heartbroken mother,” Belloc said as he walked towards the stairs.
“Try not to knock anything over,” Posy said to Silas. “Only touch the things that I tell you to touch.”
“Maybe I just won’t touch anything at all.”
As Silas made his way to the stairs, he sensed something odd, a sort of urge to search around the main room, stopping him dead in his tracks. In his mind, he could see the various routes he would take if he were in a situation where he had to move about the mansion in a stealthy manner. And that was what troubled him, for it seemed too easy, as if all the furniture and correlating decor was perfectly placed as to provide the most minimal of obstructions to a wandering thief. Either the owners of the manor were imbeciles when it came to practical security, or someone had prepped the house for invasion. 
Silas’s hairs flickered on his left arm, giving him a slight chill. He turned his head and saw the butler partly hiding in the shadows, staring him down as if Silas were some sort of unwanted intruder. He kept his eyes on the butler for a tense second then pulled them away as the butler slipped into the darkness of the shadows. “Be careful what you say in this house. There are eyes and ears everywhere.”
After fifty feet or so, the long hall on the third floor began to narrow some. The decor and furnishings became less extravagant, and right at the end of the hall, where the bedrooms were kept, it was all too plain and homely. There, sitting next to a guard, were the mother and father of the victim in question. The mother cried profusely, tears drenching the soft fabric of her husband’s dainty handkerchief. The father knelt next to his wife, doing his best to console her, whispering softly in her ear, patting her on all the right places. It seemed he was quite experienced in that sort of thing.
“Good evening. I’m Inspector Belloc, special investigator for the city of Boston. I’m truly sorry for your loss.”
“Yes, I know who you are,” the father said. “We’ve been waiting for the past hour for an investigator to arrive. The police have already been here. How long will it be before the body…” the father stumbled, “before my daughter is taken away? We need to clean the room as soon as possible.”
“In good time, sir,” Belloc said, incredulous. “Let us do our job. We’ll be quick about it. In the meantime, my assistant here will have to gather some necessary information.”
“I’ve already explained everything to the officers. They’ve taken our statements. How much longer do we have to have our daughter lie there?”
“What else do you want from us?” the grieving mother said. “Just find the person who did this.”
“Of course, Mrs. Decamps,” Belloc said. “My apologies. Let us tend to our duties, then.” Belloc departed from the parents, grabbing Silas by the arm. Posy stayed behind, taking out a small journal and pen. 
“What happened to all the officers?” Silas said.
“They’ve come and gone. I’m surprised they allowed me to view the body at the actual scene.”
As Belloc and Silas entered the girl’s bedroom, they instantly recognized a sound coming from the corner of the room. It was a small music box playing a fuzzy and brightly tune, something like a lullaby.
“Why is that still on?” Silas said.
“Odd,” Belloc added.
“It was her favorite song!” the mother’s voice came ringing forth from the hall. 
“Silas? Do something about that, will you?”
Turning his focus away from the body in front of him, Silas sidestepped to the right and made a small leap into the corner. He took a handkerchief out of his uniform jacket, and with it, grabbed the top of the box, stopping the music. He turned around slowly in order to calmly take in the scene in front of him.
Spread out on the wooden floor was the body of Catherine Annabelle Decamps. A large part of the floor underneath her body was smashed completely through, with the girl’s lower half buried deep into the floor. Her top half was exposed from torso to head with her arms close to her body. A nightgown was all she wore. Patches of blood were painted across her hands and pale face. Silas could see straight through to the second level, where her lower half hung.
“Her name is Catherine,” Belloc said. “From what it says on the initial report given to me, she’s only seventeen years of age.” 
“God almighty. What could have caused the floor to cave in?”
“That’s what we’re here to find out. There’s no apparent sign of struggle. Everything is quite neat. There aren’t any signs of tumbling or rummaging.”
Silas pressed on the floor. “It seems sturdy enough. Only a massive amount of pressure could have made that hole in the floor. To be able to crash through the floor, it would take more than one person jumping on it.”
“If someone was jumping.” Belloc bent down, grabbing the nearby bed frame for support. “See here.” He pointed towards the edges of the hole. “They’re quite smooth, not jagged. No, this hole’s not here because of a break. It was sawed off.”
“Sawed?”
“Correct. It seems there was a purpose for this gruesome display. Someone cut out a hole and put her in there. But why? I don’t know. Maybe it’s a sign of disrespect.” Belloc checked his watch. “We don’t have much time left. Try to capture everything of the murder, as horrible as that may seem.”
“I’ll try my best,” Silas said, kneeling down next to the body. “How long do you think she’s been dead?”
“I don’t really know. I would say a few hours at least. We’ll know more once the doctor gets a look at her. He should’ve been here by now.”
Posy came in, stopping midway and gasping for air. She had seen quite a few grisly scenes, but they never got old. She carried an oversized box and bag, struggling a bit to keep it off the floor.
“What’s that?” Silas said.
“A camera,” Posy said. “What else would it be?” She began to take it out and assemble it.
“No cameras!” the father screamed from the hallway. All three of them turned to the father, not knowing what to say. “I’ve spoken to the commissioner about this. No cameras.”
“The commissioner?” Silas said.
“I see.” Belloc motioned for Posy to heed the father’s words. “Put it away.”
“Are you serious? We need to photograph her before we move the body.”
“Just do what I say. We’ll just have to do with what we find here.”
“Don’t worry; I’ll just make a mental picture,” Silas added.
“Oh, that’ll help us a lot,” Posy said. “What you need to do is write everything down. It’s the first thing you should do, always.” She took out a brand-new journal out of her pocket and lobbed it at Silas quite forcefully. “And here’s a pen.”
“Thanks,” Silas said, grabbing the journal but disregarding it for the time being.
“How did she die?” Posy said.
“Well—”
“She bled out,” Silas interrupted Belloc.
“Pardon?”
“She lost most of her blood,” Silas said. “Look at her face. I...know these types of faces, the ghostly ones whose torsos have been cut to shreds.” He gestured with his hand. “She’s pale as can be, more than usual for someone who’s deceased. Her cheeks droop, gauntly-like, and there’s a sad expression on her face.”
“We need to move the body out of the hole. Silas? Posy? You two will have to do it, and do it speedily. We don’t know how much time we have at the scene.”
Posy gave Silas a pair of gloves.
“Let’s bring her out slowly,” Silas said, grabbing one arm while Posy grabbed the other. 
They pulled Catherine’s body out of the hole, and to Silas’s surprise, the lower half of her body was intact, not mutilated at all. Feeling something slippery run down his wrists, he noticed spotted streaks of blood dripping down his arm. “All this blood,” Silas said. “Tragic.”
“Oh dear,” Belloc said as he stood up.
“It can’t be,” Posy said.
“She was with child,” Silas said, walking down to the girl’s legs, bending down. 
“Judging by the size of her belly, she was somewhere in the thirtieth week.” Belloc put on his working glasses. He took out a couple of tools and some gloves, inspecting her thoroughly. “Oh my. This is truly horrible.”
“What is it?” Posy said.
“Someone tried to perform a c-section on her.” Belloc moved his finger across her belly. “See the cut here, and then whoever did it tried to sew the incision back up, as if trying to heal her.”
Posy crouched down next to Belloc. “And the baby?”
Belloc took his stethoscope and placed it on the deceased girl’s belly. He listened for a heartbeat.
Nothing.
“The baby’s dead. It was murdered as well.” Belloc took his hand and slipped it inside the part of the stomach that hadn’t been stitched up yet, feeling for the baby’s body. “Good God. The baby’s head is crushed. Whoever crushed the baby’s head did it with no tools or anything, just used their bare hands and then left the baby in there, only to sew the mother back up.” Belloc looked around the body. “He must’ve used some type of drug to put her out while he performed the procedure, and see these puncture marks around her hip? That was for the numbing agent.”
“What sort of monster could have done such a thing?” Posy said.
“Are you saying the baby was murdered along with the mother?” Silas asked.
“Well, no, not exactly. The baby was badly mutilated, but the mother wasn’t hurt at all. The killer even tried to sew her back up. Eventually, the child would’ve had to be taken out, but still, the mother would’ve been able to live. It’s like he was only after the child.”
“Just doesn’t make any sense,” Posy said.
“You’re saying then that the killer meant to murder the child but not the mother?” Silas said. “And that’s why he stitched her up?”
“Possibly,” Belloc said, closing her legs together, snapping off his gloves and pulling the gown over her lower body.
“But the mother is dead,” Posy said.
“Quite right.”
Silas suddenly remembered something, the blood he’d felt on his hands. He knelt down in front of Catherine and took one of her arms. “When we moved the body, there was a lot of blood dripping down her arm. I noticed my hands caught a little bit of her blood after gripping her wrists.” He turned her left arm to check her wrist, and just as he suspected, it had been cut. “She bled out through here.” He checked the other arm—the same. “The killer couldn’t have done this. He didn’t want her dead.”
“She must have killed herself,” Posy said. “She couldn’t live with the fact that she’d just lost her baby.”
“It’s a possibility,” Belloc added. “If she did kill herself, it was a tragic way to go. Nevertheless, this changes things. It’ll now be ruled as a suicide, if it is to be ruled at all. The family will see to that. More than likely, the knowledge of the murdered baby will be kept secret, and the murderer won’t be sought out. Damn it.”
“Where’s the knife?” Silas said, interrupting. “What did she use? There’s no razor or anything sharp around.”
“That’s a good question,” Belloc said.
“The killer must have taken it,” Posy said.
“But why would he do that?” Belloc stood up. “He would have left by the time Catherine killed herself. Maybe he watched her do it and then he took it? For a memento? A trophy?”
“It was his,” Silas said with a dour face. “That’s why he didn’t finish stitching her up.”
“Come again?” Posy said.
“The weapon was his. He gave it to her. He let her use it.” 
“So there was mutual cooperation?” Belloc asked.
“I guess.”
“Hmm.” Belloc reached for his journal. “Write down everything you can. I fear there are more powerful forces looming over us, intent on keeping us away from the truth.”
Posy started writing down everything she had discovered, even trying to sketch a crude version of the scene in front of her. She turned to Silas. “Aren’t you going to take notes? We don’t have much time.”
“Notes? I don’t really think that’ll be necessary.” Belloc and Posy would once in a while peek up from their writing to notice Silas’s strange behavior, hoping he didn’t mean what he’d said. 
Silas walked the room. “There’s no trace of evidence anywhere, nothing crude and clumsy. Whoever did this was a professional, if not trained to be this precise, then disciplined from a lifetime of learning. An untraceable presence like this requires superior knowledge of dark things, things people loathe speaking about, but then again, nothing is truly untraceable.” He walked up to the window and opened it. It opens easy. “There’s lubricant on the window sill.”
“Come again?” Belloc said.
“The window’s lubricated, not only from the inside but the outside as well.”
“That’s sort of odd, don’t you think?” Belloc said, keeping to his notes.
Silas inspected the window thoroughly. “He applied the lubricant cleanly and quite precisely, not sloppily. He knew just the right amount to use. He’s used to opening windows this way.” His eyes opened wide. “He’s done this before, and he’s good at it.”
“A thief?” Posy said. 
“Not sure.” Silas stuck his head out the window, searching the outer perimeter. He felt a cold breeze whizzing by him, ruffling up his uniform. “It’s windy out tonight, muffling natural sounds, good for moving about in the dark.” Hmm. 
He turned to the right and saw nothing but a patch of woods and trees shadowed by the silver eventide. Yet, when he turned left, he did see something. It was only for a moment, just when the moonlight had done a quick sweep of the roof some twenty yards away. It appeared to be a man squatting down on the roof, covered in shadow. But after a second, the man completely disappeared. It was so quick that Silas had to reason it to be some sort of whimsical illusion. He shook his head, thinking he had just lost his wits.
“Everything okay?” Posy said.
“Strange. I think I just saw a man on top of the roof, though seconds later he was gone, as if he were never there.”
“Are you sure it was a man?” Belloc said, walking up to the window and peeking out.
“It appeared so. But it was only for a second.”
“I think the scene is getting to you,” Belloc said. “After all, you’re new to all of this.”
“Perhaps,” Silas said as he kept staring out the window. Then, out of the blue, he spotted a large group of horses in the distance. Two large carriages were on their way to the mansion. “We have company.”
“Who?” Belloc said.
“Officers. Good. We could use some help gathering evidence.”
“Oh, I’m afraid that’s not going to happen,” Belloc said. “They’re not here to help us. They’re here to clean the place, to wipe away the scene from existence. It’s how it is with wealthy families. I fear we only have but a few more seconds to investigate this room.”
“But that’s not right.”
“Get used to it,” Posy added. “There’s not much we can do about it. That’s how the commissioner wants it, especially with these families. Gather what you can here and then we can discuss our ideas once we’re gone.” Then Posy realized that Silas had failed to write anything down. “Did you take your notes? Silas, surely you can’t believe you can just do with a mental image? You’re not going to be of any help to us if you’re just going to stand there and not write anything down. We brought you here for a reason, for an extra pair of eyes. Don’t disappoint us and make us regret our invitation.”
“She’s right, Silas,” Belloc acquiesced. “You’re here to help.”
For a second, Silas was slightly miffed, but that feeling died quickly when he realized that they were right. He had no business being there except for their generous invitation to work on the task force. 
“I understand, Inspector. But if I’m going to be part of this task force, you’re going to have to learn to be patient with me. You have to learn to trust me. There are things that I’m discovering about myself that are unique and troublesome.” He walked towards him and placed his hand on Belloc’s shoulder, and keeping his eyes on Belloc, he spoke with authority, with a sense of discipline, “You see, I knew this scene the instant I came upon it. I’ve learned that whoever I was before, I was someone who was experienced in taking in their surroundings. I know how to burn these images into my mind. Apparently, I’m very good at it. 
“For the past week, I’ve been dreaming and having memories of the life I had in Japan, in a place where the days were serene and the nights were terror. I learned to adapt, to engrave the likeness of my surroundings into my brain, and I learned to do it at a moment’s notice. From my visions this past week, I’ve come to know that I’ve sat under trees and huts, under waterfalls and rain, beneath gray skies and torrential storms. I’ve slept next to booming fires and dripping mud. I’ve folded clothes in windstorms, I’ve learned to fall asleep inches away from the fury of wild dogs, and I’ve knelt in beds of rock scorching from the rays of the fiery sun, all of this in an attempt to be attuned to what surrounded me.
“From the minute I stepped into this home, I knew the floors were made of fake marble, and the wood moldings were no less than an inch thick. I could tell that most of the decor was of Italian make, imported—the real stuff—not what’s sold in the uppity boutiques lining up the downtown streets. As I walked up the stairs, I understood the rug leading down the hallway to have been recently replaced, because of the coarseness of the threads, so tightly wound and plastered together. And there was a stain about the size of a silver dollar, a dollop of some unexplainable substance right outside the bedroom door. Before I stepped in, I counted every single tear leaking down the poor mother’s face, eleven in total; only three ran down to her chin. And the father’s breath smelled like a bouquet of thistles. His lower lip was colored with a yellowish-brown hue.
“Once inside the bedroom, I could tell the deceased was a young woman just from her distinct smell. She had recently been reading a group of books that are now stacked neatly upon the third shelf on the right; they were originally on the bed some hours ago. I knew this just by the way the books reeked of soap and fresh linens. And when I set my eyes on the bed, I realized that Catherine had been attacked as she lay there, even though the bed has been completely redone and turned down. 
“There’s a small dent next to the left front bedpost. By the depth of the indention and the color of the plaster, it has been recently made. By the angle of the dent, the bed must’ve been pushed with force from right to left, as if someone had jumped on the bed, seemingly accosting Catherine as she lay there reading her books. The killer has a heavy build, but not stocky—he’s tall. When a heavy man walks around a room with a wooden floor, the force of his movements shake and rattle the rest of the furniture, not enough to significantly move the furniture but enough to displace any knickknacks or decor on top of the tables. Only a trained eye can decipher that certain things have been moved unwillingly, especially by the lack of dust in certain places. 
“You see, Inspector, I know these things, and I know them without intending to do so. I can’t help it. It’s who I was and who I’m becoming once again. So forgive me if I am hesitant to jot a few notes down on a piece of paper. I’ll properly provide a record of the scene once I’m in my study. Please, I ask again to place your trust in me, since, like you said, we have little time to waste.”
 Silas kept on, mentioning every single characteristic of the scene in front of him, keeping with the smells and texture of the room and ending with what he memorized of the girl. He explained the entire crime scene in front of him, in extreme detail, and it left his two companions speechless with a sense of awe. 
After a few seconds of shock, Posy broke the silence. “Give me the journal.”
“I’m sorry?” Silas said.
“The journal—give it to me. It’s not cheap.”
Silas gave it back to her.
“And the pen.”
Silas stumbled.
“Quickly.”
“Give me a moment, at least,” Silas said, handing it over. “Here.” He raised his hands up. “Has the emergency been averted?”
“I didn’t ask for humor.”
“Maybe you should’ve,” Silas mumbled under his breath.
“What was that?”
“Nothing.” 
Alas, footsteps were heard coming up the stairs and down the hallway. Belloc stuffed his journal into his pocket and grabbed his cane as the officers burst into the room. “How can I help you, gentlemen?”
“Inspector, we need you to wrap things up,” the officer said. “By order of the commissioner, we’re here to close the scene. We need to take the body to the doctor.”
Belloc gave Silas a look then turned to the officer. “I don’t suppose you could give us just a few minutes more?”
“I’m sorry, Inspector. I have my orders.”
“Very well. Let’s go. We have what we can for now.” The three of them made their way out of the room. Out in the hallway, Belloc questioned the parents one last time. “I sincerely apologize to keep on bothering you, Mrs. Decamps. But how long were you aware of your daughter’s pregnancy?”
“What sort of question is that?” the father said.
“If you could humor me. I’m just trying to connect things in my head.”
“You don’t have to answer,” the father said to his wife. She didn’t listen.
“We’ve known for a while, at least a bit over a few months,” the mother said, eying the father coldly.
“I see. And who is the father of the child, may I ask?”
“You may not,” the father replied.
“We don’t know,” the mother added.
“You don’t?”
“She wouldn’t tell us.”
“Really? Strange that you wouldn’t know the child’s father.”
“Is that all from you, Inspector?” the father said. “What business is it of yours to know who the child’s father was?”
“It helps us build a list of persons of interest.”
“You be sure to keep your interest in check, Inspector.”
“Right, I see,” Belloc said, dismissing the father’s sense of entitlement. “Were you the first ones to discover Catherine? Did anybody else see her or hear anything out of the ordinary? Did Catherine have enemies or anyone who would want to hurt her?”
The mother began to cry again.
“We’ve given our statements to the officers already,” the father said, furious. “Now leave us alone.”
“Yes, but I need to know as well if we’re to catch the person responsible for her death.”
The officer in charge stepped out of the room and into the hallway. “He’s right, Inspector. We have everything you need at the station. Reports are being written as we speak. You can view them at your convenience. We must vacate the premises as soon as possible.”
“One last thing,” Belloc said before leaving. “Mrs. Decamps, are you aware of your daughter’s wounds on her wrists?”
“What wounds, Inspector?” the mother replied.
Instantly, the father shot up like a jack-in-the-box and got between the mother and Belloc. “That will be all for tonight, Inspector. She doesn’t need to be hearing about any more wounds. We’ll discuss that privately.”
“Very well, we won’t take up any more of your time.” Belloc stashed his journal away and grabbed his cane. “Do be aware that we will call on you if any more information is needed, regardless of any certain ‘privacy privileges.’ Again, my condolences for your loss.” Belloc turned and made his way down the hall.
“So you say,” the father countered back.
“Sorry, ma’am,” Posy said, her Southern upbringing slipping out of her. She slung the camera bag over her shoulder and walked away.
Silas just stood there, watching the tears flow down the mother’s cheeks. “Fifty-seven since I arrived. You’re a strong woman.” The mother looked up at him with wonder. Noticing her worn tissue, he took a handkerchief out of his pocket and handed it to her. She dried her cheeks, sensing a delicate and pleasant smell emanating from the cloth.
“It has a lovely scent. What is it?”
“Petals from a cherry blossom. Keep it, please.” Silas then set his eyes on the father.
“And just what are you looking at?”
“Your face. Every single detail.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Good day.” Silas turned and walked down the hall, reaching his fellow companions within seconds. The three of them made their way down the stairs towards the first floor.
“Silas,” Belloc said, limping with his cane, “now would be a good time to use that strange sense of yours. Take a look at the first floor and see what you can discern.”
Obliging him, Silas discreetly scanned the spacious main floor as he walked towards the front entrance. “This would be a great place to break into. There are lots of edges, lots of corners. There’s also a great deal of open space, as if everything has been placed strategically in order to not make it difficult for an intruder to pass through the room in the dark.” 
And there is an open window at the end of the hallway, near the guest lavatory.
Reaching the front door, Silas remained still for a second, letting the others go on ahead of him. He turned to the butler, who had been quietly leaning against a thick column near one of the corners of the room, and nodded to him. “You might want to close that window near the end of the hall,” he said with a smile. “You wouldn’t want any more unwelcome visitors.” 
As Silas made his way outside, the butler turned his head, frustrated that he’d failed to close the aforementioned window.
Belloc and Posy waited next to the carriage. Reaching them, Silas offered Posy some help with loading up the camera. She refused, so he gave her some space as she packed the camera inside. Finally, the carriage departed from the estate. 
As they traveled, Posy kept her eyes on Silas, studying him, wondering how an American could end up all the way in the East and then back again without even knowing who he was except for his name and a few strange visions. She didn’t know why it troubled her so much. She was very protective of her longtime mentor, Belloc, and she wanted nothing more but to be wary of Silas. Yet, even though she could sense that Silas held a number of dark secrets, Posy also, by way of intuition, knew him to be someone who could be trustworthy. And lastly, her instant attraction to him didn’t ease the situation. 
Silas felt Posy’s gaze burn into him, yet he kept his eyes focused on the passing trees, as if not noticing her blatant curiosity.
“So, we start with the family,” Belloc said.
“Easier said than done,” Posy replied, scratching her arm.
“But ultimately it must be done. This is just the beginning for us. Regardless of what the girl did to herself, willingly or unwillingly, there is a killer out there, and we must catch him as soon as possible. This is why I’m glad we have a third person in this task force. The fact that you’re a rookie is perfect, Silas. You’re yet to be tainted by the incompetence and loyalties of the department. I appreciate your cooperation with all of this.”
“I don’t really have a choice in the matter,” Silas said as Posy let out a soft snort.
“Quite the gracious one, aren’t you?”
“It’s not that. I just wasn’t expecting to be caught up in all of this. I don’t even know where I came from, yet I’m supposed to figure out who somebody else is before I can even learn the truth about myself.”
Belloc sighed. “I want you to know that I haven’t given up on figuring out who you are. I have made it my utmost priority.”
“I believe you, Inspector. It’s just hard to come to terms with who I am at the moment.” He lowered his eyes, as if in thought. “But you won’t hear me complain about this again. I’m sorry.”
“That’s a relief,” Posy quipped.
“This girl,” Silas mumbled under his breath. He then turned to Belloc. “Inspector? Seeing that we won’t necessarily have much luck with the family, I suspect you want us to work ourselves in?”
Posy raised an eyebrow. “In?”
“He means start from the outside circle, my dear girl, to focus on the family’s friends and acquaintances.”
“And what do you mean, we? I investigate papers, not people.”
“I’m afraid, Posy, that I’ll have to call on you to assist Silas for this particular investigation,” Belloc said. “I think you two will make a great team.” Belloc smiled to himself as he saw Posy squirm and Silas roll his eyes. “Begin with finding out the identity of the child’s father and what led young Catherine to get pregnant. What influences did she have? What was the nature of their relationship? What crowd did she run with? I suspect it was a crowd that her parents vehemently disapproved of, especially the father.”
“And the butler?”
“That butler gave me goosebumps,” Posy said. “It’s like he leaped straight off a page from a horror story.”
Silas grinned.
“Just leave him to me,” Belloc said. “Silas, I have a feeling this case is going to be more than we can handle. I’m not expecting much progress with witnesses.”
“Or a motive.”
“Oh, there’s always a motive. If you look in the right places, one will always reveal itself.”
“I hope so.”
They rode on for an hour or so in silence, contemplating the scene they had just encountered. Finally, they reached a row of red-bricked buildings near the outskirts of the city.
“We’re here,” Posy said, knocking on the carriage wall to alert the driver. Posy’s home was located in a newly built apartment building characterized by its vibrant Victorian elegance. The robust cobblestone pathways cut through rows of black and gold streetlights. It was close to ten at night, and the majority of Posy’s neighbors were already fast asleep. The street was quiet, yet every now and then a turbulent wind would abruptly pass through.
“Well, I can’t say it’s been fun,” Posy said, smiling and reaching for her camera.
“Silas, be a good man and help her with that.”
“I’ve tried, and I’ve gotten better reception from a rabid dog.”
“Your charm far exceeds your detective work,” Posy replied. “But seeing that you are the grunt of this team, I might as well let you do all the work.” She motioned to the camera. “If you please.”
“Posy, don’t be so crass,” the inspector scolded. 
“Not to worry, Inspector,” Silas said. “I actually find her very charming in a peculiar sort of way. It’s been a while since I’ve traded wit with another, especially one who is obviously more capable at it than I am.”
Posy didn’t know what to make of his compliment, yet there was a warm feeling of happiness somewhere slightly north of her bellybutton. Where did that come from? Fighting this feeling, she made a beeline to the door, quickly jumping out of the carriage. Silas followed her, lugging the camera behind him.
“Good, then,” Belloc said. “I’ll see you two on the morrow.”
“Wait, what about me?” Silas asked.
“You’re staying with Posy for a couple of hours. I want everything down on paper as soon as possible. Brainstorm with her and hand me a list of possible leads tomorrow. When you’re done, take a carriage back home. I’m sure you can figure it out.”
“Hold on there,” Posy said. “Who’s doing what?”
“You heard me loud and clear, Miss Chapman. Nighty-night.” He closed the door and motioned for the carriage to depart. Once it did, Silas stood silently, holding the camera bag, which had now become quite cumbersome. 
He turned to Posy, whose face was ghostlike. “I’m impressed. You’ve actually turned a different color.”
Posy angled her face and pointed to her front stairs. “You’ll work from here.”
“I was just joking.” 
Posy jetted into her apartment building. Silas clumsily followed.
They made their way up the stairs, Posy flying up them while Silas did his best not to get lost in the expansive building. Posy lived on the uppermost level, the ninth floor, and suddenly lugging that camera bag all the way up took Silas by surprise, forcing him to remember a certain memory of days past. All he could see in his mind was himself traversing a steep mountain. Rain poured down on his wet, dark clothes, and thunder cracked in the distance. Across his shoulders was a long stick, and hanging from the ends were large buckets filled with huge rocks. In his vision, he looked around, hoping to see or remember something familiar, when all of a sudden he was accosted by a shrieking voice behind him, as if there was someone ordering him to keep going. And then it all stopped.
“Silas?” Posy asked as he stood frozen like a statue. “Silas, are you okay?”
He locked eyes with Posy. “I...sorry... I was just thinking.” He continued climbing up the stairs. “I didn’t mean to lose myself there. It’s been a long day.”
“That was...strange. A little less of that, please.” Posy turned and made her way to her apartment, which was located at the end of a long hallway. She burst inside and shut the door behind her. 
A knock sounded. She opened the door. “You’re still here?”
“Not my first choice.”
“Just hurry up and get in.”
“Thanks.” Silas stepped through the door, holding up the camera. “Where do you want me to put this?”
“Over there is fine.”
Silas moved to the corner of the room and placed the bag down. 
“So, I assume you want a tour of the place?”
“Well...sure.”
“Wonderful.” Posy put one hand on her hip and raised the other like she was holding an invisible plate. “This is my home.” Then she walked away from him. “Now go away.”
“But Belloc asked us to start on the case reports.”
Posy came back and let herself fall into one of her comfy chairs, sighing from complete exhaustion. “Fine, I guess we’ll both have to do it.”
 Silas watched Posy catch a moment of rest. Her long, blonde hair draped over her prominent cheekbones. Her eyes were closed, and her lips were pursed, as if in thought. Such a beautiful woman.
Silas felt an air of discomfort swirl inside his gut, and found the sensation to be an unwelcome bout of insecurity, the same feeling he experienced when he first laid eyes on Posy. And right then he realized something about himself: he must’ve certainly been unpopular with women, with that type of insecurity swimming through his veins. Silas was indeed an attractive man, but it was slowly becoming apparent to him that he didn’t grow up that way; he must have been socially awkward and shy around girls. Yet, knowing all of this, he still did his best to make small talk. “So, you live here all alone?”
But before he could get the last word out, Posy had already reached inside her pocket, pulling out a small object. She placed it on her finger. It sparkled. “What did you say?” 
“I...was just wondering if you lived here alone,” Silas reluctantly mumbled, turning away from her.
“Of course I don’t live here alone. What kind of woman do you think I am? My fiancé is out of town, and I know living with a man who’s not my husband can seem very unorthodox to most people, but…I’m not necessarily someone who…puts up with societal norms, much to the chagrin of my parents.”
You don’t say? Silas took a few steps away from Posy. And of course you’d have someone.
Posy glanced at her ring. “I usually don’t wear this to the crime scenes.”
“Good idea.” Silas paused in silence to gather his thoughts, a bit embarrassed, feeling silly for trying to make small talk. “Well, you have a nice place.”
Posy just snorted, dismissing his remark. “Thanks. I’m glad you like it.”
Silas closed his eyes. He felt the sudden urge to be somewhere else. “So, are we going to start on these reports?”
“Yes, sure,” Posy said, stripping off some of her layers. “Would you like some coffee?”
“Some tea would be nice if you have it.” He said this without thinking, as if he’d been drinking tea all of his life.
“Tea?” Posy curled her nose.
“Ah, never mind.”
“Suit yourself. Just don’t fall asleep on me.”
“I won’t.” Silas made his way towards the window. He stared out into the quiet neighborhood. A multitude of things ran through his mind. 
Posy kept her eyes on Silas as she made the coffee. She found herself glancing at him quite often, curious as to what he’d look like without the uniform. He wasn’t the tallest, but she could tell he was quite muscular. She was fascinated by his demeanor; it wasn’t like most men’s. Silas always stood still, serenely, as if masking his presence. He was very calm in his movements. He didn’t jerk around like most brutes—well, at least when he wasn’t carrying a camera bag up a flight of stairs. She liked how he handled things as he put them down on the table. He would first touch the surface with his hand and then gently lay the object on the surface of the table, making no sound. He did this with everything. So mysterious, yet so appealing. “Tell me about yourself, Silas.”
Silas angled his face at her.
She giggled. “You know what I meant. Tell me what you do know.”
“I’m glad you think it’s funny.”
“You have to make light of this situation, Silas, for your sake.”
He didn’t want to admit this, but Posy made him feel at ease, especially when she made fun of him. “I guess it does seem comical from a certain point of view.”
“That’s the spirit.”
Silas moved away from the window and walked towards a chair near a night desk. He sat down. “I don’t know much. It’s hard for me to remember my life. I can’t think of my parents, of my childhood, where I grew up, even the friends I once had.” He lowered his head. “I’ve tried all this past week to figure out who I am. I tried to at least remember what made me jump on that ship and sail back to America, unconscious, almost bleeding to death. But I get nothing when I close my eyes at night except the inkling of certain memories, of the mountains in Japan, of my days there...of my nights full of terror.” 
He sighed. “Whatever it was that I was fleeing from, there are times when I don’t wish to know. There are times when I fear knowing who I was, as if there was a certain darkness that I belonged to, something I freed myself from, something that may possibly hunt me now. I guess what I’m trying to say is that I fear becoming the man who I once was. It’s like I don’t want to remember.” He turned to Posy. She was a few seconds away from falling asleep. “Incredible,” he murmured. 
Silas watched her sleep for a moment. He liked how her blonde locks fell against her pale skin. The more he stared at her, the more he felt the urge to remember something, and as he looked on, his memories took over. He had a vision of a blonde girl staring back at him with her sparkling blue eyes. Shocked, Silas stood up, his hands shaking. “Lucy?” he mumbled under his breath. He reached inside his pocket and pulled out the empty envelope he’d found in the bag he had with him a week ago. “Lucy Reilly. How do I know you?” 
He walked up to Posy and grabbed the coffee from her hands. She didn’t budge. Well, no one would have—it was like a ghost had swept the coffee away. He found a blanket that was draped over a sturdy sofa and placed it on Posy. So much for the reports.
As he walked around the room, he said to himself, “What to do now?” He had learned from the past week that he didn’t sleep well, that he was something of a night owl. It was under the midnight moon when he was the most alert and aware of the things around him, buzzing with energy, as if he had drunk a handful of cups of tea all at once. He walked up to the window and opened it. It’s windy. 
He stuck his head out and smelled the wintry breeze. Instantly, he felt an urge to do something: something inconceivable to him, yet it felt so right. His eyes grew in size as he looked all the way down towards the snow-covered street. “But how?” he whispered, mesmerized by the feeling rushing through him. He sighed and decided to go where his instincts led him, and turning back to Posy one last time, he grabbed the edges of the cracked windowsill and gracefully jumped out the window.
*





 
 

 
ACROSS TOWN, AN OLD INSPECTOR PACED INSIDE HIS SPACIOUS STUDY. Belloc glided back and forth within his disheveled sanctuary: a two-story room held up by tall wooden shelves filled with an endless amount of worn books. He circled his large chair, where he normally spent most of his nights reading into the wee hours of the morning, only to fall asleep until it was time to head to work. Belloc hadn’t slept in a normal bed for quite some time, ever since his wife died a few years earlier.
He stepped up to his antique dresser and looked into the mirror. Staring back at him was an old and wrinkled face, weathered down by his long life full of hardship and pain. He reached for a decanter filled with his favorite scotch and poured himself a glass. He took a gulp and breathed out a long sigh, exorcising all of the day’s troubles. He had seen too much death in his lifetime, and it was finally beginning to take a toll on him. He hated it. He had wanted to retire a long time ago, yet he couldn’t. He was much too good to quit. For all of the nameless, voiceless victims he’d served throughout his career, he was their only hope for retribution. 
He set the glass down with a large thud, exhausted. He turned his head and noticed his old military hat hanging atop a sturdy coat tree. During the recent war he’d fought for the North, and he’d fought bravely, yet there were a lot of things he did during the war that later came to haunt him in his dreams, and, alas, they also came during his waking hours. 
He put the hat on, and instantly, he was struck with a vision of total chaos. All those memories of men being slaughtered, children screaming, and women raped rushed into his thoughts like a derailed train, crashing against his battered conscience. Cringing, he quickly took the hat off and quietly placed it inside one of the dresser drawers. His hands shook for a moment. 
He reached for another drink of scotch but then caught himself. His wife hadn’t liked him drinking. She had endlessly pled for him to stop.
He did—after she died.
He crunched his fist into a ball, thinking of his poor wife, struggling to keep his glassy eyes from tearing up. It worked. He turned around, making his way towards his big, comfy chair.
Wait. Something caught his attention.
He saw the door to Silas’s room was slightly open. Curiosity getting the best of him, he decided to head inside. The room was scrupulously neat and clean. Everything was in its proper place. Belloc thought that strange for some reason. Men are not known to be neat. 
Silas didn’t have much in the way of personal items except for his uniforms, his spare shoes, and the bag he had with him when he was found on the ship. He searched every nook and cranny, peeking inside drawers and pockets, under pillows and layers of sheets. 
Nothing. 
Lastly, he turned to the mysterious bag Silas had brought with him. He searched its contents, coming upon the hidden pouch that Silas had accidentally opened the night he was found. It was empty. He then noticed a number of other pouches, still unopened. His brows furrowed. 
He took out a small pocketknife and used it to cut one of the pouches open. Inside, he found a bag full of what appeared to be throwing knives with strange Japanese markings on them. There was a vial of liquid attached to one of the knives. He placed the items down and reached for a second bag that was inside the pouch. This one was full of white, powdery balls, each about the size of a key lime. Perplexed, Belloc carefully put the items back in their place. Immediately, he walked over to the study, diligently searching the bookshelves. He went from book to book, looking for a specific one he’d bought a long time ago. Frustrated, his hands started trembling when he realized the book might not be in his collection. 
Found it! He wiped away the dust from the cover. It read: “Ancient Mysteries of the Far East.” He went over to his chair and sat down, burying his nose deep within the book. As he searched, he came upon a chapter titled: “The Mountain People of Japan.” His eyes lit up.
“Mountains?” he mumbled to himself as he took out a small journal. Fidgeting in his seat until he found a comfortable position, he hunkered down and began scribbling away.
 
***
 
SLAM! After falling for three stories, Silas hit the first fire escape, landing without effort. He twitched and leaped onto another fire escape across the way. Stretching out his arms, he grabbed the railing like an expert trapeze artist, and using his legs, hooked himself to the iron bars, plastering his body onto the side of the flimsy iron structure. 
Looking out into the dark space under him, he let go, diving like a missile with his arms to his side and legs close together. Before reaching the snow-covered pavement, he bent his back and dipped his chin, allowing him to roll forward and end up with his arms and legs stretched out, ready to pounce on the ground. A second later, he hit the snowy surface on all fours. 
Quickly, he rolled to the side in order to clear himself from the path of the two drunken ladies that were heading his way. Startled at first, the women reacted indifferently, as if believing they’d only imagined Silas falling from the sky. 
“It’s snowing men, Gloria.”
“That’s the drink talking, Janice,” her friend replied. “Come on, darling. Let’s get you home,” she slurred, her last word trailing off into the frigid winter night.
Silas stood up, bewildered by what had just happened. How could I? He stared up at Posy’s window, sitting nine stories above him, and shook his head in disbelief. He looked over his hands and body. No wounds. Nothing broken. A jump like that would have to take years to master. Who the hell am I?
He knelt down in order to gather his thoughts, struggling to remember his past, yet to little avail. He put his hands inside his officer’s long coat in order to get them as warm as possible. Inside his right pocket, he found something. Taking the envelope out, he was once again reminded of Lucy. “If I know who she is, then there’s a good chance she might know who I am. She has to.”
He glanced down and saw that near the top left of the envelope was what seemed to be his return address in Japan, a small post office in an even smaller village. But the words that stuck out, five of which he failed to notice back on the ship, were the ones near the postage. “Return to sender,” he whispered. Underneath the stamp, roughly scribbled in blank ink, were the words “Not Accepted.” He stuffed the envelope back into his pocket. Why didn’t you accept my letter, Lucy?
Silas roamed the city, keeping himself on the sidewalks and off the streets, away from the street lanterns’ revealing glow. Even though it was dark, he could see clearly, as if the sun had never set. His senses were more acute in the darkness, being aware of all the atmospheric sounds surrounding him, especially the far-off conversations he could easily hear whenever he passed a group of people talking amongst each other. He was becoming quite familiar with this ability, even coming to terms with its unique abnormality. 
Silas came to a stop near the corner of a bright building about one block away from the School of Arts, where the letter had been addressed to. Nervously, he waited for the long, impressive cable car to cross in front of him as it rang its bell, signaling the last trip of the day. 
Yet, before he took his first step, he froze, like an animal sensing danger coming its way. His eyes hardened, and his face stiffened. He turned his head back in order to scope out the horizon. He searched every building and shadowed corner he could place his eyes on, then he focused his gaze on the roofs of the stores and town homes. Finding nothing of importance, he turned back and continued his way towards the school, picking up his pace as a precaution. 
As he approached the School of Arts, he noticed an abandoned alleyway on his right. Finding an opening, he sneaked in, disappearing into the shadows. A second later, he popped up from the rear of a building directly across from the academy. A few long leaps and he reached the top ledge. Gracefully, he pulled himself up onto the flat roof, landing on the soft ballast gravel. The falling snow increased in density, so he took his coat and pulled it up, using it as a shield over his head. He made his way to the front ledge of the building. From there, he could see Lucy’s building across the way. 
  He knelt down in order to get a better look at the people inside. The whole seventh floor was lit up. There were a number of dancers and musicians staying up late, meticulously practicing their craft. Silas didn’t know what Lucy looked like, except for being blonde with blue eyes, so all he could rely on was the possibility of someone catching his attention, perhaps igniting a vivid memory of her. Yet as he bounced his eyes from person to person, he saw nothing that would jolt his memories. No, not them. Where is she?
Near the corner, all the way to the right, Silas saw a movement, something he’d perhaps seen in a dream, but he could only see the girl’s shoulders. Wanting a better view, he jumped onto the roof’s ledge and scaled down the building’s wall to a nearby fire escape. Now he could see straight into the heart of the seventh floor and into the room where a handful of students practiced with their instruments. 
Two young girls played on their flutes, and beside them, a man cleaned his aging trumpet. Silas strained his eyes as he caught a glance of the girl he’d seen earlier. He felt a tingle swim into his toes.
Turn around.
The young woman raised her arms as she swayed back and forth. In her left hand, she held a small instrument, and with her right, Silas saw that she grasped a long bow. The young woman played the violin with a unique sway and undulation that made Silas’s eyes light up. The way she moved her hair, the sudden twist of her neck, exposing her ear and nose, triggered a memory inside Silas’s mind. He was in a forest, reaching out to someone. It was her. Lucy. And in the vision, she turned back to him as they departed, flicking her hair, twisting her neck, with that glimmer in her eye. It has to be her.
Instantly, a storm of nerves shook him, grabbing his bones and squeezing them tightly. A slow whirlwind spun inside his stomach, seeping up to his chest and spreading out over his shoulders. His limbs trembled, and his neck turned red. Silas knew this feeling. He’d experienced it before. Heartache.
At last, she turned around, and Silas’s heart leaped after her. Seeing her face, he began to wobble and lose his grip as he continued watching her from afar, desperately hanging onto the fire escape as the snow fell on top of him. Seeing her long blonde locks and warm blue eyes made him break out a small grin. Finally, he’d remembered something from his past, something he could grasp onto, something concrete. Maybe that’s why he was in Boston, because of her. It was Lucy. He was confident about it.
But after a moment of feeling a small glimpse of joy, his mouth drooped. He looked at the envelope he held in his hand. The words “return to sender” sunk in deep, piercing his heart. Why would she reject it?

Feeling defeated, he quietly scaled down the building, jumping softly onto the ground. He lost himself in the shadows, waiting for hours as she practiced, contemplating whether he should confront her and ask if she knew him. 
Early into the wee hours of the morning, the lights inside the building flickered off. The students readied themselves to leave. Lucy stayed behind with another girl, making sure they didn’t miss anything before heading out for the day. At last, she extinguished the last lantern and made her way downstairs. Here she comes. But Silas soon realized that he wasn’t the only person stalking Lucy.
Like a cat reacting to a distant sound, Silas perked up his ears and turned his head towards his right. He heard the sound of footsteps sinking into the snow about fifty feet away. He slid further back into his shadowy corner, waiting for the mysterious person to pass on by. 
Soon, a dark silhouette walked past him, like a formless ghost gliding across the snowy surface. Once it neared the street, it stuck itself to the shadows painted across the far corner from where Silas stood. Silas honed his eyes on the shadowy figure, watching it squirm inside the darkness. Up ahead, Lucy exited the school, letting the door slam behind her. She and a friend walked up to the street corner and then parted ways. The shadowy figure leaned its head to the left in order to get a better look at Lucy. Silas could now tell it was a tall man standing under a ridiculous top hat.
Is he after Lucy? The mere thought of it made Silas’s blood boil, and he inched himself closer in order to get a better look at the man who threatened the only link Silas had to his past. Silas stretched his neck. The man reacted, turning towards Silas. Instantly, Silas retreated back into the shadows, merging himself with the darkened wall. Wait. He heard me? He’s good.
The man searched Silas’s corner, and Silas, being able to see clearly at night, suddenly caught a glare of the man’s eyes. After a tense moment, the shadowy man, feeling a bit anxious, decided to turn back and leave. Watching the man escape into the night, Silas then turned his head towards the street, but unfortunately, Lucy had already disappeared. 
Quietly, Silas broke off from the wall and stepped out into the moonlight. Lowering his officer’s hat and tucking his chin in, he kept a low profile as he walked down the street, trying to get a glimpse of Lucy up ahead. Clumps of thick snow fell down all around him, obstructing his view. It was pointless. Knowing he’d lost her, he stopped and sighed. What did that strange man want with Lucy?

He smelled something in the air and realized it was the man’s scent that had lingered in the winter snow. “Wait a second—that smell. It’s like…flowers.”
His face hardened as if he’d just discovered a prey he could hunt and trap. “No flowers like that bloom around here.”
 
***
 
“Aha!” Belloc yelled as he leaped out of his chair. He scurried over to Silas’s room, darting towards his bag. He took out one of the strange darts he’d found earlier and compared it to the picture inside the book. It was nearly identical!
“From the mountains of Japan,” he said with a smile. “My, my, Mr. de San Michel, you are an interesting character.”
A shadow flickered inside the room.
The hairs on the back of Belloc’s neck stood up, and he turned around, fearing the worst. He let out a small gasp when he saw Silas sitting on the windowsill, legs crossed together.
“Find anything interesting?”
“Good man. You nearly gave me a heart attack.”
Silas grinned with confidence. This wasn’t the quiet and troubled Silas. This was a different Silas sitting in front of him. 
“I could’ve saved you the trouble, then. If you only knew that if you get the slightest cut from the dart you hold in your hand, you’ll be dead within ten seconds; seven seconds when the air is cold, like tonight.”
Belloc looked down at the dart he held in his hand, and with his fingers shaking, he let it drop onto the floor. Silas slid into the room and approached the dart, bending over to pick it up.
“I didn’t mean to snoop, but then again, that is what I do: I snoop.”
Silas smiled. He knew exactly what he meant.
“I was just trying to figure out who you are.” He showed Silas the book. Curious, Silas grabbed it. “That dart you have there, it’s from Japan, from the mountains. Do you remember any of that? Do you remember where you got the dart or who gave it to you?”
“I don’t. I only know how to use it.”
“Use it?” Belloc said, his curiosity piqued. “I see.” He turned to the windowsill. “How did you get up here anyway?”
“It seems I have a knack for scaling walls. Is there anything in this book that speaks to that?”
“I wouldn’t be surprised if there was. Wait a second—aren’t you supposed to be with Posy, filling out reports for tomorrow? What happened?”
“She fell asleep.”
“Yes, she tends to do that. I’ve overworked that poor girl.”
Silas gave the book back to Belloc. “Here. Keep this. You’re better at investigative work than I am.”
“Am I?” Belloc said, referring to Silas’s strange but effective detective skills. “Are you sure about that?” He grabbed the book.
“I’m sure of it.” Silas took off his coat. “After I freshen up, I’ll get to work on those reports. I’ll have them done by morning.”
“No need for that. You’ll need your rest. We have a funeral to attend tomorrow.”
“A funeral?”
“Yes, we’re attending Miss Decamps’s memorial service, and I hope to get friendly with some of the families that’ll be there, no doubt sharing secrets with each other. I want you there. I want you...learning those secrets.”
“I see.”
“Plus, I caught wind that some of the girls that were close friends with Miss Decamps are going to be there.” 
Silas raised his eyebrows. 
“There’s one girl in particular who used to be Miss Decamps’s dearest friend. I would like to talk to her. Her name is Darcy Reilly.”
“Reilly?” Silas was instantly reminded of Lucy. But Boston was privy to a plethora of people having Reilly as a surname. Could she be related? No, it can’t be.
“I’ve known the Reillys for a long time,” Belloc continued. “I’ve even met Darcy on a few occasions. But it’s actually her sister that I truly know. I used to tutor her—Lucy.”
Silas’s eyes quivered. “Lucy?”
“Get some rest, Silas,” Belloc said, walking away. “I have a very special job for you. You’ll befriend Darcy’s sister, Lucy, and see if you can find out everything you can about her sister's relationship with Miss Decamps. It’s imperative that you do this.”
Silas breathed in whatever amount of air he could take in, his heart bursting out of his chest.
“We leave on the morrow. Good night.” Belloc shut the door behind him.
*





 
 

 
POSY COULDN’T STOP SHAKING HER LEG. Her eyes were locked on Silas, piercing him like a stab to the chest. Every smack she made with her chewing gum drove him closer to insanity. 
“The windows on the carriage are here for a reason,” Silas said. “They offer much better scenery than my face. Just look at those lovely trees.”
Posy grinned. “I can’t make the trees squirm like I can you.”
“I’ve told you a hundred times I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to leave you all alone. But you were asleep, and it was just better for both of us if I left.”
“You left the window open,” Posy said as she shifted her legs and began shaking the other one. “I had icicles on my nose.”
“Really?” Silas said, losing focus. “I mean...look, I’ll do anything to make it up.”
Posy had a warm thought cross her mind for a millisecond, then she was abruptly brought back to reality. “You will now write all the reports for this case.”
“Wha— Fine. If that’s what it takes to get you to...then...well, that’s perfectly acceptable.”
“I’m glad we could work this out.”
“Yes, I’m sure you’re relieved.”
“Look lively,” Belloc interrupted. “We’re here.”
Silas stuck his nose out of the carriage. “I’ve never seen a fancier crowd.” He had good reason to say this, for the families that had come out of their private abodes to pay respect to the Decamps girl were all decked out in the finest of clothes—well, as much as you can get dressed up for a funeral.
“These people are from a different world,” Belloc said. “They live and operate by their own rules. They are resistant to workings of the law. We should keep our guards up, our noses low to the ground, and our footprints as quiet as those of a little bird’s.”
Silas smiled.
“I figured that would put you at ease, Silas,” Belloc continued. “I think I’m starting to figure you out.”
“Well, when you do, please be kind enough to let me know,” Silas quipped as he stepped out of the carriage.
Belloc and Posy followed Silas. Their carriage departed, leaving them exposed. Their dark-blue, weathered duty clothes and coats didn’t necessarily help them blend in with the civilian crowd.
“This is going to be fun,” Posy added. “Look at all these people already crying. If I had a nickel for every sincere tear that these people shed, I’d be broke.”
“So...nothing would change, then?” Silas grinned at her.
“Why don’t you go do your thing, rookie?” 
Silas turned away. 
“No, wait.” Posy grabbed his arm, smiling. “I want you to meet someone.”
“Who?”
“My fiancé.” 
Silas stood by as he watched a slim, dashing man step up to them. He was about as tall as Posy, with medium brown hair and an athletic build. There was a bit of stubble on his face, perfectly groomed. His eyes were similar to Silas’s, dark brown and intense.
“This is Horace,” Posy said to Silas. “Horace, this is Silas, our new rookie. He helps us out on all the necessary...grunt work. He’s pretty old to be at the bottom of the totem pole, but then again, someone has to be at the bottom.”
“A pleasure to meet you,” Horace said, extending his hand. “Posy hasn’t really mentioned you. Is this your first day?”
So far, Silas wasn’t enjoying the conversation. “Second.”
“Oh, close enough. How much has she told you about me?”
“Nothing. Well, except for the fact that she doesn’t like to wear her ring.”
Posy gave him a stern look. Horace arched his brows.
“To crime scenes,” Silas added. “And I don’t blame her. It’s such a nice ring.”
“Right, well,” Belloc said. “It’s good to see you, Horace. You have to tell me about the plans for the wedding.” He grabbed Horace by the arm. “Let’s find our seats.” He then turned to Silas. “Officer de San Michel, you might want to get a look around.”
“Of course, Inspector,” Silas said as he turned away, but not before catching Posy’s look of disgust. He came up close to her. “Are you all right?”
“That was a bit nasty,” Posy said, referring to his comment about the ring.
“I got caught up in the moment. I just returned what you gave me, an eye for an eye.”
“A knee for a knee.” Posy smacked her knee against his, making him silently yelp. “I had frost on my nose. My NOSE.” She turned away and left to join the others.
Silas held his tongue, for he did genuinely feel bad for leaving Posy alone with the window wide open. He observed the crowd in front of him, watching the people gather in small groups, conversing with each other and no doubt gossiping about the other groups standing next to theirs.
Fascinating.
One of the groups in particular seemed familiar to him. The Decamps. But who are those two hanging out with them? The two he referred to were siblings. One was a man, and the other, a woman. They both wore navy blue overcoats and had long, straight hair, making it difficult for Silas to tell them apart. Yet what was most intriguing about the two was the fact that they were mature in age, this being apparent by the shine of their slick gray manes. But he didn’t let that fool him; they both looked athletic and rough, possibly civil war vets. Strange crew, Mr. Decamps.
Silas searched around the area, trying to figure out the best way to blend in. His dark overcoat kept his uniform hidden, and his top hat cast a shadow across his eyes. He took off his badge and did his best to cover his revolver. Not the best disguise, but it’ll do.
Silas placed himself in the middle of a few small groups in order to listen in on their conversations. But the people around him were experts in keeping their gossip quiet, and they often spoke in jargon, as if only the privileged were able to understand their mischievous discussions. 
I need to get closer. He stepped up to one of the groups, but like a herd of prey catching on to a lurking predator, they all turned their heads, simultaneously taking a few steps away from him. 
Damn. It’s like some type of instinct they grew up with. I need to figure something out.

He walked up to a little brother and sister who were fussing with each other. “Hi there.” Silas knelt down in front of the little boy and girl. He noticed the little girl had a few tears running down her face. “What’s the matter?” She didn’t say anything, but Silas quickly realized her problem. “You have a small cut on your finger. How did that happen?” The little girl didn’t say a word but just kept fussing. 
Silas reached for a handkerchief in his pocket and tore off a long, thin piece. He grabbed her hand gently and soaked up the small amount of blood that seeped out of her cut. He then took his thumb and applied pressure. Next, he took some of the fresh fallen snow and wiped the cut clean, following by wrapping the thin stretch of cloth around her finger tightly and securely. “There you go. It’ll be okay.”
Noticing her children had stepped away, their mother turned around, finding them talking with Silas. Instantly, she stepped up to them. 
Silas stood up, hastily acting to diffuse the situation. “Is this your daughter?”
“Yes, she is.”
“Your daughter has a cut on her finger. I cleaned and bandaged the wound, but it needs some washing with soap and water when you get home. I’m a doctor at Boston City Hospital, Doctor de San Michel.” He held out his hand.
“Oh,” the woman said, looking at her daughter, who now sported a smile on her face. “Thank you, Doctor.” She shook his hand.
“I...arrived late for the service. I can’t seem to find my friends. That’s why I’m lingering around by myself. I’m sorry if it seemed strange for me to be lurking around.”
“Oh no. Of course not, Doctor. I appreciate you tending to my child.”
“Are these your friends?” Silas pointed towards her group. “I don’t know much of anyone here, and I’m always on the prowl for potential patients, for house calls and such.”
“Oh, right. I’ll introduce you.” She waved for him to step inside their group, and after a second, she properly introduced him.
“So, how do you know the Decamps?” one man in the group said.
“I...tutored their daughter, Claudia.”
“Oh, yes, I heard about her difficulties with the natural sciences.”
“Right,” Silas said, playing along. “She was just beginning to understand the sciences. Poor girl.”
“Yes, it’s a shame.”
“Did you tutor any of the others?” another woman said, this one short and buxomly. 
Silas thought for a quick second. The others? “I didn’t really have a chance. I’m quite new to this area, plus my workload at BCH is insurmountable.”
“I see, of course.”
“But soon, I hope to be able to tutor...the others,” Silas said, carefully fishing for information.
“I’m afraid it’ll be too late by then,” the man said. 
His wife nudged him with a quick jab to the ribs, frustrating him. “What Mr. Anderson meant to say was that once the girls have their babies, they’ll have little time for academics.”
“Babies?” Silas replied.
“Yes. You are aware that they’re all pregnant?” 
“Of course, I...tended to a few of them,” Silas said, squarely lying. “But I guess you’re right. They wouldn’t have much time.”
“Oh, looks like the priest is about to begin,” the man said. “Would you like to come sit with us, Doctor?”
“Well, actually, I think I just spotted my friends.”
“Oh, very well, then.”
“It was a pleasure. Thank you all for the pleasantries.” Silas shook the man’s hand.
“Of course,” he said. “Hopefully we’ll meet again.”
“I’m sure of it. Good day.” Silas tipped his top hat to them before turning around and walking away. How the heck did I learn to talk like that?

Silas scurried over to where Belloc and Posy were sitting, but as he neared them, his heart began to rock against his chest. Sitting next to Belloc was Lucy. Belloc had invited her family to sit with him, and there was an empty chair next to Lucy, possibly for Silas to sit in so he could chat her up and learn her secrets. Oh, but what secrets did she really know?
Time moved like molasses. The closer he got to the group, the heavier his feet became, like trying to move blocks of concrete with his legs. What was he going to say? What would she say? Did she know who he was, who he’d been? But better yet, thinking about the visions he’d had in the past week—did he want to find out about his past? 
Alas, he reached them. It was time to face his past, and Lucy was that one link, the one and only lead he had. Silas stood idly, gazing at Lucy’s lustrous blonde mane before tapping Belloc on the shoulder. Seeing Belloc turn around, Lucy turned her head as well, and Silas’s heart soared.
Belloc stood up. “Silas? You’re back. Wonderful.” He motioned for the Reillys to stand up. “Let me introduce you. Here we have Mr. and Mrs. Reilly.” 
Silas nodded to them. 
“And this is—”
“Lucy,” Silas whispered, his eyes frozen on hers.
“Exactly,” Belloc said, noticing Silas acting oddly.
Silas stood motionless, waiting for Lucy to make the first move, or at least say the first word. Who would speak first? Who would say “It’s you!” Lucy looked Silas over, studying him, but after an awkward moment, Silas realized that something was wrong. His reunion with Lucy wasn’t going as he’d envisioned it.
“How do you do?” Lucy said, extending her hand to him. “A pleasure to meet you.”
What? Silas remained silent. 
Posy arched her eyebrow, noticing Silas’s nervous disposition. 
Finally, after letting Lucy’s hand hang in the cold air for a few seconds, Silas quickly grabbed it and shook it. “I’m sorry. Forgive me if I was acting a little strange. I thought I knew you from somewhere. It’s nice to meet you as well.” 
Belloc and Posy looked at each other.
Lucy smiled. “Where would you know me from?”
Well, dear girl, that’s the million-dollar question. “Um, I just imagined I’d seen you somewhere. You remind me of someone.”
“A former love, perhaps?” Posy added for fun.
Silas angled his face at her. “Perhaps.”
Posy kept quiet, realizing that whatever Lucy reminded him of, she definitely made Silas nervous. Why did she feel so jealous all of a sudden? She crossed her arms and inched up closer to Horace.
“Well, if I knew you, I would’ve remembered,” Lucy said. “I have a good memory.” She smiled at him. 
He died a little. It was obvious that he cared for Lucy, but if she didn’t know him, how could he care for her so much? And what about his vision, the one where he’s hanging on to Lucy as she’s slipping away? An illusion, perhaps?
“Come on, everyone,” Belloc said. “Let’s take our seats. Silas, you sit between me and Lucy.” After Silas reluctantly sat down on the snow-covered chair, Belloc whispered in his ear, “Hear anything interesting?”
“Um,” Silas blurted out, still struggling to come back to his senses. “Yes, I found something. I walked around for a while, trying to listen in to everyone’s conversations, but they were mostly hush-hush. Their gossip was all in whispers, and they used their own jargon. These people and their groups—they’re truly remarkable.”
“And?”
“And...I managed to get inside one of their circles. I didn’t get much, but what I did get was quite startling. When I spoke of Claudia Decamps, one woman in the group spoke of the others.”
“The others? And who are they?”
“Apparently, Claudia might’ve been part of her own circle of friends her age. And if I understood the woman’s comment correctly, a good deal of her friends are expecting, just like Claudia was.”
Belloc’s eyes widened in shock. “Pregnant? All of them?”
“From what I understood.”
“Well, it makes sense now.”
“What do you mean?” 
“I spoke with the Reillys. If you notice, Darcy is not here.”
“Darcy? Oh, Lucy’s sister.”
“Yes, she’s not here. She’s at home. Her parents told me she doesn’t feel well, but Lucy, after some careful interrogation, revealed to me that Darcy’s thirty weeks with child.”
“Darcy is expecting as well? What is it with these girls?”
“It can’t be just a coincidence.”
“Wait, Lucy said Darcy is in her thirtieth week?” Silas remarked, thinking. “So was Claudia Decamps.”
“Exactly.”
“Do you think Darcy could be in danger?”
“That’s why we need to go straight to the Reilly mansion and question Darcy once we’re done here. Then we can put her under our protection for the time being.”
“We need to find out how far along the other girls are as well.”
“Yes, but who are these other girls?”
Silas just shook his head. “What’s going on with these people? And why are their daughters all pregnant?”
“I think the most important question is why was Claudia attacked?”
“It was as if it was done out of anger.”
“That’s what’s most troubling,” Belloc said, shaking his head. “Regardless, for now, try to get cozy with Lucy. See if you can learn anything else about these girls.”
“Um...right...of course—Lucy.”
Belloc turned away in order to whisper into Posy’s ear. 
Silas squirmed in his seat, not knowing how he was going to cozy up to Lucy, especially if just looking at her made his blood warm and his voice tremble. He turned his glance towards her, and she instantly locked eyes with him. All he could do was smile. She did the same, returning the awkwardness he’d dished out to her. He looked away.
How am I going to do this? He sighed and turned to her once more. “So, how well did you know Claudia?”
“Not well at all. It was Darcy, my sister, who was good friends with her. I’d see Claudia at my house once in a while. She was such a sweet girl. I can’t believe this happened to her.”
“I understand.” Right, keep going. “Um, and you?” he continued. “Have you lived here all of your life?”
“I have. I was born and raised here.”
“Oh… I see. And what is it that you do? I mean, where do you work—if you work, that is?”
“I don’t work as much as I should. I’m a musician, so I try to get as much work as I can, whatever little there is of it.”
“A musician? What do you play?”
“The violin.”
Silas gave her a sincere smile. “I’ve always loved the violin.” 
Lucy blushed. But then she saw something in Silas’s eyes that made her fidget in her seat.
“Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” she said, not knowing why she felt so weird all of a sudden.
“Well...so...and you went to school to learn music, I assume?” Silas said as he kept prodding.
“Oh, yes, of course.”
“Here in Boston, at BU?”
“No, not here. I couldn’t really find what I wanted here.”
“So where did you go?”
“Abroad.”
Silas’s face tightened as he clenched his jaw. “Abroad?” He hesitated. “Where abroad?”
“Does it matter? You’ve probably never heard of it.”
“Try me. You never know what sort of things I’ve learned throughout my life.” Neither do I, for that matter.
“Well, against the advice of my parents, I went to—”
And out of the blue, there came a strong, wintry breeze, flapping against Lucy’s coat, forcing her to drop her memorial program on the ground. Silas bent over to grab it. “Here you go.” He handed it to her. “That breeze came out of nowhere. My face feels like it’s about to freeze and fall off any second now.”
Lucy began to laugh, and Silas knew right then that he’d always loved the sound of her laughter. She’d wrinkle her nose and close her eyes. Beautiful.
Then another breeze came upon them, and Lucy lifted up her coat lapels to cover her face. 
“Excellent idea.” Silas took his own coat lapels and pulled them up, covering most of his face while only exposing his eyes.
And that’s when it happened.
Lucy’s face turned white, as if she’d just seen a ghost. Her eyes quivered, and Silas could see her chest undulating with a raw power, as if her heart pushed against her skin. Something struck like lightning inside Lucy’s head, finally recognizing the man sitting beside her. 
When she began to cower away from him, Silas knew it was time for him to go so as to not cause a scene. He wanted to ask her so many questions, but that was not the time. He turned to Belloc. “I feel a bit nauseous,” he said, slowly getting up. “I’ll be right back.” Silas stood up, keeping his gaze away from Lucy’s, and gently retreated away from the group. 
Belloc watched him go and then turned to Lucy, who sat there in a bit of shock, her eyes lowered, her breathing accelerated. 
Posy too glanced at Lucy, observing a number of emotions painted across the young girl’s face. “What was that all about?”
“I haven’t the faintest clue.”
Silas zigzagged through the group of people that weren’t able to find seats, until he stopped to watch Mr. Decamps get up from his chair, making his way back towards a group of trees. He watched him pull away from his daughter’s memorial service because of some discomfort, seemingly shedding false tears as he wiped them away with his handkerchief. 
“And where are you going?” Silas mumbled, keeping his eyes on him. “Ah, of course—a reunion with the odd couple.” Silas moved in and out of the crowd, pressing himself against a group of thick trees near a wooded area. Once he found a good place to conceal himself, he poked his head out just enough to get a good glimpse of Mr. Decamps and the siblings. “They’re too far away.” I wish I knew what they were saying. 
Mr. Decamps reached into his pocket while he made sure no one was watching. Out came an object wrapped up in some type of cloth, and by the outline of its shape, Silas could tell it was some type of dagger. Could that be the knife used to cut up Claudia? Why would the father have it?
The male sibling took the object and hastily shoved it inside his jacket. Without wasting any more time, they broke away from Mr. Decamps, heading towards a dark carriage. Once Mr. Decamps made his way back towards his seat, Silas took after the siblings, keeping his distance. 
Reaching the black carriage, the siblings mounted the bench. Silas knew he had to make a decision. He could stay and warn Belloc, or he could try to follow them and hopefully gain access to the potential weapon used in Claudia’s attack. He knew that if he chose the latter, he would find more answers in regards to the girl’s attacker, and acting on instinct, he scurried over to the carriage, using his skills to stay below the siblings’ line of sight. Once he reached the carriage, as if knowing he could pull it off, he slid himself under the bottom and attached his body to the carriage’s underside. Let’s see where they take me.
Off the carriage went as the siblings made their way down a rocky country road. The more ground the carriage covered, the more remote the area became, and the farther Silas was from the only two people he knew. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.
Quietly sitting atop the driver’s bench, the two siblings rode in silence for another twenty minutes or so, until at last the carriage veered off to the left, onto a long and winding trail shooting straight into a deserted patch of woods. The trees were bleak and skinny, almost frostbitten. There was a smell of burnt wood, as if a few campfires had been recently put out.
“Someone’s been here, Mendel,” the female sibling whispered.
“Local hunters. Nothing to worry about.”
“I’m not worrying.”
“You always worry, Merle.”
They rode on quietly for a moment.
“You think he can hear us?” Merle asked.
“No, not with the amount of rocks crumbling under the wheels.”
“I’m surprised he’s lasted this long.”
“That means something: Don’t underestimate him.”
“So, should I worry?”
Mendel only smiled in reply.
Reaching their destination, the carriage stopped near the bottom of a large hill. The siblings jumped off the carriage. 
“This looks like the right place,” Mendel said, and raising his voice so as to make sure Silas heard him, then said, “Let’s be hasty now and get rid of this. Then we’ll ride back and let Mr. Decamps know we've succeeded in disposing of it.” Mendel put the wrapped-up object inside a large, ornate, wooden box.
Silas, who was nestled comfortably under the carriage, perked up his ear. As the siblings dismounted, Silas saw them walk away from the carriage and up the hill. Waiting a few seconds, he let himself drop onto the ground. Rolling over, he seeped out of the carriage’s underside. He saw the trail lead up towards a large hill, and on both sides of him was dense forest. “Perfect.”
Just a few yards past the top of the hill were the siblings, who had stopped, as if waiting for Silas to reach them.
“Do you see him?” Merle asked.
“I can’t even hear him,” Mendel replied, carefully searching the woods.
“What do we do?”
“Even though we can’t see him, he’s probably watching us right now. Let’s just get on with it.” He took the box he was holding and placed it inside a makeshift hole in the ground. He toppled some dirt and leaves on top. “Let’s go.” Merle followed her older brother back to the carriage. 
Keeping himself camouflaged within the trees, Silas watched them retreat. That’s the hiding spot? Are you joking? Once the siblings disappeared down the hill, he ran over to the wooden box sitting in the middle of the trail. He pushed aside the leaves and took the box out of the hole. Pretty sloppy work. Something’s not right here. He handled the box carefully. Inside, he found the mysterious object wrapped up in a gray wool blanket. Silas undid the loose bindings around the soft cloth in order to reveal the object. A feather?
There was a note. Silas picked it up and read it:
 
Old Mother Goose,
When she wanted to wander,
Would ride through the air
On a very fine gander...
 
Then, underneath the unfinished poem, written in thick, red ink, Silas read:
 
Don’t wander off too far lest you get yourself lost.
P.S.: I hope you didn’t mind taking the scenic route.
Mr. F.
 
Silas held up the feather. “Mr. F?” He clenched his jaw and crumpled up the note. Realizing that he’d been tricked, his face turned a deep red. He lost all awareness of himself, and something inside of him took over. Silas didn’t like to be deceived. Ever. No one but him was ever allowed to deceive. This went against his very nature, and instantly, as his thoughts mixed together with a brewing anger, he remembered something someone had told him a long time ago: 
“People look at a crow and think it is only a crow, but only the crow knows it is really a raven. Deceit belongs to you.”
He turned his gaze towards a tree a few yards from where he stood, and there, as if by magic, was an impressive raven perched up on a thick branch, watching Silas with its piercing eyes. 
A vision entered his thoughts. He was in a forest, just before dawn, dressed in dark clothing, hidden inside a group of bushes. To his left, he heard the same familiar voice: “The black bird goes from tree to tree like a thought enters and leaves the mind. It is there and here and there again, all at the same time. You turn and see it on your left, only for it to be on your right the second after. The raven owns the space around it. Be like the raven, young Shi.”
Snapping back to life, Silas’s limbs filled up with an energy he never knew he had. The raven crowed. Noises filled the creepy, bleak forest. The powerful wind rustled the naked branches. Silas dove into the woods, losing himself in the thickness of the trees.
Back at the carriage, Mendel and Merle had just finished settling themselves atop the driver’s seat when they heard an odd wind scurry through the trees. Ahead of them, a few pebbles rolled across the soft dirt.
“What was that?” Merle said.
“You’re worrying again. It’s just the wind.”
A raven cried out.
Merle turned to her right. “That bird wasn’t there just a second ago.”
Mendel grabbed the horses’ reins. “Let’s hurry, before he finds out what we’re up to and comes back looking for us. Plus, Mr. Decamps wants us back at the Reilly mansion as soon as possible. We have to make sure everything goes as planned.” He made a clicking sound with his mouth, and the horses took off down the trail. 
As they rode onward, Mendel soon heard a hissing sound coming from the underside of the carriage. Frustrated by its continuous annoyance, he poked his head out the right side of the carriage, hoping to find the cause of the noise. 
There to meet him was Silas, who had stuck his face out of the carriage’s underside, smiling at him with a sly grin. “Hi there,” Silas said as he reached up for Mendel and then forcefully threw him off the carriage. Before Merle had time to react, Silas leaped on top of the carriage, and, using two of his fingers, violently pressed down on Merle’s neck, making her yelp in pain before she passed out.  He threw her off the carriage as it came to a halt. 
Dismounting, he approached the siblings. He took an unconscious Mendel and threw him inside the carriage’s passenger car. He then grabbed Merle, and a piece of paper fell out of her hand. It was a map of Boston’s outer suburbs. On it were the directions to the Reillys’ mansion. 
What’s this about?
Quickly, he stuffed Merle inside the carriage and climbed onto the driver’s seat, holding onto the reins. “Ya!” he screamed as he sped off towards the approaching dusk.
 
***
 
Once the funeral was over, the families began dispersing, either making their way towards their respective carriages or visiting with the grieving family one last time to offer up their condolences. As the Reillys prepared themselves to leave, Belloc grabbed hold of Lucy. “Miss Reilly? I was wondering if I could have a word.”
“Yes, what is it?” She appeared to still be a bit shaken up by her encounter with Silas.
“Um,” Belloc said, reacting to her strange behavior. “Are you all right?”
“I’m perfectly fine,” Lucy replied, trying her best to change her mood. “What can I help you with, Inspector?”
“Well, I just wanted to know if you were heading back home with your parents?”
“Eventually, yes.”
“What do you mean, eventually?”
“We have to stop by the Decampses’ reception. That’ll take a few hours. Then, I assume we’ll head home.”
“Of course. I should’ve known they would be throwing a reception. You think your little sister will be all right by herself?”
“I don’t see why not. She’s with our help. They’ll take care of her while we’re away.”
“Right, of course. Very well, then. Lucy, it was a pleasure seeing you again.”
“Um, Inspector?”
“Yes, dear girl?”
“That man...I mean...your assistant?”
“Silas?”
“Yes, Silas. Where did you meet him?”
“I...know him from a long time ago. He’s...an old friend.” He hated lying to her.
Lucy didn’t buy it. “I see. And he always works with you?”
“Yes. Why do you ask?”
“Nothing. Good day.” She turned around and walked away.
Posy stepped up to Belloc. “What was all that about?”
“I don’t know.”
“Seriously, what’s with her sudden interest in Silas?”
“What’s with yours?”
“Excuse me?!”
“If you want to know more about Silas, then help me find out who he really is instead of ogling at him every second you get.” Belloc put his hat back on and grabbed his cane.
“I don’t ogle!”
“What was that, love?” Horace said, jumping into the conversation.
“Nothing.”
“Horace, I’m afraid I’m going to need to borrow Posy for a little while,” Belloc said.
“Why’s that?”
“Yes, why is that?” Posy chimed in.
“We’re going to the Reillys’ mansion. Right now. That Reilly girl can help us with our case. I’m sure of it. Silas mentioned to me that there were more girls that were expecting, a whole group of them, all the same age as Claudia.”
“A whole group?” Posy said.
“Yes, and I’m certain that Darcy Reilly is part of that group. So she knows something. Quickly now, help me to the carriage. We must reach the mansion before sundown.”
“Sounds important,” Horace said. “Don’t be gone too long, darling.” He kissed Posy. She reciprocated. Sort of. 
After Horace left, Posy turned to Belloc. “What about Silas?”
“Silas?” Belloc looked around. “Oh, yes, of course. Did you see where he went?”
“Well, he first took off towards the back. And then I saw him cut through the crowd near the center, and next, he made his way past that group of trees over there, and finally, he ended up—” She stopped talking when she realized she’d been keeping tabs on Silas without even knowing it. 
Belloc gave her a sly grin. 
“Why are you smiling?”
“Because I’ve been redeemed.”
“Oh, shut up.”
Belloc smiled. “Well, we best go find him. Time is of the essence.”
“He’d better not have strayed too far,” Posy said as she helped Belloc, who was having trouble with his aging knee.
“Now why would he do that, Miss Chapman?”
*



 


 
“DID MY PARENTS ARRIVE YET?” said a sweet voice emanating from a dark place behind a grandiose kitchen. The child moved in closer, stepping on the wooden floor with her bare feet. The old maid could hear the slapping of skin against the hard wood.
“Is that you, Miss Darcy?” Glenda asked.
“Yes, Glenda. Why are you up so late? Are you still working?”
“Couldn’t sleep,” said Glenda, a stout old woman who had served the Reillys for nearly ten years as their housekeeper. “So I figured I’d just pass some time straightening up the kitchen in preparation for tomorrow’s brunch, now that your sister will be moving back in with us.” A number of candelabras flickered in the background as Glenda waited for an answer. 
Darcy stepped into the light. Her hair was long and silky, chestnut in color. Her pale face was a much younger version of her sister’s, and she had far more freckles than Lucy ever did. She wore her nightgown down to her knees.
“Why are you still up, if you don’t mind me asking?” Glenda said. “It’s nearly ten at night. You know your parents don’t like you staying up after nine.”
“Well, they’re not here, are they?” Darcy said, walking up to the large kitchen island, pecking away at some ripe grapes spilling out of a large fruit bowl.
“Don’t do that,” Glenda snapped at Darcy’s hand. “You shouldn’t be eating at this time of night.”
“It’s just fruit.”
“Doesn’t matter. You go back up to your room, you hear? Your parents and sister should be here any time now.”
“How do you know? Weren’t they supposed to be here a long time ago?”
“Because I just know. They never stay out this late. I’m sure they’re on their way back. You go on now.” She gave Darcy a stern look. “Go on.”
Darcy scowled at her before reluctantly turning away. “Night,” she said as she stepped out of the room.
“Night, Miss.”
Darcy made her way into the main foyer, which sat a couple of rooms away from the kitchen. The foyer was an impressive space. The gloss of the wooden floors amplified the dark colors of the nearby walls and furniture. Burgundy and gold accents shone against the sophistication of the highly detailed crown molding. There were statues everywhere. Only a few lanterns hung on the walls, making it hard for Darcy to see where she was going. As she made her way towards the stairs, she stopped and paused, abruptly thinking of something. Where’s Dominic?

She walked up to a large window and peeked out into the darkness of the Boston winter. It was murky outside. The naked branches flapped against a strong wind, and snow covered most of the spacious yard surrounding the mansion. Darcy strained to catch a glimpse of the doghouse stationed near the stables. He’s not there.
Grabbing a thick coat and a pair of dirty snow boots, Darcy rushed back towards the kitchen. She put them on while walking up to Glenda. Not noticing, Glenda turned around, running into her. “Goodness, child!” she said, almost dropping a serving tray on the floor. “What did I just tell you? You need to go to bed.” Glenda looked her over. “And why are you wearing that?”
“I think Dominic is loose. You forgot to stick him back in his house, didn’t you?”
“No, ma’am, I didn’t forget. That’s not my responsibility. It’s Mr. Reilly’s job to do that, and he hasn’t come home yet.”
“But it’s freezing out there. He needs shelter. He’s probably running loose out in the snow.”
“Trust me, Miss,” Glenda said. “If Dominic wanted in from the cold, he’d be standing by the door, whining and crying, but he isn’t, is he?”
“No.”
“Well then, he’s probably out having a grand old time, enjoying the fact that he’s not tied up inside that mangy, old doghouse of his.” Glenda stepped up to her. “Look, Miss Darcy, he’s got a nice winter coat on. He has more hair than a wolf. He’ll be all right, and when your dad comes home, he’ll go looking for him.”
“But what if it’s too late? He’s never been loose past evening time. What if he’s fallen into the lake? There are some patches of ice that are too thin to stand on.”
Glenda began to worry about Dominic, but she was more worried about Darcy than the family dog. “Look, what we really need to be concerned about is you and your baby, and you sure aren’t going out in that freezing snow, especially dressed like that. Now you go back to bed, and after I’m done here, I’ll go outside and search for Dominic.”
“You can’t wait that long, Miss Glenda. You need to go now. What if he fell into the lake and needs our help?”
Glenda sighed. Lord, give me strength. “All right, Miss Darcy, I’ll go fetch him now. But you stay here. You can watch me from the windows.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t lose sight of you. Thank you for going through the trouble. I’m hopeful you’ll find him easy enough.”
“Oh, yes, Miss. I’m hoping it doesn’t take me forever to find him. Now you wait here while I go get him.” Glenda went into the maid’s room, returning only a few seconds later dressed up in her winter coat and boots. “This snow is going to give me a harsh cold.” Grabbing a large lantern, she made her way to the side door near the west wing of the manor. Darcy followed. “All right then. You stay here now, you hear?”
“I will. Yell if you need help.”
Glenda turned to her, and a slight frost crawled up her spine. For a moment, all her senses told her to stay inside, but as quickly as the feeling came, it went away. “Stay safe, child. Watch for me when I come back.”
“Be careful.”
“Will do, Miss,” Glenda said, stepping out into the bracing storm. “You be sure to stay in there.” Her words faded away as she departed from Darcy.
Darcy felt uneasy as she watched Glenda walk away, spooked by the thought of never seeing her beloved caretaker again. She closed the door and made her way towards the main foyer. Once there, she walked up to the ceiling-high windows near the front door, keeping her focus on Glenda as she looked for Dominic. A few minutes passed, and she could no longer see the light of Glenda’s lantern in the far-off distance.
 
***
 
Three miles out from the Reilly mansion, Belloc and Posy rode in a speeding carriage.
“What kind of person just leaves a funeral?” Posy grumbled.
“I don’t presume to know what goes on inside Silas’s mind. I’m sure he has a reason. I just hope he’s all right.”
“First he goes out the window, and now he disappears right in front of our very eyes. And this is just on his second day on the job. He’s not one for manners.”
“Now is not the time to worry about that. Belloc pulled out his revolver. “It’s taken us far too long to reach the mansion. I never remembered it being so far out, but with this winter storm, I can understand why it’s been more difficult to traverse the roads. I wanted to avoid getting there after dark, but now that obviously won’t be the case. We must be diligent and aware of our surroundings. We’ll try and get as much information from the girl as fast as possible.”
“Won’t the Reillys object to us questioning their daughter?”
“They can’t object if they don’t know. Plus, this is an investigation, and if Darcy can shed some light on Claudia’s attacker, then I have no qualms with asking her a few questions.” Belloc reached inside his coat pocket and pulled out a small pistol. “Here, take this.”
“No need for that.” Posy reached behind her back and pulled out a massive revolver.
“Where did you get that?”
“I have my ways.” Posy checked her pistol for any issues.
“I don’t believe we’ll be running into trouble, but with a killer on the loose, always be at the ready.” Belloc turned to the driver. “How long?”
“About another two miles.”
“We’re almost there,” Belloc said. “Make sure you have a list of questions ready.”
“Oh, I have plenty.”
“Good. We’ll see what Miss Reilly has to say about the Decampses. Hopefully she’ll shed some light on these other girls that Silas spoke of.”
“I have a feeling she knows more than we can imagine.”
“She’s the best lead we have so far,” Belloc replied as the carriage rode onward, speeding with all the horses’ might, winding down the dark and freezing country road.
 
***
 
Back at the mansion, Darcy stood by the window, waiting to hear back from her longtime caretaker. Her heart pounced through her chest, and her breaths were short and dry. Outside, the brutal wind howled like a demonic banshee, yet inside the house it was as quiet as a mouse. Back in the far reaches of the manor’s east wing, the other servants had turned in for the night. It didn’t take Darcy long to realize that she was all by herself inside that cold and massive space. 
She turned around to look back at the two imposing staircases swirling up to the second level, like wooden serpents, twisting and turning. The stairs led to a deep abyss, for her family was not home, and no one was upstairs to bring warmth and life to the second floor.
And like something out of a nightmare, she heard an unexplained clatter. “Hello?” she said. 
A soft sound surfaced from one of the rooms upstairs and then got louder, as if someone were gently stepping on the wooden floor. Maybe it’s one of the servants.
Then she heard a shuffling noise, like drapes being pulled apart, followed by a slight bump of a chair. “Hello?” Darcy said, this time more alarmed. “Is anyone up there?” 
No answer. 
“Is anyone working late? You answer me right now!” As an answer to her plea, a door creaked shut. Darcy shuddered, rubbing her arms up and down. A moment passed as she gazed at the second floor. I see a faint light.
Should I go up?
She placed her foot on the first step. “Wait. I can’t leave Miss Glenda out there. I need to keep my eye on her,” she said to herself.
Reluctantly, Darcy made her way back to the front window. Peeking outside, all she could think about was Miss Glenda being caught in the unforgiving blizzard.

After a few seconds, Darcy turned back around, surveying the second floor’s darkened hallway. She strained her eyes. Wait. Is that… A shadowy form began descending the stairs. Frightened, she ran towards the side door located inside the west wing. She put her back against the door and stood still, keeping her attention on the opening to the main foyer, seeing nothing but darkness and weird shadowy shapes, eerie illusions that her eyes kept conjuring up. Darcy worked to steady her breathing. Come on, Glenda. Hurry up.
She heard a sound near the main foyer. “Hello?” she pleaded. “Who’s there?” And after a long pause in the dark’s deafening silence, a breathy voice said, “Me.” Gasping for air, Darcy gripped the doorknob, and no longer able to stand the fright, she grabbed a lantern next to the door and escaped outside. The storm started to pick up, and it was nearly impossible for her to see beyond a thirty-foot radius. Everywhere she looked, the trees seemed to have blended in with the snow, making everything a white-gray gleam against the night’s sullen cloak. She suddenly caught a scent in the air: Miss Glenda’s perfume. 
“Where are you? Are you near? Have you found Dominic?” She turned around, staring at the door leading into the house, into that bleak darkness full of shadows and strange sounds. “Please hurry if you can.”
There was no answer.
“Glenda?” she called out again, but heard nothing in return. She stepped away from the house, putting more distance between her and the eerie voice she’d heard inside. After about ten yards, Darcy stood idly, feeling as cold as ever. Instantly, a horrible thought entered her mind. What if Miss Glenda found Dominic by the lake? What if she fell?
Ice cracked in the distance. “Miss Glenda!” She flung herself towards the direction of the sound, desperately trying to keep her bearings straight. She found a fence that led all the way to the lake. Every step she took felt like she was lugging around a hundred-pound ball and chain, for her boots were weighed down by slush and snow. “Wretched Boston winter!”
She traveled farther down the length of the fence, knowing it would ultimately lead her to the big gazebo right at the entrance to the dock overlooking the lake. Tripping over broken logs, she yelled out in pain. Her lantern fell to the floor, busting into pieces. “Damn it!” At least the moonlight gave her some light to travel by, and it seemed that just up ahead she could see some type of clearing. 
Thirty more feet went by. She pushed on harder. Her socks were soaked through with cold slush. The falling snow felt like ice water being dropped on top of her head. The winter air stabbed her chest with sharp pains every time she took a deep breath. After advancing another thirty feet, she finally saw the snow-covered gazebo next to the dock’s entrance. It was there that she saw what appeared to be the back of Miss Glenda’s head.
 
***
 
Just a hundred yards away from the mansion, Belloc and Posy sped down the icy road, keeping themselves quiet, anticipating their arrival.
“We’re almost there,” Belloc said. “Remember, we approach cordially and ask to see Miss Darcy concerning a matter of life and death. They should let us in after we reveal who we are and that we’ve spoken to Mr. and Mrs. Reilly.”
“Spoken to them?” Posy arched her brow.
“Well, that last part I added in for good measure.”
“I think I see the mansion in the distance.” Posy stuck her head out the window. “It’s dark inside. Everyone’s gone to bed already.”
“That doesn’t surprise me. It’s best for us that way. We’ll quietly make ourselves known and speak to Darcy in private. In and out. No need to alarm everybody else inside the house.”
“Got it.” Posy placed her revolver back inside her waistband.
“Just under a hundred yards and we’re there.” Belloc put his hat on and fixed his coat. But when he went to grab his cane, the carriage suddenly halted in its tracks, forcing Belloc to double over and knock his cane towards Posy, striking her chin.
“Hey!”
“Oh, my dear, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.”
“What happened?”
Belloc turned to the front. “Driver, why did we stop all of a sudden?”
“It seems we’ve come upon a large ditch in the middle of the road. I didn’t see it because it was covered up with snow, making it seem flat.”
“Can we get out of it?”
“I’m afraid not. It seems that the axle is broken in two.”
“Damn,” Belloc cursed.
“So how are we going to traverse the rest of the way?” Posy asked.
“The only choice now would be to head on foot,” the driver replied.
“On foot?” Belloc said. “Are you mad? In this snow? It’ll give us a good beating.”
“That’s the only way.” The driver put his hat and gloves on as he dismounted the carriage’s covered driver’s bench in order to inspect the damage.
“What are we going to do now?” Posy asked.
“I guess we’ll have to walk.”
“But you’re already having trouble as it is. You can’t make it, not in this snow.”
“I know, Miss Chapman, but there’s no other solution. I must talk to that girl.”
“This isn’t a good idea.”
“This isn’t open to discussion. Now, you either join me or stay here to fix the wheel.”
“Meanness is not going to help.”
“I’m sorry, dear girl, I’m just frustrated.”
“Wait.” Posy stretched her head out the window. “There’s another carriage coming. Maybe they can help us.”
“Is it the Reillys?”
“How would I know? Whoever it is, they’re coming in fast. They must be in some hurry.”
“Posy, step outside and try your best to warn them about the hole in the road.”
“I knew you were going to say that,” she said, putting her gloves on, scowling.
“If it’s the Reillys, then our hopes of questioning Darcy are dead in the water.”
“I know.” Posy sighed. “I know.”
They helplessly waited inside their broken carriage, like a wounded animal waiting to be rescued.
 
***
 
Meanwhile, near the dock leading to the frozen lake, a troubled soul reached out for her beloved caretaker. 
“Hey!” Darcy said, picking up her pace. “I see you! Stay there, I’m coming for you, Miss Glenda.” She flung herself down the rest of the way, reaching the gazebo in only a few seconds. Stopping just shy of the dock, she put her hands to her knees, catching her breath, looking up for any sign of her caretaker. “I just saw you here. Where did you go?”
On the heels of those words, a shadow approached her, bulky and low to the ground. “Dominic? Is that you?” The shadow moved. “Is that you, boy?” At last she heard panting, followed by a small bark. “It is you!”
She stepped into the gazebo and picked up her pace, getting better traction from the hard wood. As she reached the end of the dock, she slowed down, afraid of spooking Dominic with her loud steps. She reached out her hand. “Dominic, boy, it’s Darcy. Come on, boy; let’s go back to the house. It’s going to be all right. Just stay right there.” 
Of course, he didn’t, and like most dogs do, Dominic took off running away from his master, straight into the center of the frozen lake. 
“No, Dom!” Watching her furry German Shepherd bounce up and down on the ice filled her up with a sense of dread. “Oh, Dom, why did you do that, you stupid dog!” Panic crawled down her neck and into her chest. “I can’t come get you, Dom. I can’t step over that ice. You know that!”
The dog sat down on the ice. “No, Dominic. You need to come to me. You can’t stay there.” But Dominic kept whining and crying, not budging an inch. “Oh, for Pete’s sake.” She looked around for Glenda and saw nothing but winter surrounding her. “Come on, boy, let’s go.” Dominic wouldn’t have it. 
She sighed as she dropped to her knees. Darcy took her gloves off and rubbed her face with her cold hands. She stood up and pondered for a second. I can’t let you stay there. Daringly, she placed her right foot on the ice. Nothing happened. She placed her other foot on the ice, and it cracked, forcing her to hastily step back onto the dock. 
Alarmed, Dominic sat up and began to bark. “Yes, come here, Dom.” He continued barking at her. “Why are you barking? It’s just me. Do you see Miss Glenda? Is that it, boy?” She looked around yet saw nothing out of the ordinary. “What is it, Dom? If you’re not barking at me, then what is it?” 
Dominic’s mood suddenly shifted, and his barking turned to a low growling. Scared, Darcy’s muscles stiffened. “Dom, what’s wrong?” She felt a horrible sensation fill her heart, like a premonition that had suddenly become true. She turned around and saw a large shadow at the entrance to the dock. “Miss Glenda?”
The shadowy form began approaching her. Distraught, she had no other option but to back away from the approaching figure. In a panic, she lifted her feet as softly as she could, desperately trying not to force the ice to break underneath. She heard the figure reach the end of the dock, and urgency fueled her progression. Without looking back, she kept on, her survival instincts kicking in, stepping on the ice as light as a feather. At last, she reached Dominic. 
“Oh, Dominic, thank God.” Darcy hastily stretched out her hand, spooking Dominic with her quick movement. The dog jerked away, forcing Darcy to lose her balance. Slipping, she landed roughly on the cold ice, her rear hitting first as her back came crashing down. Seconds later, as she stood up, a large, ear-splitting crack shook her nerves as the majority of the ice around her began to break. 
Oh no.
She turned to Dominic. “Go on, boy. Leave me here. Get to land as fast as you can.” But Dominic paid her no heed. He lowered his head in a defensive stance, growling at something coming up behind Darcy. “Dom?”
 
***
 
As the night progressed, the gray clouds dissipated, leaving the moon to reign across the barren sky. About half an hour had passed, and in front of the Reillys’ mansion, a carriage came to a screeching halt. Posy and Belloc stepped onto the ground, while another man jumped off the driver’s seat. It was Silas; he was the one driving the carriage that Posy and Belloc saw coming towards them.
“How were you able to steal this thing anyway?” Belloc asked. “What I meant was, how were you able to get the upper hand on these two?” Belloc turned to look inside the carriage. Mendel and Merle were lying inside, their hands and feet bound together with rags pulled over their heads. “And where on earth did you learn to do that?”
“Don’t ask,” Silas replied. “I say that because I don’t know the answer. Not yet, at least.”
“So you followed these two all the way to the far country only to be led astray?” Posy said, buttoning up the front of her coat.
“That’s about right.”
“Sorry if that makes me giggle,” Posy said, not wasting a chance to pick on him.
“That’s okay. I like it when you giggle, so keep at it.”
Posy stopped giggling.
“Look lively, you two,” Belloc interrupted. “We’ve wasted enough time.”
The three of them made their way up the driveway and towards the front door.
Silas turned to Belloc. “You said that Lucy and her parents went over to the Decampses’ for a reception?”
“That’s correct.”
“Sounds more like a party if they’re staying out this late.”
“I’m inclined to agree with you. I’m quite perplexed as to why they haven’t returned home.”
“I hope she—I hope they’re all right.”
Posy caught Silas’s flub. “What is it between you and that girl?”
“That girl?”
“Lucy.”
“What do you mean?” Silas countered, pretending to care less.
“I saw the way she looked at you before you left. It was as if she knew you.”
Belloc arched his brow. “Does she know you, Silas?”
Silas thought for a moment. “I...don’t know.”
“Really,” Belloc said, amazed.
“But I think I know her.”
“Know her? Of course. That would explain why you came to Boston.”
“Actually, that doesn’t explain much,” Posy added.
“It’s a good start,” Belloc said. “Where do you know her from?” Silas didn’t say a word. “Did you hear me?”
“Shush.” Silas crouched down. “The front door is open.”
“What?” Belloc stopped next to him.
“The lights are still on in the kitchen.”
“Someone’s still up,” Posy said as she scurried over to the front door.
“Be careful, Miss Chapman,” Belloc yelled out as he did his best to keep behind her. “Why don’t you let Silas go first?”
“No, thank you,” Posy replied, but Silas beat her to the door.
“Wait one second.” Silas found the door slightly ajar. He opened the front door, and he did it in such a way where the door didn’t even give out the slightest creak. He stepped in and noticed that the house seemed eerily vacant. Silas had figured out that he could always tell when there were people inside a house, even if they were sleeping. He had been accustomed to sensing people’s presences at all times. Scanning the room, he discerned the space around him. “Nothing seems out of the ordinary.”
Posy and Belloc stepped inside.
“Shut the door, Inspector,” Posy said, “or we’ll catch a chill.”
“There’s a light coming from one of the upstairs rooms,” Silas said. “Could that be Darcy’s bedroom?”
“I’m not sure,” Belloc replied. “We need to find someone so as to let them know we’re here.”
“I’ll go upstairs,” Silas said. “Maybe the Reilly girl is still up. Stay here.”
Silas made a quick beeline upstairs. Belloc and Posy were amazed at how softly he could tread around the house—not a peep was made. They waited for a minute or so before they saw Silas sneak back down the stairs. 
“She looks to be asleep in her bed,” he said. “I guess she forgot to put the light out.”
“But why was the front door to the house ajar?” Belloc asked.
“I don’t know,” Posy said. “Maybe one of the servants had to go find something out in the yard, left it open, perhaps?”
“Possibly,” Silas said.
“So, do you think we should wake Darcy up?” Posy asked. “There’s no one here. We can be in and out in no time.”
“Well, I don’t want to frighten the poor girl,” Belloc said. “I was hoping to have one of the help introduce us to her.”
“Well, doesn’t she recognize you?” Silas asked.
“I suppose,” Belloc conceded. “Let’s go, then.”
“Wait,” Posy pointed towards the floor. “Why is this wet?”
“What?” Belloc looked around. “Where?”
“There’s a big wet puddle right there near your feet, Silas.”
“Oh?” Silas lifted his leg up. “Was that me?”
“No, it looks melted,” Belloc said. “It’s been there for a while.”
“There’s some there too,” Posy said as she walked towards the stairs.
“Hmm,” Silas said. “Someone must have gone out, I suppose.” He began looking around, searching the expansive foyer and the many rooms connecting to it. 
Nothing. 
He turned to the kitchen and saw the lanterns inside wearing thin. That’s strange. 
Something on the floor caught his attention. Silas jerked his head downward and saw some type of tracks. Kneeling down, he inspected the print, rubbing his finger across it. “Boots.”
“What was that, Silas?” Belloc said.
“We have some boot prints on the floor.” Silas stood up and looked over to where they led, tracing the tracks to the foyer. “They keep going towards the western end of the house.” He followed the tracks and then stopped. “Here we have more tracks, boots again, but they’re smaller in size.” He kept walking, nearing the outer door located on the west wing. “Looks like both tracks lead outside, although… That’s interesting.”
“What is?” Posy asked.
“The smaller tracks stopped and waited right here for a few minutes. See how the tracks shift a bit? But then they start to lead outside.”
“I don’t understand,” Belloc said. “So we have boot tracks. People come in and out of the house all the time.”
“Well, that’s the thing, Inspector. The tracks leave the house...but they never come back in.”
“They don’t?”
“Not through this door.”
“Maybe they came in from some other entrance.”
“Perhaps. But still,” Silas said, turning to Belloc so he could finish his sentence.
“It’s worth investigating,” Posy replied, beating the Inspector to the punch.
“My thoughts precisely.” Silas stepped outside. The snowstorm had cleared a bit, but there was still a massive amount of snow on the ground. The wind had died and the moon had come out, shining on the whole of the mansion. 
Silas spotted the tracks. “Both of the boot prints start from here,” he said, hovering over the sunken-in prints, “but they didn’t necessarily take the same direction. The big prints tend to veer to the left and then down center, rolling over that small hill across the way. The smaller tracks, they seem to kind of wander around to the right, as if whoever made them was a bit disoriented, maybe blinded by the recent storm. They go towards that fence over there, following it all the way down. I wonder where that fence leads to.”
“The gazebo,” Belloc said. “I’ve tutored Lucy there a number of times. It’s next to the dock...by the lake.”
“Wait. Funny I didn’t see these before. There are some animal tracks as well.” Silas glanced over to the doghouse, seeing it empty. “Their dog must have gotten loose. His tracks lead to the lake along with the others.”
“What a strange thing,” Belloc remarked. “To go to the lake in the middle of a blizzard.”
“Maybe they were searching for the dog,” Silas added.
“But where is the dog?” Posy said. “Did they not find him?”
“I don’t know,” Belloc replied, looking at the mansion behind him. “I want to wake up some of the staff. Maybe they can tell us.”
“Not yet,” Silas said. “We have the element of secrecy at the moment. Let’s keep it under everyone’s noses for now, until we reach the lake. If I don’t find anything there, we’ll go ahead and wake the staff.”
“Fine,” Belloc replied. “Lead the way, Silas.” Yet Silas didn’t move. “What are you waiting for?”
“It’s incomplete.”
“Incomplete?” Posy asked, curious.
“What’s incomplete?” Belloc chimed in.
“It’s unfinished. The routine—it’s incomplete. Everyone, everywhere, has their own routine, especially at night before turning in. If you were to go to someone’s house at night, you’d notice certain things are put up and straightened, and you’d notice this every night, and it’s always the same. There’s a routine. But back inside the house, the routine was unfinished. Only a few certain things were put away and straightened, lanterns were still lit, and the furniture was still out of place. The nightly routine was unfinished, meaning whoever typically does it didn’t get a chance to finish it.”
“Right,” Belloc said. “So you’re saying whoever went looking for Dominic hasn’t come back yet?”
“Precisely. Not only that, but I would guess that the smaller tracks are Darcy’s. Yet she’s in her bed, sleeping like a baby. I don’t see any tracks coming back. The whole thing just doesn’t make any sense.”
“We’ll just have to follow the tracks,” Posy said. 
But before Silas could answer her, a familiar feeling suddenly overtook him. He noticed something in his peripheral vision, something that didn’t fit in with the snowy horizon. To his left, about twenty yards away, lit up by the unfailing moonlight, he saw footprints in the snow. “Now those over there are not your typical prints.”
Belloc heard his whispers. “You see something else?”
Silas didn’t answer, just approached the strange prints, and stopping a few feet from the tracks, he stared into the distant forest, putting his hands up to his ears and cupping his palms behind them. He closed his eyes and opened his mouth in an O fashion, flaring his nostrils and tilting his nose up. He moved his head back and forth, listening for any suspicious noises.
“What a strange thing,” Belloc remarked.
“Why is he doing that?” Posy added.
A snap of a branch caught Silas by surprise about fifty yards from where he stood, sounding off near the shadowed borders of the neighboring forest. He closed his mouth and, taking his right hand and closing it to create a small tube, he put it up to his eye, pointing towards the direction of the sound. If there’s something there, it’s elusive. Yet I don’t sense any danger. Lowering his hand, he took the last few steps towards the footprints. He signaled for the others to come towards him. 
Belloc reached him first. “What are they?”
“But more importantly, what the hell were you doing?” Posy added.
“Easy, Posy,” Belloc said.
“Here we have more prints.” Silas moved his hand across the snow. “But these are thicker and longer—a man’s prints.”
“You think there was a man staking out the mansion?” Belloc asked.
“Can’t really say.”
Posy moved up to Silas. “But they head in the same direction as the others.”
“True enough.”
“Was he following the others?” 
A sense of urgency washed over Silas. “Let’s get down to the dock quickly, see what we can find.”
The three of them followed the tracks down towards the dock, and once they reached the gazebo, Silas surveyed the surrounding terrain. There was a mound of snow that had accumulated to the east of the lake, and a large log had settled near the center of the water that had yet to freeze over. And over near the west end, where it was quite dark except for a ray of moonlight bouncing off the white icy landscape, he saw something: a shadowed shape in a human form. Something next to it was moving.
“I have to get to higher ground.” Silas searched for the closest tree near him. To his right, he spotted a thick oak with long, heavy branches. 
Climbing it, he weaved his way through the many branches until he reached the top, about three stories high. He put his clenched fist over his right eye and scanned the terrain. He focused on the mound he’d just seen. He listened for a moment, honing in on a faint sound coming from the distant lake. It was a dog’s whine.
And that’s when he saw it. 
It was clear as day to him. The shadowy shape he’d seen before were now two shapes, one tall and round and the other small and fragile. Quickly, he scaled down the tree, and without turning to his companions, he began sprinting back towards the mansion.
“Where are you going?” Posy said, confused. “What did you see?”
Belloc turned to Silas, watching him speed away. Thinking, he turned his head back to the lake. “He must’ve seen something over there.” He turned to Posy. “I want to know what he saw.” Belloc took off walking as fast as he could, struggling to keep in rhythm with his cane.
“Wait!” Posy yelled out. “Not you too. You can’t just walk out there.” She paused. “Well...at least you could wait for me to help you.”
Belloc and Posy negotiated their way around the western border of the lake, jumping over rock formations and piles of branches. With every single obstacle, it seemed like the end for Inspector Belloc, but he persevered, fiercely intent on finding out what Silas had discovered. 
After a few minutes of climbing and jumping around all the snowy rocks, they came to a place that led towards a clearing. The moonlight shone a fat stream of silver gleam straight into the center of the lake. Once they reached the bank, they could clearly see what was ahead.
“Is that a woman?” Posy strained her eyes. “It looks like one of the servants.”
“Look there!” Belloc pointed to a strange large mass. “The dog.”
“Why is he just staying there?”
“He knows that woman.” Belloc attempted to step on the ice. “He’s guarding her.” He took another step and continued. 
“You’re going to get yourself killed. If you fall in that water, I’m not coming after you.”
“I don’t care.” But then Belloc stopped and turned to Posy. “You coming?”
“You’re kidding.”
“Time is of the essence, my dear child.”
“I can’t believe I’m doing this.” Posy placed her right foot on the ice. It cracked. “Why am I doing this?”
“It’s your job! Now make haste, please.”
Posy treaded lightly as she stepped on the frozen lake, and every now and then, a crack would send her nerves into disarray. But after she’d made some progress, she clearly saw what was ahead of her, and the more she understood the scene, the less she cared about her own safety.
Once she was about fifteen feet away from the body, she saw a blood trail staining the milky ice. She followed the trail as it significantly widened with every step she took towards the body. White ice turned to blood-red slush, and the scent of dried blood crept its way into her senses. Soon, bloody handprints accompanied the trail, lots of them, as if someone had crawled on the ice. 
Belloc knelt next to the body. He turned to Posy; his face was ghostlike. His hands trembled as he dropped his cane onto the ground. Upon reaching the body, Posy saw it was Glenda, who lay on her side, wrapped up in her coat. One of Glenda’s boots was off, exposing her naked foot, and upon closer inspection, Posy noticed that her heel was slashed through.
That would explain the crawling. But where was she crawling to?
Posy moved up to Belloc, who was trying to contain his breathing. Dominic lay on all fours, panting and whining, keenly aware of the tragedy surrounding him. “Are you all right, Inspector?”
“She tried to keep the baby warm. That’s all she wanted to do. It was probably crying. She just tried to warm him up. Poor woman.”
“What baby?”
Belloc pointed towards the front of Glenda’s body. As she stepped over the body, Posy saw a small newborn wrapped up in Glenda’s arms, dead from an apparent stab wound. The baby had bled out, and Glenda had made sure the tiny boy knew the warmth and love of her embrace for the few minutes they would be alive together. There was a deep gash across Glenda’s throat.
“That baby?” Posy struggled to regain her composure. “Is that—”
“It has to be.”
“Darcy’s?” Posy gasped. “But she’s in her bed, asleep.”
“Is she? Asleep?”
Posy exhaled, her knees wobbling. She bent over, grabbing the cold ice with her exposed palm, her eyes gripped with horror. She then saw a carriage in the distance. “Oh, no, Inspector, it seems the Reillys are home.”
“God help us,” he replied.
*



 


 
“LINE THEM UP,” a scruffy-looking man said as he stood near a darkened set of docks. A ship whistled its bell somewhere inside the gray horizon, and the strong smell of salt water permeated the harbor air. “Do it quickly now. I want two rows made, all even and together. Make sure the bags are put over their heads and are tied nice and tight. All the bags need to have holes so they can breathe. We don’t want a repeat of what happened with the last shipment.”
“Yes, sir,” another man said, this one wiry and malnourished. He turned around to a group of more malnourished men in order to spew out his orders. “Let’s hurry it up! Get them ready to board. The captain’s already antsy to depart and be on his way.”
“Aye!” the rest of the men shouted. One by one, the men broke away, heading towards a large mass of gray forms sitting along the edges of the docks.
“Get them up, will ya,” one of the men said.
At the sound of his voice, a group of about twenty-four children, all boys, stood up, moping and fussing. Their hands had been tied behind their backs, and their faces were covered with large, blackened potato sacks. The men placed the children in pairs, forming two straight lines.
“Get them on the ship quickly, I said. And keep your voices down. Load the rascals into the lower decks. If we hurry, we can be at the factory by sunup.”
“You heard him, you little runts,” another man said. “March on! We’re all going home...well, to your new home, where each and every one of you will be kings in your own right. Doesn’t it sound like a grand ole adventure?”
The children wept as they were herded into a large and ominous ship. After everyone was on board, the ship set sail, breaking away from the light of the docks, on its way into a gray horizon. The scruffy-looking figure stood at the edge of the water, watching the new cargo sail away as he smiled, pleased with his work. He took a letter out, sealed it inside an envelope, and gave it to an adolescent boy who stood next to him waiting for instructions. “See that this gets delivered promptly. My driver will take you there.”
“Aye, sir.”
“And here.” The man gave the boy some coins. “You did well this time around.”
“Thank you, sir.” The boy grabbed the coins, then took off running into the night.
 
***
 
A doorbell rang. An eerie, tall butler answered the door. “It’s you,” his voice boomed.
“I have a letter for the missus.” 
“I’ll take it. Thank you.” The man closed the door. He turned around and signaled to one of the servants. “Promptly deliver this letter to the madam.” 
The maid took the letter and hastily made her way down the elegant main hall, her hard heels knocking against the immaculate marble floors. Once she made it to the end, she turned and approached a rear stairwell. Another housemaid waited for her. “Take this quickly to Clarice.”
“Right away,” the housemaid said as she accepted the letter. She turned and made her way up the stairs. Once she reached the third floor, she rang a small bell that hung near one of the windows. A graceful, slender lady’s maid responded to the call. “Miss Clarice, the letter is here.”
“Thank you,” Clarice said. “You may go now.” 
The housemaid departed. Clarice took the letter and read it, making sure it was exactly the news that the lady of the house wanted to hear. 
Speedily, she walked down the hallway towards the master bedroom. Without being disruptive, she opened the door and entered the room. Once inside, she stood there for a moment, as if waiting for further instructions. 
About ten feet from her was a beautiful middle-aged woman sitting on the floor, reading a nighttime fable to a group of small children. After reading the entire story, the woman acknowledged Clarice’s presence.
“What is it that you need, Miss Bingham?”
“The letter, mum. I have it for you.”
The lady of the manor didn’t say anything else to Clarice but instead just lifted her hand up in the air. Clarice approached her and placed the letter in her mistress’s hand. With a slight wave and a flick of a wrist, Clarice was dismissed. 
“Yes, mum.” Clarice shut the door behind her.
The lady sighed as she took out the letter. Blood was smeared across the page, and in French, it read: 
 
Two feathers plucked.
Mr. F.
 
The lady smiled as she set the letter aside and placed her attention back on the children. “Now, where were we? Would you like me to read another story? A scary mystery perhaps?”
“Yes, mum,” they cried out in unison.
“Very well, my dears.” She opened a book and once again started reading to the children.
 
***
 
Silas had already reached the front entrance to the Reillys’ mansion by the time Belloc discovered Glenda’s body. He burst in through the door and dashed towards the stairs. Reaching the second floor, he raced down the long stretch of hallway, stomping his wet shoes on the luscious burgundy carpets and bumping into the gold-laced furniture. 
Inside the bedroom, Darcy seemingly lay sleeping on her bed. He turned on a lantern, and a spark of life bloomed inside the room, allowing him to see much of the surrounding space, from the large, gaudy bed, to the pieces of decorative furniture surrounding it. 
As he approached Darcy, his heart nearly leaped out of his chest. Her lower half was wrapped up in a blanket, and her nightgown had been cut open down the middle. Her young breasts were exposed, so he quickly covered her top with a blanket.
Fearing what he might find, he reluctantly grabbed hold of the thick blanket covering her lower torso. Swiftly, he uncovered her bottom half. The nightgown was cut all the way through, and he saw small patches of dried blood on the gown, spilling onto the bed sheets. 
He noticed that her torso was swollen and bruised and that a caesarian section had been performed on her. There was a large cut across her belly that had been cleaned and stitched up. Seeing enough, he placed the gown back over her lower half and covered her with a blanket. Her skin felt warm.
Knowing that the mortality rate for that type of procedure was quite high, he feared the worst as he hovered over her chest, inching up to her bosom, wanting to see some type of undulation. In the dim light he couldn’t tell if her chest was moving, so he put his hand over her lips to feel if there was any air escaping her mouth. 
“Darcy?”
No response. He sat up and sighed.
“ARGH!” Darcy screamed as she shot up and grabbed hold of Silas’s neck with both hands. She had a strong grip, possessing incredible strength, and she shook him raw.
“Darcy! Let go!” He struggled with her, grabbing her wrists but not wanting to put too much pressure on them; he didn’t want to hurt Darcy in any way. So he tried talking to her instead. “I’m not going to hurt you. You’re safe now. I’m with the police. The person who did this to you is gone. Let go!”
Just then, Lucy burst into the room, moments after arriving home with her family. 
“Darcy!” Lucy dove in to help Silas get control of her sister. “Darcy, let go of him! What’s the matter?” She squeezed herself between the two and put her arms around Darcy. Hugging her tightly, she began to rub her back using long, slow strokes. “It’s okay. He’s not going to hurt you. You’re safe. Let go of him.”
At last Darcy pulled back her arms, letting go of Silas as he stepped back, almost falling to the floor. He sat down on a chair next to a night desk, catching his breath, relieved to see her alive.
“Where’s my baby? My baby boy! Don’t take my baby!”
Lucy looked at Silas with a worried look, and he just lowered his gaze. Lucy glanced down at her sister’s lower half, finally realizing what Darcy had just gone through. “What happened to her?”
“Your sister was attacked, I think by the same person who attacked Miss Decamps. We were on our way over here because we had a hunch that Darcy was in danger. Unfortunately, we were too late. Like Miss Decamps, the killer took the life of the baby. There’s a place by the lake where I believe the baby’s body is resting, but that’s all I can say right now.” Silas could tell by looking into Lucy’s eyes that she had many more questions for him, questions that he certainly wouldn’t be able to answer. And he himself was eager to know why she reacted to him in such a strange way earlier during the funeral. But that was neither the time nor place to bring up those concerns.
Lucy hugged her sister tighter and began to cry with her. Silas stood up and walked out of the room, finding Posy at the end of the hall, making her way towards him. 
As she approached the room, Posy grabbed him by the arm. “The baby and the housekeeper are both dead.”
“I figured as much. I need to get a good sense of the crime scene before all the commotion starts. If this investigation is anything like it was at the Decampses’, we better get what we can as soon as possible.”
“What are you going to do?” 
“I’m going back to the lake. If you can, keep the Reillys at bay. Hold them here until the officers arrive. That’ll give Belloc and I enough time to scour the scene down there. Darcy’s parents will want to head down to the lake after they start asking questions. Don’t let them break through.”
“Fine,” Posy said reluctantly. She didn’t like getting orders from a rookie. 
“Thanks.”
“Just go and do what you have to do.”
“Oh, and if you can, try to get Darcy to describe the attacker. Hopefully she saw something that could point us in the right direction.”
“Got it. Just hurry. I hear the parents coming up the stairs. Try to pass them without saying anything. I want to see their initial reaction when they come into the room.”
“What are you thinking?”
“I’ll explain later. Go now, and don’t look them in the eyes.”
“I won’t have to.” Silas tapped his boots on the floor, making sure they were secure. “There’s a better way of doing this.” He went back inside the room, passing Darcy and Lucy as they sat together. Lucy gave Silas a cold stare, piercing his soul, forcing him to wince a little. He reached the window, and, turning back, gave Posy a smile.
“Oh, of course.” Posy crossed her arms.
Silas grabbed hold of the windowsill and jumped through the opening. Scaling down the brick wall, he managed to get low enough to jump down onto the soft snow. As he hit the ground, he couldn’t help but notice the pair of footprints next to his. He crouched down in order to inspect them.  
“So you left out the window, but why? There was no one home. You could’ve left out the front door, unless...” He looked back up towards Darcy’s bedroom window. “We surprised you. You were just here, weren’t you? Just like back at the Decampses’. You like to linger around.” He noticed how the footprints led down towards the lake. Belloc. 
Worried for his friend, Silas took off running. Once he reached the lake, he spotted Belloc sitting next to the bodies near the western part of the lake’s bank. He searched the lake for any sign of the killer, but sighed as he realized he’d lost the killer’s strange floral scent. Confidently, he made his way across the frozen water, keeping his steps light and short, like he was trained to do, until he reached Belloc, who sat marveling at the young man who’d appeared out of nowhere like a wintry ghost.
“Silas?” Belloc said. “How did you—well, never mind that. What happened up there? What did you find?”
“Darcy Reilly is somehow alive. That is one lucky girl. She could’ve easily been dead after what he did to her, but she survived. She’s bruised and swollen, but quite distraught, as you can imagine. The Reillys are home. Lucy is with Darcy, and when I left, Posy was about to speak with the parents. Once they put out a call to the department, the rest of the officers will be on their way.” Silas looked him over, noticing that Belloc was a bit disheveled. “Are you all right, Inspector?”
Belloc glanced at his hands covered in blood. “I’m okay now. Seeing the baby covered in all this blood, something came over me. I shouldn’t have contaminated the scene like this.”
“I understand. Nothing can prepare you for something this horrific. Let me help you up.” He grabbed Belloc by the elbow and raised him to his feet. “Here’s your cane.”
“Thank you.”
“What happened here?”
“The housekeeper must’ve gone out to find the dog and then found herself in the killer’s path. She must’ve seen what he did to Darcy and her baby. She tried to stop him, but ultimately failed.”
“What about the dog?” Silas turned towards Dominic.
“I think he’s sedated. He must’ve been given something.”
“Sedated?”
“It appears so. But tell me, Silas, what can you sense about the scene?”
“I can’t sense much more than has already been revealed. The scene speaks for itself. Darcy was accosted on the lake. But wait a second.”
“What’s wrong?”
“She wasn’t attacked here. If you see, there’s a trail of ice on the floor that’s a bit raised and newly formed. That tells me that it was made recently by water being splashed on the frozen surface. That means Darcy was dragged to this place. She was wet. She must’ve fallen into the lake.” 
Silas looked around and spotted a large hole to the east. “There! That’s where she fell and then was dragged over here. And it seems that he dried her off quickly to keep her from getting hypothermia. He did all of this before performing the procedure on her. He took great care in keeping her safe. But why? Why kill the baby and worry about the mother?”
“He did the same thing with Miss Decamps.”
“Why does he care about these girls?” He paused as he had a revelation. “Or maybe…he doesn’t.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean he couldn’t care less about these two girls. No, it seems that someone else cares about them, the very same person who probably asked him to do this. There’s someone out there, some unnamed entity who wants these babies dead without the girls being harmed.”
“But the Decamps girl is dead. If he wasn’t supposed to harm her, he would’ve stopped her from committing suicide.”
“Well, actually, she killed herself, and he just let it happen.”
“I see your point.”
Silas circled the bodies. “The housekeeper came in. He slashed her heel, forcing the housekeeper to fall to her knees. But then he finished it. Like I said: he cares about nothing. He didn’t hesitate to kill her. Why leave a witness?” 
“Hey!” Posy said from the edge of the bank, making her way towards them.
“There’s no need to step back on the ice,” Belloc yelled. “We can take care of it.”
“Since when do I ever listen to you? Plus, I think I got the hang of it now.”
“How did it go up there?” Silas asked.
“Pretty much as expected. There was a lot of wailing and tears. It was all a bit tense. Then the officers came.”
“They certainly responded pretty quickly,” Belloc commented.
“Yes, I thought that strange myself.”
“Interesting that they reacted so fast,” Silas added.
“Yes, interesting indeed,” Belloc said. “Were you able to gauge the Reillys’ reactions?”
“I was, and their reactions were sort of mixed.”
“What do you mean?”
“When the father came in, he was beside himself, inconsolable. The mother, on the other hand, was quite calm. It was weird. Her face showed no emotion. Her movements were robotic, sort of detached.”
“I’ve never known her to act like that.” Belloc scratched his head. “I have a suspicion that these people, these parents, know far more than we do about this whole situation. And, as it turns out, they’re the ones that we have little access to. It’s amazing what status and money can buy you these days.” He chuckled to himself, ending with a small scowl. “What else did you find, Posy? Tell me about Darcy. Did she see the man who did this to her?”
“Guys,” Silas whispered, alarmed. “Keep quiet and stay low.” He crouched down.
“What’s the matter?” Posy asked.
“I just picked up a scent, one I thought had come and gone.”
“What scent?”
“It’s hard to explain, but it reminds me of flowers. I picked up the same scent back at the Decampses’ manor, and it lingers with us tonight. The killer’s watching us from afar. I can feel it.” 
Then Silas spotted something in the distance, a form moving within a group of darkened trees. Focused, his eyes locked in on the shadowy mass. “There’s someone over there, a man wandering about in those woods.” He turned to them. “Stay with the bodies. I’ll be back.” He took off towards the black forest.
“No, wait!” Belloc said as he reached out. “Don’t go by yourself. You don’t know what’s out there.”
“Isn’t that what we have him for?” Posy asked. 
“Yes, but God only knows what he’s going after. I know he likes to go off on his own, but we stick together. Follow him. Make sure he’s all right, and please be careful.”
“Aren’t I always?” Posy said with a sly grin.
“Hand me your notes.” Posy gave him her journal. “And here’s this.” He gave her a handful of extra ammo. “Just in case.”
“Just in case,” Posy said as she broke away from Belloc, steadily making her way off the ice and running after Silas, who had already reached the lake’s bank.
Past the large strip of woods, Silas saw the neighbors’ mansion in the distance. The lamps were still on inside one of the rooms on the lower level. He searched the outer trees and caught a glimpse of the man he pursued, seemingly making his way towards the neighbors’ mansion. Silas followed, tracking the wandering man as he ran away from him. 
Seconds later, Posy reached the lake’s bank, running up the hill and stopping at the borders of the woods. Squinting, she could see Silas running through the forest. “Hey!” she screamed as she ran after him. “Wait!”
The mysterious man ran through the dark patches of trees, expertly weaving in and out of them as if it were some obstacle course he’d ran and conquered a number of times. Silas didn’t waver either; he was as agile and competent as the man he pursued, but the fact that the man was giving Silas a run for his money forced him to become wary of his prey.
The chase went on for a couple of minutes, the man zigzagging through the trees, intent on confusing Silas yet failing at his attempt to do so, until finally he stopped about fifty feet from Silas, his dark silhouette gleaming against the silver horizon. The man turned to look at him, and all Silas saw was a darkened face and a pair of luminous eyes. After a tense moment, the man turned around and darted towards the forest’s border, escaping into the shadows.
Silas ran after the man after seeing him burst out of the woods and make a beeline for the neighbors’ mansion, possibly in order to take refuge. Knowing that these neighbors would soon be in peril, he increased his pace, and just before the man was able to reach the mansion’s outer door, Silas dove in, reaching out for the man’s foot and successfully tackling him to the ground.
Silas was the first to get up. Instinctively, he took up a strange fighting stance. The man squirmed on the ground in front of him. 
“Stand up and tell me your name,” Silas demanded.
“Don’t hurt me.”
“I can’t make any promises.”
“I wasn’t doing anything wrong.”
“So you say.”
“I was just worried about my neighbor.”
“Come again?” Silas replied with a bit of shock.
“I was only trying to see if everyone was all right.”
Silas loosened up his stance and approached the man on the ground. “Just who are you?”
“Me?” The man revealed his face. “I’m David Grant. I live here. This is my house, and my family is inside.”
Silas took a closer look and saw that Mr. Grant was a wiry middle-aged man with deep brown eyes and a bushy beard. “You’re not him.”
“Not who?”
Silas sighed, searching the surrounding trees. “I could have sworn it was you. I smelled you. I saw your eyes.”
“Whom are you talking about, Officer?”
“No need to worry.” Silas offered up his hand to Mr. Grant. “I thought you were someone else.” He raised him up. “Tell me, what exactly were you doing snooping around the Reillys’ mansion?”
“No, no, I was just...concerned,” Mr. Grant said as he dusted himself off.
“Why are you so concerned about the Reillys? What do you know of what happened there?”
Mr. Grant paused in order to down a large gulp. “I know more than you probably know.”
“Is that so?”
“I...I’ve seen things.”
“What sort of things?”
“It’s best if we go inside.” Mr. Grant gestured for Silas to follow him. They stepped across the courtyard in order to access the mud and coat room. 
Entering the quaint space, Silas couldn’t help but notice how warm and inviting it was. “Mmm, a little heat.” Silas stared at the small fireplace crackling near the far corner. “It’s very welcoming.”
“Can I take your coat?”
“Sure,” Silas replied as he handed Mr. Grant his coat and hat. 
Mr. Grant placed them on a large, wooden coat tree standing next to the entrance. He shut the door to the coatroom. “Let’s go inside my study.” He gestured for Silas to proceed forward into the main foyer. “Please do be a bit quiet. My family is asleep.”
“I understand.” Silas passed the entrance to the mansion’s foyer, but not before wiping his feet on the large welcome mat. 
Mr. Grant followed, but just as he was about to shut the door behind him, he noticed something odd. “Hmm, I thought I closed that.” The outside door to the mud and coat room was mysteriously left ajar. Mr. Grant doubled back and reached the door, shutting it tightly and looking outside the small windows for anything out of the ordinary. All was clear.
“I hope I haven’t finally lost my wits,” he mumbled to himself as he turned and made his way back to the main foyer, failing to notice that Silas’s coat and hat had been taken from the coat tree.  He closed the door behind him.
Outside, near the entrance to the mud and coat room, an exasperated Posy came darting out into the moonlight. Frantically, she searched her surroundings. Damn, where did that fool go?
She stared at the peaceful mansion in front of her, not knowing that Silas and Mr. Grant had gone inside to have a little chat. She stepped up closer to the house, feeling an urge to ring the bell and ask to see if anyone had seen Silas running by, but alas, her intentions were interrupted when she caught a glimpse of a form moving to her left. Quickly, she placed her hand on her gun and narrowed her eyes to get a better sense of what was moving in front of her. When her eyes became acclimated with the darkness, she saw a man fidgeting with his police-issued overcoat.
“Silas?” Posy blurted out. “Is that you?”
The man sharply turned his head to the side, realizing that his next victim had arrived. He put Silas’s top hat on and began to walk away.
“Silas? Where are you going? Don’t walk away from me. Stop! I don’t want to keep chasing you.” 
The man picked up his pace, walking down the side of the manor towards the back and then making a right after reaching the corner. 
“Silas, wait!” Posy took off running after the man.
Meanwhile, inside Mr. Grant’s manor, Silas sat in a rigid and posh velvety chair as he waited for Mr. Grant to bring out a decanter filled with his best scotch. 
“Is it true that officers are not allowed to drink while on duty?”
“I’m not an officer, well, at least on duty, anyway.” Silas took his glass of scotch and downed it in one sip.
“What do you mean? I thought you were with the Boston PD.”
“Technically, I am, but, to be honest, I don’t really know what I am.” Silas shifted in his seat and paused to think for a moment. He moved his eyes around Mr. Grant’s dimly lit study, and in his mind he broke the room apart, all four walls splitting into separate sections. This is how he instinctually saw every room whenever he wished to discern the space around him. The flames emanating from the extra-large fireplace, which sat neatly in the middle of a pair of ceiling-high bookshelves, sparkled with life, crackling and popping between every word that Mr. Grant spoke. There were oversized, hand-painted family pictures hanging on each of the walls. Gold accents glimmered with the dancing shadows of the room whenever a hint of light would break against their sheer luminance. 
Everything was put in its place. The furniture was huddled close together, the papers on his study desk were neatly stacked on top of each other, and the expensive rugs had been recently groomed. Mr. Grant took pride in his cleanliness. 
Silas could find nothing suspicious about the room. In fact, he found it to be very welcoming and warm. He didn’t mind sitting in the midst of the room’s subtle comforts. 
But one thing did stick out to him. There were a few fingerprints smeared on the far left window, as if someone had been keeping vigil by the windowsill, peeking out into the darkness of the neighboring grounds, which reminded Silas of why he was there.
“Thank you for the drink, Mr. Grant. Now please explain why you were wandering around the Reillys’ property.”
“Of course.” Mr. Grant took a swig out of his own glass. He sat down. “For the past couple of days I’ve been spying on my neighbors.” Silas’s eyes deepened, and his brows curved in. “You see, about a week ago, I spotted a man lingering around the Reillys’ backyard. He was tall and long-limbed. He had on a dark overcoat with a big top hat. He kept to the bushes and shadows, and he walked the better part of the backyard for an hour or so, looking up at the windows facing the rear of the house. I thought that to be strange.”
“It is strange, Mr. Grant. Did you find out who he was?”
“No. The man disappeared all of a sudden, as if I had just blinked my eyes and he wasn’t there, like a ghostly apparition shooing away from me. Intrigued, I went over to the Reillys’ property, searching the back yard.”
“What did you find?”
“Well, that was when Mrs. Reilly came out to see what I was doing, and she became very nervous. She was quite adamant that I leave her grounds as quickly as possible. She’s usually very amicable. I mean, I know I wasn’t supposed to be trespassing, but I assumed she would’ve at least asked me a few questions as to why I was snooping around.”
“But she didn’t?”
“No, she was acting strange, yes, very strange.”
“But didn’t you tell her about the mysterious man?”
“Absolutely,” Mr. Grant replied, taking another swig of his scotch. “I told her everything, how there was a strange tall man pacing her backyard and how he stared at the windows on the second floor.”
“She didn’t believe you?”
“No, not in the slightest sense, and she insisted that I was hallucinating. She said she’d been sitting by the window all the time that I was there and she didn’t see anything suspicious. She told me to go home and to not bring up the man again, lest I be labeled the neighborhood cuckoo.”
“I have to ask, Mr. Grant, and I’m sorry that I have to do this, but...did you hallucinate?” 
“Perhaps. The man may have been real or he may have not, but I tell you one thing that was real.”
“What’s that?”
Mr. Grant took a little card out from his pocket. “This ticket stub.”
“Ticket stub?” Silas leaned in to check it out.
“Yes.” Mr. Grant handed over the ticket. “It’s a train stub. I suspect it’s his. I found it buried in the snow, right next to one of the few footprints I could find. Do you think I imagined those footprints as well?”
“No, Mr. Grant. I certainly don’t. I’ll have to keep this stub as evidence. You understand that?”
“Yes. Go ahead. I hope it helps.”
“Then why have you been spying on the Reillys for the past few days? You’ve been doing it vigilantly.” Silas pointed towards the windowsill. “Sitting from over there, you have the best view.”
Mr. Grant gasped. “How did you know?”
“I could tell with one look, Mr. Grant. That’s who I am. That’s what I can do. I can’t speak on it any more than that, for I don’t know why I do it. I just trust it. Regardless, why did you keep vigil by the window?”
“I hear the news, Officer...”
“De San Michel.”
“Yes, Officer de San Michel. The news about the Decamps girl’s murder has been going around the neighborhood for a long time. You see, Officer, in this neighborhood there are no secrets, especially along the strip of Valentine Lane. I knew that the Decamps girl had been assaulted and that she unfortunately met her demise. People talk, especially in this social circle we’re all part of, me for the sake of my wife, who unfortunately lives to talk and dine amongst the Valentine elite. If you ask me, this elitism is just a bunch of petty and egotistical nonsense; this fabricated social hierarchy is nothing like true hierarchy. What I wouldn’t do to leave this place and cut ties with this group of holier-than-thou marauders, a band of outlaws is all they are, but they carry coin instead of swords.”
Silas smiled. “Focus, Mr. Grant.”
“Right. Of course. I didn’t mean to veer off topic. Very well. Where was I? Oh, yes. When I saw the man roving around the Reillys’ backyard, I became suspicious. I knew from all the gossip that the Reilly girl was best friends with the late Miss Decamps, so the wheels in my head started turning, and I became very afraid for the Reilly girl. Speaking of, how is Miss Reilly?”
“She’s fine for now.”
“And the baby?”
Silas fidgeted with his empty glass. “What do you know about the baby?”
“Everyone knows about everyone’s babies in this neighborhood,” Mr. Grant said, ending with a long sigh. “How’s the baby?” 
Silas just shook his head. 
“I see. So the man struck again.”
“It seems like it.”
“Oh, dear. The one night I forget to keep a lookout for him, it happens.” Mr. Grant lowered his head.
“Sir, why didn’t you report this man to the authorities?”
“Are you joking?” Mr. Grant remarked with a sly smile. “What good would that have done? It would’ve been dismissed by the police, especially since Mrs. Reilly would’ve denied the whole thing.”
“So then why do you think Mrs. Reilly didn’t believe that you saw a strange man lurking around her mansion?”
“That’s the thing, Officer de San Michel. Why would she, indeed?” Mr. Grant stood up, grabbing a lantern. “Come on, I want to show you something.” Mr. Grant headed towards the far end of the spacious study. Silas stood up and followed him. Mr. Grant hovered around a large chalkboard that was covered with a thick blanket. With one swoop, he took off the blanket, revealing a makeshift map of the neighborhood pinned onto the board. He raised the lantern closer so as to reveal the whole of the map.
“Mr. Grant, you have been busy of late.” Silas glued his eyes to the drawing. “What is this a map of?”
“The neighborhood, stretching from Valentine Lane to Valentine Court and circling Valentine Street. Please forgive all of the valentines. This part of the suburbs was named after someone who thought highly of his surname.”
“It’s extremely detailed.”
“Well, during the War, I was enlisted in the Union Navy. For the last couple of years of the war, I was only required to do one thing: make maps. I was very good at them.”
“I can tell,” Silas said as he stepped closer to the chalkboard.
“I’ve been working on this one for the past twenty-four hours.”
“Tell me, Mr. Grant, what are all these houses you have marked on the map?”
“Well, as you can see, Officer, both the Decampses and the Reillys’ mansions are marked.”
“Yes, I see those, but you have four other mansions marked as well.”
“Yes, those are the others.”
Slowly, Silas fixed his gaze on Mr. Grant. “Do tell me about the others, Mr. Grant.”
“Well, it’s just a theory, a simple one,” Mr. Grant replied as he leaned against his night desk. “All of the houses marked on the map belong to the families of the girls that were known to hang around the late Miss Decamps. They were always seen together, so I’ve heard. They played together, studied together, vacationed together...plotted together. They were inseparable, forming a small social unit, something like a miniature caricature of the true Valentine Society, that is, the parents—us. Fortunately for me, I have sons, and they pretty much keep to themselves. I’ve raised them that way, much to the chagrin of my wife.”
“What are you getting at, Mr. Grant?”
“Well, it’s quite obvious. I don’t know if you know this, but all six of these girls—well, only four now—are pregnant.”
“Oh, yes, I’ve heard a certain rumor.”
“Oh, it’s no rumor. It’s as real as our own minds.” Mr. Grant strode up to his map. “Follow the dots.” One by one, he pointed to the mansions on the map. “First the Decamps girl, and now the Reilly girl. But then who’s next?” He pointed towards another mansion. “The Haralsons?” Then to another. “The Daileys, perhaps?” And he kept pointing. “The Lattimers, or maybe the Dupuyses?”
“So you’re saying the perpetrator, this man you saw, is going to strike one of the other four girls soon?”
“No, I’m saying that’s where the dots lead. I could be wrong.”
“No, Mr. Grant, I don’t think you are.” Silas gazed at the map for a moment before turning around and shaking Mr. Grant’s hand. “I appreciate all your help. You’ve certainly confirmed my suspicions, but I have to ask you to stay out of our investigation, for your safety. I’m sure this man knows what you’re up to.” 
Mr. Grant cowered a bit. 
“Keep your doors locked. Keep your family together. Don’t let them out of the house, not even for school, at least until we find the person who has committed these crimes. I now must get back to my colleagues at the scene. I might come back to get a more formal statement. But I don’t want to report your testimony just yet. We don’t know what type of connection the department has with this social circle you guys have conjured up out here in the confines of Valentine Lane. 
“I bid you good evening. If you could see me to the door, I’d be much obliged.” Silas turned to walk away.
“But don’t you want to hear about the boy?”
“Boy?” Silas stood still.
“Yes, the father of the babies.”
Silas turned around and approached Mr. Grant with great interest. “You know the fathers of these babies?”
“No, I said the father. There’s only one.”
“Pardon?”
“Well, so I’ve heard. I caught my wife speaking to a few of her friends about this boy while they took their afternoon tea. I’d just walked into my study after taking off from work early. They were talking about the boy, at least what they knew of him, for it was a rumor to them as well. The boy, it seems, is from Boston’s lowest slums, deep in the heart of the city. I heard he’s an orphan, a seventeen-year-old lad.”
Silas was beside himself. “But why would they… I mean, why would he father all of their babies, and why would the girls let him?”
“Truly, I don’t know all the answers and why it went down the way it did. All I know is that there is this rumor about a boy, and last I heard of him, he was working during the night shift at the docks, helping out with the cargo ships, something you’d know a bit about, I suppose.”
Silas’s neck hairs stood up in attention. “What do you know about me and cargo ships?”
Mr. Grant’s eyes sank, and his lips dropped. He took a few steps back. He scrambled to come up with some excuse as quick as possible. “I...like I said, nothing is news to the Valentine elite. We know everything, including everything about you and your...situation.” Mr. Grant knew much more than he wanted to tell Silas.
“So you just pretended to not know me earlier?” Silas closed his fists. “What else do you know about me?”
“Only what flows in and out of our circle,” Mr. Grant replied nervously. “We know just as much as you do. Nothing more,” Mr. Grant blatantly lied.
“Right. You stay out of trouble, Mr. Grant. I don’t want to come back here again for...other reasons.”
“Yes, Officer.”
Silas turned to walk away.
“Don’t you want me to make a copy of the map for you?”
Something inside Silas took over, and he stopped, turning to Mr. Grant. “I don’t need a copy. I have a copy, a very vivid rendering of your map, locked all the way inside the deepest recesses of my mind. And not only do I have a copy of your map stored in there, but also a vibrant image of your whole mansion, from the first brick on to the last one. Your exact image, and that of your family, is stored there as well. I have marked you in my spirit, and you’re no longer untraceable. Step out of line, Mr. Grant, and you’ll find me looking over your shoulder, breathing down your neck, but you won’t see me—nobody ever does.” Silas’s eyes smirked like a cat’s would do when toying with a mouse. “And do yourself a favor: stay away from your wife’s friends. Rumors are bad for the spirit. Be very careful, or you’ll become a rumor as well, lingering about the rotten mouths of the elite, with their silver china and their learned absurdities. Break yourself away from this circle, Mr. Grant, for your family’s sake. Now see me to the door.” 
“Of course, Officer,” Mr. Grant said after swallowing a large gulp. “Right this way.”
While Silas made his way out of Mr. Grant’s manor, Posy scrambled to get a beat on the man she followed, the man she thought was Silas. She had already traversed across the Grants’ backyard, which was at least a full five acres, and now she was nearing the neighbors’ large wooden fence. Up ahead, she saw the man effortlessly scale the fence.
“Silas! Would you just wait?” She stopped for a second, crouching down and holding her belly, as if it hurt her. She rubbed it up and down. Damn it. “That’s it, Silas. You can go on by yourself. I’m not running after you anymore.” She stepped up to the fence. “I’ll just take my time, thank you very much.” Scaling it, she found it hard and awkward. How the hell did you get over this damn thing?
At long last, she made it over and leapt towards the ground. Stretching, she dusted herself off, sighing from exhaustion. What’s wrong with me today?
She searched the landscape, seeing large shapes of gray and silver. “No lights. Looks like no one’s home.” She searched the mansion’s perimeter. “Where are you, you annoying rookie?”
The man was only about fifty feet from Posy, waiting in the shadows by a large, wooden treehouse. Posy caught a glimpse of his hat. “Hey! What are you trying to do? Give me a heart attack?”
No answer. 
And then the moonlight shone on half of the man’s body, which allowed Posy to see the man’s silhouette reflected off the horizon. “Silas? Why won’t you answer me? Where’s the man you were chasing? Is he close by?”
The man held up his hand and then put his index finger up to his face, as if asking Posy to shush. Then he motioned for her to come towards him.
Posy crouched down, and she began to whisper. “Did you find him? Is he here?” She began walking towards the man slowly. “Why are you being so quiet?” But right then, her intuition caught hold of her, grabbing her bones and locking them up. She stood frozen. “Wait.”
The man motioned for her to keep coming towards him.
“I’m not going anywhere until you say something.”
There was an eerie moment, a pause under the darkness of the moon. Who are you?
And the man spoke. He had a Mid-Atlantic English accent, a blend of American and British, and it was bland, monotonic, very soft and calm. His voice was devoid of any tension and emotion. One could say it was somewhat robotic. “Very well, Miss Chapman.”
Posy winced. The voice definitely didn’t belong to Silas, and the tone of it made her spine tingle with fear. “Step a little closer to the light so I can see you.”
“I’m afraid I can’t do that, Miss Chapman.”
“Why not?” Posy stepped back a couple of feet and reached for her revolver.
“Oh, don’t do that. That certainly won’t turn out rosy for either of us.”
“I’ll take that chance.” Posy raised her weapon at the strange man.
“I can sense you’re upset, Miss Chapman. Is there anything I can do for you?”
“Do for me?” Posy replied, turning up her nose. “That’s a strange thing to say.”
“I’m a strange one indeed. Never ordinary. Never average.”
“Oh, so you’re the black sheep of your lot?”
“The blackest.”
“And who are you, then? Where do you come from?”
“I’d rather not say. You’d find it all too puzzling.”
“Try me.”
He stepped closer to the moonlight. His eyes glowed against the silver eventide, shocking Posy with a sense of danger.
“Get on the ground.” Posy cocked her pistol’s hammer.
“I’m afraid I can’t do that. Perhaps we can arrange some other type of solution to this unfortunate meeting.”
“How so?” 
“Back away, and I’ll let you live a few more days.”
Posy took a few steps closer, aiming the revolver right between the man’s glowing eyes. “I won’t ask you again. On the ground. Now.”
“Miss Chapman, how do you feel?”
“What?”
“I know there are a number of emotions running through your head, any of which I can play to my fancy.”
“Get down on the ground now!”
“I can see you’re really upset about this. Don’t be. It’s not good for you. Perhaps you could put your weapon down. It’s rather difficult to speak to you like this, with all this animosity between us.”
“One. Last. Time.”
“Miss Chapman, I know what’s inside of you.”
Posy jerked her body, as if she was just suddenly punched in the gut. Her grip loosened, lowering the pistol towards the ground. “What did you say?”
“I know what grows inside your belly.” 
Posy inhaled a deep breath; her eyes bloomed. 
“YES. I know. No one knows, do they? But I know. I can smell it inside you. And like you, Miss Chapman, I’m afraid its days are numbered. Let’s think about this. It’s not going to happen. You haven’t told him yet, have you? I don’t blame you. It’s rather difficult to tell a man like him what he would loathe to know. He won’t let you keep it. You will have to give it up. It’s rather...sad. What a sad life you have. No real love. And soon...no real baby.”
Posy dropped her shoulders, loosening her grip on the pistol. Quickly, the man took off running into the shadows. Snapping back to her wits, Posy raised the revolver and fired a number of shots, emptying out her chambers.
Back at the Grants’ manor, Silas heard the echoes of the gunshots just as he stepped inside the mud and coat room. Noticing his hat and coat gone, a nervous energy bubbled under his skin, and he turned to look at Mr. Grant, who stood there frozen stiff. “Did you take my coat?”
“I did no such thing,” Mr. Grant replied nervously. “But...I did notice the outer door had somehow been opened even when I had closed it shut a few seconds earlier. Someone might’ve come in and taken your stuff.”
Worried, Silas took off running out the door.
 
***
 
Three houses down, inside the Reilly mansion, things were wrapping up. For the most part, the mansion had stayed in a deep slumber, with only the east wing, especially Darcy’s room, coming alive with the sound of footsteps and hushed voices. No one would dare to go up above a whisper, lest the truth of the situation slip into the wrong hands and create a disturbance among Boston’s social scene. 
Only a small force of Boston’s finest arrived at the house, seemingly ready to inspect and wrap up the scene before dawn arrived. A couple of high-level officers stood outside the main entrance, patiently waiting for the rest of the officers to finish cleaning the bedroom. 
Darcy sat on her bed. A doctor had already arrived and had inspected Darcy for any life-threatening issues. There were none except for the serious bruising and tearing after experiencing a c-section in those times; she only had to rest in bed for a few weeks or so and take some necessary prescribed medicine. 
Belloc walked the mansion’s opulent hallways. He felt the officers’ beady eyes dig into him, as if he was someone unwanted, some wrench in their overall operation. He had always felt this way whenever he was called to one of these types of crime scenes, the type that occurred in grand, elaborate houses with families that were more worried about their so-called “immaculate reputations” than anything having to do with the actual crime. Belloc knew that he had to tread softly, even though he was technically the official investigator assigned to the case. He was always assigned to these types of cases. Belloc was a smart man. He knew when to talk and when to keep his mouth shut. He would always glide in and out of these types of scenes, taking notes and keeping his findings to himself. Later, when the rumors had died down, he would do his best to solve the cases, keeping everything under the radar. Still, it was quite obvious that his presence was always unwelcome. 
As he reached Darcy’s bedroom, everything seemed to play out in slow motion. Darcy was crouched down, still crying over her murdered baby. Lucy stood over her, rubbing her back and whispering in her ear. The faster she got Darcy to calm down, the faster she could stop crying, and then finally the family could put the tragedy behind them. So quick to forget a terrible crime, he thought. 
Near the corner were the parents. The father was overcome with grief, and he stood there staring at his little girl with tears gushing down his face. Belloc found nothing suspicious about him. 
On the other hand, Mrs. Reilly was acting strange. She was sitting down in a small chair near Darcy’s study desk. Calm and detached, the mother waited patiently for everything happening around her to be over, as if annoyed by the whole thing. Belloc took note of this. For a few minutes he kept writing his notes down, making sure he captured the scene in its entirety, before finally being courteously asked to leave, for the crime scene was soon to be cleared and closed. He willingly complied, making his way down the stairs and out the front door.
Once Belloc stepped outside, he was met by Silas and Posy. “You two look like you’ve been into something interesting.”
“He was still here,” Silas replied. “The one I think did this, who made the footprints in the snow, our suspect—he confronted Posy.”
“What?” Belloc said, suddenly worried about his dear assistant. “Are you all right, Miss Chapman?”
“I’m fine.”
“What happened? That man you saw in the woods, the one you went after, that was him, the killer?” he asked Silas.
“No,” Silas replied. “It was actually the Reillys’ neighbor, Mr. Grant. He was lingering around their property.”
“Did he see anything?”
“He saw quite a number of things, which I’ll have to explain to you on the way back to Boston.”
“And Posy, how exactly did you run into our suspect?”
“I thought he was Silas.”
“He looks like Silas?”
“No, he was wearing my coat and hat,” Silas interjected. “He must’ve taken them from the Grants’ coatroom as I spoke with Mr. Grant inside his study.”
“He led me around the back of the Grant mansion until I caught up with him.”
“And then what happened?”
“I had him in my sights, but he managed to use the shadows to escape,” Posy said this while keeping her eyes a bit lowered and to the side.
Belloc stood silently for a moment, studying Posy’s disposition. “I see. Well, what’s important is that you’re safe. Were you able to see his face?”
“No, just his eyes. They were bright and eerie.”
“That’s not much.”
“That’s all I have. And he spoke with a bland, monotonic voice. He had a weird accent, a mix of American and British.”
“Hmm.” Belloc ran his hand down his beard.
“Say, where are the two characters that I brought with me for questioning?” Silas interrupted. “The old siblings? Are they in custody?”
“The police took them,” Belloc replied. “But I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you. I have a feeling they have friends in the department. People like them usually do. They’ll be out by morning.”
“Wonderful,” Silas uttered sarcastically.
“Don’t worry about them,” Belloc said. “They’re not a threat.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“Come on, we have a case to solve. It’s going to be a long night.”
Silas followed Belloc and Posy back to their carriage, Posy dragging behind, her face sour and her knees weak. She held her tummy tightly, her thoughts on something quite dear to her. Silas noticed Posy’s constant obsession with her stomach but kept his mouth shut, somehow instinctively figuring out what Posy had inside of her. After boarding the carriage, they sped off on their way back to Belloc’s home.
 
***
 
A few hours passed. Dawn seeped into Boston’s horizon as the people began with their morning rituals. Lights turned on, windows opened, ovens baked, and horse-drawn streetcars rumbled through the streets. A man walked within the shadows of a back alley until he met the brightness of the main streets. He turned the corner and kept himself close to the buildings as he walked along the sidewalk connecting all the buildings together in the downtown area. With his head lowered, no one could see his face. Better for him, for the last thing he wanted was to attract attention. Yet, unfortunately for him, he failed at his attempt to remain incognito.
“Good morning, Officer,” one old woman said as the man passed her.
“Hello there,” another city dweller said.
The mysterious man grumbled.
Two officers came upon the man, and he slowed down, doing his best to avoid contact with them.
“Good day, Officer,” one of the two officers said. “Good luck on your beat today.”
“Mmm hmm,” the man said as he passed the two officers. He looked at his coat and caressed his hat. Maybe it hadn’t been such a good idea to steal Silas’s clothes after all. He walked onward, zigzagging through the steadily growing crowd of city dwellers, until he reached a vibrant red-bricked building situated at the corner of one of the city blocks. The man sighed with relief, but it was a sigh that was entirely premature, for before he was able to reach the front entrance to the shop, a female patron burst out of the store, almost running into him.
“Oh, pardon me, Officer. I didn’t see you there. I’m so sorry.” She walked down the steps and stood in front of him. He didn’t say a word to her, but just gazed at her face. She nervously laughed. “My, I do have to say, you have a pair of beautiful eyes. So exotic.”
Again he said nothing, but just smiled.
The woman stared into his eyes and soon found them to be hollow. Their color was only a superficial shell of something that wasn’t there. There was an awkward pause of silence as they looked at each other.
“I rather like yours as well,” the man finally said. 
The woman gave him a nervous smile. 
“Can I have them?”
She struggled with her words. “W-what?”
“Can I have your eyes?” he said calmly. 
She said nothing. 
He smiled, noticing her accelerated heartbeat slightly moving the left side of her neck. “You don’t think I’m serious, do you, Miss?”
The woman stepped back. “Uh...no, of course not. Um, have a nice day, then, Officer.” Hastily, she turned around and sped off.
He watched her go as he smiled, and then he put away the knife he had in his hands. “I really did like them.” He turned to the door and made his way into the building.
“Nice of you to show up early for work,” a voice was heard lingering inside. The door closed behind the man, and the sun broke against the sky, signaling the start of a new day.
*





 
 

 
IT WAS A LONG CARRIAGE RIDE FOR SILAS. Not only was the carriage on its last leg, making due with a makeshift axle and struggling to get back home in one piece, but inside it, a play of somber faces glowed against the backdrop of an orange dawn. 
Belloc hadn’t said a word since they departed, keeping his eyes lowered and glued to the empty space next to Silas. His bloodstained suit and shirt were a reminder of the tragedy he’d discovered just hours before. 
Posy sat next to Belloc, keeping close to her corner of the carriage as she stared out the window. She used her right hand to keep her head propped up. She wasn’t weak or sleepy, just unmotivated to stay consciously awake; she’d rather close her eyes and escape from the world, if only just for a few hours. Her left hand she kept resting on top of her stomach. It never moved.
Silas soon realized that he wasn’t the only one with problems. All three of them were broken, filled with emotional aches and pains that chipped away at their troubled hearts. 
The carriage finally made it to the heart of the city, and turning the corner, it pulled up in front of Posy’s apartment. Once the carriage stopped, Posy sat still for a few seconds. It was obvious that she didn’t want to get out.
Silas wondered why.
A moment later, Horace came bursting out of the building’s front door. The look on his face said it all. He wasn’t happy.
“Oh,” Silas mumbled.
Posy sighed, rolled her eyes, and opened the door with a kick and a bump. She stepped outside, only to meet the disheveled fiancé at her doorstep. 
“Where were you?” Horace demanded.
“I was working, like I told you.”
“I asked you to be home early.”
“I am.” Posy raised her hands up, as if demonstrating the beauty of the morning sun. “It’s early.”
“There’s no use talking to you. You’re just a child in men’s pants. You don’t even look good in those clothes. Do you know how strange it is for a woman to wear something like that? Would it kill you to wear a dress once in a while?”
“You’d like that, for me to wear a dress as I wait for you to come home and tell me all about your day.”
“You mean instead of staying out all night?”
“It’s called doing my job.” Posy crossed her arms.
Horace turned his nose up as he walked away.
“Are you coming back today?” Posy asked.
“I don’t know!”
“That’s a relief.”
Silas sat back, trying to pretend he didn’t hear anything, yet failing miserably at doing so. He looked at Belloc and saw him taking in the whole thing; his weary eyes betrayed his thoughts. He certainly didn’t approve of Horace. He wished better things for Posy. 
“She shouldn’t be alone right now,” Silas commented.
“Why do you say that?”
“Trust me.”
Belloc just stared at Silas for a moment, sensing something troubling swimming inside his thoughts. “Then go get her.”
Silas jumped out of the carriage and intercepted Posy before she was able to open the door to her apartment building. He grabbed Posy’s hand. “Don’t go in.”
“What are you doing?” Posy asked, giving him a look.
“I think it’s better if you stayed with us...for at least a night.”
“Is this what you think?”
“No, Belloc agrees.” Silas let go of her hand. “It’s better for us this way. There are a lot of things we have to talk about. Plus, it’ll be safer for us if we stay together.”
“You don’t think I can handle being by myself?”
“I think you can, but I’d rather you not. I’ll let you be proud, but I won’t let you be proud and stupid. That’s a deadly combination.” Silas turned around and made his way to the carriage, opening up the door for her.
Reluctantly, Posy stepped away from her apartment building and walked back towards the carriage.
“Thank you, Posy,” Belloc said to her as she sat down. She smiled at him as Silas jumped in. “Driver, take me home.”
“Yes, Inspector.”
The carriage broke away from the curb and began making its way out of the heart of the city.
 
 
An hour passed. What was once a bright morning had now turned to a dance of gray clouds smothering a dull sun. Rain poured down as a slow-moving fog crept its way into the city’s outer areas.
Inside Belloc’s townhome, Silas opened the door to his room. “This is where you’ll sleep.”
“This is your bed,” Posy replied, put off a bit.
“And now it’s yours for the time being. Don’t fight me on this. I don’t sleep much during the week, especially at night. I’ll stay out here and work on the reports, unless you want to help me fill them out.”
Posy quickly changed her mind. “No, I’ll let you handle that for now. Just don’t mess anything up.”
“I’ll be careful. Now go to sleep. You look quite tired.”
“You don’t know the half of it.” Posy made her way to his bed, sitting down. Silas watched her for a second, knowing quite well what ailed her. She laid her head down on his pillow. “What is it that I smell?”
“Cherry blossoms. I have a bag of their petals next to my lamp. I found the petals in a hidden pouch inside the bag I had on me when I was first discovered. I must’ve brought them over with me from Japan. I don’t really know why.”
“They smell nice,” Posy replied, breathing softly and letting her eyes droop.
“Yes, they tend to calm me down whenever I have them around.” Silas stood there for a moment, watching her fall asleep. He liked the way her long blonde mane washed across her shoulders, resting on her bosom. Her pouty, cupid’s-bow lips were inviting, and her pale skin glowed under the dimly lit lantern hanging in the far corner. How could someone not love this woman with all of their heart?
“You can go now,” Posy abruptly said, surprising Silas.
“Oh, right...of course.” Silas awkwardly stepped back and closed the door.
For a moment, Posy kept still, making sure Silas had truly gone. Feeling safe, she suddenly jerked up, full of life. She was sleepy, but she was even more curious about Silas, and now that she was alone in his room...hmm. 
She stood up, being very careful to not make a sound. She looked over the whole room, diligently observing every single object.
How could someone be so neat? Even though she found Silas’s obsessive neatness to be strange, she was quite pleased with it. The room smelled clean and proper—just like Silas. 
She walked over to his wardrobe, opening it and finding only a group of police-issued suits and boots. There was nothing really personal about his clothes to satisfy her curiosity. She sighed in disappointment. She then moved to his night desk and opened the drawer. Inside, she found an envelope, which she grabbed and read.
“Lucy Reilly,” she mumbled after reading the address. What is your infatuation with this girl?  
Posy felt extremely jealous of Lucy, for she probably knew all about Silas, everything that Posy secretly yearned to find out. She placed the envelope back in the drawer. Then she turned her eyes to a little bag full of small iron spikes, all of them about as small as a pellet. She held them up to the light. What in God’s name is this for? 
She put the bag down. You’re a strange one, Officer de San Michel. Maybe, if you weren’t so strange, I’d stop thinking about you.
She closed the top drawer and opened the bottom one. There, she found Silas’s supposed journal, the one he had with him since the beginning. With a devilish grin, she grabbed and opened the journal. As she flipped through it, she found a lot of Japanese writing. Boring.

She kept turning the pages, discovering nothing of interest, until she came upon the last section of the journal. It was all drawings. They were beautiful and quite detailed. Silas had drawn a number of pictures of the Japanese landscape; beautiful mountains, villages, and serene forests filled the pages. Posy browsed through the drawings of various mountain natives, mostly women and their jovial children. She found Silas’s artistic side to be a delightful surprise. 
Near the end, she turned to a drawing that was distinctly different than the others. It was a picture of a large forest filled with tall, bushy trees. The drawing was dark in nature, using black tones and harsh lines. She inched closer to the drawing, for something caught her attention. She saw a man hiding inside one of the trees, ominous and threatening, all in black, with only his eyes showing. He hung onto the tree as if he’d been there for days. And it became apparent to Posy that Silas, at the time he drew the picture, was there as well, in his own spot, watching the dark man, observing him, hunting him. A few goosebumps trickled down her neck, and a shiver darted up her spine. Hastily, she turned the page, not wanting to look at the drawing any longer.
But the next one was even worse.
This particular drawing wasn’t dark or threatening; it was quite the opposite. It was beautiful, so beautiful in fact, that it quickly took hold of Posy, injecting in her a sense of animosity towards someone she hardly knew. Silas had drawn a striking picture of Lucy. Her straight blonde hair sang with the wind, and her big, sparkling blue eyes gazed over the horizon. It was clear to Posy that the person who drew the picture was quite smitten with his subject. She curled her lip and tossed the journal back into the bottom drawer, slightly disgusted. Maybe it was better for her to go to sleep. Using her foot, she slammed the drawer back in. She laid her head back down on the pillow and let out a long sigh. “Cherry blossoms,” she whispered before finally shutting her eyes.
While Posy lay sleeping, out in the main room, Silas sat down in one of the chairs inside Belloc’s study and let his eyes wander for a moment, taking in a deep breath. Quickly, he noticed that Belloc wasn’t in the room. What’s he doing? “Inspector?”
No answer.
Next to the study was Belloc’s bedroom, and off to the side of his bedroom was a small washroom, inside which Belloc had run in and shut the door. After staring at his reflection in the mirror for a moment, Belloc dipped his hand into a large bowl of cold water. Diligently, he began to scrub away at the dried blood, so much so that his skin turned red from the irritation. Spending a few minutes scrubbing his arms, he then hastily took his suit jacket off. He started to hyperventilate, and so to ease his breathing, he yanked at the knot of his tie. 
Feeling claustrophobic, he burst out of the small washroom and into his main bedroom. He walked over to the nightstand, and inside he found a small bottle of scotch, which was still unopened. He broke the seal to the cap and opened up the bottle, pouring a giant swig down his throat. 
And then another.
And another.
“Argh!” He slammed the bottle down on the desk. “I…I can’t!” And just before bursting into tears, he stopped himself by lifting his forearm up to his nose and mouth. “I said I wouldn’t drink anymore. I’m sorry, Margaret. I won’t do it again. It’s just...today was tough. I had the baby in my arms. I couldn’t do anything but think of...” He wiped away his tears and put the cap back on the bottle of scotch. 
He spotted some more dried blood that he’d failed to wash off. “Oh, damn it!” He grabbed a shirt that was draped over a chair and used it to start rubbing the spot of blood off his elbow. “Come off of there. Come on, you devil!” But no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t wash it off. All he could do was crouch down next to his bed and sob. “I’m sorry, Marge. I didn’t mean to take that drink. I’m sorry about our baby. I’m so sorry for everything.”
There was a knock at his bedroom door.
“Uh...who is it?” he called out, quickly composing himself, embarrassed that he’d been so weak.
“It’s me.”
“Come on in.”
Silas opened the door.
“Ah, yes, there you are,” Belloc said while simultaneously wiping off his tears and clearing his nose. “Are you ready to work? There’s lots of work to do.” He wiped his hands on his pants. “Sorry, I was just freshening up. I had to get this damn blood off me.” He reached out to the bottle of scotch and hastily hid it as quickly as he could. He sat down on his bed and started to roll up his sleeves. 
Silas stepped inside the room. Belloc stood up and walked into the washroom to wipe his hands dry with a clean towel as Silas waited, looking over the entirety of the bedroom. It was quaint, with a lot of pictures hanging on the walls. There was some war memorabilia posted near the inspector’s bed, the bed itself being crisp and clean, made up, as if it hadn’t been slept on for many years. Silas walked up to the dresser, staring at an old picture of Belloc’s late wife, Margaret.
“She was twenty-one in that one,” Belloc said as he stepped out. “She was...beautiful.” 
Silas turned to a picture of Belloc when he was about the same age, donning a military uniform. “And you were quite dashing yourself.”
“Ah, yes. There was a small moment in my life where I was certainly presentable.”
Silas smiled, using his eyes to go from one picture to the other, sort of following a detailed timeline of Belloc’s life. He saw a large picture near the end of a shelf. “Your wedding?”
“Yes.” Belloc dried his face off with a small hand towel. “Down south, during the middle of a hurricane. There were cries of thunder and bolts of lightning rattling the small church we were in. My wife took it as a good sign, that heaven was happy with our union. I was not so sure.” He paused to relish in a memory. He grinned.
“Any children?”
The grin was short-lived. He could barely breathe. “One—a son.”
“And where is he?”
He paused. “He’s gone. He’s dead.”
Silas’s faced soured. “I’m sorry, Inspector. I’ll stop asking questions.”
“No, no. It’s quite all right.” Belloc walked over to his wardrobe to exchange his dress shirt for a cleaner one. “I didn’t know my son for long. He died shortly after birth. Something with his heart.” He sighed as he buttoned up his new shirt. “After that, my wife wasn’t able to have any more children, something about the birth of our son that damaged her womb.” He lowered his head. “She was never the same after that.”
Silas did his best to move the topic away from the man’s son, seeing that it greatly affected him. “How long has she been gone?”
“A little over three years. Feels more like three hundred.” And like some sort of reflex, he turned to Silas. “And you? Have you... I’m sorry. I...was about to ask you if you had any family. I completely forgot about...your situation. Forgive me.”
“It’s all right. I struggle to remember anything personal about my life, especially something as intimate as a wife and child. But nothing comes to me. You would think that would be the first thing to come back, but nothing. And that’s what troubles me. Because it just means I had nothing but myself. The more I remember small bits about my life, the more I find there was nothing I held dear to my heart, no emotional attachments—nothing. All I had with me was...darkness. I think that was all I was allowed to have.” He thought for a moment. “But then...there’s Lucy.”
“And what of her?”
“I don’t quite know, but I think she might’ve been the first thing I ever cared about. Don’t ask me how it’s possible.”
“You need to speak to her.”
“I know,” Silas said, fearing the potential encounter. He instantly became overwhelmed with nervous energy. He moved up to a small writing desk and sat down on the chair to ponder more on Lucy, but something caught his attention. “You were in the War?” 
“Yes, I was.” It was a huge part of Belloc’s former life. “Oh, yes. The war was what drove me to drinking when I was younger. That war was a beast incarnate.”
“I can imagine.” Silas stood up and approached a group of pictures showcasing Belloc’s military career. “What exactly did you do for the Union?”
Belloc closed his eyes. “Hmm, yes.” He stroked the back of his head. “I was part of a certain force, a specialized group. It was an experiment, never done before. We were specifically trained in certain combat tactics. You...remind me of when I was part of that group. You could have fit right in.”
“What did this group do?”
“The most unspeakable of horrors.” Belloc blankly stared at the wall in front of him.
“I see. And this is what I remind you of?”
“You do, Silas. I think the deeper we go into this rabbit hole of your former life, the more dark and abysmal it’ll get. I’m sorry, Silas, but that’s the honest truth.”
“I understand.”
Belloc walked up to him. “Are you sure you want to know about your former life, knowing that you might discover certain things that you’ll find...disturbing?”
“No, I’m not sure. But I can’t help it. If my memories come back, I can’t stop them. But...I can change. I don’t have to be that person.”
“Do you think people can change?”
“I think you have,” Silas said, smiling. “For the better.” He was alluding to Belloc’s former days as a belligerent alcoholic. “We all have a beast inside us waiting to strike. All that is luminous begs to be stripped of its brilliance. When the beast strikes—and it always does—do your best to tame it, lest one day you find yourself devoured by it. The fact that you at least try to tame the beast makes you a better person. I know that, and I think your wife, as she looks down on you, knows that as well.”
Belloc didn’t know what to say, but just humbly nodded in agreement. He walked over to his nightstand. “Well, enough about us.” He grabbed his journal and made his way to his study, with Silas following behind. “Tell me, what else did the Reillys’ neighbor tell you?”
“He showed me a map that he had been working on. Like I told you during the carriage ride, he had suspicions about the girls, especially since they all hung around each other often. He talked about the others as if he had known about them for a long time, and not only he, but the rest of the Valentine Society as well. The map he drew had not only the Decamps and Reilly families marked as victims, but also four other manors, all in the same vicinity. He believed—and I agree—that the killer is targeting these six girls, and eventually the rest of the girls will be attacked, sooner than later, I fear. I find it reasonable to believe that the parents know something, not only because it seems plainly commonsensical, but also because some of the parents are acting very suspiciously around us, especially Mr. Decamps and Mrs. Reilly.”
“And, of course, it’s the parents that are the least accessible to us. Strange how the world works, Silas. Looks like we’ll have to find a better way to figure out what’s going on. If we can’t talk to the girls’ parents, then we can possibly connect with some of the other people inside the Valentine Society.”
“How do we do that?”
“I’ll have to figure something out.” Belloc sat on his desk chair. “In the meantime, what about this boy you mentioned, the father of the babies?”
“All I know is that he’s somewhere deep in the city slums. That’s something I can check out. If I get to him, I’m sure I could find out a great deal more about this group of girls and why they all suddenly became pregnant.”
“Everything about this case sounds so strange that I’m afraid this is yet another rabbit hole we’re discovering, one that we’ll regret stepping into.”
“I don’t see any other option. Do you?”
“Unfortunately, no. It’s my duty to follow the leads, wherever they take me. If I can’t do that, then I should look for another line of work, but...this is the only job I know how to do, the only thing I’m any good at.”
“I’m beginning to discover the same about myself.”
“Plus, I don’t really much want to do anything else, to be quite honest.”
“And I don’t really, either.”
They shared a small moment, devilishly smiling at each other.
“So, down the rabbit hole we go,” Belloc remarked.
“Yes, down we go,” Silas affirmed Belloc’s decision with a smile.
“Well then, I guess you’ll go seek the boy while I start connecting the dots with Posy?”
“Eventually.”
“What do you mean?”
Silas stepped up to the bedroom window, looking out into the foggy landscape. “For the past week, I’ve been having these visions of a former life, and these visions entice these urges inside of me, as if there’s a person inside this shell of a body that’s desperately trying to break out. Regardless of who this former person inside of me is, I need to confront him. I’m hoping Lucy will provide the answers.”
“I see.” Belloc lit up his pipe. “So you’re going to see her, then?”
“Yes.”
“Good luck. I hope you find what you need.”
“Hmm.” Silas grabbed his bag off a large leather couch and made his way to the window. “I’ll be back soon.”
“Don’t you ever use the front door?”
“Where’s the fun in that?” Silas said right before jumping out the window and scaling the building all the way down. Once he reached the ground, he stopped to study his surroundings. 
The winter fog laid claim to most of the scenery. Gray and dark blotches intermingled with the vibrant red bricks that held up the majority of the old buildings. The city was crowded, buzzing with the electricity of its inhabitants. A small kid, wrapped up in an overly large coat, sold newspapers at the corner street, singing his sales slogan with a high-pitched whine. A horse-drawn streetcar passed Silas on his right, rumbling through the streets as it rang its bell. He rubbed his arms, feeling the cold winter seep into his bones, and that’s when he realized he forgot his overcoat. Alarmed, he began to worry, but his nervousness triggered something inside his mind, and he slowly drifted off into a memory of his former days.
The wind tussled against his black mane. The smell of cherry blossoms tickled his nose. There was dew all around him as the cold moisture of the mountain grass touched his warm skin. He was in the middle of a snow-covered village, displayed like some type of statue for all to see. His shirt was off, and he could feel himself shivering. He had no doubt that he was being tested. 
Why do you shiver, young Shi? Do you know? It is because of the weakness of the human will. Look around you. Look at the creatures that surround us. There, the wolf—he does not shiver. And there, the white-haired rabbit—he is as still as a pond under a morning mist. The birds in the trees—they might not sing as they do in the spring, but look at them: they never shiver. How do they do it? 
To know the answer, you must first see them as they are. Look at the wolf—he is hunting, staring down the white-haired rabbit. And look at the rabbit—he is plotting, thinking of the best way to beguile the wolf. And the birds in the trees, they are watching, observing how interesting it is to play the game of life. All of these creatures have one thing in common: None are worried about the cold. If they were to freeze to death, it would be the least of their worries, because they are not bogged down by will. They act out of instinct; they do or do not, and therefore the cold is irrelevant. The cold happens through them instead of to them. Be like the winter wolf. Be like the white-haired rabbit. Master your will, and let the cold be, and soon you’ll find yourself as a creature would, worrying about the truly important things in life.
Silas opened his eyes, a bit weary from experiencing his vision. He understood that he had been trained to survive in the most extreme of temperatures, and his worries about the cold began to subside. He spotted a carriage approaching. Right before it passed him, he stealthily grabbed its back and went along for the ride. The driver never knew Silas was there.
He rode attached to the back of the carriage for a number of blocks until it broke away from the heart of the city. Satisfied with where he was, he jumped off the carriage, landing on a snow-covered sidewalk. He looked up and saw a tall building to his right. Lucy’s school.

He thought for a moment, figuring that, at that time of day, Lucy would probably be at the music school. On the other hand, her sister was just attacked the night before. There’s no way she would be at the school, and he certainly wouldn’t want to go back to the Reillys’ mansion. It’d be too soon. Yet, knowing the Valentine Society’s penchant for dismissing things that would cause harm to their reputation, he wouldn’t be surprised if Lucy’s parents did make her go back to school that day. It’s at least worth a try.
He ran towards the building, and turning the last corner, he found himself at the entrance. Stepping inside, he was blasted with the scent of old world, musty and woodsy, with the smell of wet brick permeating the air. He walked up the stairs, holding on to the rail, feeling the paint scrape away as he slid his hand up the cold iron. 
Once he reached the seventh floor, he stopped and inched himself closer to the long glass door, peeking in. As he suspected, Lucy was inside. Not many people were around, only a couple of flutists going over their music near the far corner of the long and spacious practice hall, and a petite young girl tuning her cello just a few feet across from Lucy. Perfect.
He wouldn’t take too much of her time. He’d just go in and ask her a few questions. If she felt ill about his presence, he would turn around and leave immediately. He reached for the doorknob as Lucy took out her violin. 
Silas stopped and waited. Listening to her play was captivating, but soon he realized that something ailed Lucy. After a minute into the song, her playing began to falter as she started to hit a few flat notes. At first it made sense, Silas thought, especially after what had happened to her sister just hours before. 
No, but this was different. There was something strange happening with Lucy, and it drove Silas crazy not knowing what it was. 
Again she played her violin, and like the first time, there came a point where she began to carelessly hit a few flat notes. What concerned Silas was the fact that the mistake wasn’t readily obvious to Lucy, and thus she kept playing, oblivious to her error. But to the girl playing next to her, it was quite noticeable. 
A boy came out of the washroom. He walked up to Lucy after standing still for a few seconds, listening to her play. He called out to her, but Lucy didn’t pay him any attention. He called out again, this time in a louder voice, and Lucy finally stopped playing and turned around.
“Oh, hey, Jonathan. How long have you been listening to me?”
“Long enough to know you were hitting a couple of odd notes here and there,” Jonathan replied, laughing it off. “Are you all right?”
“I was what?”
“You couldn’t hear yourself?”
Lucy froze, as if caught off guard by his remark. “Of course I could hear myself. Yes, I heard the notes. I’m not really trying to play. I’m just casually going over the music.”
“Casually playing? That’s an interesting way of putting it.”
“What do you want? I’m not in the mood today.”
“Nothing. Just saying hi, is all.”
“Well, hi. Now leave me be, please.”
“Okay,” Jonathan said, putting his hands up, gesturing to Lucy that he wasn’t going to bother her anymore. Lucy turned her back to him. 
Yet Jonathan just stood there, curious. He lifted up his right hand and snapped it about a couple of feet from her right ear. 
Nothing. 
He snapped again, and Lucy didn’t move an inch. “Lucy?” he called out. “Lucy?” 
She didn’t hear a thing. 
Finally, he tapped Lucy on her shoulder, forcing her to turn around. 
“What do you want now?”
“Did you not hear me snap my fingers?”
Lucy thought for a moment, realizing that she’d failed to hear the snap. “Of course I did. I’m not deaf.” She became increasingly defensive. “Just let me practice.”
“Fine.” Jonathan backed away with a worried look on his face.
Silas stood watching from behind the door. He saw the whole thing happen, and he knew right there that Lucy was losing her hearing. 
Poor Lucy. Music was her life. What will she do if she were to lose her hearing? He watched her as she put her violin down; the bow she threw down on the table with some force. She leaned over, her arms shaking from all the pressure she put on the table, as if she were pushing down with all her weight, angry from the thought of never being able to play the violin again. Her eyes glassed over, and her lips quivered. Silas knew that the last thing he wanted to do was to confront her now. How embarrassing it would be for her, not to mention it would be awkward for the two of them to talk in her current emotional state. He wanted to comfort her, but that was out of the question. He’d have to see Lucy some other time. He’d have to wait for answers, and hopefully figure out why she meant so much to him. Damn.
He turned around and made his way down the stairs and out of the building. The day grew colder, and snow fell in thicker waves. He couldn’t get answers from Lucy, but at least he could go searching for the boy, the supposed father of Darcy and Claudia’s babies. Mr. Grant had told him that he might be working at the docks near the harbor and that’s where he should head first. He waited until he spotted a carriage head his way, and using his newfound tricks, he silently jumped on the back of it, hanging on with both his hands, keeping his head low and his chin tucked into his chest.
After about half an hour, and after switching carriages a few times, Silas reached the docks. It was early afternoon, and the fog had yet to lift away. Bells rung in the distance, and once in a while a loud ship’s horn would scream forth from the horizon. The brown and musty wet docks stretched down the length of the harbor, and everywhere he looked there was nothing but gray mist and lit-up lanterns. A few workers slaved away along the docks, storing away ropes and organizing equipment. 
At last he came to the main dockhouse. An old man sat on a chair beside the entrance to the building. He was gutting fish, readying them for supper. Silas showed him a glimpse of his badge.
“That’s a nice little toy you have,” the old man said with a hardened voice.
“It’s no toy.”
“What I meant is that that little shiny trinket is useless around here.”
“Keep thinking that.” Silas hardened his eyes, neutralizing the old man’s equally tough stare.
The old man paused and took a puff from his warm pipe. “What is it I can do for you...Officer?”
“I’m looking for a boy.”
The old man smiled. “Well, then, you’ve veered way off course. The brothels are a few miles down, in the opposite direction.”
Silas grinned. He looked him over, spotting a pencil in his shirt pocket. “What do you use that for?” he said, referring to the pencil.
“Pardon?”
“The pencil—what’s it used for?” With a quick jerk, Silas stealthily grabbed the pencil from the man’s pocket.
“I’ll let you wrap your head around that one for a second, lad.”
“Fair enough.” Silas raised the pencil up. “For writing, no?”
“You’re a smart one, aren’t ya?”
Silas smiled. He bent over and picked up one of the dead fish, holding it up to the old man’s face. “A pencil can be used for many other things. For instance, it can be used as a spear.” He took the fish and lobbed it up towards the wall in front of him while simultaneously spinning and releasing the pencil forward with so much force that it skewered the fish onto the wooden wall, as if Silas were playing a game of darts. The fish’s guts poured down the length of the pencil. “Oh dear, I’ve gone and made a mess.” 
The old man grumbled under his breath. 
“Now, I’m looking for a boy that works here. Do you know anything about that?”
“We have a couple of boys here that we use from time to time,” the old man said reluctantly.
“Do you really?” Silas said in a sarcastic manner. “And are they legal? I mean, are they on the books?”
“We don’t keep up with...books.”
“Isn’t that something? So, where are these boys, then?”
“They only work during the night shift.”
“Of course they do,” Silas said, getting impatient. “And when they aren’t working the night shift, where do they stay?” 
The old man didn’t say anything. 
Silas opened up his coat and grabbed his own pencil. “You know what else I can use this for?”
“We get them from the orphanage downtown. We have...an arrangement.”
“And where can I find this orphanage?”
“Next to the brothel.”
“There aren’t any brothels in Boston.”
“Sure, just like there aren’t any ships on the water.” 
Silas grinned menacingly. 
“That’s all I know. I’m really sorry, Officer, for not being able to provide you with anything else.”
“Yes, I’m sure you’re heartbroken.” Silas smiled then turned and walked away. “Enjoy your fish.” 
The old man took a puff of his pipe as he returned to cleaning his supper.
Across town, Silas managed to hitch a ride with a couple of unsuspecting carriages, and eventually he reached the orphanage; it was indeed next to a brothel, though it wasn’t advertised as such. The pleasure shop was disguised as an herbal store for mature adults. It read: Madam Ovary’s Emporium. Cheeky. 
He stepped up to the main entrance of the worn-down building and knocked, creating a great echo inside the massive seven-story orphanage. The door opened with a loud creak. An old woman answered the door. Her reading glasses were too big for her, and she had hands that were bigger than a man’s.
“What is it that you need?” she said.
“Good evening to you as well,” Silas quipped, but she kept silent. “Right.” He showed her his badge. “May I come in?”
“And why would I let you in, Officer?”
“I just want to inquire about a couple of boys that live here.”
“What do you want to know?”
“I heard that a couple of boys of yours are hanging around the docks at night, working for the dock master.”
The old woman fidgeted. “And where did you hear that?”
“From the dock master himself.”
“Strange. He’s not the type to give out false information.”
“Well, he was sort of persuaded to give me what I wanted.” Silas stared at her coldly. Unfortunately, his hardened stare didn’t faze her.
“I know him. He’s prone to lying. We have no boys that work at the docks. They have plenty of work to do around here.”
“Are you sure?”
“Are you deaf?”
Silas sighed. “Maybe I can take a look inside and ask around.”
The old woman laughed in his face and shut the door.
“Seems like in this city, everything has to be done the hard way. It never gets easy.” Silas stepped back and took a look at the building. This should be an easy climb.
He reached the roof within a few minutes. Once up there, he rushed towards the access door. It was sealed with multiple locks. It’s like a prison in here.
Silas looked around. Where to now? He walked over to the ledge and scaled down a couple of stories until he saw a window he could jimmy open. He took out some tools he had in his pocket, tools that he’d brought with him from Japan, and in a flash, opened up the window. He stepped inside.
A couple of lanterns lit up the large room. It was big enough to have eight twin beds lined up in two rows. The sheets were dirty, and the furniture was dusty. I could get an infection just from walking through here.
He made his way out of the room and into the hallway. It was a long, narrow corridor filled with many doors. As he took a couple of steps forward, he began hearing a rumbling sound coming from the other end of the hall. A wave of children headed his way.
Swiftly, he found another bedroom and sneaked his way inside, leaving the door ajar in order to watch the commotion enfold in front of him. About ten boys, all different ages, ran across the hall towards the main stairs. Must be suppertime.
When they all had left, he breathed out a sigh of relief. He turned around and suddenly noticed three toddler-aged boys staring back at him as they sat on the floor next to their beds, playing with a few of their toys. 
“Oh, uh, hello. I was just—I’m the new, um, guard. I’m just checking the security around here.” He looked around the room. “Um...everything looks good. Yes, so...good night.” Silas hastily left the room. “Ugh.” I need to get this done fast. Too many eyes about.
He started to make his way towards the stairs when a memory abruptly entered his head. It was a memory of himself as a child, in a village somewhere, stuck inside a huge makeshift orphanage, watching a group of children run by as they made fun of him for being a gaijin, a non-Japanese. The vision was so powerful that he felt faint, and his knees weakened. He took a couple of deep breaths and shook his head in order to regain his wits. What the hell was that? What was I doing in an orphanage? He heard footsteps coming up the stairs. More kids?
It wasn’t. It was the evening janitor coming in to work his normal shift. Silas doubled back and hid himself inside a patch of shadows near a large window. He watched the man walk towards a small room where he kept his equipment. After the man had shut himself inside, Silas escaped the shadows and made his way over to the room. He knocked on the door. “I’m sorry that I have to do this,” Silas said once the man opened the door. He quickly pinched the man’s neck in such a way that it put him straight to sleep. He caught the man before he could fall to the floor and then gently lay him down inside the room. He took the man’s clothes off and put them on. Grabbing a toolbox, he exited the room. 
Making his way down the stairs, he reached the second floor, where he found a couple of large rooms. The first room housed the eating hall, while the other served as a large playroom. Doing his best to fit in, he walked down the hallway until he reached the children’s play area. Inside, he found a few groups of boys playing with their toys. He walked up to one group of kids, all around the age of ten, and knelt down beside them. “Hello there.”
They turned to him, confused. “Where’s Mr. Wiggins?” one boy said.
“He’s indisposed, unfortunately. So he can’t make it tonight, not for at least a few hours. I’m here to help him. I was just wondering where I could find the nearest washroom?”
One of the kids pointed towards the far end of the hall.
“Thank you, good sir,” Silas said, eliciting a smile from the kid. “Oh, one more thing. I’m to deliver a message to one of the boys staying here. I don’t remember his name. I believe he’s one of the older boys who go off to work at night, over by the docks. Do you know him?”
The boys looked confused.
“Right, of course you wouldn’t know if he went off to work or not. Um, do you boys ever notice two of your friends sneaking out at night on a regular basis, two older boys? Maybe you’ve passed them out in the hallway in the middle of the night? Do you know whom I’m talking about?”
One of the boys said yes.
“You do? Well, do you know where they are so I can deliver a very important message to them?”
“One of them is not here anymore. He was taken to another orphanage, but he never did much sneaking out, only once in a while whenever he needed to help out with certain shipments as he used to call them.”
“Oh, and the other?”
“The other is Oliver. He used to sneak out quite often.” The boys laughed.
“What’s so funny?”
“Sometimes he used to come home early in the morning with the biggest smile on his face. He’d wear the smile all day long. The other boys used to call him Smiley Ollie.”
“Heh, of course they did,” Silas replied, making the connection in his head. “And where is Smiley Ollie?”
“I’ll show you.”
Perfect. “Now, we need to be hush-hush about this. We can’t have the headmaster finding out about the message I have to give to Ollie.”
“Just follow me.” The boy stood up and walked out of the room. Silas followed. They walked all the way down the hall until they reached the back stairs, which then led to a large basement.
“He’s this way,” the boy said.
In a basement? 
They stepped across the damp and dark basement until they came upon a large door leading to the building’s backyard. Stepping outside, the boy began to shiver.
“Why would Oliver be out here?” Silas asked.
“They’re all out here.”
“All out here?”
“Yes, all the dead.” The boy used his hand to demonstrate the makeshift graveyard in front of him. 
Silas’s chest dropped, breathing out all of his disappointment. 
“He’s over there.” The boy pointed towards the back.
“How long has Oliver been taking his earth bath?”
“Just recently.”
“I see.” Silas slowly walked up to the boy’s grave and knelt down in front of the tombstone. It read: Oliver Barrow. 1867-1885. May you rest in His arms. He rubbed his face with his hands, sighing as he became increasingly frustrated with his dead ends. “This case just keeps getting stranger by the hour.”
“Uh oh.”
“What is it?” Silas turned around.
“And just what do you think you’re doing here?” the old woman said as she stood near the entrance to the basement, staring him down, clenching her manly hands as her cheeks sank in.
“Like I said, it never gets easy.”
*



 


 
I’M GETTING RUSTY, POSY THOUGHT. She
took her stance as she grasped her fencing foil, a very light and thin sword used for dueling practice. She’d stolen it from a man she met down in Virginia a few years back, not wanting to pass up on the opportunity to rekindle her beloved childhood passion. She’d been fencing in secret since she was ten, taught by her father in private, and was once regarded by her male peers as dangerously quick and efficient. However, for the few recent years that she’d been with Horace, her fencing skills had declined. Horace didn’t appreciate Posy taking up a “man’s sport,” as he called it. 
Fencing was very popular with the social elites, but Horace had always shied away from it, thinking it promoted a careless aggressiveness in people. Horace was somewhat of a pacifist, which didn’t sit too well with Posy, and when Horace learned of Posy’s prowess with a blade, he immediately rushed to stifle any rumors of his intended being associated with a man’s sport, especially since he himself was not man enough to take up the blade against his own peers.
Posy and Horace’s relationship was complicated. Ever since she was a little girl, living in the middle-class suburbs of Athens, Georgia, Posy had always dreamed of escaping her hometown and finding herself a well-to-do husband who would raise her to the status she always knew she deserved. She may have been middle class, but she was very well educated, privately tutored by her academic father, a professor who taught in the University of Georgia’s agricultural department. Moreover, she was as beautiful as the morning sun, having an exotic, glamorous face, characterized by her feline features, high cheekbones, and her crystal-clear blue eyes. 
Horace wasn’t the most handsome of men, but he was pleasantly cute and was on his way to becoming one of the youngest judges Boston had ever seen. He was perfect for her, so she thought at first, but there came a time when she finally realized that happiness wasn’t defined by status or ambition, but by simpler and more honest ideals, like love, honor, charity, and sacrifice. 
But love was a big one. 
It would’ve been nice if Horace loved everything about her, her faults and weaknesses, not just her beauty and potential prowess for bearing children of good stock. Horace never let Posy be herself or do the things that made her happy. He even made her take speech lessons so as to suppress that hideous, thick, Southern accent he despised when he first met her. Their relationship began to decline after a few years, but Posy willed herself to make it work. There was a time when she thought she could fall back in love with him, at least with the idea of him. 
But then Silas came into the picture, and her heart began to do things that she never thought possible. For instance, it tended to leap out of her chest whenever Silas walked into a room. Her attraction to Silas was immediate and powerful, but she never let that show, not for one single minute. Well, she did her best to contain it. She might’ve faltered a little here and there, possibly ogling at him more than she should have.
And of course there was the baby, a forever reminder of her intended. How could she leave Horace now, with a child on its way? She feared not just for her future, but for the child’s as well. She didn’t know how much longer she could continue pretending to be happy with Horace. But in those times, it was difficult for a woman to separate herself from her unfortunate situation.
Yet Silas was a small glimmer of light at the end of a long tunnel. He was strange and socially awkward but devilishly handsome, and he would probably jump at the opportunity to get to know her better, regardless of her own problems. It’s not like he had any options. Oh, yes. Lucy.
She kept forgetting about her. 
Her grip tightened as she thought about the young blonde. I mean, she’s so much younger than him. “Oh, stop,” she mumbled to herself. Now is not the time to think about that. Horace will be here any minute. Let’s not be here when he does.
Too late.
The door to Posy’s apartment creaked open. Posy lost her focus, frustrated that he suddenly showed up just a minute before she was about to end her practice and leave. Damn. 
“You’re here,” Horace said.
“Where else would I be?”
“I thought maybe you’d stay at Belloc’s for a few nights, seeing how amicably we split up yesterday morning.”
Actually, I was just about to head on over there. “No, this is my home, so I like to stay in it once in a while. What are you doing back? You usually don’t come back until you’ve knocked down a couple dozen wine bottles with your lawyer friends, taking you at least a few days to recover.”
“Well, I just wanted to come back, hoping I’d find you here, and you are here. I...wanted to apologize about my behavior lately. There’s just been a lot of stress at work, and I...rarely get to see you.”
“Rarely see me? Why? Because of work?”
“Yes.”
“Mine or yours?”
“Well, yours, of course,” Horace replied incredulously. 
“You could come home early as well. It doesn’t always have to be me.”
“You know I can’t. You know how important my work is.”
“Oh, I see,” Posy said, rubbing the edge of her sword across the floor. “Your work.”
“Don’t do that,” Horace said, his attention diverted. “You’ll ruin it.”
“I’m not worried. I have another sword.” She gave him a sarcastic smile.
“I meant the floor, obviously. What are you doing with that thing, anyway? How many women do you know who fence? Didn’t I tell you it wasn’t becoming of you to keep on with your silly infatuation? I told you to stop.”
Posy’s blood boiled. “You told me. And when did you start thinking that you could tell me what to do?” And because she was seething with anger, she let the unthinkable slip. “Y’all uppity men tend to think you own your wives like some old mangy dog you have chained to y’all’s bedroom post, expecting it to wait all day for y’all to come home, panting with joy at the very idea of seeing their master arrive from work.”
Horace cringed with horror. “Look what you’ve done now. You’ve let that poor man’s slang slip out of you.”
Posy raised her foil up to Horace’s chin. “That poor man’s slang is more English than that Irish-laced dribble you tend to fart out of your mouth.”
Horace was abhorred by her vulgarity. “Why are you acting like this?”
“It’s been a long time coming.”
“Well, you need to stop it and get yourself together. We need to make this work. We can start by being nicer to each other. Now, I’m sorry for what I said earlier. But we’ve made our plans, and we need to stick to them. I...don’t want to lose you, Posy. You know I love you. I want you as my wife. And if you think I need to care more about you, then fine. I’m willing to put more focus on you and less on me. I’m willing to work things out. Are you?”
I don’t know. “Well, I can’t really think about it now. I’m too mad at you.” She lowered her sword.
“So when?”
“I—” There was a knock at the door. Posy sighed with relief. 
Horace opened the door. “Inspector?”
“Hello there, Horace.”
“What a nice surprise. To what do we owe this pleasure?”
“I just needed to see Posy. We have a lot of work to do.”
“Do you really need her, Inspector? We were just thinking about taking time off work so we could spend some time together.”
Belloc spotted Posy shaking her head no. “Well, I desperately need her. We must do our work if we are to catch this killer. Time is of the essence.”
“Right,” Horace replied, disapproving of his comment. “Time is always of the essence.”
Posy shrieked. Both Belloc and Horace instantly turned around. They saw Silas sitting on the windowsill.
“What did I miss?” Silas sat there, watching them stare at him with great wonder.
“Really, Silas?” Posy said.
Horace just sighed and grabbed his coat. “Fine. You three do what you have to do. I guess I’ll go back to my...lawyer friends…and knock down some more bottles.” He left, letting the door slam behind him.
“Was it something I did?” Silas asked. 
Posy slapped him on the arm with her foil. 
“Ouch!” Then Silas realized what hit him. “Is that yours? Do you fence?”
“I try to practice whenever I can. Why? What’s it to you?”
Silas’s eyes lit up. “That’s great!” was his only reaction, which caused Posy to be taken aback. “How long have you been doing it?”
“Ever since I was a child. My father taught me in secret.”
“Secret?”
“Yes. Why is that news to you? How many women do you know that fence?”
Silas thought for a moment. “I don’t know of any here, but I know, just from what I learned of my former self, that the women in the Japanese villages were very efficient with a number of weapons. The more the better.”
“Hmm. I forgot you weren’t from around here.” 
Silas was put off by her remark. 
“I didn’t mean anything by that,” she hastened to say. “I just meant that you’re a product of a foreign land. You’re used to different customs and laws.”
Silas smiled. “You would’ve fit in great where I came from. You would’ve been respected and honored. If you’re as good as I think you are with that sword, you would’ve been a top blade master. I’m sure of it.”
Posy was left speechless.
“So, since you’re so good with that sword, can you show me how to do it? I’ve always wanted to learn.”
“Well, I can’t just show you real quick.”
“I’m not expecting to become a fencing master in a few minutes,” Silas quipped. “Just show me something. Make me smile.”
Posy rolled her eyes. She stepped up to him. “Look out,” she warned, to which Silas responded by moving aside. “First, you need the right stance.” She showed him. “Have your front foot pointing forward and your back foot at a ninety-degree angle to the front foot.”
“That’s a bit awkward.”
“Do you want to learn or not?”
“Sorry, sorry.”
“Bend your knees and keep your lead arm bent. Put the other behind you for balance. First, learn how to lunge. The arm must be fully extended before you move, and do so only with the front foot.” She showed him with little effort and fault. “You try it.”
Silas grabbed hold of the foil and took his stance. He looked so clumsy.
“You’re going to take a lot of work.”
“Don’t make fun of me, just teach me.”
“When did you get so sensitive all of a sudden?” She came closer to him and took hold of his arm and leg. “Here, like this.” She moved his arm. “Hold this up.” He let it dip. “No, hold it up.” She waited impatiently. “There, good. Now lunge.”
Silas awkwardly moved his foot and arm forward without any grace whatsoever. It was as if someone had bumped into him from the back. It was quite messy.
“Ugh,” Posy remarked.
“Ugh is quite right,” Belloc added.
“I don’t think you’re cut out for this,” Posy said.
“Don’t give up on me just yet,” Silas said sincerely.
“I’m just kidding, Silas. I’m sorry. We can work on it some more until you get better.” They looked into each other’s eyes. Posy instantly began feeling a rush of warmness seeping down her chest and into her tummy. She snapped out of it and took the foil out of his hand. “Anyway, that’s it for now. At least we know this, that whatever you did in your former life, it didn’t require a blade.” She started putting the blade away.
Her slight insult left a bad taste in Silas’s mouth. What does she know? Something inside of his spirit told him that he was skilled in many forms of battle. Silas looked at Belloc, and he got a sudden urge to try something out. “Inspector? May I see your cane for a moment?”
“My cane? What on earth for?”
“I just have this urge. I won’t damage it.”
“Oh, that’s okay. I have lots of them. Here you go.”
Silas took the stick and looked it over, rubbing it up and down slowly. “This is good wood.” He turned to Posy. “Hold on. Don’t put that away just yet.”
“Why not?”
“I want to try one thing. Stand there in front of me and take your stance, as if you were about to lunge at me.”
“Why?”
“Just humor me, please.”
“Fine,” Posy said, whining as she took the foil back out of its covers. She then moved up to Silas and took her stance. “Ready when you are.”
Silas took the cane and closed his eyes.
“What are you doing? Are you going to meditate the sword out of my hand?”
“Charming. Just wait.” Silas let the feeling of something familiar take over his body. He took a stance, just like Posy’s but not as wide and awkward. He raised the cane, holding it like it was a blade, bending his arm, copying Posy’s form. But Silas had both hands on his weapon instead of just one, plus his legs weren’t bent, unlike Posy. He put the tip of the cane right next to Posy’s foil.
“That’s a bit close, don’t you think?” Posy said. “It might get you hurt. I can snap into you in less than a second.”
“Yes, but you’ll need your sword to do any type of harm.” And with a flick of a wrist, Silas twitched his hands, using the tip of the cane to slap her foil to the side, and within a tenth of a second, he was inches away from Posy’s face, holding his cane right on top of her head. With a real blade, one swift cut, and he would’ve split her in two. “Yes, you’re quick, you’re fast, but you were trained to duel, and I was trained to kill.” He stepped back and lobbed the cane at Belloc, who caught it with ease.
Posy slowly lowered her foil, instantly enamored with Silas’s fighting style. “Where did that come from?”
“From a foreign land,” Silas replied with a devilish smirk.
Belloc grinned as well. “That’s enough play for now. We need to get back to my office to go over our case.” He turned to Silas. “How did it go yesterday? Did you find out anything about the boy?”
“He’s dead.”
“What?” 
“He died just recently. It had to do with something with his heart, so they say. He was buried quickly, and I’m pretty certain there wasn’t an autopsy performed.”
“So they got to him,” Belloc said.
“Yes, but who’s they?” Posy chimed in. “Did you run into any trouble?”
Silas thought about the question for a second, remembering how he’d left the manager of the orphanage hanging from a second-story fire escape, her knickers showing. “Nope, no trouble at all.” Silas smiled.
“What’s got you all excited?” Posy asked.
“Oh, just life in general.”
“Your vagueness is fascinating,” Posy replied. 
Silas smiled again and then giggled.
“Right,” Posy continued. “Let’s hurry up and make our way downstairs. You first.”
“Why, thank you, ma’am,” Silas said as he curtsied. 
Posy almost backhanded him with her forearm.
“Silas?” Belloc said. “What about Lucy?”
Posy’s ears perked up, and she held her breath.
“Unfortunately, I didn’t get the chance to talk to her. She was busy.”
Posy let out her breath, quite loudly. Silas and Belloc both gave her an odd look. “What?” She scoffed while shooing them out the door. “Get a move on it. Quickly now.”
Belloc passed her. “I use a cane, you know.”
“Excuses, excuses,” Posy retorted.
They made their way downstairs and out of the building. Once they stepped outside, it was apparent that the day had turned sour, as a group of gray clouds covered the sky. Thick waves of snow showered the town, and a harsh winter wind winded itself in and out the streets. As the group walked towards the curb, they saw a police carriage pull up next to theirs. An officer stepped out and ran up to Belloc. He was one of the inspector’s most trusted confidants. Tall with a lean frame and almond-colored hair, Officer Dalton Lahey approached Belloc, carrying a backpack in his hand.
“Inspector Belloc?” Dalton said. “I’ve been looking for you. The office told me you were here.”
“What is it, Officer Lahey?”
“I have bad news.”
“What bad news?” Posy asked, interrupting Belloc.
“One of the girls, Miss Victoria Dailey, was found dead inside an abandoned school.”
“What?” Silas said, reacting to the news.
“Damn it,” Belloc said. “This killer is getting to the girls quicker than we can manage. What school was it, Dalton?”
“The name of the school is Saint Michael the Archangel.”
“I know that school,” Posy remarked. “Yes, it was abandoned a couple of years ago.”
“Abandoned?” Silas asked. “What on earth was Miss Dailey doing in there?”
“Maybe she was hiding from someone, the killer?” Posy replied.
“Who knows, but I managed to sneak inside and take a look at the scene before the army of officers arrived. I grabbed this. I think it was her book bag.” Dalton handed the bag over to Belloc.
“Oh, I see.” Belloc grabbed the bag and inspected it. He found some money, makeup, and tissues. Also inside the bag was a large strip of tape stuck to the inner lining. On the tape were the words: The Valentine Circle.
“Interesting,” Silas said. “I wonder what that is.”
“What else can you tell me about the scene?” Belloc continued with Dalton.
“Well, it seemed that the girl had her throat cut.
“Her throat cut?” Silas replied. “Are you sure? These girls aren’t supposed to be harmed.”
“That might be true, but from what I could tell, the girl put up a good fight. I can only conclude that the killer wasn’t able to restrain her in order to perform the c-section on her. The last resort was to kill the mother in order for the baby to die as well.”
“That’s horrible,” Posy said.
“And did the baby die?” Belloc asked
Dalton nodded.
“Oh dear,” Belloc dropped his shoulders. “Well, I suggest we get there fast and try to scour the scene as much as we can.”
“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Dalton countered.
“What do you mean, lad?” 
“I mean that they won’t let you in.”
“Who’s they?” Silas asked.
“Captain O’Hara,” Dalton replied.
“And why exactly won’t he let me in? I’m the inspector on this case.”
“I don’t have all the answers, but I do know one thing,” Dalton said.
“What’s that?”
“They’re coming for you. Right now.”
“Coming for me?” Belloc said with disbelief.
“The captain wants to talk to you. He’s coming with some of his men.”
“Why is the top brass so interested in all of this?” Silas interjected. “What do they care about the Valentine Society?”
Belloc rubbed his fingers. “Because the society lines the department’s pockets.”
“Yes, but not everyone in the department is corrupt.”
“No, not in the least bit,” Belloc continued. “I would suspect that most of the officers in the department are honest and hard-working public servants, but that doesn’t matter. All you need is to control the puppeteers, and all their special marionettes will do their bidding.”
“I see,” Silas said. “The top brass get fat while the rest starve. Do you know who these puppeteers are? These manipulators?”
“I do, but I won’t tell you. Information like that can put a nice bullseye on your head. It’s better if you didn’t know. Regardless, it’s always best to operate under the radar, but with this case, it seems that it yearns to make a mockery out of the whole department. That’s why the top brass wants to keep it secret—to wipe it from existence.”
And on the heels of his words, down the street, a group of black carriages turned the corner, four in total.
“Speak of the corrupt,” Silas said.
“And they suddenly appear,” Posy added, finishing his remark. 
“Damn,” Belloc said. “It looks like we’ll need to reconfigure our plans. Listen up. Something’s happening here that we can’t control, and it looks like the top brass is in on it. We only have a limited amount of time. Dalton, I want you to get yourself over to the Haralsons, the Lattimers, and the Dupuyses. Scope them out and gather all the information you can about their security measures. Once you’re done, we’ll meet back at my house, and I’ll have Silas head to the Haralsons, and Posy and I will make our way to the Lattimers. You will handle the Dupuyses.” He looked at his watch. “We’ll take the girls into custody at approximately seven this evening, when no one will be suspecting us to pay them a visit. Hopefully we won’t be too late. ”
The carriages finally pulled up to the curb, and out came a group of burly officers along with their gray-haired boss.
 “Look at all these blue uniforms,” Posy said. “They’re serious about this, aren’t they?”
The tall, thin captain approached Belloc. “Captain O’Hara,” Belloc said.
“Inspector.”
“I was told you wanted to speak to me.”
“Yes, that’s correct. But not here, Inspector. Let’s do this back at the shop.”
“You want me to go downtown? Sorry, Captain, but I have work to do.”
“Not for the time being. We’ll let you know when you can resume your investigation.”
“What does that mean?”
A group of officers approached the inspector. “These men will escort you downtown.” O’Hara smiled at Belloc.
“Escort?” Belloc said. “Am I under arrest? Why do I need an escort?”
“No one is under arrest. We’re just taking certain precautions. We don’t want you doing anything else before we...speak to you.”
Belloc eyed him coldly. 
O’Hara gestured towards the carriage. “This way.”
“If I’m to go downtown, then I’ll have my driver take me there. I won’t have your officers driving me anywhere.”
“I can’t let that happen. Don’t make me ask again.”
“Just who do you think you are?” Posy demanded, stepping forward.
Silas quickly stepped in front of her. “Posy, not now. You’re not helping.” He turned around. “I’ll accompany the inspector.”
“No, the inspector goes alone,” O’Hara replied. “And you, rookie, don’t be so quick to step out of line.”
“Why can’t I join him?” Silas approached the captain. 
Instantly, a group of officers rushed Silas, using their arms to push him back. Silas’s reflexes sparked without thinking, and he grabbed one of the officers’ wrist and pressed on it in such a way that it made him scream like a little girl. The other officers stepped back, shocked at Silas’s skill.
“Silas, enough!” Belloc yelled. “Stay with Posy. I’ll be all right. I’ll go downtown and speak with Captain O’Hara, and I’ll meet you guys later at my home. Is that understood?”
“But Inspector?” Posy said, grabbing his arm. “I can’t just let them take you.”
“Step aside, Miss,” one brutish officer blurted out, taking his broad arm and sweeping her away like he was tossing a pillow. Fortunately, Silas was there to catch her. But unfortunately for Posy, her anger got the best of her. She lunged at the brutish cop and shoved him forward. “Try that again!”
The brutish cop turned around, and without hesitating, backhanded her across the face, knocking Posy to the ground. Immediately, Silas rushed to her defense but was held back—barely—by Dalton.
“Hey!” Belloc said. “I’ll have no more of this! Silas, leave them be. Worry about yourself and Posy. Save it until later.” He turned to the brutish cop, raising his cane at him. “If I were only but a few years younger I’d whip you like the dog you are.”
“Excuse me?”
“Clarkson,” O’Hara interjected. “You’re dismissed for today.”
“But sir—”
“You. Are. Dismissed.”
The brutish cop grumbled as he broke away from them.
Silas used all of his strength to calm himself down. “Let go, Dalton.”
“Are you going to calm down?”
“I won’t give you another warning.”
Dalton released his grip and backed away. 
Silas watched the officers escort Belloc to the carriage. He didn’t like seeing his friend being hauled away like a common criminal. He walked over to Posy, thinking about the right words to say so as to not offend her by pretending he actually cared about her wellbeing. That pride of hers. “Is your nose broken?”
“No,” Posy replied. “If it were broken, that bastard would’ve been dead in a heartbeat.”
“No, he wouldn’t. You can’t just go around shoving officers.”
“You did.”
“That was an accident.”
“Whatever,” Posy said, frustrated. “What are we going to do now? We can’t go to the Daileys without Belloc.”
“We’ll do what the inspector told us to do,” Dalton chimed in. “He wants us to wait at his home, and we’ll do just that.”
“Dalton’s right,” Silas said. “You go with Dalton. I’ll be there shortly.”
“Where are you going?” Posy asked, being nosy.
“I have to go talk to someone.”
“You’re going to see Lucy, aren’t you?”
“What’s it to you, damn it?” Silas snapped, obviously frustrated with not being able to help Belloc.
Posy was taken aback, surprised by his sudden change of disposition. “Nothing. I was just asking. I don’t really care where you go. You can take as long as you want.” She was obviously hurt by his remark.
“I will.” Silas turned around and made his way down a long set of stairs. He stopped and sighed, looking back at Posy. That wasn’t nice, Silas. Don’t let it end like this. Watching her go with Dalton, he suddenly screamed out to her. “Hey, Posy! I—” But she didn’t hear him. The hell with it. He turned around and began walking towards the streets, losing himself inside the white, wintry storm.
“And where exactly is he going?” Dalton asked.
“I don’t know and I don’t care,” Posy said, frustrated and angry. She was still hurting from the slap she’d received from Clarkson, and she yearned to be comforted. She wanted Silas, but he wasn’t there. So Dalton was the best she could do. “Take us back to Belloc’s, please.” She began to shiver.
“Here,” Dalton said. “Take my coat.”
“No, that won’t be necessary.”
“I insist,” Dalton said. He took off his coat and covered her with it.
“Thank you. That’s kind.”
“Not a problem,” Dalton said, smiling. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” It was quite obvious that Dalton had an instant attraction to Posy. He stared at her endearing smile for as long as he could before she began making her way to the carriage. He turned back to look at Silas one more time. He smiled. If Silas wasn’t going to pay attention to Posy, he certainly was.
 
***
 
An hour later, Belloc arrived at Boston’s main downtown precinct. 
“This way,” O’Hara said.
“I know the way,” Belloc said, limping as his leg gave him more trouble than usual.
“Not this way you don’t.” O’Hara motioned for his fellow officers to lead Belloc down a group of stairs located near the end of the building.
“Where are you taking me?”
“Somewhere private where we can talk.”
“Why don’t we just go into your office?”
“It’s better this way. Who knows what type of people might be listening in on our conversations? Better for us not to take any chances.”
“I see,” Belloc said. It was apparent that whatever O’Hara wanted to talk about was something he didn’t want getting out into the eyes and ears of the majority of the force, meaning that whatever he had to say possibly involved a multitude of corruption. “Where do these stairs lead to?”
“There’s an old cellar that I had converted into a private office a few years back.”
“What for?”
“So I could have meetings like these.”
“What is it that you wanted to talk to me about, anyway?” Belloc asked as he neared the large office located inside the precinct’s cellar.
“There are some things we need to go over regarding the Decamps case.” O’Hara gestured to Belloc to head into the office.
Of course, the Decampses. “What sort of things?”
“Things that have recently come to light.”
“You’ll have to be more specific.”
“Sit down, please.”
“I’d rather stand,” Belloc replied, tapping his cane. “Better for my knee.”
“Fair enough.” O’Hara reached for a cigar. “Do you mind?”
“Not in the least bit.” Belloc scanned the room. It was cold and dry. The exposed bricks made it feel like a type of fallout shelter. There were a couple of oil lamps on a table in the far back, and in the rear corner was a large safe housing a number of rifles. “So what exactly has come to light?”
O’Hara took his time finishing his first few puffs of the cigar. “Well, I’ve heard that you’ve been knocking on doors that don’t need knocking on.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means, Inspector, that there are certain procedures one must follow when dealing with certain...cases.”
“You mean cases that involve a certain group of people.”
“Precisely,” O’Hara said, sitting back and propping up his legs on the desk.
“What exactly do you want to tell me, Captain?”
“I just want to be sure that you know where you can knock and where you can’t.” He smiled. “That’s all. It’s quite simple. This door you can and this door you can’t. Black and white. Cut and dry.”
“And what if there is someone behind the latter door who has broken the law?”
“No one behind the latter door breaks the law,” O’Hara replied sternly, losing his smile.
“Never?”
“Well, unless I say they’ve broken it.”
“And is that what they pay you for, the people behind the latter doors, to decide when they’ve actually broken the law?”
“You see, this is precisely the attitude that worries me, Inspector.” O’Hara stood up. He came around to the front of the desk and leaned on it. “Inspector, you do good work for the department. You’re our best and highest-ranking detective. You never hesitate to get the dregs of the earth off the streets of Boston, and you do this with a very humble heart, always diligently, and, more importantly, always silently. You know, detective, when to keep your mouth shut and not worry about the things that are above your pay grade. But this attitude, this thing that’s been going on with you lately, makes me think that you’ve changed.”
“What’s your point?”
“Have you changed, Inspector?” O’Hara asked with a darkness in his eyes.
Belloc contemplated the question. He certainly had changed. The captain was right. He always kept his nose to the ground, operating under the radar, bringing in your run-of-the-mill murderers and rapists, never questioning the top brass. That’s how he’d survived in the department for so long. But this time was different, this time the crime involved a group of innocent girls that were being violated because of the wishes of a certain group of people that thought themselves to be above the law. And to make things worse, every time he held a dead baby in his arms, it reminded him of his beloved son. So he thought about his answer very carefully. “No, Captain.”
“Are you sure?”
“Positive.”
O’Hara walked up to him. “Look, we’ve been friends for a very long time, and as a friend, I’m telling you: I understand what you’re dealing with. We’re the police. We’re supposed to enforce the law and protect the people, but we protect them from common thieves, rapists, and murderers. But there are certain things that are dealt with in a different manner. That’s how it’s always been. You can’t change that. So now, with great reluctance, I’m supposed to formally give you a warning. I hate to do this, but I hope you understand what I’m doing.”
“Of course, Captain.” Belloc ground his teeth.
“Very well.” O’Hara returned to his chair. “The commissioner will be pleased.”
“The commissioner?”
“Yes, Inspector. This goes all the way up to the top.”
Belloc realized how serious it was. “I understand, Captain. What is it that you want me to do?”
“Well, it’s obvious,” O’Hara said with a smirk. “Stop knocking on doors. Do your best with what you got.”
“So I’m still on the case?”
“Inspector, we still have to make sure the public understands that we’re doing our best to solve this case, and I’m sure you’ll do your best to try to solve it, and when the case eventually goes cold, no one will blame you for failing to solve it. Understood?”
“Ah, got it. Head down, mouth shut, and continue with my work until everything boils down. Is that what I’m supposed to do?”
“Looks like we understand each other, Inspector.”
“Of course.” Belloc lowered his eyes. “Well, I’m sorry to have been such a burden.”
“You’re not a burden; you’re an asset to this force.”
Belloc smiled, barely. “Yes, I’m sure of that. May I leave now?”
“You’re dismissed.”
Belloc gave the captain and his officers one last look before proceeding up the stairs towards the first floor. 
After he’d left, one of the officers approached the captain. “You think he’ll back off?” the officer asked.
“Let’s hope so,” O’Hara replied. “For his sake.”
“And if he doesn’t?”
“Keep an eye on him. If he derails again, make him understand like you normally help people understand.”
The officer smiled.
 
***
 
“Lucy Reilly?” the man on the other end of the hallway called out. “Miss Reilly?”
“That’s me,” Lucy said as she saw him waving at her. Lucy stood up from her chair, which was seated next to three other girls who were there looking for work as well.
“Good luck,” one of the girls said.
“Thanks. You too.” Lucy confidently walked over to the end of the hall, knocking on the editor’s door before entering. “It’s me.”
“Yes, it’s you,” the editor said. “I was the one that called out for you.”
“I know. I was just being polite.”
“Very well.” The husky man with a large belly sat down behind his desk. It was clear to Lucy that the man’s suit vest was a size too small for his rotund frame. “So, what brings you here to The Boston Evening Globe?”
“Well, I’m here for the typist position. Isn’t that what you called me in for?”
“Yes, yes, I know that, but why are you here?”
“I don’t understand.”
“Miss Reilly, why do you want to work for the Globe?” The editor became frustrated. “Not many women are so eager to work outside the home. Are you married?”
“No, I’m not. Is that all right?”
“Should be fine. I guess what I’m trying to figure out, from looking over your application, is why a musician would want to sit around a boring office and type all day long?”
Lucy thought about it for a moment. “I...I just don’t see music as something I can continue doing.”
“Well, why not? Are you giving up already? Why? You’re so young.”
“I think...no, I know I’m going deaf. My right ear—it’s not what it used to be. I...can’t listen to my own playing. I...”
“I get it,” the editor said, feeling a bit sympathetic. “I understand now, Miss Reilly. I’m sorry. It’s a shame.”
“It’s...life.”
The editor grinned. “Right.” He thought for a moment. “You know, you’re well grounded for a young lady.”
“Thank you.”
“How fast can you type?”
“I’m very fast with my fingers. I have a musician’s nimbleness. I can keep up with the best. We have a few typewriters at home.”
“A few?” The editor was surprised that someone could afford so many.
“Well, my parents bought the typewriters a while ago. I used to practice my typing when they weren’t around. They didn’t like me using the typewriters much. They said typing was beneath me.”
“Beneath you? I’m...confused. Where do you live?”
“Brookline. Near Valentine Lane.”
The editor’s eyes bloomed wide. “You’re...a Valentine?”
“A what, sir?”
“Nothing. Um...and what do your parents think of you working here?”
“They don’t know. They’ll never know.”
“And are you, I mean, do you normally hang around with the families in your area, in the Valentine area?”
“For the most part, yes.”
“And you go to all the parties and talk to the families?”
“Well, not all the parties.”
The editor laughed in disbelief, and after a few seconds excused himself. “Sorry, I was just thinking of something. Didn’t mean to act so foolishly.”
“What was so funny?”
“Absolutely nothing. I think I might have a good use for you.”
“So you want me as a typist?”
“For starters. We can certainly bring you in as a typist on a trial basis, but I’m also thinking that you could benefit from a couple of assignments.”
“What do you mean? What assignments?”
“Reporting.”
“Reporting what?”
“That is for me to figure out.”
“But I don’t know how to...report.”
“Leave that to me,” he said. “For the time being, I’m offering you the job. What do you think?”
A sense of elation spread throughout Lucy’s body. Moments later, she flew out of the hallway and down the stairs, overjoyed. She was happy that she’d found a way to support herself with something that didn’t involve music. She’d always been very independent and a hard worker, always intent on making her own way in life. The last thing she wanted to do was ask her parents for help. She wanted to be the master of her own fate. That’s why she chose music in the first place. That’s why she chose to study abroad for a year, away from her parents’ suffocating aristocratic rules. It was all up to her to be successful. Even if it was just a typing job, it was better than nothing, especially when she feared her music career was nearing an end.
She walked down the stairs with a huge smile on her face, feeling as if a large weight had been lifted off her shoulders. Her world was full of hope, and it was nice to finally receive some good news, especially after everything she’d gone through the past few days. Lucy was so engrossed with her own happiness that she failed to remember one of the most important things recently weighing on her mind, the one thing that scared her more than her future. And that’s why, when she burst out of the building’s exit, she nearly gasped for air when she saw him.
“Shi,” she said breathlessly as she found herself face to face with Silas, who stood leaning against a lamp pole, waiting for her to come out. The minute he heard her call out his former name, his face stiffened.
“So you do know me.”
Lucy’s breaths began spiraling out of control. “No, I don’t.” She turned and started to walk away.
Silas ran up to her and blocked her path. “You said my name. You said Shi. That’s the name that I hear in my visions. How do you know me?”
Lucy looked into his eyes. “You really don’t remember, do you?”
“Remember what?”
“Why are you here, anyway? Did you really come after me?”
“I don’t know. Did I? Is that why I’m here? Why did I end up here?”
“Why did you follow me here, Shi?”
“I didn’t—I mean, I don’t know if I did. I don’t know anything. I don’t know who I am and why I washed up in Boston. I don’t know why I keep thinking about you and why I feel so strongly about you. Who are you? How do I know you? Where did I first meet you? Can’t you tell me that?”
Lucy thought for a moment. “No.”
“No? What do you mean, no? You know who I am, who I used to be, and you’re not going to tell me?”
“It’s best that you don’t remember.”
“Why? What does that mean? Why shouldn’t I remember? What happened back in Japan?”
“If you don’t truly know what happened, then I’d rather not tell you.”
“Well, then can you at least tell me how you know me?” Silas pleaded with her. “Can you at least tell me that?”
“I...I’m just glad you made it back. That’s all I ever wanted, to see you back here alive.”
“Alive?” Silas said, now even more confused. “Why do you say that? Was I in danger back there? Is that why I was wounded when I was found on the ship?”
“I can’t say more. Not here. Not like this. What’s in the past is in the past. You need to forget it.” She turned around and began walking away.
“No, Lucy, wait!”
“Just let me be!” Lucy yelled out as she struggled to keep her eyes from tearing up.
Then Silas let the unthinkable slip out. “Did I love you?”
Lucy stopped dead in her tracks and turned around. “What?”
“Did I love you? When I think of you, all I can remember is how much I loved you.”
The sound of his words made Lucy choke up. She always wondered if he ever loved her, and every time she’d ask him, he would just deny it, protecting his heart by not confronting his true feelings about her. But that was the old Silas, the Silas she fell in love with, a man whose face she never saw except for his eyes and the soul that shone behind them, a man who never dared to reciprocate the love she had for him. A tear rolled down her cheek.
“Lucy?”
“I have to go.” She turned and ran away, fleeing from him.
Silas balled up his fists. Damn it. He bent down and ran his hands through his black hair. That didn’t go as well as I had hoped for. All Silas could do was stand there and watch her run away from him. He’d have to wait to talk to her again, wait to find out who he truly was. What did she mean, she was glad to see me back here alive?
But now he had more pressing matters to attend to. So, after composing himself, he found the nearest passing carriage and grabbed hold of it, catching a ride out of the city.
 
***
 
A few hours passed. 
Across town, a weary old man paced the confines of his large study.
“I can’t help you if you don’t tell me anything,” Posy said as she sat in a large chair, watching Belloc pace back and forth. “What is it that’s bothering you? What did they tell you downtown?”
“Damn it, Miss Chapman, just let me be!” Belloc raised his cane and swept it across his desk, knocking down everything in sight. 
Posy instantly shot up. “Inspector!”
“What?” Belloc replied, fury in his eyes. He turned around to look at the mess he’d made. “Yes, yes, sorry about that. I didn’t mean to yell.” 
Posy went to pick up his things. Dalton dove in to help as well. 
“No, no, I can do that. It’s my fault. I got a little out of hand. Just let that be, please.”
“What’s bothering you, Inspector?”
“Things didn’t necessarily go too well back at the precinct.”
“Yes, we gathered that much,” Dalton replied. 
“It seems that all the odds are against us, and any further inquiries into this case will put us all in jeopardy.” Belloc sat down on his chair. “I’m contemplating whether to continue with the case or not.”
“How can you say that?” Posy asked. “Since when did you ever care about what they say downtown?”
“This is different. I’m afraid we’ve bit off more than we can chew.”
“So you’re saying we should quit the case, then?” Dalton asked.
Belloc looked him straight in the eyes. “Well, I don’t really know just yet. Give me a minute. I’m just saying we should be careful.”
“Being careful wasn’t something you ever cared about,” Posy said.
“Well, maybe we should start.”
“But what about the girls? What about them?”
“It seems that the fate of this case is out of our hands.”
“I’m not going to accept that,” Posy replied. “I’m not going to let you throw away this case.”
“I didn’t say I was going to throw it away, I—just let me think!”
Posy crossed her arms. “The more time you think, the more we waste. What is it that you always say? Time is of the essence?”
“Not now, Miss Chapman. Please. Enough!”
Then the three of them began hearing loud thumps coming from Silas’s room. They all looked at each other.
“What is that?” Belloc wondered.
“I don’t know,” Dalton replied. “I thought Silas was away.”
“He is,” Posy said, taking out her revolver and approaching the door to Silas’s bedroom.
“Be careful, Miss Chapman,” Belloc said as he stood up. “Don’t just go barging in there. We don’t know what’s making that noise. Dalton, stay near her.”
Posy reached the bedroom door, and she could clearly hear the thumps sounding off from inside the room. What could that be? Carefully, she opened the door. Immediately, she recognized the origin of the sound. 
Silas.
He was lying on his bed, flinging his black darts on the wall in front of him, all hitting the makeshift bullseye with deadly precision. He was getting better at his skills, and he knew this. “Are you guys finished with your banter?” He wasn’t in the greatest of moods.
“So you’ve been here all along?” Posy asked.
“Enough to hear your ridiculous insecurities play out amidst a whole lot of screaming.” He stood up. His shirt was off. 
Posy blushed. “And what is your great idea?” Posy said, staring at him, then at his chest, then his eyes, then back to his chest.
“It’s simple.” Silas suddenly jumped up onto his desk chair, balancing himself on the top rail. “Solve the case.”
The three others just watched in amazement as he balanced himself like some bird grabbing onto a thin branch.
“What’s the matter?” Silas said as he then grabbed the top rail with his hands and carefully pushed himself up into a handstand. “Never seen a man do this before?”
Silence.
He jumped off the chair’s rail and landed on the ground. “Belloc, I thought we agreed we wouldn’t turn back. We’re in this rabbit hole together, and we need to see it to its end.”
“I was only worrying about our safety.”
“Screw safety. Safety is something we gave up with this job. What about the safety of the girls? It’s not right.” 
There was a moment of intense stares between the two of them.
“All right, fine,” Belloc said, coming back to his senses. “You’re right. We owe it to the girls. Solve the case it is, then, Silas.”
Silas smiled. “Good.”
“Good.” Belloc agreed. “Now put on a shirt. You’re making Posy turn as red as an apple.”
“He’s what—I’m what, wait...” Posy blurted, flustered.
Dalton wasn’t too impressed. Actually, he was, but he sure didn’t let it show.
“So, what do we do now?” Silas said, following them back into the study.
“We...continue,” Belloc said, once again taking control of the case and showing some authority. “I would have to say that approaching the parents, or any of the adults in the society for that matter, is out of the question. But the girls we can still help. They don’t have to know we’re looking out for them. We’ll keep our distance, and hopefully, when the killer comes back, we’ll be waiting for him. We might not be able to get to the Decampses and their friends, but we can sure as hell get to Mr. Factory, or whoever that monster is.”
“I like it so far,” Silas said.
“Good,” Belloc replied, “because I need you to go hunt after him.”
“Hunt him?”
“Yes, you’ll go hunting after Mr. Factory. Whatever skills you’ve learned from your memories, you need to utilize to figure out who this killer is. You can start with that ticket stub Mr. Grant gave you. Trace its origins and begin from there. Wherever it takes you, you follow. Understood?”
“Perfectly,” Silas said. “Now, will I get in trouble for knocking on doors outside my jurisdiction?”
“Yes.”
“So what do I do, then?”
“Don’t go knocking on doors.” Belloc smiled. “You’re a smart man with a dark past. I entrust you to figure it out.” He took an object out of his desk drawer and lobbed it at Silas. “Here.”
“What is it?” Silas said, catching it.
“It’s your new badge. I’m promoting you to Deputy Inspector. You’ll need it. If you do get caught asking too many questions, at least they’ll know you’re a bonafide investigator.”
“Nice,” Silas said, looking at the shiny object.
“There’s no pay raise, of course.”
“Oh.”
“It is what it is.”
“So, wait, he’s on the force for less than a week and he’s an investigator now?” Posy said, quite peeved.
“What’s it to you, Miss Chapman?” Belloc replied. “You’re something entirely different.”
“I’m just letting out my frustration, is all.”
“Well, stop it. There’s no time for that now. We need to go over this map and figure out the best way to secure these girls’ mansions.”
“Aye, sir,” Posy said, playfully falling in line.
“Oh, and Silas?” Belloc said.
“Yes?”
“You can go now.”
“Oh...right, of course.”
Belloc turned around. “And be careful.”
“I will,” Silas said with a smile.
“Come on,” Belloc said to the others. “We have work to do.”
Posy and Dalton followed Belloc to his study desk as Silas turned away and walked into his room. Posy kept her eyes on Silas as he shut the door behind him.
*





 
 

 
“Shi?”
“Yes, Sensei?”
“Why are you so troubled?”
“I worry, Sensei.”
“About the hunt?”
“Yes.”
“Don’t, Shi. Worry only weakens the mind. To worry is to show a lack of trust.”
“What do you mean? I trust you, Sensei.”
“I was not talking about me, Shi. You don’t trust yourself. Worry is a sign of the weak relationship between the mind and body. Your mind must trust your body to perform what it has learned, and your body must trust the mind to instruct what it knows. A hunter cannot subsist with only one and not the other. Both must be in complete harmony. You have learned your tools, now you must trust your body to use them. Likewise, you are knowledgeable in the way of the spirit and the art of the body. Atemi, Nage, Shime, Osae Komi—these are all techniques which you have infused into your spirit. Don’t think. Don’t worry. Let the mind and body converse with each other as one union. Do not obstruct that relationship with weak thoughts. Let it happen through you as water happens upon a stream, as heat happens upon fire. It just does. One cannot be without the other. Understood?”
“Yes, Sensei.”
“Remember that, when on the hunt, your outer self must reflect your training as well. Only hunt in the night, in the dark, for you are an agent of the dark, a black raven whose power is transformed by the shadows. Once you master the night, you will move like it, like a gray cloud moving within the moon’s mist. You can strike at a moment’s notice. To be the night, you must dress like the night. To be the passing gray cloud, you must marry the shadow. But always remember, keep your heart full of light, for once you go into complete darkness, you will need something to bring you back.”
“Will do, Sensei.”
 
 
Silas sat inside a quaint men’s clothing boutique. His eyes were shut; Silas was far off into another one of his trance-like memories, experiencing the wisdom of his former mentor. But soon his vision would be interrupted by a short, thin man stomping up to the front desk.
“Would that be all, then?” the tailor said, sporting a well-groomed mustache.
“Um, yes, that’s all,” Silas abruptly replied, shaking off his momentary lapse of consciousness. “Just like I told you, like the pictures I drew, especially of the raven.”
“Not a problem, sir.”
“And make sure to have it delivered here.” Silas stood up and handed the tailor a piece of paper with Belloc’s townhome’s address. “How long will it be?”
“A day or two at the most.”
“Splendid,” Silas replied, looking around the shop.
“Will there be anything else?” the tailor said, noticing Silas’s indecisive posture.
“Well, I’d rather not go snooping around with this uniform on. Maybe I can find something temporary for now.”
“Such as?”
“If I can get a plain dark coat and a dark hat, I would greatly appreciate it.”
“Absolutely.” The tailor walked towards the back to show Silas some of his off-the-rack collection.
“Any old thing will do, at least to tie me up while I wait for my order to arrive. You know my size. Just find something quickly.”
“Sure thing,” the tailor said as he rummaged through some coats.
As Silas waited, he dipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. It was the ticket stub Mr. Grant had given him. “Boston and Lowell RR station.” That’s a good place to start.
Paying for his new garb, he put on his long, dark overcoat and elegant top hat. “Thanks again for your help.”
“My pleasure. I’ll have your items delivered promptly.”
“Good man,” Silas replied as he exited the shop.
The train terminal wasn’t far off from the tailor’s shop, only taking Silas and his driver a few minutes to reach it. Once they arrived, Silas quickly stepped out of the carriage, eager to find out more about the ticket stub. He turned to the driver. “Wait here.”
Approaching the large, red-bricked building, he made sure to put his new badge on his chest where everyone could see it. He found it pleasant to see people nod to him with respect. Way better than being a rookie.
“Always appreciated,” he said to the doorman as he entered the terminal, making his way through the large archways holding up the main building. Inside, he walked towards one of the office windows. As he approached, waiting for him was a wiry, little old man dressed up in a crisp uniform.
“Good morning, sir,” the old man said.
“And a good morning to you.”
“Are you going on a day trip? I say that because you have no luggage.”
“No, I’m just here to inquire about something.”
“Oh?”
Silas pulled out the ticket stub Mr. Grant had given him. “I found this stub at a crime scene. Now, it doesn’t tell me much, since it’s just the stub of a ticket, plus it’s been torn up a bit as you can see. There’s a series of numbers on it. I was wondering if you could decipher those for me.”
“I can sure try,” the man said. Once Silas gave him the stub, he studied it for a moment. “Hmm, all the numbers seem to be intact. Give me a moment here.” He bent over to grab a couple of manifestos that were both about four inches thick. He slammed them on the table. “Sorry about that. Let’s see then, these numbers here tell me where it came from.” He searched down a schedule of trains. “This is the Lawrence train. Yes, from Lawrence to Lowell and then to Boston.”
“Lawrence?”
“It’s on the northern part of the state,” the old man said, noticing his confusion.
“Right,” Silas said. “And when was this?”
The old man searched the other set of numbers. “About a week ago. Well, exactly a week ago, on a Monday morning. It was the morning train looks like, the Seven Train.”
“Hmm,” Silas said, tapping his fingers on the ticket office desk. 
The old man didn’t necessarily approve of the nervous tick. 
“Oh, sorry. Do those numbers say anything about who purchased the ticket or where it was purchased?”
“No, unfortunately it doesn’t,” the old man said. “All it says is that it came from Lawrence.”
“I see,” Silas remarked, disappointed.
“It does have the passenger’s cabin number.”
“Oh?”
“Yes, it was cabin seventeen.”
“Well, is that particular train here at the station?”
“I believe so. It’s not leaving until this afternoon.”
“Do you mind if I have a look inside?”
“I don’t see a problem with it.” He took out a whistle and blew on it. Immediately, a ticket inspector came running up to him. “If you can, please escort...”
“Deputy Inspector de San Michel.”
“Depu—Boy, that’s a mouthful, isn’t it?” Silas narrowed his eyes, and the old man cleared his throat nervously. “Yes, well, please escort Deputy Inspector de San Michel to the Seven Train. He wants to inspect a cabin.” The old man smiled, obviously pleased with his pun.
“Charming,” Silas remarked, reluctantly acknowledging the man’s humor. 
“This way, Inspector,” the ticket official said. Silas followed. Once they reached the train, the ticket inspector went in first. “His cabin is over this way.”
“His? So you saw him?”
“Yes. I took his ticket.”
“Is that right?”
“Yes, sir.”
“And what did he look like, this man?”
“He was tall and quite slim. But he had large hands; they looked strong. He was wearing a big hat, so I couldn’t see much of his face, but from what I did see, I could tell he was in his forties. He had a sharp face, very Anglo-European.”
“Did you see his eyes?”
“Why, yes, I did. Well, it was quite difficult. He had on a pair of thick reading glasses, but I could tell his eyes were a bit light, um, a sort of mint green color.”
“Were they bright?”
“They...were strange, is all I can say.”
“Hmm.”
They reached cabin seventeen. “Well, here you are. It’s not too big in there, just a couple of bench seats and a small book stand.”
From the minute he stepped inside, Silas was disappointed. He could tell the room was empty. There were no papers or cups or napkins anywhere, or reading material for that matter, something that could add a little more insight into the killer’s world. 
But then he smelled it.
“What is that?”
“What’s the matter, Inspector?”
“Don’t you smell that?”
“No, I don’t smell anything. What are you smelling?”
“Flowers,” Silas knelt down in order to smell one of the benches. 
The ticket inspector began to fidget, embarrassed by Silas’s behavior. “What exactly are you doing, sir?”
“This is where he sat. I don’t think these flowers I smell grow around here, not in Boston.”
“What flowers?”
“Damn. I just wish he could’ve left something.” He turned to the ticket inspector. “He must’ve had flowers with him. Did you notice that?”
“Um, he did have something wrapped up in a bag. He was quite delicate with it, holding on to it with a tenacious grip.”
“Right. I just wish I knew what kind of flowers they were and where they grew, and I can’t seem to get this damn scent out of my nose. The smell is so strong. It’s like the flowers never left this cabin.” Then he thought of something. “How long has it been since this cabin’s been cleaned?”
“Actually, I’m afraid it hasn’t been cleaned yet. The janitor responsible for this train has been out all week sick, the winter and all.”
“Yes, yes, of course. That would explain why the scent is still here, but I—It’s just so strong.” His eyes searched the room. “Where is the wastebasket? You said the room hasn’t been cleaned; where is the basket to this room?”
“Right next to the bench, underneath the bookstand.”
Silas poked his head under and saw the wastebasket. He pulled it out and sighed. He was hoping to find some papers or reading material inside the basket, but all he found were three large— “Petals!” he said adamantly. He held one of them up to the light. “I don’t recognize this type of flower. Have you seen anything like it?” He held the petal up to the ticket inspector.
“No, nothing like it in my life.”
“That doesn’t do us any good. Maybe I can take the petals to a flower shop.”
“Well, what does it say on that card there?”
“Card?” Silas turned to look inside the trashcan and noticed a small card that had been covered by the petals. He reached in and grabbed it. The card was just a blank “to and from” card. But then he turned it around, and what he saw made him smile. “Ha! We have an address, good sir. Rutherford’s Flowers. And let’s see here. Andover, Massachusetts. I’m assuming that’s close to Lawrence?”
“Yes, sir. I’m surprised you’ve never heard of it. It’s quite famous. You’re not from Boston, are you?”
“Ask me that some other time; I might be able to tell you.”
“Pardon?”
“Never mind.” Silas stood up. “So, what’s so great about Andover?”
“It’s where they had all those kidnappings.”
“Kidnappings? Tell me more.”
“They were quite random. Andover had never experienced anything like it. It’d always been such a peaceful town, and some forty-odd years ago, there was a string of kidnappings, about thirty kids taken in total, all happening within the span of one year. And then...that was it. None of the cases were ever solved. It was as if all those kids just simply vanished.”
“Vanished?” Silas echoed, lowering his eyes, remembering the kidnapping scene he worked on during his first day as an officer, just before he met Posy. He wondered if those kidnappings had anything to do with the present ones that were happening around town. And then he thought of something even more far-fetched. What if these recent kidnappings are somehow related to Mr. Factory’s sudden appearance in Boston? He turned to the man. “When is the next train to Andover?”
“This afternoon.”
“I think it’s time I became familiar with this famous city.”
 
 
As the day grew older, the temperature dropped so cold that Silas had to put his coat to good use, wrapping it tightly around his athletic frame and tucking his chin into his chest while his hat kept his head warm. For a few hours he rode the northern train up to Essex County, located near the borders of Massachusetts and New Hampshire. While he waited, he shut his eyes and dreamed a peaceful sleep, devoid of any dark memories or heartache. Well, almost none of them.
Lucy.
The train’s whistle blew, and Silas awoke from his dream. He sat up, alerted. There weren’t that many people in his car, just a few stragglers sitting near the front. He stood up and got off the train, hailing a cab. The carriage pulled up, drawn by a single horse, with the driver sitting atop the cab near the rear. He approached the driver.
“Where to?”
Silas handed him the card with the name of the flower shop. “Could you take me here?”
“Absolutely,” the driver replied. “I know exactly where that is. In you go, sir.”
Silas boarded the carriage. It only took him but a few minutes to go three blocks, and there it was, the quaint flower shop: Rutherford’s Flowers. 
After paying the driver, Silas stood at the entrance, observing the whole of the building. It was a small boutique made up of white bricks with navy accents. He stepped in and walked up to the front desk, ringing the service bell. 
A woman approached him. At first, she was wary of Silas, since he was a bit intimidating with his athletic frame draped in a dark coat and hat, but after she saw his badge, she straightened up and welcomed him in. “Oh, hello, Officer. What can I help you with today?”
“Hello there. I’ll be quite quick.” He pulled out the card and a couple of the flower petals he found inside the trash can back on the train. “What can you tell me about these petals?”
“Oh, where did you find these?” 
“I found them strewn about in a train. They have the most interesting smell, which I find fascinating, but I don’t know what type of flower it comes from.”
“I don’t know the name off the top of my head, but I believe it’s a tropical flower.”
“Tropical?”
“Yes, we have them imported from time to time. They’re quite exotic and expensive.”
“So not many people ask for them?” 
“No, not at all. We only have one customer that asks for such a rare flower.”
“You wouldn’t happen to have this customer’s name?”
“I do. But that’s not something I can share with you.”
“What if I said that I have good reason to believe that the purchaser of such a flower is the same person that has assaulted a number of pregnant teenage girls, murdering the babies in the young mothers’ wombs?”
The shop owner gasped.
“Please, I need your help. Do you have the transaction records for this flower’s purchase?”
“One second.” She grabbed her long file box and sifted through the receipts. “Here it is. It was purchased recently, about a week ago.”
That’s got to be Mr. Factory.
“But there’s really not much information on the receipt. There’s no address, only his name.”
“That’s a start. Could I see it?”
“Sure.” She handed over the receipt.
Silas took a look at the piece of paper. “Hmm.”
“What’s the matter?”
“I was expecting a bit more than ‘Mr. Factory Boston.’” Boston? What kind of last name is that?
“Yes, I remember being put off by his name. It is quite strange.”
“Do you remember what he looked like?”
“Why, yes. He was quite handsome. He had very neat dark brown hair and the prettiest eyes I’ve ever seen on a man—well, on any person, really. They were about as strange as his name, but still very striking.”
“Anything else?”
“I remember he was very soft spoken. He spoke with a dull, monotonic tone. And his accent was like a mix of American and the Queen’s English.”
“Right,” Silas said, frustrated. Just a name and a description were not going to help him find Mr. Factory. Hmm, but maybe... “Say, do you know of the kidnappings that happened around here some forty years ago?” She looked old enough to maybe know something about them.
“The kidnappings? Who doesn’t know about them?”
Silas raised his hand.
“Well, I can tell you’re not from around here.”
“Oh, you don’t know the half of it.” He smiled.
“Right, well, yes, they happened about forty years ago. I don’t know much about them. All I know is that the children were all local, and it happened swiftly. They were taken, never to be seen again.” The shop owner turned towards her front window. “A lot of the children went to that school over there, two blocks down. I’m sure they’ll have more answers for you.”
“Oh.” Silas glanced at where she pointed to. “I appreciate all the help you’ve given me.”
“Not a problem, Officer. Didn’t you say you were from Boston?”
“Yes.”
“Well, you could always visit our other store down there. We have one in Boston, a larger one.”
“Is that so? I’ll keep that in mind.” Silas approached the exit but then unexpectedly stopped. He went over his thoughts for a moment. “Actually, I might need something.” He walked over to her. “What do you have as far as nice bouquets for, say...a lady friend?”
“Oh, we have lots of those. Trust me.” She winked at him.
“Ah, okay. Is there a way where you can contact the store down in Boston and have a bouquet of your prettiest flowers delivered?”
“Of course. What would you like?”
“You have better taste than me, I’m sure. Just send whatever pleases you.”
“I know exactly what to pick, then.”
“Great.”
“And who’s it for? Who can I make the card out to?”
“Well, it’s from Silas to...” He thought about it. “Um, a Lucy Reilly.”
“Lucy, huh?”
His eyes moved in such a way, signaling to the lady that he was furiously thinking. “No, wait, wait. Um, well...sorry, um—You know, make it out to Posy Chapman instead. I’ll write down the address.”
“Oh, you’re one of those.”
“What? No, it’s not what it seems.”
“That’s what they all say.”
“Um, sure.”
“What message should I write?”
He thought about it carefully. That I can’t stop thinking about her lately for some odd reason. 
“Uh, just put...that I am sorry for being a jerk. Simple enough.”
“They all say that too.”
He sighed. “Then this should be easy for you.” He didn’t want to argue. “Thanks again.” He paid the shop owner and exited the store.
Instead of hailing a cab, Silas decided to walk to the school. The city of Andover was not as busy as Boston, but it still had a sufficient amount of activity buzzing along its streets and store corners. Once he reached the school, he stood there staring at its historic magnificence.
The school was situated at the corner of a city block. A black iron gate surrounded its perimeter. Its walls were all brick, painted over with a lucid red color, reaching up six stories high. The school’s corners were rounded off in a turret-like shape, and the top floor was surrounded by a distinctive black iron porch wrapped all around the building’s perimeter.
Silas stepped inside.
An old woman at the front office immediately jumped up in order to greet him. “Can I help you, sir?”
“I’m hoping you can. I’m Deputy Inspector de San Michel.”
“What is it that I can help you with, Inspector?”
“I just arrived from Boston.”
“Oh my. What’s the problem?”
“We’ve...been having a string of kidnappings recently, especially during the last week, and I caught word that something similar happened here a long time ago, especially regarding some of the kids that attended this school. Do you know anything about that?”
“Of course. But that was almost forty years ago. I mean, I only know what everybody else who grew up here knows. And everyone that worked here when it happened has pretty much left, retired, or even died, I’m afraid.”
“I see. But are there any records of these kidnappings?”
“We might have something in our archives, but I’m not sure if that’s something I can show you.”
“Please, I need something. The more I know about these kidnappings, the closer I can hopefully get to solve the ones in Boston. Any help would be appreciated.”
“Oh, all right. Wait here. Let me get the key.”
The old woman showed Silas the way to the storage room located down in the basement. It was cold and musty, and they had to light at least four lanterns to get the room to become vibrant enough to scour through a great number of loose papers.
“All we have are these files here,” the woman said.
Silas looked through a variety of newspaper clippings detailing the chronological order of the kidnappings and their victims. He then took out a folder with the victims’ information, personal data, grades, and applications. “How many kids were taken from here?”
“There were a total of thirty-two kids taken in all, and about fifteen were from here, so almost half.”
“Unbelievable.” Silas combed through the papers. He noticed something. “So, they were all boys?”
“From what I can remember, yes.”
“Doesn’t that seem strange to you?”
“Well, of course, but no one really knew why. It was just the kidnapper’s preference, I guess.”
“Hmm,” Silas said, quickly combing through the boys’ files. “I don’t really see any patterns that are suspicious. All the boys were different in appearance and in age. Their grades are all over the place, some were studious, and others weren’t as much. It all seems quite random.” Silas leaned back in his chair and sighed. Why would they take these kids? There has to be something.
He cleared his mind and wiped his eyes, starting to sift through the kids’ papers once again. Starting with the first boy, he shuffled through the dossiers. “If I could only see a pattern, something that would...”
“What’s the matter?”
“Wait a minute,” Silas whispered, looking at one boy’s detention report. He read it carefully and noticed the boy was sent to the principal’s office for bullying. He searched the other papers and came upon other detention reports. All the same. The boys had a tendency to be disruptive, but more specifically, pick on their classmates. “They were all bullies.”
“What’s that?” The old woman put her glasses on.
“All these boys had numerous detention reports. They were all punished for frequent bullying.”
“So? How does that help you in any way?”
“It helps me some because now we can categorize the boys into a group. We have a...behavioral profile. If I can cross-reference this with the kids from Boston, there could be a possible match, and therefore, it might be the same kidnapper.”
“A kidnapper that’s forty years older?”
“Yes, one kidnapper can’t do this all alone,” Silas admitted. “But a certain group? That’s different. It’s possible that this group finds someone to do all the kidnapping. It’s a theory—a very flawed theory—but it’s a starting point.” Silas sifted through the last of the boys’ files, making sure he didn’t miss anything else.
“Oh, I remember him,” the old woman said. “Oh my heavens. I almost forgot.”
“Remember? You used to work at this school during the kidnappings?”
“No. But my oldest son went to school here during that time, and that boy, the last one you have there, was good friends with my son. I remember the day when I heard about his kidnapping. It was awful.”
“Was he a bully too? I mean, did he bully your son?”
“No, my son never told me that he was being bullied by him. But...I never got the sense that he was that type. Though there was something odd about the boy, something off-putting. I think emotionally, he wasn’t all there. He was an orphan, living in a foster household.”
“Oh.” Silas didn’t pay much attention to her, especially since she began to reminisce about the boy. 
“One thing I do remember about him was that he was quite the handsome boy for his age.”
“Hmm.” Silas ignored her while he sifted through more files.
“He had the prettiest eyes I’d ever seen. They were...luminous.”
“I’m sorry, what?”
“I was mentioning the boy’s eyes. They were lovely.”
Silas just stared at the woman, knowing now precisely who the boy was, and calmly, he asked, “What was his name?”
“Um, it was...Klaus. Yes...Klaus Dettweiler. It’s in his file.”
“Klaus, huh?”
And the woman’s eyes lit up as if she’d been hit by a runaway memory spiraling into her thoughts. “That’s right! I almost didn’t remember.”
“What? What did you forget?”
“There was an instance about a month after Klaus was kidnapped. Someone had anonymously told the police that they spotted Klaus with some young doctor who’d made a name for himself working with a number of orphanages around the northern part of Massachusetts. But nothing came of it. I don’t even think the police even investigated the report.”
Not surprising.
“Is this doctor still around?”
“I think so,” the woman replied. “A couple of my friends were talking about him a few days ago at the hair parlor. He’s retired now and runs a clinic about five blocks from here. He lives in the same building. You think he knows something about the kidnappings?”
“That’s what I’m going to find out.”
“Then, if you must, be careful.”
“Why do you say that?” Silas stood up and put the boys’ files back in their boxes.
“He’s sort of...strange. The man’s a bit paranoid. His wife left him because of it, and I don’t think he’s seen his children in a long time.”
“I see.” Silas made his way up the stairs with the woman. “Well, thanks for the warning.”
“I do hope you find what you need. I think, secretly, that the town as a whole yearns to bring closure to what happened with those kidnappings, even if it was a good forty years ago.”
“And I hope to bring that closure to them,” Silas said sincerely, heading up to the first floor and walking his way towards the exit. “If anyone comes asking, you never saw me. Understood?”
“Why?”
“For your protection.”
A string of goosebumps ran up the lady’s arm.
“Good day.” Silas escaped out into the hallway and out the front entrance.
 
 
It was early evening when Silas finally located the county clinic where the famed doctor was rumored to have been operating for the past ten years. It looked a bit run-down, nestled in the heart of the city, between a bakery and a taxidermy shop.
Ugh.
Yet even though the building might have been on its last legs, inside the clinic there was a storm of busy bodies running around, frantically performing their daily duties. A group of nurses attended to the sick and needy. The lobby was jam-packed with the homeless and desperate. Crazy or not, the doctor was someone of high esteem, beloved by the city’s poor and destitute. Doesn’t mean he doesn’t have secrets. Everyone does.
He knocked on the door and a nurse came running to answer. “Hello,” Silas said. “My name is...”
“You don’t have to knock, you know. Hurry up and come in. It’s quite cold out there.”
“Well, I don’t...”
“Hurry up now,” she urged, encouraging Silas to step inside. “You can have a seat over there. We are already short-staffed, so you’re in for a long wait. I hope you brought something to read.”
“Wait, all I need...”
“Wait your turn, sir,” the nurse interrupted, ignoring his plea, and apparently, his badge. “Doctor Sabatini will be with you as soon as he can.”
Good grief. Silas sat down next to a couple of homeless men with their clothes and coats torn to bits. They coughed furiously into their weathered hands. Phlegm. Cough. Snot. This was probably not the best idea.
Patiently, he sat on his chair, observing the doctor as he moved from one patient onto the other. The doctor didn’t seem strange or out of his mind. He was nearing his late seventies, but he still diligently worked on his patients, diagnosing them and providing the right treatment. They all left with smiles on their faces. This was a good man. What did he have to do with the kidnappings?
Finally, Silas was the last one left. It was near closing time. The doctor took off his used gloves and began putting on a new pair.
“That won’t be necessary,” Silas said, still sitting in his chair, his face partly covered by the evening’s shadows as they peeked in through the large window.
“I’m sorry?”
“You can put those away. I’m not ailing at the moment, at least as far as I know.” He stood up and approached the doctor. He showed the doctor his badge. “I’m Deputy Inspector de San Michel. I just wanted a quick word with you, only a few minutes. I’ll be gone in no time. I know you have to close shop.”
“What can I help you with, Inspector? If I’m not mistaken, that’s a Boston PD badge. Why are you all the way out here?”
“Well, that’s the thing. I’m investigating a couple of recent kidnappings in my area, and I was told the same thing happened here forty years ago.”
“Oh.” The doctor stepped back and leaned against a wall, covering himself in shadows. “And what can I help you with? I certainly don’t know anything about any kidnappings.”
“Oh, you don’t?”
“Certainly not. I was just a young man back then, keeping my nose in medical journals and the like. The only thing I knew of those kidnappings were small details, and that was after the fact.”
“I see, Dr. Sabatini. And I believe you. But the only thing I really want to know is—who is Klaus?”
Doctor Sabatini kept silent, but Silas could hear a small gulp wash down the doctor’s throat.
“Doctor?” he prompted.
“I don’t know anyone by that name, Inspector. I’m sorry.” He fidgeted.
“Think hard, Doc. Forty years ago, you knew a boy named Klaus. Isn’t that correct?”
“I’ve never known anyone by that name. Not now, not then, not ever.”
“There was a rumor back then that you were seen with one of the kidnapped boys, Klaus, just a few days after his supposed kidnapping. Were you not questioned about that?”
The doctor steadily began to gain some confidence. “You’re the first one to have ever questioned me about those kidnappings...forty years later, I may add. And like you said, it was all just...a rumor.”
Silas didn’t waver a bit. “You used to work for an orphanage back then. Is this correct?”
“I’ve worked for many over the years, but yes, I had a place in a few orphanages when I was still doing my residency. I was helping out. I’ve always helped out. It’s my passion. Helping people has always been my love in life.”
“So you healed and looked out for orphans when you were just starting out?”
The doctor shifted his stance. “No, actually, I didn’t start out as a physician.”
“Oh?”
“I was first engrossed in psychology and pursued my doctorate in psychiatric work.”
“Really,” Silas replied, now even more interested. “So you counseled the orphans?”
“Precisely. I cared for their minds instead of their bodies.”
“I see. And did you counsel Klaus?”
The doctor laughed. “How could I have counseled Klaus if I never knew him? You’re a slick one, Inspector. Always a distastefully charming quality found in our public servants.”
Silas smiled. This guy is not going to budge an inch. “Well, I think you’ve answered all my questions, Doctor. It’s clear you don’t know Klaus or anything else about the kidnappings. Sorry to have been a bother.” He turned around and opened the door. “Good day.” 
Silas closed the door, and the doctor was left bewildered at Silas’s willingness to concede defeat so quickly. He let out a great gasp of air. Never had he thought he’d hear Klaus’s name again.
 
 
A few hours after Silas had left, Dr. Sabatini retired to his upstairs living quarters. Once inside, he took off his physician’s coat and spread it out on the living room sofa. He lit up a few lanterns hanging on the wall and also one sitting on the kitchen table. He walked up the stairs towards the third level, where his bedroom and office were located, in order to undress and unwind. A moment passed while the lanterns downstairs burned in complete silence.
A shadow crossed the living room. Silas had easily managed to scale the building and let himself in through one of the windows. He stood in the middle of the living room for a second, observing the furniture and various knick-knacks. What now, Silas?
He took his foot and gently knocked over a large vase filled with water and a few flowers.
Oops.
Reacting to the commotion, the doctor came barreling down the stairs until he reached the last few steps, which he took a bit slower. He stepped into the living room, seeing the vase on the floor rolling down towards one of the loveseats. Before he had time to react, he heard a plate rattle in the kitchen. Quickly, he scurried over to the kitchen and poked his head inside. Nothing was out of place, except for a window that had been left open. Alarmed, Doctor Sabatini rushed up to the window and slammed it shut.
With Sabatini’s focus displaced, Silas scurried up the stairs. When he first entered the doctor’s office, Silas was overwhelmed by the smell of old books, and it looked like the doctor had already taken a number of books off the shelves and slammed them down on the desk, toppled all over each other. They were mostly philosophical books, from existential philosophers to modern skeptics, except for two of them, which were clearly works regarding the science of psychoanalysis. Two large candles sat on a night table, and a hefty open lantern rested atop his desk. 
Near the eastern bookshelf, he saw a large wall-mounted vault which had been recently opened. Papers and files had been taken out; some were left dangling from the edges of the vault. The doctor had spread the papers out on his desk, looking over them, tossing one over another in disarray. 
Silas approached the desk. What’s all this? He scanned the various folders and loose papers. He picked up the first file and read the label to himself. “Eighth Level Modified Curriculum, The Factory.” Curriculum?
 He looked at some other papers. He found an application for a revision of curriculum sent in by Dr. Sabatini to some institution named The Factory. It was a suggestion of some classical philosophical courses to be offered at said institution. On the bottom of the application, in big letters, it was stamped: REJECTED. The reason?
“Deficient of analytical humanism,” Silas whispered. “Courses may instill sympathetic tendencies in fourth-year subjects.” What the hell is all of this? He turned his focus to another folder but then heard Dr. Sabatini walk up the stairs. Damn. He hurried over to the corner of the office and stood behind the door. 
Dr. Sabatini stepped inside, and immediately he knew someone had been looking through his papers. “Anyone here?” He scanned the room and poked his head out into the hallway. “Hello?”
Silas silently took out a small ball-like object about the size of a marble from his pocket; it was something he had constructed back at Belloc’s townhome with a bit of cloth and loose dirt. He took the ball and threw it at the first candle’s wick. 
Perfect shot. 
Instantly, the flame blew out. When the doctor stepped back into his office, he noticed the difference immediately. He could see the dead flame’s smoke trailing up towards the ceiling. “What’s going on? Who did that?”
Silas took another of the balls and threw it at the second candle. 
Snuff. 
The light went out. Scared, the doctor stepped back, almost walking into one of the bookshelves. A few books dropped on top of him, making him yelp in shock. He fell to the floor and scurried back towards the entrance. “Who is that? Who’s here?” He stood up and approached the window, looking outside.
Nothing but winter.
He turned around and scanned the room, failing to notice Silas hidden deep in the shadows. He walked over to the office’s washroom, inspecting it, finding nothing out of the ordinary.
Silas whistled faintly.
“What was that?” Sabatini quickly jerked his head back towards the office. “Is there someone here? Is there—what do you want?”
Silas took out one of his flat black darts and lobbed it over towards the desk. It stuck to the wood, making a thumping sound.
“No,” the doctor said as he whipped around and quickly honed in on the black dart. He approached the object, bending over to marvel at its uniqueness. “What is that?” Finally realizing that someone was there with him, he walked over behind the desk and reached into one of the drawers. Pulling out a large knife, he raised it to the nameless intruder. “Show yourself.”
Silas didn’t move or say anything.
“Show yourself now!”
Nothing.
Dr. Sabatini thought for a moment and tried something different. “Just tell me what you want, and I’ll give it to you, but you have to leave.”
Silas pondered on the doctor’s offer, deciding whether he should make himself known. It might work. He took a step forward, but then the unexpected happened that took Silas completely by surprise.
“Klaus? Klaus? Is that you?”
Upon hearing that name, Silas moved back into the shadows and let the doctor say what he had to say.
“Klaus? Is it you? If it’s you, I won’t try to hurt you.” He put the knife down. “Klaus, listen to me. I didn’t say anything. That policeman came to see me, but I said nothing. I swear to you, Klaus—he doesn’t know a damn thing.” He moved to the side, bumping into his nightstand and almost scaring himself to death. “Tell...them...tell them that I didn’t say anything. I’ve never said anything.”
No answer.
“Please, Klaus, don’t do this.” But after a minute of standing in the shadows and not hearing a response, he calmed down and sighed. “I know you’re in here, Klaus. I could always tell when you were in the room. You can’t fool me. You never could.”
He thinks I’m Klaus. That’s not encouraging.
“Klaus, if...you have to do it...then go ahead and do it quickly.” Dr. Sabatini took off his glasses and rolled up his sleeves. He loosened up his tie so he could breathe better. “Do it quickly, Klaus. Don’t make me suffer.”
Again, no answer.
“I’m tired, Klaus. I’m weary from keeping in all of this...secrecy inside of me. I’ve had enough. I don’t think I can stand to live any longer.” He waited for an answer. “Klaus?” His plea was only met with a silent despair. “Oh, the hell with it, Klaus. I’m not going to stand here and let you torture me. If you won’t do it, then I might as well try.” Dr. Sabatini lunged for the knife.
Silas instantly shot out of the shadows. “Doc, no!”
Too late. 
Dr. Sabatini had already managed to plunge the knife deep within his chest, forcing him to double over and fall to the floor. 
Silas knelt beside him, dumbfounded. “Why did you do that?” Silas said as he grabbed him. “Don’t touch it. I’ll have to see if I can pull it out.”
The doctor stared at Silas with amazement. “You’re not Klaus. You’re him, the slick policeman.”
“Be quiet, Doc. Try not to talk.”
“You’re not him,” the doctor kept saying. “You’re not Klaus.”
Well, thank God for that. “Stop talking.”
“But you,” the doctor gasped. “You—you have it as well.”
Curious, Silas stared into his eyes. “Have what, Doc?”
“You’re not Klaus, yet your eyes, though they’re not as luminous as his, have the same darkness. You are both...birds of the same feather.”
Silas abruptly let Dr. Sabatini drop to the floor, shocked from what he had just heard him say. He jumped to his feet and took a few steps back. His eyes quivered, and his cheeks trembled, watching the poor doctor gasp for life. What the hell did he mean, that I’m like him? “No, you’re wrong. I’m nothing like him. I don’t murder babies and kill young girls.”
The doctor’s eyes exploded with dismay, and as he took his last breath, he mumbled to himself, “Oh, God, what have I done?” His arms dropped to the floor, dead.
Silas knelt down beside the doctor. He took his hat off and used it to cover the doctor’s face.
Clearly, this man was afraid of Klaus; he knew that he was a killer. But is this truly the same man as the one I hunt, this Klaus?
Silas stood up and walked over to the doctor’s desk. Sitting down, he began to take his time reading through all the files and papers. He came upon one folder that had a number of syllabi for different school years. Apparently, this institution named The Factory was very well organized, dividing their students into different years. He found curriculum for third-year students, and also fourth years, and following with the fifth years; it was all there. But it was all very vague, nothing specific.
He looked inside all the desk drawers and found nothing of interest. He then decided to run his hand under the desk, and he found a large attachment with a tiny switch on the side. Disengaging the lock, the front flap of the attachment flipped open, and inside, Silas found a large binder stuffed with various pages and folders. He took it out and dropped it on top of the desk.
Written on the front of the binder were the words:
 
FABRICAE NOVA SCOTIA
De Duobus Malis, Majorem est Semper Eligendum
Exitus Acta Probat
 
Silas stared at the words, and instantly he recognized their meaning. “The Factory of New Scotland,” he mumbled. “Out of two evils, the greater is always to be chosen. The result validates the deed.”
Apparently I know Latin.
He opened up the binder, and on the first page it had the schedule and syllabus for the sixth-year students.
Hmm, looks like the good doctor must’ve been part of this institution. Is this where Klaus ultimately ended up?
He searched the pages, finding the binder to be divided into subsections corresponding to different classes. He came upon one course that struck him as odd. “The Demeaning of the Human Object,” Silas read. “What in God’s name is that?” And why would you teach it to a child?
He flipped to some other chapters. “Desensitizing: Stripping Away the Fallacies of Empathy and Sympathy.” And then another. “The Principles of Soft Torture Level Two: Small Mammals.” Torture?
He flipped through the rest of the pages until he came upon a thick folder near the end. On the front of the folder it read: Subject 38. He opened it and found a picture of a boy around fifteen years old. Silas held it up close to his face. “Look at those eyes.”
It’s him. The Killer. The Monster. Klaus. “So you are Mr. Factory Boston. But what’s with the weird name?” He put the picture down and looked at his file. He sifted through a number of psychological reports. But these weren’t ordinary psyche reports. Normally, the subject would begin with a psychosis and then be treated to eliminate the problem. But these progress reports were the exact opposite. They began with a mind that was stable from the outset, and then, through careful indoctrination, eventually fell into a psychosis, like using reverse psychoanalysis. 
He picked up one treatment report. “Amoral score still at forty percent. Sociopathy/Psycopathy at a low level. Needs improvement.” He threw the papers down, disgusted. “It’s like Dr. Sabatini was out to create some type of monster.” He picked up the picture of the boy. “Who the hell are you, Klaus?” Or better yet, “what” the hell are you?
He rubbed his face, realizing that he was getting deeper into a far-reaching rabbit hole, a hole that would possibly lead him to unimaginable horrors. Yet he knew it needed investigating, and he was the one chosen for the task, whether he liked it or not.
I need to find out more about this institution, this so-called “factory.”
He looked at the doctor’s body, lying there lifeless. He grabbed a shirt from the doctor’s wardrobe and placed it on top of the doctor’s face, replacing his hat. He stood up and strode over to the desk. He grabbed the big binder along with as much information as he could carry. Passing the good doctor on his way out, he stopped and gave him one last look. “They’ll find you soon, Doc. The smell will slowly seep its way out of the home and down to the clinic. I bid you happy travels in the next age.” He exited the room and never once looked back.
 
 
The next train to Boston wasn’t going to be available until the next morning, so Silas decided to pay a visit to Andover’s main police department. After much fussing and convincing, Silas was able to buy himself some time searching through loads and loads of old case files, particularly those involving the strange kidnappings that occurred forty years ago. He sat in an old, frail wooden chair. His neck bothered him, and his rear hurt against the stiffness of the wood. He’d been scavenging through multiple cases for hours and had yet to come up with anything mildly significant.
That is, until he came upon a large file that was created by an Inspector Duvan back when the kidnappings took place. The file was everything that he searched for, detailed dossiers on each kid with extensive notes on witnesses. He took out his own files that he’d brought with him, which he kept hidden in a bag he stole from Dr. Sabatini’s home, and cross-referenced them with the dossiers that Inspector Duvan had written up. 
One by one, he cross-checked them, hoping to find some type of common denominator with the recent kidnappings. Yes, they were all bullies, but other than that, there wasn’t anything else he could match up until he came up to the extensive witness reports taken in Boston. Apparently, Inspector Duvan had traveled down to Boston following a lead he’d once discovered. 
Every witness had their own report written out and signed by Duvan. Silas read them thoroughly. There was one witness in particular that piqued his interest. His eyes honed in on the witness’s words. “It was dark, but I could still see the lengths of the docks, and near the far end was a group of small children,” Silas said as he read the statement. “Now, normally, I’m indifferent to that sort of thing, but this was nearing the witch’s hour. It was not a time for children to be out.” Silas noticed that Duvan had circled something he had written. “Asked dock master about boys. Denied the whole thing. No more witnesses. Dead end.”
He then turned to another report that was starred by the Inspector as being very important. There was a note on top of the page. It read: My biggest lead so far.
Silas scanned the report and noticed something curious. “I don’t typically work on the night shift,” Silas mumbled, reading the witness’s report. “But that night they were short-handed, so I went up to the top deck port side to do my fill of work. And that’s when I saw it. Only a few of us did. It was like a large black shadow as big as a ship passing us in the opposite direction about three hundred feet from our own ship. It took us a few seconds to realize that it was truly a ship, painted all in black with black flags. I don’t know where it was going or why it would try so hard to disguise itself, but we knew for sure it wasn’t pirates. They don’t care about being invisible; they’ll come up on you like a lion on a zebra. Regardless, the strangest thing that we experienced was a low, continuous wailing stemming from the ship as it passed us, like children crying. It was the scariest sound I’d ever heard.”
Is it possible that these kids are being shipped somewhere? Maybe to this factory in...New Scotland?
He took the rest of the reports and stuffed them inside his bag. The sun had come over the horizon, and it was time to head back to the train station.
So, the killer of these girls’ babies was once a victim of his own, kidnapped and taken to some institution where they taught him a number of disturbing things. I’m not surprised he turned out the way he did, sadistic and amoral. But what does he have to do with the Valentine Society? And why would he go after their children? At least now I know what he looked like as a child, and hopefully I can draw something up at home, age him a bit and create a profile of him as he is now. I’m getting closer, but time’s running out.
Silas packed up his things and made his way out of the police precinct towards the train terminal, which was only a few blocks away. As he walked the streets, he couldn’t help but notice the harmony that the city dwellers brought to the city, the peace and stability that a group of people could generate as long as every part of their daily routines flowed smoothly without any hiccups. He thought about this for a moment and soon realized how awful and disruptive it must’ve been for this particular city to experience the rarity and horror of the kidnappings forty years ago. It almost seemed like the kidnappings happened just to spite the peaceful and harmonious state the city always found itself in. All it took was one person or even a group of people to commit certain crimes to bring the city to its knees. It reminded Silas of the disruption that the group of girls was experiencing at the moment. A killer sent to disrupt an otherwise harmonious group of friends. 
This killer, this Mr. Factory—He’s like a weapon, a virus, sent to disrupt what is serene, to corrupt what is pure. He is a walking, talking, and breathing disease, one that can be hired and used to infect whatever or whomever.
“I need to warn Belloc,” Silas said. “This situation of ours might be spiraling out of control.”
Silas began running towards the train station, feeling the urge to get home as soon as possible. Once he reached the terminal, he slowed down and gathered his breath. He sat down on a bench near the sidewalk. Train won’t be coming for another half an hour. Might as well rest for a minute.
As he looked on at the people walking by, he marveled at the amount of families that were strolling by, all huddled together, holdings hands, laughing or screaming at each other. Didn’t matter. They were at least together. He smiled.
But his smile didn’t last long, for seeing the parade of families walking by suddenly triggered a violent memory inside his mind. He jerked his body, for in his thoughts he remembered being pushed down to the ground as a small child, someone’s boot was at his neck, pressing down hard. In his memory, he looked up, blinded by the amount of blood seeping down his forehead and into his eyes. All he could faintly see in front of him, about five yards away, was a woman kneeling in sorrow with both her arms extended upward, as if being held by something or someone. Suddenly, the woman looked up at Silas and spoke to him. “Silas, look away.” But he didn’t.
And then the sword came down.
It took Silas some time to recognize that the woman’s head had been cut off, and when he did, he screamed with all his might, but nothing came out except a deep and sorrowful moan. Waking up from his vision, he yelped as one would do when waking up from a horrible nightmare. The force of the memory made him jump up in his seat and tumble down to the floor, hyperventilating, tears running down his face. It took him a minute to compose himself, gasping for air as he fought to steady his breathing. Once he could talk, he said the only thing that came to his mind: “Mother.”
He closed his eyes, passing out from the emotional exhaustion due to his strange amnesia.
*



 


 
POSY SAT INSIDE BELLOC’S STUDY, alone, contemplating a roller coaster of emotions. She tugged at her ring, her impressive two-carat diamond trophy, one that she had slaved all of her life to obtain. Using her thumb, she twisted the precious ring around her finger, sighing with a cloud of confusion. Silas could never afford anything like this.
“Oh, God, what am I thinking?” she whispered to herself. “Who cares about him?” You do. “Hush,” she whispered. It’s not like he cares about me. 
“Oh, I need to get him out of my mind.” She rubbed her face with both of her hands.
Dalton walked in. “Hey,” he said. “Are you feeling all right?”
Posy smiled. He wasn’t Silas, but he was still quite handsome, and very tall. Definitely taller than whoever she was thinking about before. “Yes, I’m better now.”
“I’m glad,” Dalton said, grinning, staring into her eyes.
Belloc walked in, immediately noticing the flirtation between the two of them. Belloc had a knack for reading people, and he knew Dalton was a good man, maybe even a better man than Silas, but he also knew that Posy’s ship had already sailed, searching for that long-lost island of Silas de San Michel, and there was no turning back. Anything that happened now to disrupt her voyage would just bring trouble and unwanted grievance. “Dalton, I need you to go outside and find me at least four large rocks and a number of small ones.”
“Sure thing,” Dalton said, his eyes still on Posy.
“Now, Dalton.”
“Aye, Inspector.” He swiftly stood up and made his way out of the study.
Belloc approached Posy. “What are you thinking about?”
“Nothing much. It’s not important.”
“I’ve been working with you for a number of years. I know when something is wrong.”
“Just thinking about...Horace.”
“Oh. Having doubts?”
Posy shrugged her shoulders. She didn’t really want to say.
Belloc sat down beside her. “Look, Posy, you know how I feel about Horace. You’ve always known. I’ve never really liked him. I’ve always believed you could do better, and you always tried to convince me otherwise. Well, I’m still not convinced.” 
Posy crossed her arms. 
Belloc continued, “I don’t tell you these things because I want to hurt you. I tell you this because I care for you and for your future, and now, for your baby’s future as well.”
Posy turned to him, horrified and embarrassed. 
“Silas told me.”
“How did he know?”
“You really have to ask?” Belloc put his hand on her shoulder. “I know that Silas has had a somewhat dark past of which we are ignorant of, but I see him going through some type of transformation, as if he’s fighting to become something better than he was. I see in that man a great ability for compassion and love. No matter what happens with you and Horace, or with whomever, Silas will always watch over you and your baby. No questions asked. That’s the type of person he is. So whatever you decide to do, don’t push him away.”
Posy kept quiet.
“Now, as regards to Horace, you have to ask yourself if  he really cares about you.”
“Of course he does,” Posy automatically came to his defense.
“Right. I guess what I’m trying to say is that if someone truly loved you, they would support you, look after you, and celebrate all of your good qualities along with your unique ones, those that are still good but don’t necessarily conform to society’s norms. They would never be ashamed of them. That’s what you need to have, to look for. That’s the type of love you deserve. You can always tell that type of love from the way people look at each other.”
“You mean like Silas looks at Lucy?”
Belloc sighed. “Well, I wouldn’t assume to know anything about Silas’s relationship with Lucy. To be quite honest, I think Silas is grasping at straws, whether Lucy loves him back or not. I mean, if Silas does love Lucy. I wouldn’t know. I really have no idea. I...I mean—I should stop talking.” 
He stood up and walked towards his desk. “We need to concentrate on more important things, anyway.” He grabbed a copy of Mr. Grant’s map off his desk, which Silas had drawn earlier. “Posy, if you could, grab that desk over near the corner and pull it towards the middle of the room.”
“Sure thing,” Posy said, walking towards the desk and clearing the papers and books off it. She then pulled it all the way to the middle of the room. 
Belloc walked up and displayed the map on top of it. “Hold those two corners and I’ll hold these.”
“Okay,” Posy replied. “What now?”
“Um...we wait for Dalton.”
They stood there in silence for a few seconds, holding down the map on top of the desk.
“So, do you think Silas is okay? He’s been gone for a few days.”
“I’m sure he’s fine, Miss Chapman.”
“You’re getting formal with me again.”
“So?”
Posy smiled.
“Don’t worry about Silas. He can take care of himself, as we’ve all seen.”
Dalton came in, barely able to carry all the rocks in his hands.
“Thank you, Dalton, I’ve now aged a few years,” Belloc remarked.
“I had a hard time finding the small ones in all this snow.”
“Yes, yes, let’s hurry it up,” Belloc replied. “Put the four large ones on each corner and drop the pebbles near the middle.” 
Dalton did what he was told. 
“There we go. You can let go, Posy.”
All three of them stepped back in order to get a good look at Mr. Grant’s map.
“All right.” Belloc put the first pebble on top of the Decampses’ mansion. Then he put another on top of the Reillys’ mansion, and finally one pebble on the Dailey house. “Now, we know from Mr. Grant that there are three other girls left in the group that have yet to be attacked.” He placed three pebbles down. “The Lattimers, the Haralsons, and the Dupuyses.” After placing the small stones down, he stepped back to get a good look at the map.
“Is that what I think it is?” Dalton asked.
“It’s a circle,” Posy replied. “It’s almost a perfect circle.”
“Remember what we found written inside Miss Dailey’s book bag, the words ‘Valentine Circle’?” Belloc added.
“You think that’s a name they gave themselves as a group?” Posy said. “They called themselves The Valentine Circle?”
“Perhaps, but why would the girls just hang out with only the families that form the circle?” Belloc replied. “As you can see here, there are many more houses and mansions surrounding the other ones, all part of the Valentine Society.”
“Maybe the girls in the circle just happened to be really close friends,” Posy said.
“No, there has to be something more to it.” Belloc scratched his head.
“I just noticed something,” Posy said. 
“What’s that?” Belloc walked up closer to the table.
“The first victim was Miss Decamps, and then Miss Reilly, followed by Miss Dailey. Well, if you see on the map, that’s in perfect chronological order. So, keeping with the pattern—”
“The Lattimer girl would be next,” Belloc finished her thought.
“Most likely.”
“Damn. Then we can’t just sit here and do nothing.”
“Why don’t we follow up with what you had planned before?” Dalton said. “You and Posy head to the Lattimers, and I’ll head to the Haralsons and Dupuyses to see how they’re doing.”
“You’re right,” Belloc said. “But I can guarantee you that their house is going to be monitored, and more than likely, be guarded by O’Hara’s men.”
“Well, if they are guarded, then the girls should be safe, right?” Dalton asked.
“I wouldn’t bet on it. No, no, we have to act now. We can’t wait on Silas any longer. I don’t know how much luck he’ll have in finding the killer.” He tapped his cane on the floor as he paced the study. “How can we get to these girls without being caught by the parents or by O’Hara’s men? We can stakeout the girls’ houses, but we’ll be so far away, we wouldn’t know what was going on. We could try to sneak in, but...” He looked at Posy and Dalton. “That’s out of the question.”
“What does that mean?” Posy said.
“You know what I mean. I wish Silas would hurry up and get here.”
“So what do we have, then?” Dalton stepped up to the map.
“Well, we have a killer who is attacking this group of girls and killing their unborn babies,” Belloc said. “The question is: why? First, we have the parents. They are ordering someone to go around and assault their children.”
“But what kind of parent would do that to their child?” Posy asked.
“Good point,” Belloc replied. “Secondly, we have the possibility of some other group, something higher than the Valentine Society, who has inflicted this killer on these girls, maybe from a group dispute or vendetta. You know how these social elites are. Thirdly, we have the killer himself, this Mr. Factory. He could be out for revenge of some sort, or to manipulate the Valentine Society for his own interests. And fourth...” He stopped.
“Fourth?” Posy said, waiting.
“Fourthly, there is no real explanation. Mr. Factory could be attacking and killing these girls out of pure joy and pleasure. No motive. Nothing.” 
“That doesn’t really explain why they’re all pregnant, and not just that, but pregnant from one father,” Posy added.
Belloc sat down. “Precisely. As you can see, nothing really fits. The only thing we have going for us is that we have a good chance of knowing where the killer might strike next, and we should be there at this very moment.” Belloc stood up. “I’ve had enough of this blatant disregard for the law. I’m going straight to the source. I’m going to find that Lattimer girl and ask her everything about the Valentine Circle, whether it gets me locked up or not.”
“We can’t risk that,” Posy said.
“You have a better idea?” Belloc countered.
A knock at the door.
They all looked at each other, surprised.
“Are you expecting anyone?” Dalton said.
“Not that I now of,” Belloc said, walking up to the door. “Step aside.”
“No, Inspector. I’ll get it.” Quickly, Dalton stepped up to the door and looked out the peephole. “Oh.” He opened the door. “It’s you.” He moved out of the way.
Silas stood at the entrance to the townhome.
“Wait, you’re using the front door?” Posy said, bewildered.
Silas half-grinned as he stepped inside, carrying a couple of bags with him.
“Are you all right?” Belloc said, noticing something wrong with him.
“I’ll be fine. I had a few visions while I was out hunting for you-know-who. One of them was stronger than I had ever experienced.”
“Oh?”
“Yes, so strong that it put me in the hospital for a few hours.”
Concerned, Posy approached him, as if to put her hand on his waist, but caught herself before she could.
Silas noticed her worry. She shied away.
“What on earth happened?” Belloc asked.
“I must’ve passed out waiting for my train.” Silas sat down. “Next thing you know, I woke up inside a taxidermy shop. Seems like the owner saw me fall down as she passed by me. She took me to the hospital, where I stayed for a couple of hours, then she gave me a ride to her shop and gave me some food and drink. It was quite nice of her. The shop was a bit scary. Lots of dead animals smiling and winking at me. Though, in another section of the store, she sold collectibles, books, and a little bit of forged weaponry. Now that I found very appealing.” Silas rubbed his eyes. “Oh, that reminds me, Posy. I have something for you.” He went over to one of the bags and pulled out a bright, shining sword—a rapier to be exact—quite glorious and impressive. Though the blade itself was slender, the guard was quite thick and ornate.
Posy’s eyes couldn’t have gotten any bigger. 
“When I saw this hanging in the shop, I knew I had to get it just for you,” Silas said. “It was a little dirty, but I had the shop owner clean it up. It also had the sword’s name engraved on the hilt, though I didn’t think you would particularly care for Fat Bastard, so I had the owner cover it up with some leather wrapping and then engrave its new name on the blade itself. See here. It says Little Lass.” He smiled as he gave it to her. “What do you think? If you don’t like it, I can return it. They have a shop in Boston as well.”
Posy gazed at the sword. It’s freaking gorgeous! “The sword’s nice,” she said, and nothing else. Belloc discreetly slapped her in the leg with his cane. “I mean...thanks.”
“You’re welcome.” Silas stepped up closer to her. “Look, Posy, I’m sorry for acting like a jerk back at the school. I let my temper get the best of me. I promise not to do it again. I don’t want you to be angry with me.”
Posy kept her mouth shut, still overwhelmed by her gift as well as his sincere apology. Belloc slapped her leg again. “Uh, it’s okay,” she blurted out, turning towards Belloc and giving him a look. But then she secretly smiled.
Silas looked around. “Posy, did you get the...” He didn’t see the bouquet of flowers anywhere inside the room, so he quickly kept quiet.
“The what?”
“Um, nothing. I’m still a bit groggy. Sorry.” Silas walked over to the map. “So, what do we have here?”
“We’ve been trying to put the pieces together,” Belloc replied.
“And?”
“And it just gets more confusing, though we think we know where the killer is going to strike next. He’s going to go after the Lattimer girl.”
“Perfect,” Silas said. “Let’s go, then.”
“It’s not that easy, Silas,” Belloc said. “My hands have been tied by the top brass. They don’t want me talking with or snooping around the Valentine Society anymore. We can’t just walk up to these people and start asking questions. By now, I’m sure O’Hara has posted up an army of guards around the Lattimer mansion.”
“I see.”
“Maybe someone could go sneak into the mansion?” Belloc hinted at something.
Silas knelt on the floor while folding his legs underneath his thighs, resting his rear on top of his heels. “Good idea. I nominate Posy.” He smiled, but she didn’t think it was funny. “Good grief, why all the long faces?”
“It’s been very taxing,” Belloc said. “For all of us.”
“Well, acting taxed is not going to help anyone.”
Posy stepped up to Silas. “Why are you sitting like that in the middle of the floor?”
“Don’t ask. I’ve been sitting like this the past couple of days; the urge just came to me all of a sudden. It’s how they sit back in Japan. It’s...how I used to sit.”
“Looks painful.”
“Actually, it’s quite comfortable. You should try it.”
Posy tried sitting down with both her legs tucked underneath her thighs. “Oh, that’s not comfortable at all.” She got a cramp. “Ouch, ouch, ouch.”
“You really do need to stretch more.”
Posy slapped Silas on the shoulder before standing up. “So, are you going or not?”
“Going...to the Lattimers’?”
“Yes,” Belloc said. “To be quite honest, I would feel even better if you brought the girl over here, knowing quite well she’s the next victim.”
“You want me to kidnap her?”
“Well, it wouldn’t necessarily be kidnapping.”
“According to whom, exactly?” Dalton asked.
“Guys, look,” Silas said. “Relax. No one is kidnapping anyone. Let’s think about this. We must strive to always find the simplest way. Don’t make this too difficult.”
“Since when did you become the voice of reason?” Posy said.
“Let’s figure this out,” Silas continued. “There’s no need to sneak in to the Lattimers’ mansion. Instead of going to the Lattimer girl, we’ll have her come to us.”
“What do you mean?” Belloc said. “How do we do that?”
“We lure her out of the house,” Silas said.
“How, exactly?”
“Don’t think too hard on it. We’ll find a way. Let me handle it. We’ll go over there, we’ll lure her out, and we’ll talk to her. One, two, three.”
“That simple, huh?” Posy said.
“Yes, that simple. Trust me, Posy.” He stared at her with his big brown eyes.
She melted. “Fine. Well, let’s go, then.”
Silas stood up.
“Wait, wait,” Belloc said. “We can’t leave yet. You haven’t told us about the whole reason you’ve been gone all this time. Did you find anything on Mr. Factory?”
“I did, and it was quite disturbing. Unfortunately, I couldn’t really find anything that could help us solve the case, but what I did find certainly sheds a light on who this man is.”
“So what did you find?” Posy asked.
“I’ll explain it on the way to the Lattimers, but just know we’re dealing with a certain kind of individual, one that is far beyond your average murderer. This man we seek, this Mr. Factory, was trained and schooled to become a monster. He was raised as such by doctors and psychologists. I’ve been contemplating for a long time as to why someone would do this to a young boy, and I haven’t really come up with anything. It all seems senseless. But that’s not the strangest part.”
“Oh?” Belloc said, full of intrigue.
“Forty years ago, the town of Andover suffered a number of kidnappings during the span of one year, not unlike the kidnappings that have been happening around town lately. I believe that this Mr. Factory was one of the boys that was kidnapped back then, and he was taken somewhere to be schooled and indoctrinated, possibly along with the rest of the other kidnapped boys.”
“Wait, so you’re saying there might be more like him out there?” Posy said.
“It’s a disturbing thought. Hopefully, my theory will be proven wrong.”
“Yes, let’s all hope so.” Belloc grabbed his coat and hat. “For now, let’s make our way to the Lattimers. Dalton, you go and survey the Haralsons and Dupuyses like you mentioned before.”
“Are you sure?” Dalton asked, looking at Posy, not really wanting to leave her side.
Silas noticed.
“Yes, Dalton,” Belloc replied. “It’ll work better that way, especially if we’re wrong about our theory.”
“You guys be careful,” Dalton said, turning around and taking one last look at Posy.
“We will.” Silas kept his eyes on Dalton as he left the room. He approached Posy. “So, are we okay?”
“What do you mean?”
“I meant it when I said I was sorry.”
“I know.”
“Good. So...what are you going to do with your sword, your Little Lass?”
“That’s a good question. I don’t know how Horace is going to react to me bringing home a sword. Maybe I can hang it here in your study, Inspector? It’s where I work out most of the time, anyway.”
“It’s fine with me. Just don’t break anything.”
“Or you could wear it,” Silas said, smiling.
“Funny.”
“What? You don’t think people won’t understand why you’re walking around with a rapier strapped to your waist?”
“Yes, I’m sure all the men in the streets will love that. ‘The gall of that woman! Who does she think she is? Give that woman a broom instead of a sword!’”
“Not you, Posy Chapman,” Silas replied tenderly. “You’re better with a sword than any man I’ve seen.”
Caught off guard, she paused for a moment and smiled at his sincerity. “Even better than you?” she then said, testing him.
“Um...well, I said any man that I’ve seen. And technically I can’t see myself, so...”
“Oh, as if,” she said, walking away to grab her coat.
“Well, it’s true.”
“Come on, you two,” Belloc said. “Silas, you can tell us more about Mr. Factory on the way over to the Lattimers.” 
“Absolutely.” He followed the other two out of the townhome, shutting the door behind him.
 
 
That evening, just after the sun had escaped below the horizon, Belloc’s carriage finally took its last turn into the famed subdivision of Worcester Estates, where the secretive, though some say, nefarious, Valentine Society resided. 
First, they rode up Valentine Lane. The street was eerily quiet and dark. Only a few of the lampposts were lit, while the rest were suspiciously turned off. Yet when they passed the Decampses’ mansion, it seemed as if the whole neighborhood had decided to visit them that night.
“Wonder what’s going on in there?” Posy said.
“I’d love to be a fly on a wall inside that house,” Belloc commented.
“Done it,” Silas said. “Not as exciting as you think.”
They both turned to him, mouths slightly ajar.
“What?” 
Next, they strolled by the Reillys’ grand abode, which was already in a deep slumber. Silas kept his eye on the house, wondering if Lucy was inside, sleeping in her room. Posy caught him looking, and he quickly turned away.
The carriage took a left turn on Valentine Court, passing a couple other large homes until they reached Valentine Street. They took a right and slowly approached where the street intersected Valentine Lane, for that was exactly where the Lattimer mansion resided.
“Slow down,” Belloc said to the driver, poking his head out of the carriage. “Go a bit further and then stop.” The carriage rode on for another ten yards or so and then halted in its tracks. “Silas, you have the best eyes. Go take a look.”
Silas jumped out of the carriage and unexpectedly leaped on top of the roof, startling everyone inside. He stood up and did his best to survey the house. A few minutes later, he returned.
“What did you see?” Belloc asked.
“There are four officers at the gate. Two are patrolling the mansion’s perimeter, and there are two guarding the front door, and a couple more are near the garage and stables.”
“That’s more than I thought they’d have,” Posy said. “The mansion’s heavily protected. We may not be able to get in, but I’d suspect that neither would the killer. Don’t you think?”
“With this group of cops, one can never tell,” Belloc said. “That’s what worries me. Who are they keeping out, exactly? The killer? Or anyone trying to stop the killer?” 
“Better go and find out, then,” Silas said. “Though I didn’t know there’d be this many guards hanging about. Luring out the Lattimer girl might not be the best idea after all.” He got out of the carriage and took one last look at the mansion. He saw that there was some commotion near the front entrance and also near the garage.
Looks like they’re leaving.
“Hey guys.” Silas poked his head inside the carriage. “Someone’s leaving, and it might be the Lattimers.”
“What do we do now?” Posy asked.
“Well, we can follow them,” Belloc said.
“But where are they going?” Posy said.
“No, I have a better idea,” Silas said. “Stay here.”
“Wait, Silas, what are you doing?” Belloc said, but it was too late. Silas had already escaped into the shadows.
“Where’s he going?” Posy asked. “Why does he always leave like that?”
“It’s who he is. I wonder what he’s got up his sleeve?”
Up ahead, Silas scurried over towards the mansion, keeping himself low and under all of the guards’ line of sight. He stuck to the shadows, like he was trained to do, blending in with the scenery. When he reached the front gates, he kept himself hidden in a group of bushes, waiting for the right time to jump over the fence. He sat idly, watching the four officers chat amongst themselves. He waited until one of the officers finally pulled out a small cigarette and match. Perfect.
The officer lit up the match, creating a flash of light in front of him, drowning out the background in pure shadow. Once that was done, Silas snuck by the guards and then swiftly scaled the fence over to the other side. Landing softly, he hurried across the expansive yard, keeping close to the landscaped greenery. He saw the Lattimers exiting the house.
Need to hurry. He ran up towards the main garage and stopped just short of twenty feet from the group. The father, mother, and daughter had already slipped inside the carriage. Silas saw three guards standing in the way of where he needed to be. He looked around and noticed there was a pond near the middle of the front yard, equipped with fountains and benches. He took a few small rocks and threw them at the pond, forcing a few nightly birds to scatter up into the air, startling the guards that were standing in his way. Curious about the noise, the guards left their post to investigate the pond.
Silas took off running straight for the garage. Once inside, he saw that it was Miss Harlow Lattimer sitting in the backseat of the carriage, alongside her parents. Where are they going?
Near the front of the carriage was the driver, messing around with the horses’ reins.
Hmm. Using a birdcall, Silas whistled to the driver, who then turned his head towards the garage, curious, but after a brief moment of contemplation, decided to ignore it. Silas acted again, this time a bit more blunt. “Over here,” he whispered, but did it in such a way that it sounded more ghostlike than human.
Alerted, the carriage driver walked over to the darkened garage and began inspecting the shadows inside. “Is someone there?”
Silas made a small creaking sound with his mouth.
“Hello?” The driver took a couple of steps towards Silas. “If anyone’s there, come out now.”
Shrouded by shadow, Silas stood up and immediately mimicked the man’s voice perfectly. “If anyone’s there, come out now.” That’s a handy skill.
The man stood paralyzed before being put to sleep by one of Silas’s deadly finger pinches. It only took Silas a matter of seconds to change into the driver’s uniform and hat. After covering up the driver with his own clothes, Silas ran up to the carriage. 
“Hello there, sir,” he said, mimicking the driver’s voice and keeping his face tucked into the shadows. “Where did you say you were meaning to head?”
“Good God, have you gone deaf, man?” Mr. Lattimer replied.
“No, sir. I mean, yes, sir. I mean...no, sir. Just didn’t quite hear you the first time.” 
“Would you just hurry up and take us to the Decampses? We’re already late as it is.”
“Right, sir. Right away, sir.” Silas jumped on top of the driver’s bench and signaled for the horses to move. “On our way, sir. On our way.”
Once the carriage cleared the front gates it rode straight down Valentine Street towards Belloc’s carriage, which was hidden in a clump of shadows near a large group of trees. 
“Who’s coming?” Posy asked.
“I think it’s them, the Lattimers.”
“Where’s Silas? Do you see him?”
“Not really.”
The Lattimer carriage reached them in no time—Silas was driving quite fast—and once it passed their own carriage, they clearly saw Silas sitting on the driver’s bench, nodding towards them as they rode on by.
“Is that...” Posy asked in wonder.
“Silas?”
“How in the world did he manage that?”
“Doesn’t matter.” Belloc yelled out to the driver, “Follow that carriage.” 
The driver heeded the inspector’s orders and quickly put himself behind the Lattimers. It only took Silas a few minutes to ride down Valentine Court, then turn right on Valentine Lane. The Decampses’ mansion was up ahead on his left, and already the street in front of the house was overcrowded. Silas had a hard time figuring out where to park, but before he could make a decision, he was waved over towards the gates by the valet. Oh, we’re VIPs.
They entered through the gates and were led all the way up the driveway to a large area where the special guests parked their carriages. After finding a spot, Silas hit the side of the carriage, letting them know it was safe to get out. Once they did, Silas handed over the reins to one of the valets. 
He approached the mansion. Let’s see. How to get in? “Well, I can’t go inside looking like this,” he mumbled to himself. “Hmm. What should I wear to this lovely gathering?”
Inside the Decampses’ home, the party was well on its way. It wasn’t a grand soiree, but it was lavish enough to warrant black tie and evening dress. Only the top of the Valentine Society were invited, all there to rub shoulders with the crème de la crème of the affluent neighborhood. All the various rooms were decked out with expensive silvers, crystal glasses, and exquisite hors d’oeuvres. The main dining room was still in the process of being prepared, expertly set up with a larger-than-life table seating close to fifty dinner guests. There was a small orchestra playing inside one of the parlor rooms. Loads of footmen walked around with sparkling trays, offering up various liquors and delicacies. 
Once the Lattimers were inside, Harlow took a seat in one of the parlor rooms while her parents went straight towards the Decampses to give them their thanks for the invitation. She sat there, scoping out the groups of people, twirling with her fingers, as if on the edge of a nervous breakdown. She rarely attended any of the Society’s parties since she’d become pregnant, and she wasn’t sure why her mother insisted she accompany her to this one. She’d rather be in her warm bed, feeling safe and secure, knowing that her house was being guarded by Boston’s finest. Her mother said it would do her good to get out, but it was quite clear to Miss Lattimer that she was an unwanted guest at the Decampses’ lavish party.
A footman strode up to her. “Miss, would you like some champagne?”
Miss Lattimer looked at him with an odd stare. Young ladies like her didn’t drink champagne—well, not out in public, at least. “No, thanks. And you shouldn’t be offering champagne to young ladies.”
“Oh,” the handsome footman said. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”
“Is this your first time working one of our dinners?”
“Yes it is, actually. This is certainly not like my old job.”
“Oh, and what was that?” 
“Investigating murders. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Deputy Inspector Silas de San Michel. I’m part of a team investigating the deaths of your close friends and their babies.”
“So why are you dressed up as a footman?”
“Oh, this? This is just a...skill of mine.” He smiled, putting her at ease. “When you have a chance, I’d like to speak to you down the hall inside the ladies’ washroom. And just so you are aware, I’m the only one that can ever keep you safe from him, and you know who I’m talking about.”
She shuddered.
Silas turned around, and before he left, was approached by an old, surly fellow. 
The man put an empty glass of champagne on his tray. “You called this champagne?” the man asked, clearly insulted by the lack of quality in the sparking bubbly.
“No.” And in his very best French accent, Silas said, “It’s...shom-paña.” He smiled and patted the man on his back. He walked away, leaving the man bewildered with his fat mouth wide open.
Miss Lattimer just stared at the man, smiling. “The help these days.”
“I daresay.” The surly man turned around and lost himself inside the crowd.
Miss Lattimer sat quietly for a minute or so, making sure no one had taken notice of her conversation with Silas, and when the time was right, she stood up and discreetly made her way down the long hallway towards the ladies’ washroom. She looked behind her, making sure she wasn’t being followed, and then proceeded inside.
Once there, she placed her small purse on the large marble vanity. The room itself was about as big as a small bedroom, with three toilets near the rear corner, all of them separated by thin, elegant partitions. The vanity had three ornate sinks, and a large mirror stared back at her. There was a thin, wooden, free-standing storage closet across from the toilets. Miss Lattimer took out her lipstick and began touching up her young lips. 
Out came Silas from the closet. 
Miss Lattimer let out a small yelp.
“Ugh. It was seriously tight in there, and feverishly hot.” He approached her and smiled. “Sorry for the scare, Miss Lattimer.”
“It’s Harlow. Call me Harlow.”
“Harlow it is. And I’m Silas.”
“Silas.”
“Now, we don’t have much time.” He went over and locked the door. “I need to know everything you know about what’s going on with you and your friends.”
“What specifically?”
“I have reason to believe that you’re the next one on the killer’s list.” 
Her eyes nearly popped out of her skull. 
“I don’t mean to scare you. That’s why I’m here. I want to catch him before he can harm anyone else, but I need to know a few things.”
“Like what?”
“What exactly is the Valentine Circle? I found it written on a piece of tape inside Victoria’s bag.”
Harlow gulped. “The Valentine Circle is a group that we formed between me and five other girls. We formed it to mimic our parents’ own social group. They’ve always been so proud of their precious inner circle, thinking they have the power to control other people’s lives. We formed this group in opposition to that oppressive mindset, rebelling against the notion that they could control our lives, forcing us to do their bidding.”
“Oh, and why you six girls, specifically?”
“Because our parents make up the Sunday Six, which are the six elites that allegedly run the Valentine Society, always meeting on Sundays to scheme with each other and plan their next parties. They’re the ones that pass on the orders, the ones that enforce the rules and norms for everyone’s behavior. We wanted to rebel against that, and our group of six was a...is a symbol of our rebellion.”
“Why are you girls so set on crossing your parents?”
“You don’t know what it is like to grow up like this.”
“Like what? Full of opportunities and money?”
“Like in a prison. What good is it to have all the money in the world but then have no freedom as a cost? Money like we have has its pleasures, but it comes with a price. Our lives come with a price. People like us, born to these societies, always have to relinquish some type of freedom, always for the sake of standards, for the sake of social status. We have money—yes. But we can’t do anything we want with it. Every aspect of our lives, especially with us being daughters of the Society, is meticulously controlled and planned. We can’t eat what we want. We can’t drink what we want. We can’t read books or listen to the type of music that we yearn to experience. We can’t pursue our dreams. And most importantly, we can’t even...love whomever we want.”
“Ah. Why do I have a feeling that last one is crucial to our present situation?”
“Do you think it right for someone to tell me, a free woman in a free country, what man I can marry, even tell me what place he should be from or how he should look or how much money he should have?”
“They still arrange marriages here? In America?”
“Please, Inspector. They aren’t so much arranged as they are...well...how should I put it...strongly advised as the only option.”
“I see.”
“Not heeding the advice would get a society girl in serious trouble, locked up in her house or forced to join a convent.”
“And this is mostly why you formed the circle? To rebel against the Society’s control of who you could love?”
“We’ve had enough of it. All our years taking orders from this group of people, who are all entirely immoral themselves, was just too much. But the breaking point came when my good friend, Claudia, got herself in a serious mess last year.”
“What happened?”
“Claudia signed up to go work for her parish ministry, helping the needy and poor in the Boston neighborhoods. While she was there helping out, she fell in love with a boy who was there working as well. He came from a proper middleclass family, educated and well spoken, but in the eyes of the Society, he was akin to the trash taken out by the disease-ridden prostitutes of Belfast Avenue—it was all the same to them. They forbade her to see him, and Claudia told her parents she didn’t care about the money or the status or the affluence. All she wanted was to be with the boy she loved. She’d rather marry him, have his kids, and live in a modest home than be wed off to some highbrow, snotty daddy’s boy, all for the sake of staying rich and glamorous. That didn’t go over too well with the Decampses.”
“What did Claudia end up doing?”
“A couple of weeks after Claudia told her parents of her wishes to marry her love, he was found dead inside an alleyway near the harbor docks. The police did nothing to investigate the crime. That was it. Problem solved.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“That hit us hard. That’s when reality set in. That’s when we knew we were never going to leave this bubble of ours. We’d either have to succumb to our fate or break away from it. We were so scared. At that time, some of us other girls were already starting to fall for boys that didn’t meet the Society’s standards. What would’ve happened to them? Would they end up dead as well in some abandoned back alley? So, as a group, we made a choice. We rebelled against the machine that was set out to control our lives.” She gestured to her stomach.
“By getting…pregnant?” 
“By doing the worst thing our parents feared.”
“And that is?”
“Getting pregnant with a commoner’s baby and tainting the family blood. We searched for the most common of commoners in Boston’s slums, and we found him, holed up in an orphanage right next to some seedy brothel. He was illiterate, irreverent, and ill-mannered, but he was handsome, oh, quite the handsome boy. And he was the sweetest thing to us. We made a pact right there and then. Together we would form a new Valentine Circle, a new Sunday Six, and we would strive to not control the lives of others and our children, but to seek out and help them, to do good with our money.”
There was a knock at the washroom door. 
And with a lovely feminine voice, Silas said, “Once second, please.” Now, that was interesting. He noticed Harlow’s confused face. “Don’t ask. It just comes to me.”
She lowered her eyes, smiled, and paused for a second. “It wasn’t hard to convince the boy to do what he had to do. He rather welcomed it. When the time was right, we all took turns on different nights, and it just happened, all six of us, just like that. We figured once our parents found out we were pregnant, they would disown us and throw us out. It was a better outcome than any of us could’ve ever hoped for. But unfortunately, that’s not how it turned out. We underestimated the Society’s desire to keep us in line and its constant obsession over its own reputation.”
A key began to turn inside the doorknob. 
“Oh, that’s not good.” Silas quickly jetted inside the storage closet.
Soon, the door to the washroom opened, and Mrs. Lattimer suddenly found herself face to face with her daughter. 
“Dear girl, why have you locked yourself up in here?”
“I...don’t feel so well,” she said, holding her stomach.
“Oh. Are you all right?”
“I think I’m better now.”
“Oh, dear, you didn’t make a mess of things in here, did you?” Her mother was just making sure her daughter didn’t disgrace the family name by throwing up all over the vanity.
“No, mother. I’d never do that.”
“Just making sure, child.”
They both started making their way out of the washroom, when Harlow suddenly doubled back. “One moment, Mother. I forgot I dropped an earring on the floor.”
“Hurry up.”
Harlow ran up to the floor near the storage closet and bent down, as if looking for her earring. “If you want to know the truth about everything, you must start at the top,” she whispered to Silas.
“You mean Mr. Decamps?”
“No. He sure acts like he’s in charge, but he’s not. Yet I’ve certainly learned that when Miss de Morangias talks, everyone listens.”
“That name doesn’t sound familiar. She’s not a member of the Society, is she?”
“To create the Society, one must be outside the Society. It’s how it is with everything.”
Smart kid.
“Well, goodbye, Officer de San Michel.”
“Do me a favor, Miss Lattimer. Place yourself next to your mother’s side at all times, at least for the time being. You may not like it, but trust me, you’ll be safe with her. Don’t leave her side. And be wary of your father.”
Her eyes lowered as various thoughts entered her head. After a few seconds, she stood up and walked away. “Found it,” she said as she scurried back to her mother.
“Were you talking to yourself again?” her mother said as her words trailed away.
The door shut behind them. Silas breathed a sigh of relief. But right when he was about to open the door, someone abruptly burst into the washroom. He kept still as he heard an old woman jet towards one of the toilets across from him.
What’s she doing?
There were some weird noises.
Oh no.
 
 
In the meantime, while Silas sat in the ladies’ washroom, doing his best to control his urge to vomit, Belloc and the others patiently waited outside. Some of the party guests—those who were not invited to the actual dinner—were retreating back to their homes, and the carriages surrounding them were beginning to move and wake from their slumber.
“This is getting dangerous,” Posy said. “What if someone sees us?”
“They won’t see us. They don’t even know who we are.”
“What’s taking Silas so long?” 
“I don’t know.”
“You think he was caught? Serves him right for being so careless.”
“Silas can be a lot of things, but careless is not one of them.”
The two of them sat on the edge of their seats, their limbs tingling with excitement, patiently waiting for Silas to return.
A knock at the window! Belloc and Posy jumped up from their seats.
“Good heavens, man, you nearly gave us a heart attack!” Belloc said, adjusting his necktie.
“Right.” Silas jumped back into the carriage. “Sorry about that, good sir.” 
Belloc saw that Silas was sweating. “Are you okay?”
“I am now. Do you mind if we let the window down while we ride? I have an urgent need for fresh air.”
“You’re a funny one,” Posy remarked.
“Yes, funny is the least of what I would call it. Regardless, we need to leave as soon as we can. The Lattimer girl will be safe with her mother. I told her to stay by her side for now. I think the mother suspects the father of something, and that’s why she insisted they bring her to the party, much to the chagrin of the father; I overheard them having a delightful conversation near one of the entrances to the main parlor. Mr. Factory won’t have the chance to ambush Miss Lattimer anytime soon. He’ll look to the other two to finish his...circle. Hopefully that’ll give us some time to...”
“To what?” Posy asked.
“It’ll give us time to visit the mastermind of this whole thing.”
“Mastermind?” Belloc said.
“Yes, a Countess de Morangias.”
Belloc squirmed in his seat.
“Who’s that?” Posy said. “And what does she have to do with all of this?”
“She’s a widower countess with no children, recently arriving from the old land,” Silas replied. “There were a few groups inside who repeatedly kept mentioning her name. Miss Lattimer pointed towards her as the genesis of the Valentine Society, but she doesn’t live anywhere near here.”
“Where does she reside?” Posy asked.
“I don’t really know.”
“In a place that’s not far from here yet isn’t close either,” Belloc said. “Her grand estate is located somewhere in the countryside near the coast, all the way in Hingham Town. I remember visiting the countess only once, and once was enough. There was something quite eerie about her place. It always bothered me.”
“Oh, I see,” Posy said.
“At any rate, if we must go, we best get a move on it,” Belloc continued. “If we leave now, we can get there by morning time.” He motioned to the driver. “Take us to Hingham. It’ll be a long ride. Are you up for it?”
“Always, sir. It’s what I do.” The driver made sure his covered driver’s seat was nice and tight. “Ready then, sir?”
“Let’s go.” Belloc tapped the side of the carriage.
Off they went, riding into the arms of the winter moon, breaking through a pale vision of a silver night glowing against a hazy horizon. Posy slept most of the ride down there. Belloc would doze off once every four minutes and then snap his head up to continue the cycle. Silas didn’t sleep for the majority of the ride, sitting back and thinking of lost memories, but they usually never came when he wanted them to. To him, the best part of the ride was when Posy carelessly let her head slide down to rest on his shoulder. Thinking it was a pillow, she hugged his arm tightly and made little noises of comfort, enjoying the warmth of his body.
Hours later when she finally awoke, seeing that she had virtually molested Silas’s arm while letting a bit of drool slip out, she nervously backed away and sat up, wiping her mouth and fixing her hair. Good thing Silas was finally asleep. She sighed in relief.
That is, until she came upon Belloc’s eyes staring back at her, smiling, as if she’d just been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. 
“Sleep well?”
Posy cleared her throat. “Well enough.” She fiddled with her fingers. “How long has Silas been asleep?”
“He only finally fell asleep about an hour ago. He’ll be out until we get there. He let you sleep on his arm for the whole night, even when it eventually went numb on him.”
“Oh, I see. He could’ve told me.”
“Yes, he could have.”
Posy blushed. “Oh...well...are we almost there?”
“Almost. Just a few more minutes.”
The carriage rode on for another twenty minutes or so until it finally reached the town of Hingham, crossing into its borders and setting itself on a long road down towards the coast. Countess de Morangias’s manor was located right at the coastline, on top of a great mountainous hill. During the summer months, it was a glorious sight, beautiful and awe-inspiring, like some fancy hotel in the middle of paradise. But in the winter, snow covered the whole area. The gray skies made it seem like a dreary place, and the manor came off as something from a ghost story, covered in snow atop a white hill, secluded and cold.
Once they reached the bottom of the hill where the driveway began, Silas woke up. He looked around at everyone.
“Hi there,” Posy said, smiling. 
He grinned at her devilishly. 
“What are you thinking about?”
“Your hair; it has the most pleasant smell. It’s like soap with a bit of lavender and vanilla.”
“Is your arm still numb?” Posy asked.
“Um, yes, it’s still a little numb,” he replied, wondering why she asked him. “But it’s better now.”
“Good. This won’t hurt as much then.” She punched him in the arm. “Stop smelling my hair.”
“Okay, okay. I surrender. I’m sorry. I’ll keep my olfactory senses to myself.”
“Just...shut up.” She shook her head and crossed her arms.
The carriage began its trek up the hill, winding up the narrow trail, slowly traversing up the snowy surface.
“I don’t think the carriage is going to make it,” Silas remarked. “The road is too steep, and the snow will just make it slippery.”
“You might be right,” Belloc said.
“You think if we stop you’ll be all right in walking the rest of the way using your cane?” Silas asked.
“I’ll be fine. I have a renewed sense of energy after sleeping a good bit last night. Come on.” He tapped the carriage, informing the driver to stop where they were. “We’re going to walk the rest of the way.”
“Good idea, sir,” the driver replied. “I was just about to inform you that this is the farthest we can go.”
“I understand.” Belloc gestured for everyone to get out of the carriage. 
For about half a mile they walked up the steep, winding road. To them it seemed that with each passing step, the ground was covered with more snow. The further they made it up towards the manor, the more snow seemed to come down on them as well. The wind grew stronger, giving out a weird howl whenever it blew against their coats.
“I’m thinking this was a bad idea,” Posy said, shivering.
“It’s too late now.” Silas put his hand on her back.
“Thanks for the comforting words,” Posy replied. Though the warm hand was a nice surprise.
“Don’t worry, Posy.” Silas rubbed her back. “Don’t let the house get to you. I won’t let anything happen to us in there.”
Posy felt as if he truly meant it, and it made her feel safe. She smiled. “But what about out here, though?” she said, joking around.
“Out here?” Silas looked around. “Oh, out here you’re on your own.” He laughed, but Posy didn’t.
“Looks like we only have a few more yards to go,” Belloc said as they finally broke the horizon, seeing the large hotel-like manor come into view.
“Good heavens.” Silas took in the magnitude of the house. “Who needs a place like that?”
“I can’t even imagine,” Posy said as she reached the beginning of the driveway leading towards the grand estate.
The Countess de Morangias’s manor was “L” shaped, constructed out of a brick and stone mix, looking more like a resort lodge than a manor. It had two chimney stacks, one on each end of the structure. In the middle, where the building split into an “L”, was a massive vaulted roof stretching up to a tall point with a bell tower on its peak. The front entrance was covered by an archway made up of all brick and stone. The grounds were vast and wide, with an extensive amount of landscaped bushes and trees, all covered in thick snow.
The three stood there in silence, marveling at the eeriness of the home.
Silas suddenly crouched down. “Do you hear people screaming?”
“What?!” Posy exclaimed, her eyes full of dread. 
Silas just laughed as he stood up and started walking away from them. 
“Oh, you...”
Belloc snickered as he began following Silas. 
Posy stood still for a second, watching them go on ahead. “There’s no way I’m going inside that place.” A coyote howled in the distance. “Okay, fine, fine!” Posy said out loud to anyone who could hear. “I’m coming.” She sped up her pace in order to catch up with the rest.
Once they reached the front door, Silas knocked on its thick wood. The knock echoed throughout the large structure. They waited for a minute. 
No one came.
“What now?” Posy said.
Silas sighed. “I’ll be back.” He took off running towards the rear of the manor.
“He’s not really doing what I think he’s doing, is he?”
“Good girl, haven’t you learned yet?” Belloc said. “Just let Silas be Silas.”
“You think that’s wise?”
“Wiser than coming here without backup in the middle of winter?”
“Good point.”
The door suddenly opened. A loud creak broke the silence.
“Oh, looks like someone is home,” Belloc remarked.
An overly tall butler answered the door, and with a baritone voice, he said, “Can I help you?”
“Um, yes, good sir,” Belloc said. “We’re here to see the Countess de Morangias.”
“Do you have an appointment?”
“No, I personally do not.” Belloc took out his badge. “But I believe the city of Boston does. There are a few questions I’d like to ask her, nothing too meddlesome. Just routine work to cover all our bases.”
The statuesque butler hesitated at first but then let the door slide open. “Come on in, and do make sure to wipe your feet on the mat. We just had the floors cleaned.”
“Of course.” Belloc stepped inside the house. 
Posy followed. “What about Silas?”
“He’ll come to us soon enough.”
“Right this way,” the butler boomed.
“Yes, of course.” Belloc turned to Posy. “Come on, and stay alert. Oh, and let me do the talking. Keep your mouth quiet.”
Once the two of them stepped inside the manor, they soon realized there was some sort of music coming from the next room. Crossing into the room, Belloc spotted the origin of the music: a grand concert music console about four feet high, playing a spirited waltz.
“Ugh, that music is making me cringe,” Posy whispered.
“I said no talking.” 
“Oh, right.”
“This way.” The butler continued to motion them along.
After exiting the room, they crossed into a large waiting chamber adorned with a number of exotic rugs. The wooden desks were quite ornate and the couches very stiff and proper. Artwork of past family members lined the wall, all of them with dour faces. On top of the desks were porcelain figurines of children at play. There was even a life-sized marble statue of one child standing near a corner, looking out the window, as if yearning to escape his solitude.
“The countess is in her breakfast room,” the butler said. “Just this way.”
The breakfast room was about three times as big as the waiting chamber, with ceiling-high, wall-to-wall windows on the outer wall. There was a long, shiny wooden table in the middle of the room. The countess sat at the far end of it. 
She was dressed up in her finest morning clothes, and she was a striking woman, for even though she was nearing her sixties, she still had the beauty and body of someone half her age, short brown hair with almond eyes, cheekbones that signaled a long-lost royalty, and a smile that could still captivate the youngest of men.
“Wait here.” The butler approached the countess carefully.
“What is it, Allard?”
“You have visitors, your ladyship.”
“At this time in the morning? Funny, I don’t remember scheduling any appointments for today.”
“It’s an Inspector Belloc, your ladyship.”
She swallowed her last bite and smiled. She wiped her mouth. “I see,” she said, clearing her throat. “Let them through, Allard.”
“As you wish.” He turned to Belloc. “The Lady will see you now.”
The two of them approached the countess. Belloc took his hat off and nodded to her. “Good morning, Countess de Morangias.”
“Mmm hmm. And to what do I owe the honor, Inspector?”
“Well, that would be...murder.”
The countess smiled. “Well, as you can see, there is no murder here.”
“No, of course not. Actually, your ladyship—”
“Oh, please,” she interrupted. “Mrs. de Morangias will do for you.”
“Very well. This visit is merely a formality. You and I both know that I have to follow certain leads so I could then...dismiss them from my case.”
“Yes, yes. I do understand all of that. What worries me is what lead led you to my peaceful home?”
“Just a confidant of ours dropped your name.”
Her eyes soured. Who would dare do that? “Is that so, Inspector?” The countess pushed her plate aside. “And why was my name...dropped?”
“It seems you know something about the Valentine Society. You see, my present case involves them in a certain way, and I was just curious as to the nature of the group.”
“I’m sorry, Inspector. I know nothing of a Valentine Society.”
“I see. Then what would you know of the recent murder of the Decamps girl?”
“Again, I know nothing of any Decamps girl.” She fidgeted in her seat. “Inspector, you have to understand that I rarely leave the confines of my home. I don’t see a need to. I have all I want here. I don’t see why I would be tied to some strange group back in Boston.”
“Neither do I. Which is why I’m here.”
“Well, I’m sorry for you to have wasted a trip.”
“Oh, it hasn’t been wasted. Not at all. Say, who is Mr. Factory?”
The countess’s cheeks sunk in a little. “I know no one of that name, Inspector.”
“Hmm, another dead end, perhaps?”
“No, not perhaps...but certainly,” she said, motioning with her finger towards his notepad, which he had brought out. “So it seems you can cross this lead off your list.”
“I want to, Mrs. de Morangias. I really do.”
“I could help you. In fact, I could even do it for you.”
“Yes, I’m sure you could.”
“Well, I know people.”
“Which is precisely why I want to keep talking to you.”
“I’m afraid that’s not possible, for I do have a busy day ahead of me that I must prepare for.”
Then all of a sudden a scream rang out from one of the outer rooms. Both Mr. Allard and the countess were startled. 
A few seconds later, Silas entered the room via one of the side doors. “There you guys are. I must have circled this room about six times.” He turned to the countess. “You must be her, the lady empress herself.” 
Belloc lowered his head. 
Silas turned to his friends. “By the way, from what I saw sneaking in here, nothing really seems suspicious.”
“Thank you, Silas. That would be all.”
“So you’re him,” the countess said.
“Pardon? You know who I’m supposed to be?”
“No,” she said. “Oh dear, no; no one knows that. What I meant is that you’re the one that keeps swimming into some of my parlor gossip, an Officer Silas de San Michel.”
“I’m sorry, I swam into whose gossip? You’re saying that there’s a group of older women who sit around babbling about me while drinking their afternoon tea?” 
Belloc lowered his head even further.
“Sometimes tea, sometimes something a bit stronger.”
“Ah. Right.”
“You certainly are quite beautiful, aren’t you?” The countess smiled. “The rumors were true.”
“If you say so.”
“Now, you see, Inspector, this man here I would love to ogle at for the rest of the morning,” the countess said, her eyes sparkling.
“Pardon?” Posy blurted out. Belloc hushed her.
Silas walked up to the countess. For a middle-aged woman, she was certainly attractive. It was a first for him to think that. But enough of the small talk. “You have quite a palace here.”
“You’re welcome to stay and tour the place.”
He smiled, ignoring her obvious flirting. “A tour would certainly help. One could get lost inside this maze of hallways. I almost did. I was about to go crazy, not being able to find my way around. You’d probably know something about that, don’t you?”
“About what?”
“Crazy.”
“I don’t understand, Officer de San Michel. Do explain.”
“Crazy, as in psychopaths and the mentally insane.”
The countess scowled. Clearly she understood that Silas knew something, certainly more than Belloc ever could know. “Yes, I know something about that. My husband was a psychopath. That was what killed him in the end.”
“I’m sorry about your husband,” Silas replied. “It must get lonely inside this massive place. If you ever do get lonely, you can always keep me in mind. I could come over for lunch, and we could talk.” 
The countess’s eyes lit up, full of life, loving the idea of staring at him for countless hours. They smiled at each other. 
Posy instantly got a bad taste in her mouth.
Silas continued, “As a matter of fact, we could even spend some time discussing Fabricae Nova Scotia.”
The countess’s patience grew thin. “Oh, I see. Well, I wouldn’t know what to say, since I have no idea what you’re talking about. But we could still get together and talk about other things, and if we grow tired of talking, we could find...something else to do to fill up our time.”
Silas straightened up. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
“But now I have to excuse myself, for I do have to prepare for the rest of my day. Mr. Allard, could you show them out, please?”
“Yes, your ladyship.”
Belloc sighed, disappointed with the outcome of the interrogation. 
Silas kept his eyes on the countess, studying her demeanor. She knows something.
“I hope to see you again.” The countess stood up. “Sooner rather than later, I hope.”
Silas watched her walk away, and as he did, he unexpectedly noticed a large vase full of some suspicious flowers. Curious, he walked over to the vase. “What pretty flowers you have here.”
The countess turned around in order to entertain his inquiry. “Yes, they are. Thank you.”
“A present?”
“I suppose. I don’t receive them; my staff does.”
Silas’s eyes lit up. “They’re quite exquisite. These are actually very special. It’s a tropical flower, did you know that?”
“No, I didn’t.”
“It has the most decadent of smells. In fact, I’ve never come across anyone who knows about this particular flower.” He took his time smelling one of them. “Well, come to think of it, I have come across two people recently that are familiar with this flower. The first person sells these flowers in a flower shop called Rutherford’s Flowers, in Andover City, up in Essex County.” He crossed his arms behind his back, as if thinking of what to say next. “The second person...rode a train last week from Essex County all the way down to Boston.” He stepped away from the flowers. “And we all know who that is.”
The countess was left dumbfounded.
“Good day, your countesship.” Silas tipped his hat, making fun of her prestigious status. He turned around and proceeded to walk away. As he passed Belloc, he spoke to him confidently, “Come on, Inspector. I think we may have just hit the bottom of the rabbit hole.”
The countess watched them go, her eyes narrowing, full of spite and malice.
*
 





 
 

 
“ARE YOU READY YET?” said a young man’s voice deep within the confines of a dark bedroom.
“Almost,” Lucy said as she stood inside a quaint lavatory, finishing getting dressed for her first day working as a reporter for the Boston Evening Globe. The lavatory belonged to her boyfriend of three months, a firefighter who also moonlighted as a security guard at a fancy downtown department store. For obvious reasons, Lucy’s parents weren’t aware of her ongoing relationship with him, for he was certainly of lesser stock than what they would approve of. When she first met the boy, she believed it was true love, but for the past month she’d been having second thoughts about their relationship. And now that Silas was in the picture, well...nothing will ever be the same.
She carefully placed her earrings on her delicate ears and then moved on to touching up her face and hair.
Her boyfriend peeked inside the lavatory. “Getting all dolled up for your new job, I see.”
“You know I have to do my best to impress.”
“Hmm, I’ve never seen you wear your hair up like that.”
“I think it looks more professional,” she replied, fixing her hair. “It’s something new I’m trying.” Lucy felt bad lying to him. She’d worn her hair up like that for more times than she could remember. Silas loved when I wore my hair up like this.
She let out a sigh as a slew of nervous butterflies swam inside her stomach. She picked up a note that lay on top of the vanity and read it: 
 
Carlisle Burrows
Civil War Vet
Boston Taxidermy Co.
Interview-First assignment-Be prompt!!!
 
She put the note in her purse along with some makeshift directions and a map. Her boyfriend surprised her from behind. “Don’t do that. You scared me.”
“What’s wrong?” He caressed her shoulders and kissed her neck. She welcomed it at first, but then a picture of Silas entered her thoughts, and she quickly pulled away.
“Why did you do that? You’ve been acting strange all week.”
“Nothing. Just on edge, is all.”
“All right. Let me know when you’re ready to go, and I can take you to your interview.”
“No,” Lucy replied quickly and with a bit of force. “I mean, I going to stop by somewhere before I head over to the taxidermy shop. I can walk. It’s only a few blocks from here.”
“Where are you stopping at?”
“I…have to run an errand for my parents.”
“Oh, I see. Well then can I pick you up from your job, at least? You know, when you’re done.”
Don’t really want you to. “Yes, I guess so. I should be done by seven. I know it’s late, but is that all right?”
“Of course. I’ll be there. Just make sure you do a great job.”
“I will.” She grabbed the last of her stuff and made her way out the door.
“Bye.”
She forgot to bid him goodbye. The door shut behind her.
 
***
 
Posy sat on the floor in seiza position, just like Silas had taught her, legs folded underneath her thighs, her rear resting on her heels. I think I’m getting the hang of this. It’s not so bad after all. She smiled. 
There was a knock at the door. She stood up to answer it, and when she opened the door, her skin turned ghostlike. “It’s you.”
“Hi,” Lucy said. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I was told that this is where Officer de San Michel lives.”
“Um…yes, he rents out a room here.”
“Can I speak to him?”
Posy thought for a second. “Well, what is it regarding?”
“It’s...a personal matter.”
Posy scowled. “Okay then, sure. Come in.”
Lucy stepped inside. “Do you live here as well?”
Posy thought about it. I should lie. But she didn’t. “No, not at the moment, although it might seem like I live here. I do spend a lot of time here going over things with, you know, Silas. I guess you can say I see him more than I see my fiancé.”
“Oh, congratulations,” Lucy replied, dodging the snotty remark. “When’s the wedding?”
“We don’t really know yet.”
“Oh, well, I’m sure it’ll get here before you know it.” Lucy walked into the study. “I have to say, it’s a relief to hear you say that you’re engaged.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Well, it just puts me at ease to know that you’re intended for somebody else. For a moment there, I was afraid you were involved with Silas, seeing that you spend so much time together. But now that I know you’re getting married to someone else, I’m pretty confident that there’s nothing going on between you two.”
Lucy’s comment rubbed Posy the wrong way; the attraction that Posy had towards Silas was increasing the more time they spent together, regardless of their childish banter, and this was slowly becoming noticeable to Lucy, who certainly didn’t want Posy messing up her relationship with her former affection.
“I don’t understand. Are you saying you feel something—”
Interrupting Posy midsentence, Lucy rushed towards Silas’s bedroom. “Is this his room?”
“Wait a second. I was going to go get him for you.” Posy crossed her arms. “You can’t just barge in there.”
“Okay. I’ll knock.” Her faint knocking was quite delicate. 
Posy wasn’t impressed with her fragile femininity, though it was probably something Silas adored. It also didn’t help that Lucy was all decked out in a very flattering dress, her hair long and silky blonde.
Silas opened the door, and his mouth dropped. Lucy was the last person he expected to come knocking. “Wha…what are you doing here?”
“Can I come into your room?” 
“Well, yes, of course.” Silas motioned for her to come in, and before he closed the door, he saw Posy staring back at him. Her face spoke a thousand words. Feeling awkward about the whole situation, he quickly shut the door.
Lucy walked up to Silas’s bed and sat down.
“I don’t get it,” Silas said. “You ran away from me last time, and now you’re here. Does this mean you’re ready to talk to me about who I am?”
“Yes. But I can only stay for a minute. I have a job to go to.”
“A job?”
“I work for the Boston Evening Globe now, as a typist. The editor wants to train me as a reporter, so for my first assignment, I’m supposed to meet up with a war veteran who works downtown and talk to him about his experience in the war. It’s not much for a first assignment, but that doesn’t mean I’m not nervous.”
“Well, I’m sure you’ll do fine.” Silas sat down next to her.
“Listen, it’s going to take a while to talk about who you were, who we were, and also what happened back in Japan, which I’m now certainly willing to do, but we’ll have to do all of that after I get back from my interview. If you want, you can meet me at the taxidermy shop where I’ll be meeting with the war vet, and when I’m finished you can take me out for a nice dinner, and I promise we can talk about us. The shop is in the middle of the city. Here are the directions.” She gave him a note with the address. 
“Hmm. I’d like that very much.”
“We could start slow and take our time getting to know each other again. We don’t have to rush into anything. If...you still care for me, I’m willing to give us a shot. I can tell you’re a different person now, and I thought we could finally be together...like we always planned to.”
“I do care for you. I care for you enormously. It’s the only thing that I vividly remember. And yes, I’d love to get to know you again.” Silas stood up and leaned against his tall wardrobe. “So, did you just come here to ask me out to dinner?” He grinned.
“Ask you out to dinner? No, sir, you’re the one taking me out to dinner,” she quipped, making Silas laughed. “But seriously, I’m here because of what you said.”
“What’s that?”
“That you loved me.”
“Oh.” Silas played with his ear, showing Lucy that he was nervous. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to blurt out those words like that. They just came to me, and I let them spill.”
“It’s all right. I’m glad that you told me. It was the first time that you’ve ever said those words to me. All those nights that we were together and I told you that I loved you but you never said anything back. You just sat there close to me, watching me behind that mask of yours.”
“Mask? Nights? You see, Lucy, I don’t remember any of this.”
“I know. It’s a shame that you don’t remember. You spent so many nights next to my side, guarding me, risking your life for me. We talked for hours, all day and night and straight into the morning. You comforted me when I cried. You embraced me when I was afraid. You kept me warm during the cold winter, and eventually, after some time, I fell in love, even though I knew you only from your eyes and what was behind them, a gentle soul enshrouded in so much darkness. Ours was a strange and passionate relationship.”
“So it seems, yet my heart is fine with it.” Silas began to pace. “Wait, what do you mean I was your guardian? And why could you only see my eyes?”
Lucy stood up and approached him. “Did you mean it when you said you loved me?”
“I can’t lie to you, Lucy. It’s what I feel inside of me, with every bone of my body. I just don’t know why I love you so much.”
A tear rolled down to the top of her lips. Smiling, she kissed his eyes. “Your eyes were the only thing I was allowed to kiss. They’re so beautiful. You don’t know how happy I am to hear you say those words. I know there’s so much to talk about, but right now I have to go. I have to meet with my editor for a few hours before heading over to the interview. Pick me up by a quarter ‘til six. We’ll go to dinner and talk. We can start from when I first met you. I don’t know anything before that. You never did like talking about your past.”
“That’s fine with me.”
Lucy scrunched her shoulders and lowered her head, as she was hesitant to say the next few words. “I...want to make you aware that I do have someone that I’ve been seeing for a while.” 
Silas frowned and backed away. 
Lucy rushed to explain. “But our relationship has been deteriorating for quite some time, and now that you’re here, well...I’ll leave that for you to figure out. Unfortunately, I told him to pick me up at six. If you’re there at a quarter ‘til six, then I’ll leave with you and leave a note for him, but only if you’re there before he gets there. Do you understand?”
“Understood.”
She smiled. “I have to go. I certainly don’t want to be late for my first assignment.”
“I’ll walk you out.” Silas opened his bedroom door. Stepping out of his room, Silas could feel a cold chill in the air. Posy sat in one of the couches, filling out some much-needed paperwork. She didn’t turn to them when they came out, but he knew that she was dying to know what went on inside his room. Reaching the front door, he gave Lucy a hug before seeing her out.
“I know the way to the exit from here.”
“Okay. Good luck on your assignment, and trust me, I’ll be there when you’re done. You have my word.”
“One thing I could always do is count on you. Please remember that.” She reached out her hand to him, and he grabbed it without hesitating. “Bye.”
“Take care.” Silas kept his hand interlocked with hers, wanting to keep her by his side as he’d done for so long back in Japan.
“Silas, you can let go now,” she said playfully.
He didn’t want to. “Fine.” He gently let go. “See you tonight.”
“Tonight.” She turned around and walked away.
Silas watched her turn the corner, and after she disappeared, he closed the door and sighed, letting out a multitude of emotions.
“Good heavens,” Posy said. “That bad?”
“I can’t even begin to explain.”
“That’s all right. It’s not like I really wanted you to anyway.”
Silas could tell she was bothered by his relationship with Lucy, but Posy had her own problems to deal with. “Why aren’t you with Horace?”
“Because I’m working. Why does it matter who I’m with?”
“I don’t...I mean, I was just wondering.” He walked up to her. “So how are things with you and Horace?”
“Things are all right, I guess.” She didn’t want to talk about it.
“I didn’t sense much joy in your remark.”
Posy bit her tongue and just turned away. “If you don’t mind, I have to work.”
“Sure. Sorry if I bothered you.”
“Mmm hmm,” she replied, ruffling some papers.
Silas turned around to walk away, but before he could, there was another knock at the front door. 
Posy let out a soft moan; she knew who it was. 
Silas scurried over to the door and opened it. “Hi, Horace.”
“Yes, hello.”
“It’s good to see you.”
“Right.” Horace dismissed his courtesy. “Where’s Posy?”
“Um, she’s working in the study.”
Immediately, Horace took off for the study. Once he entered, he was met by Belloc, who had just finished coming out of his bedroom.
“Well, good morning, Horace,” Belloc said.
“Hello, Inspector. I just came by to pick up my future wife.”
“Oh, I see. Spending the morning together?”
“Well, we’re going to try for the whole day.”
Posy stood up and gathered her things. “You know I can’t do the whole day. We’ve talked about this already.”
“Well, I was hoping I could convince you otherwise,” Horace replied, wishing for the best. Posy didn’t say anything; she didn’t want to get into it in front of everyone. “But...if you’re not able to do the whole day, then the morning is fine with me.”
Posy smiled, surprised by his sudden willingness to compromise. “Well, I’m glad that you’re being more flexible.”
“Yes, yes,” Horace replied, embarrassed. “Let’s hurry on, then.”
“Grab my bag, would you, dear?” Posy walked towards the door and Horace followed behind.
“When shall I be expecting you to return?” Belloc asked.
“Whenever I return,” Posy said in a testy manner, giving Silas one last look before shutting the door behind her.
Belloc shook his head and turned to Silas. He could tell Silas was thinking deeply about Posy, his thoughts racing through his mind. “Your feelings are growing for her. I can tell.”
Silas was caught off guard. “Yes, well, they need to stop.” He turned to walk away.
“Hold on there, Silas. I have something for you.”
“What is it?”
“I received a note from the post office.” Belloc held up a piece of paper. “It came in the mail today, apparently to this address. I guess they found out somehow or another that you’re staying with me. At any rate, the note says that they have a package for you. They say it’s been there for a couple of days. It’s definitely for you, and it was specifically addressed to that post office.”
“A package? Who sent it?”
“I don’t know. All it says is that you have a package that you need to pick up.”
“That’s odd.”
“Even if it’s odd, I’d suggest you go immediately and see what it is. Whoever sent you the package must know who you are and maybe what you’re doing in Boston.”
“I hope so. Still, I should be cautious.”
“I understand. Be safe, and go and retrieve the package quickly. I’ll keep trying to figure out the best way to get to the other two girls. Please make haste. We have to reach the girls as soon as possible.”
“I will, Inspector.” Silas darted into his bedroom in order to get ready.
Belloc turned around and buried his nose in Mr. Grant’s map, studying the best routes for infiltrating the last two remaining mansions.
 
 
It took Silas no longer than thirty minutes to reach the post office. As he entered the small station, he kept his hat low and his chin to his chest, doing his best to not draw attention to himself; he was wary of the package and didn’t know if someone was watching him from afar. 
It could be a trap. Regardless, he needed to follow the lead to its end, so he strode up to the clerk and presented him with the note he’d received. “I’m here to pick up a package.”
“Oh, let me see,” the clerk said, looking over the message. “Oh, yes, for a Silas de San Michel. I was the one that wrote you the letter.”
“Perfect. So, you have it for me?”
“Well, not so fast. First, I need to see some identification to verify who you are.”
Silas didn’t have any. He’d only been in Boston for a little over a week, so he thought about it for a second and then took out his badge. “Here’s my identification.”
“Oh. My apologies, Deputy Inspector.”
“That’s quite all right. Just give me the package, and I’ll be on my way.”
“Um, well, it’s not as easy as you might think.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean it’s a big package. I just can’t give it to you. You’ll have to go to our loading dock in the back of the building in order to retrieve it.”
“Loading dock? Very well. Can you show me the way?”
“Well, I can’t let you in through here. You’ll have to go outside and circle the building.”
No, not really. “Better yet, I’ll just show myself in.” He walked around the counter and into the postal office’s backroom.
“Wait, you can’t go in there,” the clerk protested, but Silas just gave him a look. “Okay, fine. Just don’t touch anything.”
“I can’t promise that,” Silas replied as he entered the main warehouse. The docking garage was near the western end of the building. Passing through a number of corridors and bumping into employees who were surprised by his presence, he finally made it to the rear entrance, where an old man with a clipboard stood leaning against a pole.
“Is there something I can help you with, sir?”
“I was told there’s a package for me back here.”
“Oh, you’re the one.”
“Sorry?”
“Your package has been nothing but a nuisance since it arrived.” The man gestured to his left. “See?”
Silas turned his head and gasped. The package was about as big as two normal-sized storage trunks, like one big treasure chest. “That’s for me?”
“Are you Silas?”
“The one and only, so I’m told.”
“Huh?”
“Never mind. Do you know who sent it?”
“Sure, I have the paperwork right here, just one second.” The man went into his tiny booth and searched through a pile of papers. “Ah, here we go.” His brow furrowed. “Oh dear, that’s interesting.”
“What’s interesting?”
“Well, it appears that you sent the package.”
“I sent the package?”
“Yes, you.”
“To myself?”
“That’s what I said.”
“Just let me see that,” Silas said, grabbing the paperwork. Sure enough, the return address was the same one that was written on the envelope he’d sent to Lucy, from a Silas in Japan to a Silas in America. Why would I do this? “Go ahead and have some of your men take the trunk outside. I’ll have a taxi come and retrieve it for me.”
“Very well.” The man signaled to his coworkers to help him move the trunk out of the docking garage.
Silas stood idly, tapping the note on his leg, trying to put all the pieces together about his former life. I wonder what’s in that thing. Better get it to Belloc’s as soon as possible. It might have some clues as to who I was. “Snow’s coming down hard,” he said to the man. “It’s going to be a cold night.” I hope Lucy’s doing okay.
He buttoned up his coat as he ran over to retrieve a taxi. The dockworkers waited for him to return.
 
***
 
Miles away from his deputy inspector, Belloc paced inside his home, studying Mr. Grant’s map carefully. He grabbed a bag full of multicolored marbles and began placing the marbles on the map, in and around the last two mansions, the ones belonging to the Haralsons and the Dupuyses. 
He used blue marbles to indicate the number of guards that patrolled each mansion. “Now, Dalton, are you sure there are this many of them securing the perimeter?”
“Yes, I’m quite sure, Inspector,” Dalton said.
Belloc then used the red marbles to indicate possible infiltration routes in order to break in and retrieve the last two girls without getting caught. “What do you think? I mean, I’ll wait until Silas gets here to get his opinion, but from my experience, these are our best options.”
“I don’t think we have much choice,” Dalton replied, double-checking the routes. “They all carry the same amount of risk. Regardless of what route we take, we need to go in prepared to fight, in spite of how stealthy we are.”
“I understand. Though that might be a little hard for me.” He tapped his ailing leg.
“Are you sure you want to go with us? Silas and I will be more than happy to retrieve the girls ourselves.”
“No, I have to. I may be old, but I’m still an officer of the law, and it’s my duty to follow this through. If anything happens, I’ll be the first one to bear responsibility for everything. That is how it is.”
“If you insist.” Dalton was unsure of Belloc’s ability to carry out the plan.
“Now we just have to figure out when Mr. Factory will strike next. Both girls are holed up in their mansions with an incredible amount of security protecting the buildings. If Mr. Factory is able to get into one of these houses, I would suspect foul play on the parts of the parents and…the department.”
“I see. What are you thinking?”
“I’m thinking we have to strike at two places at once.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, instead of just solely focusing on retrieving the girls, we’ll have one group go and search for the girls and then another group will confront the parents once the girls are safely secured away from the mansions. The only way to solve this case is to get the parents to admit to their involvement with the crimes, and if they’re not conspirators, then they should admit to us who the masterminds are. I know for sure the parents are quite aware of what’s going on. That’s the only way we can get to the true source of responsibility for these crimes. Saving the girls is our number-one priority, but bringing the perpetrators of the crime to justice should be just as important. If I can have both, I will try my hardest to make it happen.” 
“Then that’s what we should strive for, nothing less. First we save the girls, and then we go after the people who are responsible for these crimes.”
“Dalton, I need you to go to the precinct and commandeer a few carriages.”
“Why so many?”
“I have a few people that we’re going to bring along with us. Throughout the years, I’ve been able to differentiate between the corrupt and the trustworthy, and for as long as I can remember, I’ve formed relationships and alliances with a few good men. We’ll bring them along with us. They’ve already been notified and have all agreed to assist us with this case out of loyalty, but most importantly, out of a yearning for justice. If we truly are going to solve this case, a lot of the top brass will be implicated along with the notorious Valentine Society. We need these officers’ help. You’ll go to the station and bring them to me along with the carriages. Understood?”
“Right away, Inspector.”
“Just let me go and retrieve the list of officers out of my safe, and then you can head on over to the precinct.” Belloc walked into his bedroom, hustling over to his bed, and knelt down. He grabbed at a large metal box hiding underneath a loose floorboard. He took a key out of his pocket and opened up the small safe. Inside, he found an envelope which had the names and contact information of all the loyal officers he’d befriended since he first started working for the Boston PD. On the envelope it read: The Crew.
He stood up and rushed out of his bedroom, but when he stepped inside his study, he quickly stuffed the envelope inside his coat pocket.  “What are you doing here?”
In front of him was a tall, broad-shouldered officer. He had managed to break into Belloc’s home without making the slightest peep. “Well, we’ve decided to pay you a visit,” Clarkson replied.
“Where’s Officer Dalton?”
“He’s...being reprimanded at the moment.”
“You are aware of what the repercussions are for assaulting an officer?”
“Yes, I do, and I’m fine with it as long as it’s just me who’s aware of the assault, and no one else.” He smiled.
“I remember you. You’re the coward that struck my assistant.”
“Yes, I remember your pretty assistant quite well. A fine specimen of a lass. What I wouldn’t do to take her inside a quiet, private jail cell for a few hours.”
Belloc clenched his jaw. Instinctively, he reached for his cane, but it was suddenly taken away by a surprise guest. “You two.”
“So you remember us?” Mendel said, playing with Belloc’s cane. 
His sister, Merle, strode in behind him. “Hello, Inspector.” After she stepped inside his study, a group of about five brutish cops entered as well.
“What’s all this?” Belloc backed away. “Why are you guys here?”
“We’re here to make you try to understand,” Mendel replied.
“Understand what?”
“You see, therein lies the problem. If you knew what you weren’t supposed to be doing, you would know what we were talking about. Or maybe you’re just playing dumb.”
Belloc took a few steps back and bumped into his desk, startling himself. “What is it that you want?”
“Calm down, Inspector,” Merle said. “We’re not going to do something that we would later regret. Killing an officer is always the last resort.”
“Why should I believe anything that you say?”
“Well, you really shouldn’t,” Mendel replied. “But the problem we have here is that you were told to stop investigating a certain group. So what did you do? Did you stop?” He asked this as if asking everyone in the room.
Merle and the other officers shook their heads.
“You did not,” Mendel continued. “You didn’t do what you were ordered to do. No, you actually made it worse. The good captain told you to back off. He even gave you a fair warning. And how did you thank him? By slapping him in the face and spitting on his reputation. You should’ve just left things alone. It wasn’t any of your business to begin with. These people, Inspector, operate under a different code, a code in which you pissed all over. They’re going to handle it their own way, and from now on you will let them.” 
He approached Belloc, inches away from his face. “Inspector, you’ve sadly gotten out of line, and you’ve also bent yourself out of shape. And, of course, we’re here to straighten you out, put you back together in a sense. But unfortunately for you, to put you back together we must first break you apart.”
Belloc’s eyes trembled, and he backed into one of his bookshelves.
“This cane of yours,” Mendel said. “This is good, solid wood. Did you ever realize when you bought this cane that one day it would be used to break all of your bones?”
“Please don’t.”
Mendel thought about it for a few seconds, contemplating the decision, torturing Belloc with the silent pause. “No, I can’t stop. I’m under orders, and I, unlike you, follow them.” Like a coiled cobra snapping at its prey, Mendel’s arm sprung out from his body, using the cane to brutally whack Belloc’s head. Instantly, the inspector fell onto the floor, knocked unconscious, blood dripping out from the side of his skull.
“Why did you do that for?” Merle asked. “Now he won’t feel anything.”
“He’ll feel it when he wakes up.”
“Does he have to wake up?”
“Merle, this order came from the top. Heed it.”
“What do we do now?” Merle asked.
Mendel turned to Clarkson and the rest of his men and threw the cane at the big brute.
“I’ll have that, thank you,” Clarkson said.
“Go to work on him,” Mendel ordered. “But remember, only his limbs. Leave the organs untouched.”
“If you say.” Clarkson made his way over to Belloc. “Nothing to say to me, old man? Not so tough, are you now?” He struck him hard on the leg. After giggling for a few seconds, he began to beat him continuously until the job was done.
While the officers were doing their business, Mendel and Merle scoured the study for any information Belloc had amassed regarding the Decamps case. Armed with a couple of large bags, they began stuffing them full of paperwork and files. They even stole the binder Silas had taken from Doctor Sabatini’s office. Overturning desks and bookshelves, they carelessly broke pictures and expensive glassware, and when they were done, they cut up Mr. Grant’s map to pieces, followed by knocking the table over on its side.
“That should do it,” Mendel said. He noticed the officers were still beating on the old inspector. “That’s enough. I’m sure you’ve done plenty of damage. Let’s go. We’re on a schedule.”
Clarkson spit on Belloc’s face and then threw his cane on top of his mangled body. “See you soon, Inspector. Too bad that pretty little lass of yours wasn’t here to get her own beating.”
After scouring the scene one last time, they finally left, all of them stepping on Dalton on their way out, who lay on the hallway floor, beaten unconscious. Snickering uncontrollably, the officers departed the scene.
Shortly after they had left, Dalton began to regain consciousness. Turning his head, he could see inside Belloc’s study, and to his horror, spotted the inspector’s mangled arm twitching. With all the strength he could muster up, he started crawling towards the study. 
Once he reached it, he grabbed hold of the inspector’s police-issued telephone, desperately trying to contact an ambulance to come and tend to both his and the inspector’s serious wounds. After a moment of struggling to get in touch with an operator, he was put through to the local hospital. His words were breathy, and his tone was desperate, but Dalton managed to put the call in, and at last, help was on its way.
Hanging up the phone, he heard moans coming from behind the desk. Belloc was at last regaining consciousness, and the toll of the beating was slowly seeping into his soul. None of his major organs were hurt, but all of his limbs were broken, and the trauma of his injuries filled him up with immense pain. The more he opened his eyes, the louder he moaned.
Dalton turned his head, for out in the hallway there was a loud noise followed by a ruckus. After a tense second Silas stepped in, not noticing yet what had happened to the inside of Belloc’s home, for his focus was still on the men behind him who were having trouble lugging the large trunk down the hallway.
“Over here is where it needs to be,” Silas said as they entered the townhome. “Just leave it right outside the door. I still need to figure out where I can put it.” But then as he stepped further inside, it became clearer to him that something was off. His senses tripled in awareness, and his demeanor changed. He rushed into the study and found his friends on the floor, bruised and battered.
At first, he found it difficult to breathe out any words, shocked at the atrocity of all the blood that had smeared everywhere. He dove to Belloc’s side, and just by looking at his body, he could tell that his bones had been broken yet his center mass was left untouched. Belloc also had a serious wound to the head, but the bleeding had stopped. 
He turned to Dalton, who had already sat up and was now leaning against a chair. “Who did this, Dalton? Do you remember?”
“Of course I remember those bastards.” Dalton struggled to breathe the words out. “It was a group of officers, a big, burly bunch. They were ordered around by some odd old couple. They sort of looked like twins.”
“I see.” Silas lowered his eyes and clenched his fists. He neared the inspector, observing his wounds. “How are you holding up, Inspector?”
“It hurts real bad. Argh!”
“I know it does. Try not to move.” He turned to Dalton. “Did you call for help?”
“Yes, I did. The ambulance should be here soon.”
“Good. Can you walk?”
“Yes.” Dalton stood up. “I think I can.”
“Go into the inspector’s bedroom, and in his night desk you’ll find a bottle of scotch inside the top drawer. Bring it to me.”
“Scotch?”
“Just do it.”
Dalton groaned as he walked into the bedroom, only to come out just a few seconds later, scotch in hand. “Here you go.”
“Thanks.” Silas grabbed the bottle and broke off the cap. “Here, Inspector, take a good gulp.”
“I can’t. I promised I would never do it again.”
“I think your wife would’ve understood. She certainly wouldn’t have wanted you to be in all of this pain. Take it.”
Belloc gave in and took down a gulp of the scotch, and then another.
“You’ll feel much better.” Silas gave the bottle to Dalton. “You need it as well.”
“You’re not kidding,” Dalton said as he grabbed it and chugged down a few gulps.
“Ah,” Belloc yelled out. “Whew! That’ll warm you up quite quickly.” The scotch livened his spirits, which allowed him to talk, though he was still in great pain.
“Dalton said it was the siblings that came in with a group. They did this?”
“Yes. We went too far with this case of ours. We were careless. There’s nothing we can do now.”
“I’m still in good shape, and so is Posy.”
“No, it’s too much for you to do alone, even if you have Posy’s help.”
“Don’t be so sure about that.”
“Silas, they took everything.” Belloc stopped to moan a bit. “They took our files, our paperwork, all our leads, and it looks like they also destroyed the map. All the evidence that we had is gone. They even took the files you discovered back in Andover. It’s all over now, Silas. Those girls are doomed. Maybe it’s better for us if we forget about all of this, as if it never happened.”
“I understand that you’re hurting right now and that the situation seems hopeless, but you must trust in me.”
“Speaking of you; what did you find out about the package? Who was it from?”
“Now is not the time for that, Inspector.”
“Just tell me. Talking is the only thing that’ll keep my mind off this pain, at least until the doctor arrives.”
“Well, unfortunately, I didn’t learn much, except for the fact that I knew I was coming to Boston, or at the least, I planned to come here.”
“What do you mean?”
“I was the one that sent the package. I sent it to myself. I must’ve known I was going to end up here, so I sent it.”
“And why did you do that?”
“I have no clue.”
“So what’s in the package?”
“I don’t know; I haven’t opened it yet,” Silas replied as he turned to the large trunk. “It’s massive. I didn’t have time to open it at the station. I was going to do it here, but then I found you guys on the floor.”
“Oh my, it is quite large.” Belloc stretched his neck in order to see the trunk. “There’s a knife inside my desk. Use it to cut the bindings. Argh!”
“Do you want another shot?”
“Yes, yes!” Belloc hastily agreed. 
Silas took the bottle and let him have a few swigs. 
“Better. Ah. Yes, much better.” He asked for another shot.
“Easy now.”
“When you break all of your bones you can then tell me when and what to drink.”
“Okay, okay. Have at it.”
The inspector took another gulp of scotch. “Thank you,” Belloc breathed out. “Well?”
“Well what?”
“Go open it!” Belloc said, in pain. “I’m not getting any younger.”
“All right, all right.” Silas stood up and went over to the trunk. Grabbing one of the handles, he used all of his strength to drag it across the main entrance and into the study. “Let’s see here.” Knife in hand, he cut all of the rope bindings near the four locks. He knelt in front of the trunk, and unclasping the four locks, he opened the case. What he saw in front of him made his eyes shine with wonder. 
Dalton stood up and walked over to the trunk. “What is all that?”
“I think all of this belonged to me. I think...whatever I did back in Japan, it had something to do with all of this…stuff.”
In front of him, resting on a bed of black velvet, were a number of dark and ominous weapons, from small, miniscule ones to large and robust instruments of violence, and in Silas’s view, they were all magnificent. 
He grabbed the first one on top. It was a long, wooden stick, similar to a cane, but when he grabbed it by one end, he instantly recognized it as more than just a cane. With a flick of his wrist, he broke the stick open, revealing a long and bright sword. This was mine?
Without effort, he remembered what the type of weapon was called. “Shikomizue.” He marveled at the blade. Yet even though it was his, he didn’t feel like he was competent enough to wield such a thing. His skills with the sword were still a little hazy in his mind, so he placed it aside, useless for the time being.
He reached inside and pulled out two prong-shaped metal batons that had two curved prongs projecting from both of their handles. “Sai.” He twirled them around without even knowing he could. These I know how to handle better, but I’m still a bit clumsy.
He reached for another object. “Fukija.” It was a long blowgun, and attached to the long tube were a couple of darts. Interesting. 
Next, he pulled out a large bag full of shuriken, or throwing stars. He gazed at them with a sense of awe. 
But what truly caught his attention were the next two objects inside the trunk.
“Kamas,” he said with great joy. Apparently, these two weapons had been his favorites. He pulled them out, both being wooden sticks about a foot and a half in length and both having a curved, sickle-like blade protruding from the top end.
He stood up and grasped those kamas like he was a child who had been given a new toy to play with. His eyes sparkled, and his grin stretched from ear to ear. These two weapons I know quite well.
His eyes shrank, his cheeks sunk in, and his face became gaunt and dark. These two blades I grasp in my hands, these here...were my wrath.
He took them and spun them around with ease. His skill set with the kamas was at 100 percent. He could’ve never forgotten how to wield what he was best at. Never.
He looked inside the trunk and saw a whole pile of other interesting objects, most of which he was clueless about. There were some boots in there as well, along with some dark clothing, things that appeared to be potions and medicine, and even some food, possibly what he loved to dine on during his former days in Japan. 
Lastly, he spotted something peculiar. It was a patch of some sort, circular in shape, with an embroidered drawing of a three-legged raven. This is the same image of the raven I described to the tailor.
Dalton stepped up to him. “Just who exactly are you?”
“Apparently, someone you don’t mess with.”
Dalton gulped.
Silas walked up to Belloc and knelt down beside him. “I think I hear help coming up the stairs. You’ll get treated soon. It’s going to be all right.”
“I know, Silas. Sorry that I seemed so hopeless before, but now, seeing what you have inside that trunk, I’ve been filled with a bit of hope. Maybe it’s not too late. Maybe you can change things. If you feel up to the task, Silas, go and get those girls to safety. But only if you feel up to it.”
“Inspector, don’t worry about me. I’ll take care of things. I’ll make things right.”
“Hurry and go, Silas,” Belloc pleaded, “and don’t come back until they’re all safe.”
*
 





 
 

 
“ALL RIGHT, I’LL SEE YOU TOMORROW WITH MY REPORT,” Lucy shouted as she exited the Boston Evening Globe’s office. 
The editor poked his head out. “Remember, try to ask important questions about what Mr. Burrows did in the war, the stuff he’s not really supposed to talk about.”
“I’ll try, Mr. Thompson.” Lucy ran down the stairs.
“Good luck.” The editor closed the door.
As she reached the sidewalk, Lucy unexpectedly ran into her boyfriend, who sat inside his carriage, waiting for her to exit the building. She dug her feet deep in the snow, stopping in her tracks.
“Don’t be so excited to see me,” he said. 
“What are you doing here?”
“I wanted to surprise you. Come on—let me take you to the shop. I don’t like the idea of you being all alone.”
“So you’ve been following me all this time?”
“For the most part,” he replied, walking up to her. “I did see that you visited some building I didn’t recognize.”
“Why did you follow me?”
“I’m just scared for you. I don’t know why you’re so set on wanting to walk all the way downtown by yourself. Just because you’re so independent doesn’t mean you have to refuse my ride. I think it does you more harm than good.”
“You came down all this way just to offer me a ride?”
“Yes. Why does that seem so strange to you? Don’t you want me to be here? Does it have something to do with that building I saw you head into? Were you visiting someone you didn’t want me to know about?”
“I was visiting Inspector Belloc. I went to talk to him about my sister’s case. Are you satisfied with that answer?”
“I was just wondering. I just don’t like you keeping secrets.”
“You could give me the courtesy of allowing me a bit of privacy in my life.”
“I understand.” He fidgeted. “I didn’t mean to pry, but I still want you to come with me so you won’t have to walk all the way to the shop, especially since it’s nearing evening time.”
“I can take care of myself.”
“I know that.” He opened the door for her. “So, what do you say?”
“What do I say?” Lucy carefully pondered on what to say next. “I’m in love with someone else,” she declared, watching as his face turned pale, and an awkward silence filled the air. “Do you still want me to ride with you?” she said, egging him on.
“What do you mean, you’re in love with someone else?” 
“What’s so difficult to understand? I’m in love with a man that I loved before I even knew you, and now he’s come back to me.” But then, sympathizing with him, she said, “I’m sorry I had to do this like this, but you and I both know things haven’t been going so well for the past month. We’re just not cut out for each other. I’m sorry.”
“So you’re just going to drop me?”
“Yes, I think so,” Lucy replied, turning away. “It feels good to take charge of my life, and if that involves leaving you and finding someone that truly loves me and wants to pay attention to me, then so be it.”
“That wasn’t very ladylike to say.”
“I’m not really trying to be a lady at the moment,” she replied, turning back to him. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I don’t want to be late for my interview. Good day.” Lucy turned and walked away, her head high, her heels forcefully knocking against the hard cement.
Confused and broken-hearted, her boyfriend watched Lucy walk away before taking over the reins of his horse-drawn carriage and speedily departing from the curb.
 
***
 
In the meantime, about three blocks away, Silas stood along the ledge of a seven-story building, gazing over the sunset-lit terrain. He wore his plain dark coat and hat, with his revolver strapped to his waist and both his kama blades secured neatly inside his coat. From where he stood, he could see Mendel and Merle boarding a carriage, lugging around a number of bags with them. What are those two up to?
Behind the siblings, a group of large, burly officers exited the precinct, making their way towards their own carriage. Once everyone was set to go, both carriages departed from the police station.
Without a second to spare, Silas took to the fire escapes, jumping off them and swinging from one to the other with ease. Touching ground at last, he looked around for a carriage he could commandeer. Spotting one near a lamppost, he ran over to it and approached the driver. “Sir, I need to borrow your carriage.” Silas showed the driver his badge.
“I beg your pardon?”
“I need your carriage to trail a number of suspects who are on their way to what I believe is a potential crime scene. Please, sir. Step aside.”
“I will do no such thing.”
“Sir, you don’t understand. You must cooperate.”
“No, sir, I do not. Now, if you don’t mind, please leave me alone.”
I don’t have time for this. Without warning, Silas took the driver by surprise and grabbed the back of his coat. With only one arm, Silas picked him up and vigorously threw him on the ground, accidentally hurting the man. Unbeknownst to Silas, he was steadily becoming more aggressive as his mind began to channel more memories from his past.
“You should have listened,” Silas remarked before stepping up into the driver’s bench. Quickly, he took off after Mendel and his band of officers, keeping a good bit of distance between his carriage and theirs. After traveling for half an hour, he ended up at Worcester Estates. Passing the Decampses’ mansion and turning left onto Valentine Court, Mendel and his officers pulled up to the Haralsons’ home. Silas stayed about fifty yards behind them. I wonder if they know where Mr. Factory is.
Silas dismounted his carriage and took to the shadows. Using the moon as a tool, he kept hidden behind its light, inching himself closer to their carriages until he was about five feet from them, observing, like a ghost studying the actions of the living.
“You take this one,” Mendel said, handing a bag to Merle.
“What’s in here?”
“That’s for Mr. Factory. His tools are inside. Don’t drop it.”
“Oh, I see. Can I take a look?”
“I’ve already scoured through it. There’s nothing terribly exciting. It’s just a bunch of surgical stuff.”
“And what, may I ask, do you have in your bag?”
“All that we need to prep the house with. I was thinking we need to scrap our original plan and have him enter through the second floor, using one of the middle windows.”
“Easier said than done. We never planned for that. How are we going to make that happen?”
“Just leave that to me,” Mendel replied. “Now hurry up.”
“I’m ready,” Merle said, holding up her bag. “You’re the one talking excessively.” 
Mendel turned to the group of officers headed by Clarkson. “You guys surround the perimeter.”
“But what about the rest of the officers?” Clarkson replied.
“Just try to be friendly. Tell them you were sent by O’Hara himself, for extra security.”
“Fine.” Clarkson turned to his men. “I want three of you near the back. The rest, come with me.”
The Haralson mansion was made up of brick and stone, and two large circular bay windows held up both corners of the home. Turrets reached up from the bay windows all the way up to the roof, ending in pyramid-like spires. 
Mendel and his group made their way towards the entrance, passing by the first set of guards, who let them in without hesitating. Reaching the front door, the two silver-haired siblings were greeted by Mr. Haralson, who let them inside as soon as he saw them.
So the parents are in this together. Silas shook his head as a flame of rage ignited inside his heart. He tightened his fists, turning his knuckles white. Whatever happens, I can’t let this girl be harmed.
Sneaking in through the shadows, he ran up to the mansion’s fence and scaled over it with a leap and jump, landing softly on the ground. Ahead of him, he saw Clarkson and his men doing their best to blend in with the other patrolling guards. Evaluating the scene, he realized the best thing to do was to sneak in through one of the rear windows. Not many guards were patrolling the rear perimeter. Plus, it wasn’t lit up as brightly as the front part of the mansion. Amateurs.
He made his way across the yard, sticking to the pockets of shadows until he reached the mansion’s backyard. There, he saw five officers patrolling the rear perimeter. Silas utilized the darkness to make it to the mansion’s rear wall, where he used the uneven bricks to scale up the side of the house. Reaching the second floor, he shimmied across the ledge until he reached a large window near the mansion’s eastern side. He kept to the corner, watching the lanterns in the room suddenly turn on as Mendel and his sister walked in. They placed both bags on top of a large desk and began to take the contents out of Mr. Factory’s surgical bag, placing the tools on top of a blanket lying across the desk’s sturdy surface. One by one, they brought the tools out, hideous things resembling torture devices. 
I can’t even begin to imagine what he does to these poor girls. “These bastards have worked with Mr. Factory all along,” Silas whispered to himself, “prepping the scenes, making it as easy as possible for him. What did these girls get themselves into? Is this what happens when you cross the Valentine Society?”
After they had set up the workstation for Mr. Factory, Mendel headed over to the next room. Immediately, Silas shimmied across the ledge to the next window, which he suspected was Miss Catherine Haralson’s bedroom—and indeed it was—finding her peacefully sleeping on her bed with a lantern resting atop her dresser, faintly lighting up the room.
Seconds later, Mendel entered the room, as if trying to sneak up on the girl. Worried for the girl’s safety, Silas quickly searched around the window’s edges, figuring out the best way to unlock it, but to his surprise it was already unlocked. Hmm, maybe her parents unlocked the window to make it easier for ‘you-know-who’ to slide in.
With a gentle touch, he pushed the window up, easily opening it without making the slightest bit of sound. Like a soft, black mist seeping into the girl’s chambers, Silas skillfully climbed inside and pushed himself against a darkened wall without Mendel noticing that he’d just stepped inside the room.
Mendel set a couple of things down on the girl’s night stand and then grabbed a chair and pulled it up next to the sleeping girl. Careful not to wake her, Mendel sat down and reached inside his coat pocket.
What the hell is he doing?
He pulled out an object to use on Miss Haralson, but from his angle, Silas couldn’t tell what the object was, so he sidestepped to the right a little, trying to figure out what Mendel had in his hand. 
Again, he couldn’t make the object out, so he took another step, dangerously exposing himself within the lantern’s shine. Now he could see what Mendel had pulled out, at least in part. It was some type of shiny object that glimmered against the room’s glow.
A knife? Alarmed, Silas took a few steps forward, stretching his neck, having a difficult time deciphering the shiny instrument. Wait...is that...is he going to drug her? Is that what he does for Mr. Factory? That sneaky little bastard!
Silas knew right then and there that he wasn’t going to let Mendel harm the girl, so he slowly reached inside his coat and pulled out one of his kama blades in order to cut and incapacitate Mendel before he could administer the drug. Taking another step, he raised his sickle-like weapon up in the air, ready to strike.
In came the parents.
It was all a shock to Silas, when, at the moment he was about to strike at Mendel, the door suddenly opened up to Catherine’s room, and in stepped Mr. and Mrs. Haralson, along with a number of officers led by the brutish Clarkson. Between them, they had about five lanterns, so when they walked inside the bedroom, the whole place magically lit up. 
Unexpectedly caught off guard, Silas was now vulnerable and alone. Wait, what just happened?
“What are you doing in my daughter’s room?” Mr. Haralson screamed at the top of his lungs.
Mendel shot up, quickly turning around and backing away, pretending to be afraid. 
Catherine abruptly woke up from her sleep and sat up. The first thing she saw was Silas with his weapon raised over his head. Instantly, she let out a spine-chilling yell. “No! He’s going to kill me! Don’t let him take my baby!”
Confused, Silas backed away, lowering his weapon. 
Clarkson and the other officers pulled out their revolvers and aimed them at Silas. “Put the weapon down slowly,” Clarkson said, “or I swear I’ll fill you up full of lead.”
Silas didn’t know what to do, so he raised his other arm to calm everyone down in the room. “I’m not here to kill anyone. I’m Deputy Inspector de San Michel of the Boston PD. I was trailing these men. I thought they were coming here to assault your daughter. That man there came inside your daughter’s bedroom and sat down beside her in order to drug her, so his accomplice, the true killer, could come later and take your daughter’s baby.”
“That’s utterly ridiculous!” Mendel said.
“I saw the steel instrument in your hand. You were about to administer that drug so Mr. Factory could perform a c-section on her.”
“Mr. who?” Mendel asked. “What nonsense you speak. Look here.” He showed everyone what he had in his hand. “This is merely a stethoscope and nothing else.” He held it up high so that everyone in the room could see.
“No, no, that’s not what you had in your hand. I saw something else. It wasn’t that.”
“This is all I have. I came inside to check up on Miss Haralson’s vitals.”
“Of course you did. And why would you care about her vitals?”
“I care a great deal about them, being that I’m her doctor.”
“Her what?” Silas replied incredulously. “And you expect me to believe that?”
“No, I don’t. I don’t really care what you believe, but it’s the truth. I’ve been her doctor for a long time, and I’m here to check up on her, seeing that she will be giving birth in a few weeks.”
“You lie! You’re working with Mr. Factory, and so is your sister. These brutes that you brought with you were the ones that assaulted my colleagues, especially Inspector Belloc.”
“I really have no idea what you’re talking about,” Mendel said in a very calm voice.
Clarkson cocked his gun. “I won’t say it again. Put that blade down, or we’ll open fire.”
“But you have to understand,” Silas pleaded with the Haralsons. “These men here are conspiring with the man who’s responsible for the deaths of Miss Decamps and Miss Dailey. You don’t really believe them, do you?”
“Don’t listen to him,” Mrs. Haralson said. “He’s the one! He’s the killer!”
“Me?” 
“Yes, you!” the father said. “Dr. Weiser has been my daughter’s doctor since the beginning of the pregnancy, so he can’t possibly be the killer. You’re the one. Just like Mr. Decamps told us. I should’ve listened to him. But now we’ve caught you, and you’re going to have to answer for your crimes.”
“I’ve committed no crime. I have plenty of witnesses and alibis. You’re making a big mistake. If this man here is your daughter’s doctor, then why did he bring with him a bag full of surgical tools?”
“What bag do you speak of?” Mendel asked, pretending to not know what he was talking about.
“Don’t pretend like you don’t know. You know which bag. You carried it in here.” He turned to the parents. “Did you even realize what he was carrying inside the bags when he entered your house?”
“Dr. Weiser didn’t bring any bags with him,” Mr. Haralson said. “You, sir, have lost your mind.”
“What? But you saw him carrying two bags when he entered your home. Are you blind?”
“I saw nothing as to what you’re referring to.”
Silas began backing up. Damn, they’re all in this together.
“Don’t you move,” Clarkson demanded. “I’m going to count ‘til three, and then I’ll have my men shoot you down.”
Unexpectedly, Merle stepped inside the bedroom.
“Hello there, sister,” Mendel said. “What have you brought us?”
“I found this in that man’s carriage,” Merle replied. “When I heard what was going on inside this room, I went outside to see if I could spot anything suspicious, and I found his carriage parked about fifty yards from ours. I rushed over to inspect it, and I found this bag inside.” She raised a large black bag up so everyone could see; it was the same one Mendel had brought in with him. She then took it and dumped the contents on top of Miss Haralson’s bed. Out came a slew of surgical tools and harsh-looking knives.
“You see!” Mr. Haralson said. “It’s you. You’re the killer. You were breaking in here to kill my daughter, but not before killing Dr. Weiser so he wouldn’t know who you were.”
“That’s not true at all,” Silas said. I can’t believe it. They set me up!
“Please don’t let him hurt me, Father,” Catherine pleaded.
“Come here, dear,” Mrs. Haralson said.
Catherine rushed out of her covers and hurried to take shelter behind her parents. 
Silas looked around him, searching for the best way to get out of his situation, but to his dismay, there wasn’t one.
“I would certainly not think about trying to escape,” Clarkson said. “You won’t get very far with a handful of holes in your stomach. This is the last time I’ll say this. Drop the weapon on the floor.”
Exhausted and out of options, Silas did what he was told and laid the weapon down by his feet and kicked it over to them.
“Open your coat,” Clarkson said.
Silas opened his coat and revealed his other kama along with his revolver. 
“I’ll need those as well.”
Silas reached for them.
“Slowly.”
He took them out one by one and set them aside. Clarkson ordered one of his officers to grab the weapons. The officer nervously approached Silas and quickly reached for his weapons, confiscating them.
“Put the cuffs on him,” Clarkson said, signaling for two of his men to approach Silas.
Two officers stepped up. 
“Put your hands behind your back,” one officer said.
Silas was reluctant to do it.
“Do it now!” the other officer chimed in.
Finally, Silas obeyed and put his hands behind his back. The officers rushed to put cuffs on him and then swiftly patted him down, searching for anything else that he might’ve had with him.
“He’s clean.”
“Good,” Clarkson said, approaching Silas. “Looks like we’ve caught ourselves a murderer. I’m certainly going to enjoy putting you in a nice dark cell.”
“Just how do you think you’re going to get away with this? I’m an inspector.”
“You are what we say you are. And what we say goes, or did you not figure that out already?”
“Look here,” Merle said. “There’s something else inside this bag.” She reached for it and pulled the mysterious object out. “It’s wrapped up in a shirt.”
Wait, is that what I think it is?
Merle opened the shirt up and found a bloody knife.
Damn. It is.
“What is this?” Merle said. “I wonder what this was used for.” She looked at Silas as if she knew exactly what it was used for; it was the weapon that killed Dr. Sabatini. “We’ll certainly have to take a closer look at this back at the precinct.”
“You set me up,” Silas said. “All of you!”
As a response to his outcry, Clarkson decked Silas squarely in the jaw, knocking him down, forcing some blood to spurt out of his mouth. “I’ve had about enough of you.” He turned to his men. “Get him up and take him to the carriage. We’ll book him as soon as we can. O’Hara is going to be very pleased.” 
The rest of the officers laughed as they grabbed Silas by the arms and hauled him out of the room and down the stairs. 
Once he was out of the room, Mendel nodded to Mr. Haralson. “Thanks for the help.”
Mr. Haralson nodded back.
“What does he mean, Francis?” Mrs. Haralson asked.
“Nothing, dear. Go and take Catherine to our room. Get her some water and maybe something to eat.” 
His wife didn’t move.
“Go on now,” he coaxed. 
She left without saying a word.
“That went easier than expected,” Mendel said. “Looks like I overestimated the deputy inspector’s prowess.”
“I told you, brother,” Merle remarked, “but you never listen.”
“Well, I’m certainly not looking to start now.”
She snarled at him.
“What do we do with the evidence?” Officer Clarkson asked.
“Take his revolver and those strange blades back to the precinct,” Mendel said.
“And the bag?” Clarkson inquired.
“The bag we leave here.”
“For what?”
“Take a guess, you idiot,” Merle interjected.
“Oh, right.”
“That took a lot of effort, didn’t it?” 
Clarkson gave Merle a dirty look before leaving the room.
“We’re almost done,” Mendel said to his sister. “The circle is almost complete, and now that we have that nuisance of an officer locked up, there’ll be no one to stop the Society from seeing its plan to the end.”
“What about the girl? That assistant of Belloc’s? The pretty one?”
“Really? Worry about a girl? And why would we worry about a skinny whore like her?”
She stepped up to him, put off by his sexist remarks. “I find that a bit insulting.”
“Well, don’t. You know you’re one of a kind, sister. I’ve always told you so. Not every woman is as powerful as you.”
“Don’t forget it.”
“How can I, when you remind me of it every five seconds?”
“Let’s just hurry up and go. The house has to be calmed down enough for Mr. F. to work his magic.”
“I’m waiting on you, sister,” Mendel said, following Merle out of the room, but before he shut the door, he gave the room one last look. He shook his head with sympathy. “Poor girl. She really has no idea what’s coming for her.”
 
***
 
It was nearing six o’clock in the afternoon as Lucy walked the streets of downtown Boston. She stomped her fancy boots on the hard pavement, not wanting to be late for her first interview. Underneath her large overcoat, her nicely pressed suit-dress flowed with the winter wind. The sun in the sky began its descent downwards, and the purple horizon showed hints of orange and black. And though she was all alone, Lucy felt safe strolling down the busy streets, zigzagging within the crowd. 
Anxious to get to the taxidermy shop, she pulled out a small map with directions that she’d drawn up for herself. Realizing where she needed to go, she reluctantly turned the corner into a vacant street. At first, she wasn’t scared, for she still walked among groups of people, but these groups had dwindled in numbers, with only a few men and women passing by her. Plus, who knew what type of people they were, always peeking at her from underneath their big hats, with their beady eyes and frozen expressions.
Wary of running late, Lucy picked up her pace, becoming more frantic by the second. Once she reached the end of the street, she took out her map and held it up, noticing a discrepancy. She stood at a crossroad, split into two paths, one going to the right and the other to the left. Yet, on the map she’d copied, it only showed the road veering off to the right. She turned towards that road, evaluating its complexity. It seemed that the road to the right led back to the main street and then circled around three more blocks before even turning back towards the direction where she needed to go.
Seems like a waste of time.
She turned towards the road on the left and saw that it was a single stretch of road, almost like an alleyway, dark and a bit dirty, but one that seemed like it led straight towards the taxidermy shop, seemingly a shortcut. She looked at her watch. I’m running late.  
Making a decision, she turned the corner and proceeded down the road to her left. As she walked, she soon realized that after about fifty feet into the dark alleyway, she was the only one traveling that road. The buildings encompassing the alley grew taller by the second, drowning out the sun and setting up the surrounding space with pockets of dark shadows. Her heart thumped against her chest, and even though it was freezing cold outside, she took her gloves off, as her hands were beginning to sweat.
The more steps she took into that dark alley, the more the shadows wiggled and moved. It could’ve been just her imagination, but Lucy didn’t know for sure, since it was hard for her to see anything behind the ominous shadows. Even worse, she began hearing strange sounds as her hearing became more acute with her surroundings. 
Firstly, she heard the slight banging of a metal trashcan, followed by the ruckus of an alley cat fleeing away. But fleeing from what?
Then she heard the creaking of a couple of fire escapes above her, as if someone was following her from above. 
She picked up her pace just before hearing the final noise, which was something common yet threatening to her, especially in a dark place where she couldn’t see her immediate surroundings. That last noise she heard was a faint cough, a clearing of the throat, very deep and low, definitely a man’s. She stopped and turned around, looking far across the stretch of alley behind her.
There was nothing.
Is someone there? Worried for her safety, she increased her speed, hoping to reach the end of the alley soon and make it to the taxidermy shop, where at last she would be able to find refuge with the people inside. Forcefully stepping on the ground, she managed to plunge into ponds of slush and ice, drenching her fancy boots and the bottom layers of her once fanciful dress. 
Damn it. Don’t panic, Lucy. Fighting off her nerves, she slowed down in order to contain her breathing. She looked back down the alley and saw a circus of shadows flickering in the night. It seemed her eyes were playing tricks on her. Or were they? 
About fifty yards away, a pair of dark boots stepped onto the snowy ground.
Lucy crossed her arms as her body shivered from the mix of cold and fear. Again, she hurried, not wanting to be inside that alley any longer. To her, it felt like seventy miles of bad road, a never-ending journey of dread and anxiety. I should’ve gone to the right.
Once more, she turned to look behind her. Wait...is that someone?
Yes, it was. 
That someone trailed her about fifty yards away, and though she couldn’t clearly see the person, she could tell it was a tall man wearing a coat and hat.
Calm down. It’s probably just someone taking the same route as I am. Regardless, she began a light jog, even though it was hard for her to do so, especially with her boots and long dress. Seeing light up ahead, Lucy was relieved to see an intersection. Finally, we’re getting somewhere.
She took out her map just as a wintry breeze swiped it away from her, taking it up high and away. As it flew out of her hand, she cursed out loud, clenching her fists in disgust. Once she reached the intersection, she was confused as to which path to take. They both seemed long and dark, and she didn’t have time to ponder on it too long. Looking back behind her one last time, she hastily chose to go right, for it seemed to be lit up a bit more than the other path.
Fifty yards behind her, the man with the boots took a right turn as well. It was now obvious to Lucy that he was stalking her. Or could it be a coincidence?
“Oh, hell, Lucy. Just relax and try to find your way out of here.” Slightly running in her drenched boots, she made haste and had covered a lot of ground, about the length of two blocks, when she turned around to look back and saw...him. He, too, was jogging. What the hell? Why is he doing that?
A sense of terror seized her by the bones. Her adrenaline kicked in, and she took off sprinting down the alleyway, hoping to find an opening soon. With any luck, she’d find another road or path leading out towards the main streets. But after running for a good thirty yards, she noticed that the alleyway got darker and darker with every step she took. 
Frustrated and weary, she lost her focus, and after a few more yards of frantic sprinting she caught her leg in a big pothole full of icy slush. In a flash, she fell hard on the pavement, sliding a few feet across the road, scraping her dress and coat all over the road’s grime and dirt. Feeling the rush of pain, she let out a scream of anguish. Up ahead, as if things couldn’t have gotten any worse, she realized that she’d come to a dead end. Letting out a silent gasp, she slowly whipped her head around to see how far the man was behind her.
But he was gone.
She searched the area, inspecting every nook and corner inside the alleyway. Her day had taken a turn for the worse, and she felt abandoned, hopeless.
Yet, fortunately for Lucy, someone heard her call for help, and before she was able to stand up, a door opened near the building to her right. The alleyway lit up from all the light beaming forth from inside the building. A stout man ran down a couple of stairs, looking around, searching for the origin of the noise.
“Here!” Lucy said, excited. “Please help me!”
“Oh, good heavens. What happened to you?” The man rushed over towards Lucy in order to help her. “Why are you out here all alone?”
“There’s a man chasing me.”
“Chasing you?” The man stood up and searched the area, looking all the way down the alley. “I don’t see anything.”
“He was there. I saw him after me. He’s hiding for sure. I just know it.”
“Hmm. Well, let’s hurry and get you up.” He gave her a helping hand, raising Lucy up to her feet. “What on earth are you doing out here all alone anyway?”
“I got lost. I think I took a wrong turn.”
“Where were you going?”
“Boston Taxidermy Company,” she replied as she tried her best to get the snow and dirt off her suit-dress.
“You’re not Lucy Reilly, are you?”
Shocked, she turned to the man. “How do you know my name?”
“Because I’m Max, the owner of Boston Taxidermy.” He gestured to her. “This is my shop. I guess you were going the right way, since you found it, barely. But you should’ve used the front entrance.”
A huge wave of relief washed over Lucy. “So you’re the owner?”
“The one and only.”
“Oh, thank God. But still, I wasn’t joking when I said there was a man following me.” She thought for a moment. “But then again, he could’ve just been using the alley as a shortcut.”
“Well, it’s possible. A lot of people use this alley to cross through the buildings and such, yet I still wouldn’t linger out here much longer. Come on inside.”
Then they heard a loud bang coming from the shadows just twenty yards away, as if someone had accidentally hit an iron pipe that was lying on the ground.
“What was that?” Lucy said.
“Get behind me, dear girl.” Max rolled up his sleeves. “Is anyone out there?”
No response.
“If there’s anyone out there, please make yourself known. You’ve given this poor girl a heart attack.”
Again, no answer.
“Wait, I hear something,” Lucy said.
“I hear it too. It sounds like a bit of sloshing.”
“Like footsteps in the snow.”
“Yep, and they’re heading this way,” Max said, now getting frustratingly angry. “You better head on inside, Miss. You can lock yourself in my office.”
“Well, what about you?”
“Don’t worry about me.”
“I can’t just leave you out here all alone. You don’t have to do this. Come inside with me.”
“I can’t. Whomever it was that chased you should be taught a lesson in manners.” He voiced his concern towards the darkened path. “You out there best prepare yourself for a good talking-to.”
There was only silence for a second, and then a voice rang out from the shadows. “Boss? Is that you, boss?”
Max scrunched his face, wondering whom the voice belonged to. “Is that you, Carlisle?”
Finally, the man in question made his presence known, breaking out of the shadows and into the light. He was a tall, athletic man, wearing a dark brown overcoat and top hat. As he drew nearer to them, Lucy could see that he wore thick glasses and that he had a nice chiseled jaw. “Is that you, boss?”
“Oh, it’s you, Mr. Burrows.”
“Yes, it me,” Carlisle said. “What did I do wrong? Why do you need to have a talking-to with me? I’m not late, am I?”
“No, no, Mr. Burrows,” Max said. “At least, I hope not. You weren’t the one chasing this poor girl, were you?”
“No, sir. I wasn’t chasing anyone, sir. You have to believe me.”
“The girl here said she saw someone trailing behind her, staying in the shadows, as if spying on her. Was that you?”
“Well,” Carlisle said, thinking about it. “It might have been me. I think I remember seeing her walking up ahead, but it was just a faint image. I didn’t mean to scare her if she thought that I was stalking her, which of course I wasn’t.”
“Very well, then, Carlisle. This young girl here just happens to be Lucy Reilly from the Boston Evening Globe.”
“Oh, are you really Miss Reilly? Tremendous! I’ve been waiting for this interview the whole week. I couldn’t sleep last night. I mean, I know it’s no big thing to be interviewed for a local paper and all, but no one really ever wants to know about my service during the war. Not many people ask. I’m just excited, is all. I even bought a new suit.” Carlisle looked her over and noticed that she had stained most of her pretty dress. “Did I make you do that?”
“Yes,” Max said.
“No,” Lucy replied at the same time. “Well, yes, but it’s really my fault. I shouldn’t have taken the wrong turn, and I shouldn’t have run like that.”
“Well, it wasn’t really a wrong turn,” Carlisle said. “You’re here, aren’t you?”
“Yes, that’s true.” Lucy felt a lot better than she did ten minutes earlier.
“Well, let’s not stand out here all night,” Max said. “Come on in. Come, come.”
Lucy went in first, followed by Max, who already had one foot inside the shop. 
“Mr. Burrows, please be so kind as to lock the door once you’re in,” Max said, retreating towards the front of the shop.
“Of course, boss.” Carlisle looked back towards the darkened alley one last time before stepping inside the building. He waited a few seconds for Lucy to break away from him. He then shut the door and put his hand on the doorknob, twisting it in such a way as to make it look like he had locked the door, but in reality did no such thing. 
Carlisle rushed into the front of the store, which was quite grand for a taxidermy shop. The whole place was lit up by a number of lanterns hanging from the ceiling. It had a split-level design, with the bottom floor separated by only a few stairs, and the same with the second level. 
The bottom level was the showroom, decked out with loads of antlers and real stuffed animals displayed all along the desks and counters, ranging from dogs and cats to cougars and cheetahs. Most of the animals had animated faces with their teeth showing, as if ready to take a bite out of an unsuspecting customer. 
To Lucy, it all seemed a bit creepy. The smell was unique, and it bothered her greatly.
On the second level was the workshop, full of machines and beaten-up tables. That was where the owner’s office was located, and it was where Max headed up to in order to finish closing for the day. 
Carlisle took his hat off but left his coat on. Apparently, he was still cold from being outside for so long. “Sit down, please, miss,” Carlisle said.
“You can call me Lucy.”
“Oh, okay, wonderful! Lucy it is, then. Please sit down. Is there anything I can get you? Some coffee or mineral water? Perhaps some tea?”
“A mineral water will be fine, thank you.” Lucy took her coat off and draped it over her chair’s rail. She sat down and took out her small journal and pen she had packed away inside her big coat pocket. While Carlisle went into the break room to gather some water for Lucy, all she could do was stare out the window and wonder about the shadowed man she knew was stalking her.
Carlisle came out with the water. “Here it is, Miss...er...I mean, Lucy.” He caught her staring outside. “What’s the matter? Did you see something?”
“No, it’s okay. It’s just, I could’ve sworn someone was following me.”
“Well, you know, it was probably me. That’s the most likely case.”
“I want to believe that, Mr. Burrows. But I have this feeling that it wasn’t.”
“Oh, well, that’s not an encouraging thought, that someone is out there spying on us. If you want to do this at another time, maybe at your home or place of work, we could always do that. I don’t want you to be, um, how can I say this, not focused on the interview. And, please, I’m not trying to make it sound like that’s all I care about, the interview that is, I mean—Oh, look at me, I’m all nervous.”
“And so am I. It’s quite all right.” She then realized that this was her first interview and she had to do right by it. “I’m ready to go when you are. You have my utmost attention.”
“Oh, very well, then, Lucy,” Carlisle replied, smiling but keeping himself in the shadows. “I was hoping you’d say that. And you can call me Carlisle.”
“Carlisle it is, then.”
“Good. You’ll be all right here.”
Max came down the stairs. “What’s that I hear? Is there something the matter?”
“She’s worried about the person she saw outside. She thinks he’s still out there.”
“Oh, don’t you worry about a thing, Miss. This place is like a fortress. No one can get in. Trust me.” Max turned to Carlisle. “You did lock the back door?”
“Um, yes sir,” he replied as he sunk more into the shadows.
“Great. And for Pete’s sake, what are you doing lurking around back there? Come inside and sit next to Miss Reilly.”
“No, thanks, boss. I kind of want to stand.”
“Oh? Is it your leg again?”
“Yes, boss, unfortunately.”
Max turned to Lucy. “You see, Carlisle has a lot of scarring in his leg, and it tends to go numb on him for some unexplainable reason. He has to walk it off for the blood to flow again, and it usually takes a while. Sorry about the inconvenience.”
“No problem at all.” Lucy turned to Carlisle. “I’m sorry about your leg.”
“Aren’t you sweet? It’s all right. I’m used to it. My apologies for acting so weird.”
“No, you’re fine.”
Max went over to get his coat. “Well, I’ll be off.”
“No, where are you going?” Lucy blurted out without thinking. “I mean, you can’t go out there. What if that man is still outside? I’d rather have you here.”
“What purpose do I serve staying here?”
“Well, if that man does come back, then I’d feel safer with you here. Three of us against him is certainly better than two.”
“She has a point,” Carlisle added. “I say you stay.”
“No, Mr. Burrows, there’s no need.” Max walked up to Lucy. “Look, you’ll be fine. Mr. Burrows is a war veteran; he’ll protect you.”
“He’s right, Lucy. I may not look it, but I’m tough as nails. Whoever wants to get to you will have to get through me, and that will be quite difficult. I was the best fighter in my battalion—at least, that’s what I was told. I don’t like to brag much.”
“So you say,” Max countered.
“What does that mean?” Carlisle replied.
“At any rate, I have to go,” Max said. “I have a long day tomorrow. We have a new sale going up. Remember that, Mr. Burrows.”
“I’ve already prepared.”
“Don’t stay out too late. I need you here real early to start work on those pigeons.”
“Ugh,” Carlisle said. “Who stuffs pigeons?”
“Uh, you will, Mr. Burrows, starting early tomorrow.”
“Had to ask, didn’t I?”
“Well then,” Lucy said. “If you must go, I bid you good evening, and do be careful.”
“I will, Miss.” Max grabbed his cane and hat. “Try to make my friend there look good. It’s good for business, you know.”
“I hope I don’t let you down,” Lucy said.
“You won’t.” Max turned around and exited the shop through the front entrance, locking the door before walking out into the cold winter evening.
“Well then, Lucy, should we start?” Carlisle paced in the shadows, trying to get rid of the pestering numbness.
“Um, sure.” She opened her pad and picked up her pencil. “This interview will be regarding your experiences in the war, especially the more memorable ones.”
“Memorable ones? Lucy, they’re all memorable to me. There’s nothing about the war that I have forgotten. I have a clear recollection of everything.”
“I’m sorry then for assuming.”
“No, it’s fine. How could you know what I went through?”
“Very well, then.” She fidgeted in her seat as she watched him pace back and forth. All she could see of Carlisle was that he was tall and athletic with brown hair and thick glasses. “We could start with your leg. You can tell us how that happened.”
He stopped pacing and took in a deep breath. “Do you mind if I smoke?”
“Not at all.”
“I’m also going to take my boots off; it’s better for my circulation.”
“Um, okay. Go right ahead.”
“Thanks.” He took out a match and lit up a cigarette. Taking a puff, he exhaled with great pleasure. “I never used to smoke, not until after the war. It’s weird what the war can do to you, both physically and mentally.”
“I’m sorry you had to go through it.”
“Oh...I was quite prepared for it; yes I was, quite prepared for it.” He began pacing some more. “War is a terrible thing, and unfortunately for me, as if the fighting wasn’t enough, I was taken prisoner during the First Battle of Bull Run.”
“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. That’s quite horrible. Is that when you suffered the injuries to your leg? Did they do that to you?”
“No, not exactly.” Carlisle took a puff of smoke while he stared out the window. “No, the Southern Army took decent care of me for the time that I was captured. No, they didn’t do this to my leg.” He paused to let out a sigh. “I did.”
“You?”
“Yes, Lucy. I was the one responsible for scarring my leg.”
“Why on earth did you do that, Mr. Burrows?”
“Carlisle.”
“Yes, sorry, Carlisle.”
“Because...I was punishing myself.”
“Why?”
“For not being a good soldier.”
“But why would you scar your own leg, even as a punishment?”
“Because that was what I was trained to do. The pain only made me stronger.”
“Trained to do?”
“Yes, Lucy,” Carlisle replied, pacing back and forth. “When I joined the Union Army, I was selected to partake in a secret operational group, one that was trained in special combat tactics, the first group of its kind. Our training was very unorthodox, and our combat skills rode on an undulating wave of good and evil. Out of the two hundred selected for training, only five passed. I was one of them. I actually excelled in this type of specialized warfare. My test scores were ten times better than the rest.”
“And why was that?”
“Because I was...special,” he replied with a gleam in his eye. “Because, Lucy, before I even enlisted in the army, I was reborn into…the super man.”
“The super man? I don’t understand.”
“I don’t expect you to. Not right away, at least. It’s okay. You don’t really need to know all about that.” He paused.
“Are you okay, Carlisle?”
“Do you mind if I put on some music? It’ll be something soft.”
“Well, I guess it’s all right.” Lucy wondered why he would want such a thing.
Carlisle moved up to the front counter and opened up a small music box. “My good friend sent me this from Germany.” He opened up the box and music began to play. It was a mellow, beautiful tune, and it made Lucy smile. “I knew you’d like it.”
“What is it?”
“It’s The Flower Duet from Léo Delibes’s opera Lakmé, first performed in Paris a couple of years ago.”
“It’s quite nice.”
“It’s magnificent.” Carlisle returned to the shadows, finally taking his coat off. He loosened his tie and rolled up his sleeves. Lucy noticed he had a tattoo on his forearm.
“Is that from the war?”
“Huh?” he said as he was caught off guard. He looked at his arm. “Oh, this? No, this was much earlier in my life.
“What is it?”
“It’s a phrase in Latin.”
“What does it say?”
“The result justifies the deed.”
“Oh,” Lucy said, becoming uncomfortable by its meaning. She cleared her throat. “Does it have any significance?”
“Absolutely, especially during my time in the war. It was what helped me come to terms with what I did.”
Then Lucy threw him a curveball. “Carlisle, can we talk more about your upbringing?”
“Oh,” Carlisle whispered as he paused for a moment. Then, in a weird monotonic voice, as if suddenly changing his manner of speaking, he said, “I’m afraid that might be all too boring.”
Lucy was taken aback by the change in his demeanor, as if Carlisle had suddenly transformed into a different person. “Well, I think it would help me write a good background of who you are, or who you were coming into the war.”
“Very well. What is it that you would like to know?”
“Just some specifics.” Lucy loosened up her dress’s collar a bit. “Um, we can start with where you were born.”
“Somewhere in Germany. Where specifically, I don’t really know. I don’t remember much about my childhood...or my parents for that matter. The only thing I know about them was that they were American.”
“Oh. So you never really knew them?”
“Such is life.”
“Well, so...who raised you?”
“Hmm, well, Miss Reilly, it’s rather difficult to explain. I was raised in an orphanage.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Don’t be, Miss Reilly. I was well cared for, and my education was top-notch.”
Lucy took a sip of water as her mouth started to dry up. “So then I assume you were an only child? Did you have any brothers or sisters?” She could tell he was smiling.
“That would depend on your definition of brothers. Being an orphan, I didn’t have any immediate siblings, but at the orphanage, I inherited an army of brothers. But becoming brothers was all part of the plan. You could say it was inevitable, for all of us learned to become brothers, to work for the whole, as a bee works for its hive.”
“And did you have many friends growing up, outside your brothers, I mean?”
“Unfortunately, Miss Reilly, I was never really allowed to venture out into the real world, not until we came of age. I suppose you can say we were locked inside in a way, as if being imprisoned, but it was never like that. I’m afraid it’s quite difficult to explain, but we were a very close group, learning and working together, spending every hour of our time in each other’s company. We had no need for friends.”
“Oh, I see.” Lucy wrote in her journal. “That’s interesting.” It was more strange than interesting, but she wasn’t going to tell him that.
“Hmm, I believe my leg is all better now.” He stepped up to her. “Do you mind if I sit down, Miss Reilly?”
“No, go right ahead.”
He walked up to the table and sat down in front of her. He took off his thick glasses. 
Lucy softly gasped.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes...it’s just...your eyes—they’re quite striking.”
He gave her a huge smile. “I’m flattered.”
“I’ve never seen a color like that before.”
“I’ve been told it’s sort of a light mint green.”
“Indeed.”
“So, where were we, Miss Reilly?”
“Right.” Lucy shifted in her seat. “Well, just one more thing before we go into your experience in the war, and this is just to get an idea of who you are as a person, but, um, during your time at the orphanage, did you have any particular interests or hobbies? Actually, that question was a bit generic.” She was getting flustered; he was quite intimidating. “What I meant was, what was the one thing that interested you the most, something that you loved to do?”
He leaned over to her, and with an eerie, dark, and monotonic tone, he asked, “Do you really want to know?”
“Humor me.”
He grinned. “I see. Well, Miss Reilly, it’s quite difficult to explain, but I have a penchant for picking flowers, always had.”
“Flowers? You like to pick them?”
“Yes, especially when they are in bloom in the bosom of spring.”
“Really?”
“Yes, really.”
“I guess that sounds...quite nice.”
“Does it, now? You see, Miss Reilly, I have a habit of picking every flower I can get my hands on until there are no flowers left for me to pick, until all is bare and vacant, and the fruits of spring have been banished and eaten.”
“Why would you…why would you do such a thing?”
“Oh, why would I, indeed? Why do I do a lot of the things I do? I’m afraid that’s all too complicated for you to understand, and it’s a pity you never will. At any rate, Miss Reilly, that is the extent of my rather strange interest. I am but a simple man with simple pleasures.”
Lucy gulped some water down, and her palms began to sweat. She looked at her journal and at all the questions she had prepared for the interview. She kept flipping back and forth from page to page, trembling a bit from feeling overwhelmingly nervous. “Um... I guess...um, the next thing we can talk about...hold on one second.”
“Take your time.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s quite all right.”
“Um, okay. Here we are. You said you were sort of isolated inside the orphanage, never really venturing out into the world?”
“That’s correct.”
“Did you ever, that is, before participating in the war, experience the world? Did you ever travel the country? Did you have any jobs? I guess what I’m trying to say is, was there ever a point where you weren’t isolated within a group, but set out to roam free and explore, meet new people and try new things?”
“I’m afraid I never really had the urge to venture out into the world. I guess I preferred to remain isolated, for the most part. I’m comfortable with just being alone with myself. I didn’t see a reason to carelessly inflict myself into the world.”
“Inflict yourself? What do you mean?”
“Let me ask you something, Miss Reilly. Would you want to release a deadly, life-consuming virus into the world, one that would stop at nothing to eliminate all of life as we know it?”
“I don’t get your meaning.”
“Well, it’s like that with me. The more I am exposed to the world, the more people…well, to put it bluntly, die.”
“I...beg your pardon.” Lucy’s hand began trembling, forcing her to put the pencil down.
“For the better part of my life, I had been taught and fed the idea of a meaningless existence—to be human was to be a random set of movements. You see, Miss Reilly, when all of life’s meaning has been stripped away from one’s soul, all that is left is death, death as a mode of existence. And when all that is left is death, only in killing can I find an ounce of life, just before that life is abruptly snuffed out from this world. In this vacuum of meaningless death, the only time I’m exposed to a glimmer of life in its purest form is during those few seconds when I take a life away from another, and therefore, if I consistently yearn for life in a meaningless world of death, what is there left for me to do...but to kill and kill again?” 
“What do you mean, when you kill?” Lucy asked, panicking.
“I am happy only when I’m closest to life, and that is when my victims are closest to death.”
“Victims?” Lucy now feared for her life. “What do you mean, Carlisle? Why are you saying these things?”
“I am merely answering your questions, Miss Reilly.”
“I...I...said to c-call me Lucy.”
“Yes, Lucy, and you can now call me Klaus.”
“Klaus?”
“That is my true name, Miss Reilly. Klaus Factory of Boston.”
“I don’t understand. If you’re not Carlisle, then who are you?”
“I’m the one who’s going to give you a choice.”
“A choice? Of what?”
“To die here, or to take your chances out in the back alley, where I will pursue you until I kill you. I left the back door unlocked. If you choose the back alley, you’ll have more time to say your prayers and set yourself right with God.”
Lucy began shaking. A tear ran down her cheek. “You’re joking, right?”
“I’m afraid I’m not. I’m not the type to joke around. Your sister should know something of that.”
“Oh God.” Lucy began to subtly wet herself, a puddle of her urine forming on the floor beside her. “Please don’t hurt me.”
“Oh my. You’ve gone and made a mess.”
“Please, Carlisle.” Her voice trembled. “Please don’t hurt me. Please just let me go. I won’t tell anyone about what you said to me.”
“I’m sorry, Lucy, but I’m afraid I can’t do that.”
“Please.”
“Lucy, you and I both know what is going to happen next. I’m sorry, but I can’t let you just walk away.”
A moment passed as dread filled Lucy’s soul.
Klaus put his knife on the table. “Let’s begin.”
*



 


 
“WAKE UP!” Mendel said as he splashed Silas with a bucket of water.
Springing up to his knees, Silas woke up in a state of shock, gasping for air, his eyes bugging out of his skull. He fell to the floor.
“Get him up.”
A couple of officers grabbed Silas and secured both his arms to a set of iron chains that hung from the ceiling. Coming back to life, Silas realized he was in an obscure jail cell located somewhere in the Boston Police Department’s prison quarter. 
“Back away,” Mendel said.
The two officers stepped back and gave their silver-haired leader his space.
Mendel approached Silas. “Who are you?” he said to him. “I’ve had this gnawing pressure in the back of my head since the day I first set my eyes on you. You’re something of an enigma. I’ve had plenty of conversations about you with my sister, trying to figure out exactly what you are.”
“I feel special knowing that I’ve occupied so much of your intimate thoughts.”
Mendel smiled. “Right. I think it’s time we learned just who you are.” He turned around and grabbed a pair of rusty brass knuckles, feeling quite excited about slipping his fingers into its dirty holes. “I’m going to ask you some simple questions, and you’d better answer.” He paused. “Who are you really? What did Belloc hire you for?”
“I don’t really know.”
“Of course you don’t. I was hoping you’d be smarter than that.” And without any warning, he punched Silas in the ribs as hard as he could, forcing him to scream out in pain. Mendel gave Silas some time to catch his breath before letting him speak again. 
“I’m telling you the truth. I really don’t know who I am. I found myself in Boston without any memories of my former life.”
The officers behind Mendel snickered to themselves.
“Wow,” Mendel replied. “That’s incredibly insulting, to think that we’re so stupid. And it’s quite convenient, I may add. I guess your answer once again is I don’t know? I just want to make sure before I strike you across the jaw.” 
Silas didn’t say anything. 
“So?”
Silas looked up at him, not really having a say in the matter, and he nodded to him. “That’s my answer.”
“Good.” Mendel slowly wound back his arm and then struck him solidly across the jaw with the brass knuckles. 
The force of the impact made Silas buckle, and a stream of blood shot out of his mouth. He could do nothing but groan, reacting to the overwhelming sensation of pain.
“Look at him go down,” one officer said, “and very early in the fight, no less.”
“Yes, it’s quite pathetic, don’t you think?” Mendel added. “You know, I’ve been tortured a few times in my life. My sister, Merle, has been tortured even more.” Mendel grabbed Silas’s hair and pulled him up to his face. “And she never buckled.”
“Well,” Silas said, barely able to talk. “Next time I see your sister, I’ll congratulate her.”
Mendel grinned. “I’m surprised you can talk. I must have not hit you as hard as I thought.”
“Well, it has been a while since you’ve done this,” one of the officers chimed in.
Mendel backed away. “Yes, indeed it has.” He took off his brass knuckles. He turned to his officers. “I’ll be back in a second.” He exited the jail cell. 
Silas watched him go. While he waited, he looked around the cell, searching for anything that might aid him in escaping, but found nothing; the room was completely bare, with only a table stationed near one of the corners. Looks like I’ll be here for the long run.
Mendel made it back to the cell, with his sister following close behind. “Well, here she is. You said you wanted to congratulate her the next time you saw her. Did you not?” he prodded, to which Silas nodded. “Well, congratulate her.”
Merle crossed her arms, waiting for his answer.
Silas tilted his head up. “Cong…congratulations, Miss Merle. You are as strong as an ox, both in mind…and appearance.” He ended his compliment with a large grin.
Merle turned to her brother. “I’ll have a go at him.” She stepped up to Silas. “You know, I was beaten for over seven days the last time I was, um, unjustifiably interrogated.”
“Seven days?” Silas said, amazed. “I guess that would explain your face.”
“Don’t get smart,” Mendel snapped.
“It’s okay, brother. I have an answer for him.” She pulled out a knife and proceeded to cut off his shirt, stripping him down to his bare chest. “Oh, my.”
“Why, Miss Merle, I didn’t know you still had the urge,” Silas remarked.
Merle winced at his comment. She backed up a few feet. “One of the things they did to me when I was captured back in the war was to use me as a punching bag. Those Confederate soldiers didn’t discriminate between men and women. Ever since then, I always wanted to try it myself.”
Without wasting any more time, she stepped up to Silas and began whaling at his midsection as if she were training for a boxing match, punching him like he was a heavy bag. With the blows came a slew of yells and screams, followed by deep groans, yet Silas did his best to take in all the pain.
But after almost a minute of the brutal beating, the pain began to overtake him, and it seemed that he was close to passing out. His mind turned inward, and a voice sparked inside his thoughts.
“Shi, listen to me. The physical world has a way of putting limits on everything that you do, always working against your truest desires. But it can also work for you. Take pain, for example. Yes, there are limits to what your body can endure, but your mind is limitless, eternal. To your mind, there are no limits, but only plateaus, and you must not remain in those self-inflicted cages. You must reach beyond them and operate at a higher level. You must see yourself outside of your pain in order to gain control of it. Once you’ve mastered this control, you can empty yourself of all the pain inside your body and refill it with a transcendent power, and only then will you become invincible.”
Silas opened his eyes.
“Ah, there he is. Are you ready for the second round?” 
Silas nodded. 
“Hmm.” Merle was surprised at his willingness to continue. Quickly, she stepped up to him and started delivering blows to his ribs and stomach.
But this time Silas remained calm, staring at his captor with an intense energy, taking the blows as if he wore a suit of armor. 
Once Merle had exhausted herself, she backed away from him, confused by his reaction. “I might have to try something harder this time.”
“No,” said a voice coming from outside the cell. “You’ve done enough damage. He’s an officer, after all.” The owner of the voice revealed himself in the light of the dim lanterns. “Well, I certainly wasn’t expecting you to get captured so soon,” Mr. Decamps said. “I must admit you had me worried at first. I thought you were some type of foreign outlaw I had to figure out a way to deal with. But now I see that’s not the case. I thought maybe Inspector Belloc had drawn his ace card, the only one he had left up his sleeve, but no. It seems he has nothing left to use, now that you’re being booked for the crimes of—what was it again?”
“Killing your daughter,” Mendel replied.
“Oh, yes, killing my daughter. What a horrible crime, don’t you think?”
“You tell me,” Silas replied, disgusted with his indifference.
Mr. Decamps smirked. “Oh, and let’s not forget the brutal slaying of dear Dr. Sabatini. That was just an absolute shock.”
“If you say so. I don’t see how you’re going to be able to pin that on me.”
“By simply saying so. You see, that’s the power I have.”
“Well, that explains why you would kill your own daughter, to keep that power.”
“What do you know of power?” Mr. Decamps struck Silas’s face. “And even if that were true, who are you to say what I can or can’t do?”
“I am an officer of the law.”
“You are no officer of my law.” 
Silas’s veins bulged on his neck. 
“Careful there, Officer. Anger is not going to help you. It’ll just wear you out.”
“What do you plan to do with me?”
“Well, the same thing we did with your obnoxious boss, and that is to simply place you aside while this thing of ours blows over.”
“This thing?”
“The plan.”
“So you are part of it.”
“Everyone is part of the plan. Most people just aren’t smart enough to know it.”
“Were you the one that hired Mr. Factory?”
“Hired? No one hires a disease, Officer de San Michel. One just simply arranges for something to be let loose, and then you let nature take its course.”
“Well, it seems to me as if nature has derailed off course.”
Mr. Decamps scowled. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Did you ever stop to think how you’d be able to stop and contain what you and your elitist friends let loose upon this world?” 
Mr. Decamps kept quiet.
“That’s what I figured.”
“What’s your point? Your world and mine exist entirely on two different planes, and this disease, or howsoever you choose to call Mr. Factory, is a part of yours, not mine.”
“For now.”
“That will never happen.”
“Nobody’s world is safe from evil, even when that evil comes from nothing but evil. There’s always a reckoning, a settling of accounts.”
“You obviously don’t know our world, Officer de San Michel.” Mr. Decamps turned to Mendel. “Keep him locked up until all is finished and the circle is complete.”
“Yes, sir.”
Mr. Decamps turned back to Silas. “Oh, and if you’re wondering, we are going to pay a visit to the girl and her baby.”
Silas’s rage took control of him, and he lunged at Mr. Decamps, yet his chains held him back. “How did you know about her baby?”
“Miss Chapman went to see a doctor a few days ago, a doctor that we’re well acquainted with.”
“Why do you need her?”
“She’s a threat.”
“You’re not going to hurt her, are you?”
“Oh, yes,” Merle said. “We’re certainly going to do that.”
“No, you bitch!” Silas lunged at Merle, but she managed to step aside and deck him on his left temple with her wooden billy club. The force of the blow made Silas lose consciousness. Blood seeped from the side of his head.
“Careful!” Mr. Decamps shouted. “We want him alive.” He turned to Mendel. “Tend to that wound immediately, and no more screwups. After you’re done here, meet me at my house.”
“Will do, Mr. Decamps.”
“Good. Make sure you clean up here as well.”
“At your service,” Merle said, with a tone to her voice.
Mr. Decamps left while his men tended to Silas’s injuries.
 
***
 
While Silas hung inside a cold and dreary prison cell, across the city, inside Horace and Posy’s quaint townhome, screaming could be heard coming from their master bedroom.
But these screams weren’t sounds of pain.
In the midst of a few dim lanterns, Posy and Horace were between the sheets, making love passionately, as if desperately trying to rekindle their relationship. Nearing climax, Horace placed himself on top, grabbing and squeezing Posy’s hands. He moaned excessively, straining his face with a long overdue feeling of ecstasy while Posy rubbed his chest, happy for the intimacy they were experiencing together. After Horace had his orgasm, he fell on top of her, exhausted and out of breath.
Intertwined amongst a few layers of damp sheets, they lay there in silence for a few minutes, letting their hearts slow down and their breathing reach a normal state. Finally, Horace propped himself up over Posy.
“That took a lot out of you,” Posy said, kissing his forearms.
“I almost forgot how great it felt.”
“Me too,” she said, caught in the moment, smiling as her body tingled all over. “Maybe we should do it more often.” Posy was in such a state of disbelief that she was beginning to think she could repair the relationship she had with Horace, or maybe she was just trying to forget about Silas and his long-lost love.
“Yes, about that.” Horace raised his head, staring into her eyes. “I don’t think we’ll be sleeping together ever again. To be quite honest, I didn’t really want to go through the trouble of sleeping with you this time around, but I just had this overwhelming urge to have you one last time before I left with no regrets.”
Slowly, her smile began to wane. “Excuse me?”
“Did you not hear what I said?”
“I did, but I can’t believe you said it. What do you mean, you’re leaving?”
“It’s not too terribly complex.” He rose and forcefully pulled out of her, while simultaneously slipping her engagement ring off her finger.
“Ouch! What are you doing?”
“It’s about time I traded you in for something better,” he replied as he got up from the bed and put his robe on.
“What did you say?” Posy sat up, using the bed sheets to cover her naked body. 
Horace left the room. 
“Don’t you walk away!” She waited in silence for an answer and then heard him speaking to someone out in the den.
“In the bedroom,” Horace said, his voice faintly trailing in.
Posy started to worry. Seconds later, a few officers entered her room. Clarkson was the last one to enter. A cold chill ran down Posy’s spine. “What are y’all doing here?”
“Y’all?” Clarkson replied. “I don’t know if I can put up with that filthy accent.”
“Do your best,” Horace said.
“What are you doing, Horace? Why are they here? Why did you let them in?”
“Because of their offer,” Horace replied. “I certainly wasn’t going to turn down a judgeship.”
“Their offer?”
“Don’t play dumb, Posy. The Society came to me and offered me what you couldn’t, which was everything I ever wanted. As soon as I handed you over to them, I would instantly be given a judgeship, including four times the salary that I earn now, plus a seat at their table. And—you’re going to love this—they promised me a new wife, one just as pretty as you, heck, even prettier. But, more importantly, one that is a bit more, how can I put this, subservient.”
“You bastard!” Posy cried out.
“No, the bastard will be the child that’s cooking in your oven, because I certainly won’t be a father to him.”
“Lucky for the child,” she quipped as a tear ran down her face.
Clarkson suddenly struck her across the jaw, the force of the punch slamming her on the bed and forcing the bed sheets to fly off her body. “Oh, now that is a sight.” Clarkson ogled at Posy’s naked body.
“I’m glad you like it,” Horace remarked.
“May I?” Clarkson said.
“Well, she doesn’t belong to me anymore, so have at it, as long as you don’t mind having seconds.”
“Oh, don’t worry about that. After a few minutes with me, she’ll have forgotten all about you.”
“If you say so. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m off to meet my new fiancée.” He bounced the ring in his hand. “Goodbye, Posy.” He left the room.
Clarkson motioned for his men to leave and shut the door behind them. Once they were gone, Clarkson approached Posy. “Are you ready to have me?”
Posy spit on his face, making Clarkson retaliate with a punch to her eye and then a kick to her lower back, forcing her to fall off the bed. As she hit the floor, she realized she’d just landed on something sharp and pointy as the pain struck her in the upper thigh. Realizing what it was, she quickly pushed it aside.
“Get up, whore.”
She refused, and so he took her and shoved her back on the bed, noticing that her nose was bleeding.
“Sorry about that,” Clarkson said. “Why don’t you use those sheets to clean yourself up, please? The blood tends to dampen the mood.”
Posy wiped away the blood from her nose.
Clarkson began by unzipping his pants. “I’m going to violate you like you’ve never been before.” 
Posy clenched her fists as her knuckles popped. 
“I know you’ve never been with a man like me. I’d say I’m twice as big as any man you’ve ever had.”
Posy scooted herself to the side of the bed where she had taken the fall and said, “Good, the bigger it is, the easier it is for me to pleasure you.”
Clarkson’s eyes glowed with excitement. “I’m glad you’re coming to your senses.”
“Come here.”
Clarkson strode up to her, keeping his focus on her mouth. He dropped his pants, revealing himself to her. “Here it is. Take it and be gentle, like the good little lass you are.”
Posy’s eyes swelled up with anger as she reached out her hand to get a good grip on her target. 
The burly officer gasped as her warm hand touched his skin. 
“You know, it’s funny that you’d say that. I have a friend named Little Lass, and lucky for me, she just happens to be by my side.”
Clarkson opened his eyes and saw something glimmering in her hand. “What is that?”
Seconds later, a harrowing yell filled the air!
Out in the den, the four officers were shocked to hear the blood-curdling shriek, the voice sounding like a girl being cut straight in two.
“What is he doing to her?” Horace said, jumping up and running towards the bedroom. When he opened the door, he saw Posy standing up near the side of the bed, covering herself up with the sheets. In her right hand she held Little Lass, blood dripping down its blade. Instantly, he heard muffled moans coming forth from beneath her. He stepped inside the room and moved closer to Posy, until, at last, he saw Clarkson’s body lying on the floor, moaning with a stifled sound, for his mouth was obstructed with something thick and bloody.
It took a few seconds for Horace to realize what Clarkson had in his mouth, and then his eyes trembled. Three of Clarkson’s men came in and pushed Horace aside, knocking him down to the floor. Horace quickly stood up and ran out of the room. The three officers carefully approached their fallen leader as Posy stood near the bedpost, shivering from a rush of adrenaline. 
Once the officers took in the horrific scene, they instinctively pulled out their revolvers and began shooting at Posy. Lucky for her, they were all terrible marksmen, and everything around Posy began to explode. Vases, pictures, and lanterns were all smashed into little pieces, forcing Posy to yell out from the sudden shock of fear. But unfortunately for Posy, just as she was about to reach inside the nightstand’s drawer, one of the rounds caught her on her left side, instantly knocking her down on the floor, wounded and bleeding.
The officers lowered their weapons when they realized Posy had gone down. Believing she was dead, the three officers holstered their revolvers and dove in to help Clarkson, doing their best to tear off pieces of clothing in order to stop the bleeding flowing from between his thighs. One of the officers had the unfortunate duty of removing what was in his mouth, which made him gag and then throw up next to Clarkson’s body.
“We need more stuff to soak up the blood,” one of the officers said. “If we don’t stop this bleeding, he’ll die soon.” He turned to the officer who had just thrown up. “Jansen, go and find some towels.”
“From where?” Jansen stood up.
“I don’t know; go ask the judge out in the den.”
But before Jansen could move, his eyes were focused on something else.
“What’s the matter, Jansen?”
They heard a drawer open up, followed by the sound of a revolver being taken out of its holster, the sound being all too familiar to them. Slowly, the two officers that were bent over Clarkson’s body stood up and turned around. 
Facing them was a bloodied Posy. She had been shot just under her left shoulder, which she trouble moving, but her right arm worked just fine, and in her hand was a large .45 caliber revolver, the Manstopper, as she aptly named it years earlier.
There was a tense moment of silence before Posy spoke out with anger, “Well, are you going to draw or just look at my breasts all day?”
With that, the officers reached for the guns, thinking that they could outdraw a woman, especially one that was as wounded as Posy was. 
But Posy was no ordinary woman. Not only was she the daughter of an educated professor, but the granddaughter of a country farmer and avid hunter, one who taught her how to take a deer’s nipple off its skin from a hundred yards away. Without blinking, Posy used her left hand to tap her revolver’s hammer, allowing her handgun to fire in rapid succession, filling up the officers in front of her full of hot lead.
Within seconds, all three of them fell to the floor, dead. 
The fourth officer, who was standing outside the hallway in order to make sure no one became too curious about the ruckus happening inside Posy’s apartment, suddenly rushed inside after hearing the amount of gunfire sound off into the hallway. Reaching the bedroom, he quickly shot at her from his hip, missing Posy by a hair. Startled, Posy put a bullet between his eyes, blowing a huge hole out the back of his head. Lifeless, he fell to the floor.
After covering herself with a robe, Posy stepped outside into the den and found Horace cowering behind one of the couches. “Stand up...dear.”
Horace didn’t move.
“I said stand up.” She shot one of the lanterns hanging on the wall. Horace shrieked before finally standing up. “Where is my ring?”
“Your what?”
“Don’t make me ask again.”
Horace took it out of his pants’ pocket and held it up so she could see it. “I have it here.”
“Good. Throw it at me.”
“What?”
“Have you gone deaf all of a sudden? I said throw it at me!”
Horace took the ring and lobbed it at her, and the second he did, Posy cocked her revolver and shot the ring into a million pieces. 
Scared, Horace reacted by falling to the floor. “Are you mad? Why did you go and do that for?”
“To put a smile on my face. Now tell me all that you know.”
“Know about what?”
“There’s a reason those officers came over this evening. It wasn’t just a random act. Tell me what you know.”
“I don’t remember much.”
“Well, you better start remembering everything unless you want me to stuff your balls inside your mouth like I did to that bastard lying on my bedroom floor.”
“Okay, okay,” Horace said with his hands up. “Fine. They came to me with the offer, and when I took it, they told me what their plan was. They’ve already dealt with Inspector Belloc.”
“What do you mean?”
“He’s in the hospital,” Horace admitted, squirming. “He was badly beaten.”
Her grip tightened. “And where’s Silas?”
“From what I heard, he was captured as well, and...beaten even worse.”
“What?!” She cocked her gun.
“I didn’t do anything,” Horace pleaded. “Don’t point that thing at me.”
“And Dalton?”
“They have no idea. He went into hiding, but they’re not worried about him. They knew you would start snooping around and getting yourself into trouble, so they needed to take care of you quickly and throw you in with Silas after Clarkson and his men were done having their way with you.”
“I should fucking kill you.”
“Please don’t.”
But right then, Posy began seeing double. The amount of blood loss she’d suffered was finally taking a toll on her body, and before she could react to her dizziness, she tumbled to the floor, dropping her revolver. She struggled to keep awake.
Horace slowly walked over to her and picked up the handgun. He raised it up to her, contemplating the decision to finish her off and hopefully have it be an open-and-shut case, where the assailants and the victim both killed themselves off. He cocked the revolver and paused for a second. “I’m sorry I have to do this. Farewell, my love.”
He suddenly felt something cold on his head. A hammer cocked.
“Put it down,” Dalton demanded. “Do it now.”
Promptly, Horace let go of the revolver. “I wasn’t going to do anything. I swear.”
“Of course you weren’t.” Then Dalton took his revolver and cold-cocked him in the head. Horace dropped down to the floor, unconscious. “Bastard.”
Dalton immediately rushed over to Posy, looking at her wound. “Damn it. Hold on, Posy. I’ll get you help as soon as I can.”
“Silas,” she whispered.
“What?”
“He needs help.”
“Well, we need to worry about you first.” 
Taking her in his arms, he scurried out of the apartment and down the stairs on his way to his carriage in order to transport Posy to the nearest hospital.
 
***
 
A few hours passed into the night as Silas dangled inside his jail cell, his arms still strung up on shackles hanging from the ceiling. His body all bruised up, there was blood smeared on his face, arms, and all over his chest, yet he was still conscious. To his left were a couple of officers keeping guard, sitting down at a table as they enjoyed a game of chess while smoking cigarettes and drinking shots of bourbon. There was no one else inside the cell as far as he could tell, and no one out in the hallways either, for his keen ears would’ve picked up on any strange noises lingering outside his cell.
For the next ten minutes, it was quiet. Silas’s captors immersed themselves into another game of chess, and Silas hung there sulking in his misery. But after those ten minutes passed, Silas’s ears picked up on a pair of footsteps walking down the hallway. Then he heard two loud thumps followed by some struggling. The officers who were sitting at the table next to Silas jumped to their feet and proceeded to rush out of the jail cell and into the long, dimly lit hallway.
Seconds later, Silas heard a gunshot just before one of the officers cried out in pain. Anxiously, he waited, wanting to know what was happening outside his cell. Soon he saw one of the guards walking back towards the cell with a gun pointed at his head. The man at the other end of the gun was none other than his friend, Dalton.
“Come on,” Dalton said as they reached the cell. “In you go.”
The officer stepped into the cell just before being knocked out. 
“I never thought I’d be happy to see you,” Silas said.
“Why? What did I ever do to you?”
“Um, never mind. Just get me down, please.”
“Well, that’s...confusing.” Dalton grabbed the keys from the officer’s belt and used them to remove the handcuffs from Silas. “How are you holding up? Do you think you can walk out of here?”
“I’ll make do.” Silas flexed and stretched his muscles. “Thanks for coming to get me.”
Dalton stared at him for a second, noticing his eyes—they were totally different, no longer bright and open but more sullen and dark. “Are you okay? Do you still hurt?”
“At first there was a lot of pain, but now I feel nothing,” Silas replied, popping his neck.
“Your head’s bleeding.”
“It’ll stop.”
“Say, you don’t think that knock to your head might have brought any more of your memories back?”
“If only.”
“Wishful thinking, I guess.”
“Only time will tell,” Silas replied, grabbing his torn shirt from the floor. “So how’s Belloc?”
“He’s doing much better. He’s recuperating faster than the doctors thought he would.”
“That’s good to hear,” Silas said before realizing something. “Wait, how did you find out I was being held here?”
“Posy told me.”
“Posy? How did she know?” He could tell there was something wrong with Dalton. “What’s the matter? Is Posy all right? Tell me now, Dalton.”
“Well, she’s...been through some things.”
“What sort of things?”
“She was assaulted by Decamps’s men, the same men that captured you, but she managed to escape.”
“Assaulted? Is she all right?”
“Yes. But she was shot in the shoulder. The good thing is that the bullet went straight through. She lost a lot of blood, but I got her to the hospital just in time. She’s in surgery at the moment, but she should pull through without any problems.”
Silas’s face softened for a moment. Poor Posy. Then his face quickly stiffened. God, that makes me mad as hell.
He clenched his teeth, and he felt as if he’d been hit in the gut, and he knew right then that he had more feelings for Posy than he’d led himself believe. “I have to see her.”
“Silas, there’s...another thing.”
“What thing?”
Dalton swallowed a big gulp. “I learned from a few trusted officers that there’s been another homicide.”
“Homicide?” Silas asked, curious. “You mean one of the girls?”
“It’s definitely a girl, but not one from the Valentine Circle.”
“So it was a random homicide? What does that have to do with us?”
“Well, the girl lived in Worcester Estates. She—that is, her parents—are part of the Valentine Society.”
A feeling of dread started to crawl up Silas’s back. “What is it that you’re not telling me?”
“You know her.”
Silas’s face turned pale. “I...I don’t understand. What do you mean, I know her?” He began shaking his head. “I don’t know any of those girls except for the six belonging to the Valentine Circle, and then there’s…Lucy.” His hands trembled. “But…but she’s at a job, interviewing a war vet who works in some taxidermy shop.”
“Silas, this girl was found in an abandoned back alley right behind a taxidermy shop.”
There was a deep pain beginning to surge inside Silas’s chest, and his chin started to quiver. “No, it’s not her. It’s not Lucy. It has to be someone else. That just doesn’t make any sense.”
“Silas,” Dalton said, moving up to him. “I’m pretty sure it’s her. Who else would it be?”
Silas crouched down, putting his head between his knees. “I don’t understand. Why would that happen to Lucy? Why would that happen?!”
Silas stood up, and with a power he never thought he had, took his fist and slammed it down right in the center of the wooden table. The table split right in two. “Lucy. Lucy, no. Lucy, where are you?” In a state of disbelief, he darted out of the jail cell and took off running.
“No, Silas, wait!” Dalton yelled, chasing after him. “You can’t just go running out of the precinct. They’ll see you.” 
But it was too late. Silas had already vanished into thin air.
“Where the hell did he go?” Dalton stopped and sighed, taking a few seconds to think about his next course of action. He looked at the guard in front of him and then over to the one lying on the floor, moaning, with his kneecap shot out. He realized he had a mess to clean up. “How the heck am I going to explain this?”
The cop with the wounded kneecap turned to him. “You might as well run, ‘cause you’re dead now. You’re dead!”
Dalton shot him in the thigh. “Great. One more thing to explain.”
*



 


 
DARKNESS.
That’s all that existed throughout the wintry streets of Boston the minute Silas learned of what happened to Lucy. As he ran through the cold streets, all he could see were abandoned street corners and late-night taverns. It was all too jarringly quiet for him, but then again, strangely appropriate. 
Did the whole city know Lucy had gone away? 
Just the mere thought of it made Silas’s heart shiver. It’s just the cold, he thought. No, he’d retrieved his coat and kamas from the prison evidence locker without anyone seeing him, so it couldn’t have been the winter frost. No, he knew why he ached so much. He had just lost the only person he’d ever cared for. It was a love unfulfilled, and his heart began to shrivel, as if someone took it and squeezed all the life out of it. He wondered who that someone was.
He flew down the darkened streets, running as fast as he could, regardless of the pain he felt from his recent injuries. Feeling the hardness of the pavement shoot through his feet and up his legs only made him pick up his pace, sprinting towards a darkness he knew would tear him apart. As he ran, he could not help but think of a time when all he did was run through the deep hills of Japan’s mountainous landscape. 
One memory in particular entered his mind.
In his vision, he chased after someone, and it wasn’t long until he realized it was Lucy. She had made the decision to escape the mountains and board a secret ship that awaited her near the shore. Silas ran after Lucy, trying his best to catch up, dodging the bushy trees and moonlit branches as best as he could, but because he was in a frenzied panic, afraid to lose his true love forever, his focus was displaced, and he often tripped and ran into a number of obscure obstacles. Yet he always kept his eyes on Lucy up ahead in the distant horizon, lit up by the silver eventide. He wanted to catch up and grab her, tell her what she wanted to hear once and for all.
Finally reaching the vast shoreline, he saw Lucy run towards a dark and ominous ship. Silas stood there, his breathing spiraling out of control. In those few seconds, all the feelings he ever felt for her came shooting up from his chest and into his throat, choking him with a scalding pain. For the first time since he’d been with her, he took off his mask and called out to her. “Lucy! Lucy, please don’t go! I love—”
But it was too late.
Lucy was too far away to hear him, and within a few seconds she boarded the ship and disappeared, vanishing from his life as she sailed away towards a distant land. He fell to his knees, realizing he’d lost the only chance he ever had to win her back.
Darkness overtook him.
Waking up from his vision, Silas noticed he was still sprinting down a dark and lonely street. He’d gone more than five miles in the harsh snow without stopping, and he was still just as strong as he was when he first started running. 
At last he reached the taxidermy shop where Lucy had been scheduled to have her interview. He scaled the wall of the building that was next to him. After he reached the ninth floor, he jumped on top of the roof’s ledge and scurried over towards the corner. From there, he could see the whole scene displayed out in front of him.
Max, the owner of the shop, was sitting down on a group of stairs, being questioned by an inspector. Lucy’s body was covered up with a white blanket. One of her boots lay next to her, and all he could see of her body was her right leg, which protruded from the blanket. A few bloodstains had already seeped through the cover, one strange and overly large stain coming from near her torso.
Unable to contain his sorrow, Silas let out a bone-chilling scream, the same type of shrilling sound he let out when he saw his mother beheaded in front of him when he was just a small child. His scream echoed throughout the city, and everyone on the ground was startled by his harrowing cry.
Unable to keep himself upright any longer, Silas slowly fell off the ledge and onto the roof’s floor. As his head hit the pavement, his vision returned, and he saw Lucy boarding the ship that took her away from him. “No, Lucy, don’t go,” he whispered. “No, Lucy, don’t—”
He closed his eyes, falling into a state of unconsciousness brought about from a combination of his injuries, trauma, and heartache. The darkness of night passed over him, and the moon sailed along the horizon. For the first time in a long while, Silas slept a peaceful sleep.
 
 
Three days passed.
By this time, Silas had woken up and had been sitting in seiza position for the prior twenty-four hours. His body was near frozen; soft patterns of frost formed across his eyebrows and lashes; his lips were white and cracked, and his cheeks were steadily losing color. He sat quietly, fighting off the urge to shake from the cold with great success. His skills and training were fastly returning to him. It seemed that the knock on the head he endured from Merle had dislodged something inside his brain, allowing for his memories to slowly seep back into his thoughts.
He sat in the stillness of the Boston dawn, searching for those long-lost visions of his former days. Intensely focused, he neared the end of his journey, coming to a light at the end of a far-reaching tunnel. As he navigated this spiritual road, nearing the white light, he was abruptly brought out of the trance by a spontaneous disturbance. 
A gallant black raven landed a few feet to his left, touching down on the roof’s frost-covered ledge. Instantly, the raven sparked an image in his mind, of the three-legged raven embroidered on the patch he’d found inside the trunk. Closing his eyes, he remembered once again the words his teacher had told him back in Japan. 
The black bird goes from one place to the other like a thought enters and leaves the mind. It is there and here and there again, all at the same time. You turn and see it on your left, only for it to be on your right the second after.
Silas opened his eyes and turned towards the bird but found that it had disappeared. He turned to his right, and there it was, as if it had instantly appeared out of nowhere.
The raven owns the space around it. Be like the black bird, young Shi...the three-legged raven.
And there, as if by some type of trick, the raven now had three legs instead of two. Silas shook his head, thinking it was some type of illusion. Once he turned back to look at the raven, it was gone, like a passing wind, never to be seen again.
Without warning, the wound on the side of his head began to bleed, and his eyes turned inward as he trembled, as if experiencing a seizure. The sight of the raven sparked something inside his mind, for out of nowhere all of the memories from his days in Japan and the vigorous training he’d endured started to rapidly stream into his thoughts. The sensation was so powerful that he drifted into a trance-like state while his mind began to be reprogrammed. Bleeding from his head, he toppled over, lifeless.
Faintly, the visions started.
One by one, they entered his mind, racing through his thoughts like a hundred horses galloping away down a long and narrow stretch of road. Vividly, he remembered when he was just a young child, exploring the vastness of the Japanese mountains with his parents and a few other families, all belonging to a group of missionaries who’d been operating in that area throughout the years. 
It was a picture of happiness. All the kids played together, frolicking among the emerald-green grass against a backdrop of Japan’s hypnotic mountains, while the parents were huddled in a group, talking amongst themselves and planning out the day’s mission. The wind blew calmly, and the sounds of the earth were hypnotically soothing.
Then there was violence.
Before any of the children could understand what was happening to their parents, they were already dead, slain by darts, flying knives, and all other types of objects they’d never seen before. Out of the forest’s shadows came three ominous figures dressed in brown and black. They passed the pile of dead parents lying on the ground as they made their way towards the children, swords drawn. 
Silas, being the youngest one, was the last one left standing. He had witnessed all of his friends die by the men’s swords and was soon about to die himself, when his mother came running out of nowhere, still alive, in order to embrace and protect him. Instantly, she was dragged away, pulled by her hair, and then beheaded in front of him. Some of her blood washed across his face.
The men laughed as they kicked his mother’s head towards him. Silas could do nothing but call out to her.
The first man stepped up to him and raised his sword, but before he could cut Silas in two, out came a hail of throwing stars, raining down on the three murdering cowards. They were dead within seconds, falling lifelessly onto the floor just inches away from Silas’s feet. The sharp shurikens had come from a group of rival warriors who’d been chasing the three men for more than a week, finally catching up to them just as they were about to slay the young boy. 
Silas was approached by a man outfitted in dark gray clothes and mask. The man reached out his hand to him, speaking in Japanese, yet Silas didn’t understand. The man spoke in English instead. 
“Don’t be afraid,” he said. “You’re safe now.” Silas didn’t know what to do. “Come now. Come with me. You’ll be safe with us. We have to leave now before we’re discovered.” 
Scared and reluctant, Silas had no choice but to reach up and grab the man’s hand. Then everything faded to black.
 
 
In his memories, the days progressed into years, and now inside his unconscious mind, he was ten years old, being taken out of an orphanage and given to a group of men clad in dark clothes. After hours of travel up a large mountainside, he finally reached a hidden village. The first thing he noticed was a flag with the image of a three-legged raven painted across it. The image of the raven was everywhere, not just on the flags, but on most of everyone’s clothes as well. 
Stepping out of the carriage, he was left there to stand alone in the center of town, watching the natives pass on by as they stared him down, wondering what a foreign child was doing awkwardly standing by himself inside their secret village.
At last, an old man approached Silas. “What’s your name?”
“Si-Silas.”
“No, it is not.”
“It-It isn’t?”
“No, you are no longer Silas, for the minute you stepped inside this village you were reborn into your new self. I think I shall call you Shinju. Yes, that would fit you just fine. Remember your new name. Shinju you will be from now on, Shi for short.
“Shinju?”
“Yes, and I am one of the village chiefs. My name is Masayoshi Hosokaya. Learn the name of your new master.”
“Masa...yoshi?”
“Yes, Shinju, but you won’t call me that.”
“Then what do I call you?”
“Sensei.”
“Oh.”
“Follow me, Shi,” Masayoshi said as he turned and began to walk way, but Silas stayed where he was. “What’s the matter?”
Silas didn’t say a word, wary of his new teacher.
“Shi, don’t be afraid. Come to me, and you will take your first step onto a new path, one that will take you on an important journey.”
“A journey? Where to?”
“Into the way of the warrior.”
Silas’s eyes beamed with wonder.
“But before you can travel on this journey, you must begin to exorcise all your fears, and eventually, later on down the path, you will free yourself from them.”
“How?”
“That you will learn on your journey. You will learn not to fear anything, including fear itself.” Then he stepped up to Silas and knelt down in front of him. “Shi, your journey ends when you learn to become fear.” He stood up. “Now come.” 
Silas grabbed his hand as he was led away into the heart of the village. Once again, his visions went to black.
 
 
A new memory sparked inside his mind, and a teenage Silas stood at the entrance to a large city in one of Japan’s largest regions. Masayoshi was next to him.
“What are we doing here, Sensei?”
“You are here to learn the art of evasion.”
“How do I do that?”
“So many questions with you. First, search deep within your mind to find the answer before asking. Asking too many questions makes it seem as if your head is just empty space. Most of the things you think you don’t know, you truly do know. You just don’t know you do. Do you understand? It is good to ask questions, but use them sparingly.”
“Yes, Sensei.”
“So, how are you going to do this?” Masayoshi pointed towards the crowd. 
“To evade, I must be invisible.” But then Silas looked at the clothes he wore and saw that they were all black. He turned to the people in front of him, and they were all clad in colorful outfits. The sun was high and bright, hanging right in the center of the sky. Silas realized he stuck out like a sore thumb. “They’ll see me.”
“Will they? And how can they not see you?”
Silas searched deep within his knowledge. “If I’m one of them, they won’t see me.”
“Yes, correct. Who is better to spy on someone than a friend or neighbor, or even a lover? But right now, you’re not one of them, so you’re faced with a problem.”
“Should I change clothes, Sensei?”
“No, I want you to walk into the crowd and tap as many people as you can on the shoulder without being seen. Sometimes you must adapt, you must improvise, Shi. A warrior knows when and how to do this. Life never follows one’s own plan. Life has a plan of its own. Your plan and that of life must always be in complete harmony. Whenever you see a digression between the two, you must amend, you must adapt. Your will and that of life must be one and the same, but if it ever breaks the union, your will must always be subservient. For this occasion, you don’t have the time or resources to change clothes in order to blend in with the crowd. Life has shown you its plan for this moment. Use your knowledge to harmonize yourself with this digression.”
“But how?”
“A warrior is swift on his feet. Invisibility takes on many forms. One of them is speed and distraction. Don’t let them see you, Shi.”
“Yes, Sensei.” Silas carefully stepped inside the village gates and walked straight into the mass of people. He turned back to his teacher.
“Go on.”
Silas turned towards the crowd and began tapping them on the shoulder, doing his best to sneak away before being seen, yet after the fourth tap he was spotted, and everyone began staring at him, thinking he was some type of thief. The women started slapping him on the head, while the men began pushing him around. 
Masayoshi stood there watching the scene play out, smiling as he witnessed his student experiencing a hard lesson. “I never said it was going to be easy,” Masayoshi graciously mumbled to himself. “But I am very pleased.” He turned around to walk away, leaving Silas alone to deal with his plight.
And his thoughts drifted away into a dark abyss.
 
 
Fading in from a deep nothing, Silas now found himself at the brink of becoming a young man, still in training but nearing the end of his journey into the warrior’s path. He was being led through the forest by Masayoshi until they came upon a great cliff overlooking a small but populous village.
“Why are we here, Sensei?”
Masayoshi put his hand on Silas’s shoulder. “It’s time you learned our purpose.”
“Purpose?”
“Yes, Shi, the purpose of the Order of the Three-Legged Raven. You see, Shi, in life there is what we call fate and what we call purpose. Fate is a word that explains our urge to masquerade our will with that of the heavens. People use fate to justify their wants and ambitions in life. They do things that please them and call it fate. Purpose, on the other hand, is brought down upon us from a transcendent reality and it crushes our will and spits it out. When that happens, when we clear our hearts of our own desires, we find that we are able to truly see the beacon which will guide us towards our destiny in this life. Purpose informs us; fate blinds us.”
“And what is our purpose, Sensei?”
“The Order is in charge of settling transgressions.”
“Transgressions?”
“Yes, Shi. A transgression is an offense against another, and when one person transgresses against another, he violates that person’s harmony. And when the harmony of a person is disturbed, the harmony of the world is shifted out of place, causing disruption in nature and in our way of life. Our purpose, Shi, is to keep the harmony balanced. Do you understand?”
“I think so, Sensei.”
“Good, then. You are here overlooking this city because someone in there has disrupted this harmonious balance, and the scales must be tipped back towards equilibrium. You must search for this person; you must find him and restore back the harmony of the everydayness of things. This is what we do, Shi. We occupy our minds with nothing else.”
“So, it’s like a bounty?”
“Correct, but we do not receive monetary payment for our acts. We are not hired hunters. We do this, Shi, because of—”
“Purpose.”
“Yes, Shi. You are beginning to understand.” Masayoshi gave him a squeeze on his shoulder. “Time for you to go, and remember—become the raven, Shi. Stay in the shadows, move with the moon, breathe with the pulse of the wind, walk with the paws of a cat, and strike with the quickness of a flame being put out. Be the black bird. You are there and here and back there at a moment’s notice. To the men inside that village, you do not exist but only in their deepest fears.”
“I will restore the harmony, Sensei.”
“Good, dear Shinju. Now go.”
Silas crouched down and lost himself in the pockets of shadow-laced bushes leading towards the sleeping village. His master stood by watching, pleased with his beloved student, whom he loved like a son.
All turned to black.
 
 
A few more years passed, and Silas was now a young man, thoroughly trained in the art of combat and of shadow. Alongside a glimmering lake, he stood with other men like him, huddled up in one big circle. His sensei, Masayoshi, stood in the middle.
“You have been trained in the art of the body and of the mind,” Masayoshi said. “You have learned the tools needed to be a master of fear, to use the night as your ally and its shadows as your armor. But never forget: The most powerful weapon you have is right here,” Masayoshi pointed towards his head. “The mind is what makes you transcend this life. It will instill doubt and fear in your enemies. Because of your mind, they will think you are ten times more powerful than you actually are. Your enemy fears what they do not know, and those who go searching in the dark never find what they’re looking for. That is why you must always remain in the dark. You are an agent of the night, an agent of fear, kin to the black birds of power. You have completed your training, but you are a master of nothing, and you have mastered nothing. The one who keeps this in mind at all times will then become a master of everything.”
Silas stood silently, taking in his master’s wisdom, and after everyone was dismissed for the night, he walked up to the serene lake lit up by the moon casting pockets of gleaming mists across the surface of the water. He inched up to the lake’s bank and knelt down beside it. Reaching over the bank, he saw his reflection calmly displayed on the glassy water. It was the first time he’d ever seen himself in his visions, to truly know what he looked like in his former days. 
There, staring back at him, was a young man in a dark grey uniform. Due to the fitted hood and mask he wore, his eyes were the only thing he could see, shimmering like two white stars floating in deep space. Inside those eyes was a lifelong tyranny of pain and torture, but also of knowledge and hope. 
Masayoshi walked up behind him. “Shi, you are ready.” He put his hand on Silas’s shoulder. “You will lead this group of birds, for you are now justly…the three-legged raven.”
His visions ended.
 
 
Waking up from his trance, Silas twitched and buckled as the memories of his training shot into his psyche all at once, forcing him to yell out in a bewildering state of shock. It only lasted for a few seconds, but it was enough for him to lose his balance and fall to the ground. Yet, after only a short moment, he pulled himself together and stood up. He walked over to the roof’s ledge and jumped on top, looking out into the snow-capped city sleeping peacefully against the backdrop of a radiant orange dawn.
My name is Shinju, the Three-Legged Raven, and this is my hunting ground.
 
 
Later that afternoon, Silas visited Madame Ovary’s Emporium, the brothel located next to the orphanage he’d visited a few days earlier. The door to the penthouse loft opened, and in walked Silas.
“This is the best we have,” Madame Ovary, a woman whose years had been very kind to her, said. “It’s been abandoned for quite some time, but it’s...practical.”
“I see,” Silas said. The penthouse loft was at the uppermost level of the nine-story building. Being abandoned for a few years, it was old and dirty, with multiple cobwebs strewn about, and not to mention above a seedy brothel. Yet it was still impressive, with floor-to-ceiling windows wrapping most of the penthouse’s walls. It was large and spacious and covered the entire floor. “So this whole floor is mine?”
“Nobody else wants it.”
“I’ll take it.” Silas gave her his advance in rent. “I want complete privacy.”
“Oh, we’ll try to keep the noise down,” she replied, rolling her eyes before walking away.
After taking a moment to stare at his new sanctuary, Silas stepped out into the hallway. “This way.” He had hired a few teenage boys from the orphanage in order to haul his massive trunk up the stairs and into his new loft. “Over there, fellows.” 
The boys huffed and puffed as they did their best to carry the trunk inside the penthouse. When all was done and over with, the boys fell to their knees, completely exhausted. 
“Good work. Here you go. For your troubles.” He gave them a generous sum of money for their help, which made them sport silly grins. “Go on now. I’ll get the rest.”
The boys departed.
Silas went out into the hallway and picked up some other things, along with the package that had arrived for him, the one he’d ordered from the tailor’s shop. He set it on a large table stationed near the middle of the vast loft. Curiously excited, he tore into the package.
First, he took out his new leather overcoat. Dark gray, the coat was long and form-fitting, with black and red trimming along the lining and edges of the coat, stretching from the sleeves to the overly large lapels and all the way down to the bottom. Inside the coat, the tailor had crafted a number of pockets and openings for Silas to place whatever tools he needed to conceal. Included with the coat was an all-leather red and black suit-vest with a number of hidden pockets on its inside as well as its outside.
The second item he grabbed from the package was his top hat. Like the coat, the hat was dark gray with black and red trimmings. On the front of the hat was embroidered a three-legged raven, just as he had described to the tailor from his vision. The hat’s front bill swooped down in order to create a shadowy effect across most of Silas’s forehead and eyebrows. The back bill was configured with a metal lining, and from this lining, a meticulously crafted and thin-bladed razor-sharp edge protruded outwards. He carefully pressed his thumb against its edge. Just right.
Along with the coat and hat, a pair of soft, leather boots and gloves were included inside. The boots were special; they were ankle high with a separation between the big toe and other toes, giving Silas the advantage in climbing and scaling. These I’ll put to good use.
Not wasting any more time, Silas dressed himself in a dark shirt and pants before putting on the rest of his outfit. The coat had extremely large lapels, and when buttoned up near the neck area, it made the collar protrude upward, creating another shadowy effect across Silas’s nose and mouth. Worn with the top hat, and depending on the lighting, it made it seem as if all one could see of Silas were his eyes.
He walked over to his trunk and grabbed his two kama blades. They felt good in his hands.
So, now that most of my memories have come back, how good am I with these things?
Instantly, as if conjuring up a reflex, he heard movement behind him. He jerked around and threw one of his kamas at a wall that sat thirty feet away. He walked over to retrieve his blade, and there in front of him, skewered by the sharp steel, was a dead cockroach stuck to the wall.
No trespassing.
He smiled and grabbed his kama off the wall. He turned and walked up to one of the large windows overlooking the city. Pondering about his next course of action, all he could think about was Belloc, Posy, and, of course, Lucy. Anger filled him up with an unmitigated rage, and he yearned for a sense of justice. “What are you going to do, Silas?” Sometimes you have to take matters into your own hands.
He looked at his hands, strong and healthy. And mine are perfectly capable. 
*
 





 
 

 
IN THE MIDST OF THE WITCHING HOUR, a pair of girls moved within the darkness of the sleeping city, on their way to the B&L Railroad Station, which rested quietly amongst the icy layers of the wintry nighttime snow.
Inside the station, near the train terminals, all the lanterns were put out, enshrouding the massive terminals in a circus of gray shadows and silver moonlight. The workers had gone home to their loved ones, and the station was left barren and cold.
“I can’t see a thing,” seventeen-year-old Frances Dupuys whispered to her good friend. “It’s too dark. I don’t like this at all. You didn’t tell me we were going to leave today, especially at night.”
“Of course it’s dark,” Catherine Haralson replied. “Did you think they were going to leave all the lanterns on for us?”
“I hope you’re right about us leaving. I still think it’s a bad idea.”
“What would you have us do?” Catherine struggled to lug her luggage behind her. “We weren’t safe sitting in our houses, waiting for that monster to come for us.”
“I know, I know. It’s just—I’ve never done anything like this.”
“I know, Frances. I’ve never done anything like this either. None of us have ever done anything like this, but if Claudia were still alive, she would’ve done the same thing.”
“I miss her.” Frances grabbed on to Catherine’s arm. “I miss all of them.”
“I miss them, too, and that’s why we have to leave this place and start anew somewhere else. We’ll do it for them. They would’ve wanted us to.”
“All right. And why are we whispering? There’s no one here.”
Catherine just looked at her for a moment. “Of course there isn’t, but you never know.”
“Why did we have to sneak out in the middle of the night? I don’t know how much of this fright I can stand.”
“It was the only way. We certainly couldn’t have snuck out during the day with all those guards watching us. Trust me—it’s better this way.”
“But there aren’t any trains.”
“Not yet, but we’ll be on the first one out of this place come six in the morning. That’s only a few more hours, Frances. We can handle that.”
“Yes, I guess you’re right.”
“I know I’m right,” Catherine said, lugging her suitcase around with one hand while rubbing her pregnant belly with the other. “We just have to find a nice hiding place until it’s time to go.”
The girls stepped into the main terminal and were awed by its enormity. It had three-story-high ceilings with a chilling architectural design. Rows of columns spiraled upward, while the floor-to-ceiling arched windows made it seem they had just stepped into a gothic cathedral. 
“This place is spooky,” Frances said.
“Yes, you’re not kidding. Come on, let’s keep going.”
As they set themselves on top of the marble floor, Catherine’s luggage dragged behind her, making a strange sound.
“Stop that,” Frances said.
“I can’t. I have to move it somehow.”
“Well, I don’t like it. Even if there’s no one here, it still puts my nerves on edge listening to that hideous noise echoing throughout this forsaken place.”
“Well, I can’t carry it.” Catherine stopped to catch her breath.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes, I’m just…tired. I need to sit.”
“I don’t see any benches. Just kneel or something.”
“I can’t do that. What if I can’t get back up?”
“Don’t be silly.”
“Fine. But just for a minute.” Catherine sat down in the middle of the floor. “Ah, that’s better.”
“Just take some time to rest.”
“You can sit, too.”
“Then who’s going to help you up?”
“It’s not that bad,” Catherine replied, smirking. “Come on. It feels weird, you standing in front of me.”
“Okay, okay.” Frances sat down next to her.
The moon hid behind a group of clouds, and the place became eerily dark.
“I can’t even see your face.” Frances grabbed for her.
“That’s my nose.”
“Oh, I thought it was your chin.”
“Frances, stop. This is no time to joke around.”
“If we can’t laugh, then what are we going to do? Sit here and sulk, moaning like a pair of ghouls condemned to haunt this place for all of eternity?”
“Ugh, just the thought of that makes me queasy.” 
Frances made this horrible ghoulish sound, trying to frighten her friend. 
“Enough of that,” Catherine snapped. 
The sound echoed throughout the large terminal.
“Wow, that was quite strange.” Frances tried it again, this time a bit louder. The echoes went above her, spreading out to all four corners of the massive space. Yet this time, near the end of the terminal, the sound of the echoes took a turn for the worse, dipping low and menacing.
“That was scary,” Catherine whispered. “Don’t do that again, okay? We don’t need to be hearing those kinds of noises.”
“Yes,” Frances replied, her heart pumping a little faster as she looked down the dark and ominous terminal, scared by the weirdness of her echo. “That was strange. I think I don’t really want to be here anymore.”
“Well, it’s your own fault. Yelling out like an animal doesn’t help our situation.”
“I’m sorry, I won’t do it again.” Frances inched up closer to her friend. “Can I at least talk to you? It puts me at ease.”
“Of course,” Catherine replied, feeling a bit uncomfortable. “You know that you can always talk to me. I’m…your friend.” That last part was somehow difficult for Catherine to say. 
“I have to confess. At first, I thought we weren’t going to make it to the station, but I should’ve trusted you. You made it happen.”
“You would’ve been just as capable.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that. All I know is that I’m glad you’re here.” Frances rested her head against Catherine’s shoulder. “Say,” Frances perked up. “How did you get us inside, anyway? You would think this whole place would be locked up.”
“I told you already. I know someone that works here. He left the door to terminal three open. We owe a lot to him.”
“But wouldn’t this person get in trouble?”
“No, he wouldn’t. Now just hush. Let’s try to keep quiet for the next few hours.”
Frances ignored her wishes. “But did you make sure your friend could be trusted?”
“What does it matter now?” Catherine fidgeted with her arms. “We’re here, and we can’t do anything about it.”
“Okay, fine. You’re so testy tonight. You’ve never acted this way.”
“Can you blame me? We’re hiding out from someone who wants to kill our babies. What do you expect?”
“I guess you’re right,” Frances replied, stretching and yawning. “Say, why don’t we go wait outside by the terminal, so when the train comes, we’re right there?”
“Because we’re better off inside. Right? If that murderer comes for us, wouldn’t it be better for us to be inside?”
“Yes, but if we’re locked inside, we can’t go outside. Can you imagine if he’s already inside with us?”
A cold chill ran down Catherine’s spine, and her heart skipped a beat. “Why would you say that? We’re already scared as it is. Of course he’s not here. He wouldn’t even know that we’d be here.”
“Not unless…”
“Unless what?”
“Well, it’s possible that our parents might have already noticed us gone, and maybe they alerted...you-know-who.”
“You don’t know that.” Catherine stood up. “You’re crazy to think like that.”
“Why?”
“Just because our parents want to control our lives doesn’t mean they want to actually hurt us. They still love us.”
“Cathy, you’re so naïve,” Frances replied as she stood up as well. “You think it was just a coincidence that all of us are being targeted by some madman, just because, for some strange reason, he wants to take our babies? The only people we know who want us to not have our babies are our parents. The logic is there.”
“No, you’re wrong.”
“We’re going to have to face it soon, Cathy. Our parents might’ve been the ones who gave us to him. We should’ve seen it coming.”
“Don’t say that!”
“Now who’s the one being loud?”
“Just shut up.”
“I’m sorry, Cathy, but it’s the truth, and you know it.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“They’re all tyrants, all of them, all our parents. That’s why we formed the circle, because, deep inside ourselves, we all knew this. But we’re not like them, Cathy. We’re different. We’re good and kind. We can change things. And that’s why we’re leaving here together, to start a new life, a new Valentine Circle.”
Catherine didn’t say anything.
“Cathy?”
“I…” But before she was able to say something, they heard a noise about fifty feet from where they stood.
“What was that?” Frances turned around.
For a moment they waited in silence, making sure there was nothing lurking behind the shadows. Then there was another noise, this one a bit louder than the first.
“Stay here,” Catherine said. “I’ll go look.”
“What? Are you mad?”
“I didn’t say I was going all the way over there. I’m just going to get a few steps closer.”
“I’ll come, then.”
“No, you stay here with our stuff.” Catherine turned to Frances. “Just wait, okay? I’m only going up a few steps.”
“Well, hurry up. You’re giving me a heart attack.”
“Fine, just hush.” Catherine started walking towards the direction of the noise.
“What can you see?”
“Nothing. Just shadow.” She turned to Frances. “I’ll have to go farther.”
“No, you don’t. That’s how people get killed. Come back here now.”
Catherine paid no heed to her good friend and just kept walking ahead until at last she lost herself inside the shadows.
“Cathy? I can’t see you anymore. Cathy, please. Say something.”
All she could hear was the sound of the wind breaking against the terminal’s large windows, and then she heard an awkward sound, something like a mix of a whisper and heavy breathing.
“Cathy, is that you?” Nothing. “Cathy, if you don’t say something soon, I’m going in after you.” Again, nothing. “Damn you, Cathy. That’s it.”
All of a sudden, her friend cried out, “Grab your stuff,” as she broke out of the shadows, desperately waddling towards her.
“What’s the matter? Did you see something? What was it?”
“Hush up, and grab your stuff now,” Catherine demanded.
“But why?”
“Come on, let’s go.” Catherine grabbed her luggage. 
Frances grabbed hers as well. “Damn it, Cathy, what’s the matter?”
“He’s here.”
“Wha... But you said—how did he know we were here?”
“It doesn’t matter now. We need to hide and stay hidden. Don’t make any more noise, and try to stay calm. Let’s go.”
“I told you he’d show up, but you wouldn’t listen to me.”
“I said we can’t worry about that now.”
The girls began walking away from the center of the terminal.
“How did you know it was him?” Frances whispered.
“I saw him standing around about thirty yards ahead of me. He must have just hopped inside using one of the windows to get in.”
“Oh. But wait. How come we didn’t hear any glass break?”
“I don’t know, Frances, just keep walking.”
“But if he didn’t break the glass, then he must’ve found a way to open it without breaking it, maybe a key or something, and that means that someone must’ve helped him get inside. And it definitely means that someone must’ve told him we were here.”
“It doesn’t matter now, Frances. He’s here, and we need to hide,” Catherine said, concentrating. “Come on, just a few more steps and then to the right.”
“Okay, okay... Wait, how do you know where to go?”
Catherine was caught by surprise. “Um, I’m just guessing.”
“You don’t sound like you’re guessing.”
“Please stop talking, Frances. You’re making this hard for me.”
“Making what hard for you?”
Catherine stopped and slapped her friend across the face. “Do you want to die?”
“No,” Frances replied, completely in shock.
“Then stop talking and listen to me. Let’s go.” Catherine broke away from her. “Come on.”
Frances followed Catherine until they reached the main office.
“Oh, I hope it’s open.” Reaching the office, Catherine quickly grabbed hold of the doorknob. “Oh, thank God.” She acted surprised that the door was left open. “This way, Frances, come on.”
Seconds later, Frances joined Catherine inside the main office. “What are we doing?”
“He won’t be able to find us here. If he comes, we’ll just lock ourselves in.”
They stood idly for a moment, letting their breathing calm down.
“Well, aren’t you going to lock the door?” Frances asked.
“Oh, right, of course.”
Frances saw that Catherine’s hands were trembling, so she grabbed them. “It’s going to be okay, Cathy. We’re going to be safe here, and that monster won’t find us, and he won’t take our babies. I promise, Cathy. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“I know, Frances,” Catherine replied with a sad tone. She turned around and walked over towards the door. She turned to Frances. “I’m locking the door now.” She paused for a second. “It’s going to be all right, Frances. It’s going to be all right.” She quickly stepped outside and closed the door, locking Frances inside.
“Cathy?” Frances said, bewildered. “What are you doing? Come inside.” She ran up to the door and started banging on it. “What are you doing, Cathy? He’ll get you if you stay out there. Why are you doing this? Come back inside.”
Catherine stared at her friend with a dour face and then turned away from her, refusing to look at her any longer. Standing outside the office for almost a minute, she waited patiently for Mr. Factory to reach them. 
He stepped out of the shadows. “Oh, hello, Miss Haralson.” 
She didn’t mutter a word. 
“I see you’ve trapped a little bird for me, squirming inside her little cage.” 
Catherine just nodded. 
“You’ve done a fine job, Miss Haralson. I am very satisfied.”
A tear ran down Catherine’s cheek.
“Come now, Miss Haralson. I’d rather you not do that in front of me. It kills the mood.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. All is forgiven.” He walked up closer to her. 
She trembled. 
He caressed her face. “What’s the matter?”
“Are y-y-you going to let me go?”
“I said if you brought me Miss Dupuys, I wouldn’t harm you. We made a deal, Miss Haralson, and I intend to honor it.”
“Th-thank you.” Catherine shook beyond belief.
“No, thank you, Miss Haralson. I could not have done this without you.”
“Y-you’re welcome.”
He smiled. 
“Can...c-can I go now?”
“Fly away, little bird. But before you go, I have one thing for you.”
“What’s that?”
“This,” he said as he stabbed her belly. Catherine was left in complete shock, letting out a sickly moan. He pulled out his knife and waved it in her face. “Never make a deal with a killer.” He grabbed her cheeks and squeezed them. “Shh, it’s okay. Your baby will die within a few minutes, but you’ll be all right. Your father made it very clear that I was not to harm you, unlike some of the other parents. He obviously loves you with all his heart. The baby, I’m afraid, does not have his sympathies.” He released her, letting Catherine drop to the floor in pain. “Try to think happy thoughts, Miss Haralson. The police and the ambulance will be here shortly.”
He walked over to the main office, watching Frances’s face as it displayed a number of emotions. He took his bloodied knife and tapped the door’s window. “Do you feel betrayed, Miss Dupuys?” He tapped on the window once more. “And suddenly there came a tapping as if someone gently rapping, rapping on the office door?” His smile made Frances’s blood turn cold. “Open up, dear.” 
Frances shook her head. 
“Now, Miss Dupuys, I’m afraid that’s all too rude for a young lady of class like yourself.” 
Frances began backing away.
“Let me in, Miss Dupuys. It’s time that I claimed that baby of yours.” 
Frances instinctively put her hands on her belly. 
“That’s not going to protect it.” He kept tapping on the office door. “Frances, let’s make a deal, shall we? You give me the baby and I’ll let you live, the same deal I gave your bloodstained friend lying on the floor. What do you say? Do we have a deal?”
“No,” she breathed out.
“No? Frances, I find it rather difficult to accept anything less than your baby’s life. Let’s think about this logically for a second. You don’t really need that baby. You’re still young. Give it to me, and I’ll let you live so you can have more babies when you’re older, when you’re ready. It’s a give and take, Frances. You give, and I take.” He gave her a ghoulish grin.
Trembling, Frances backed into a desk, which forced her to turn her head and catch a glimpse of a large key ring with various small keys attached to it. Instantly, she recognized it as the master key ring. She lunged for it, then immediately turned to her rear, spotting a back door out of the office. She took off towards the door, lightly jogging, for it was impossible to do anything else in her condition.
Furious, Mr. Factory reacted by putting his fist through the office window and then reaching for the doorknob.
Frances took the keys and tried opening the back door, struggling to find the right one until she eventually opened it. Stepping through, she found herself in front of a long staircase leading down towards the sub-level. She took the stairs carefully, waddling down the steps until she reached the exit.
Again she fiddled with the keys, suddenly hearing Mr. Factory reaching the back door of the office. Fumbling through a few more keys, she finally opened the door leading outside. Bursting out of the building, she closed the door and locked it, leaving the key attached. Frantically, she searched for something she could use to smash the key into the lock. Finding a heavy rock, she took it and pounded the key until it lodged itself inside the keyhole.
She threw the rock down and walked away from the rear of the building towards the front, where she could see a few streetlamps and some houses with their lanterns still on. She knew that if she reached the row of townhouses, she’d probably be able to find help. 
But then she began feeling pain around her midsection, as if her stomach suddenly balled up into a fist, and she stopped, putting her hand on her belly. She bent over in agonizing pain. Frances tried walking but couldn’t; it was just too painful. 
Behind her, Mr. Factory had already reached the bottom door and was pounding as hard as he could in order to burst through.
Frances tried getting up, and for a second she was successful, but as she took a few steps towards the streets, she buckled and fell onto the cold, snowy ground. She cried out in pain, not knowing why she hurt so much.
SLAM! The door flew open after Mr. Factory finally used his leg to break it down. Taking his time walking up to Frances, he tapped his large blade on the side of his thigh. 
Frances could do nothing but stare as her pursuer came closer.
Alas, he reached her.
“Oh, my,” Mr. Factory said. “That’s a rather odd look for you, twisting and squirming. You need to wait here while I go get a carriage.”
“What? Where are you taking me?”
“Oh, perhaps I should’ve mentioned this, but it seems, Miss Dupuys, that your baby actually gets to live. I think it’s better that way. It’ll work towards my advantage.”
“Please don’t hurt me.”
“You’d best be quiet, Miss Dupuys. We have a long life ahead of us, and it’s best to start it on the right foot.”
Out in the streets, the sound of police carriages were heard arriving at the train station.
“Looks like my friends are here.” Mr. Factory knelt beside Frances. “It wouldn’t do you any good to scream. They’re not going to do anything for you. It’s better for you to come with me. Don’t worry, Frances. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
He took his knife and caressed her stomach with it before standing up and calmly leaving to find a carriage.
 
***
 
The next morning, inside Massachusetts General Hospital, Inspector Belloc opened his eyes. He’d been sleeping for quite some time, and now that the pain from his injuries was beginning to recede, he was able to relax and talk without any discomfort. It was a gloomy day outside, and the winter wind rumbled against his room’s window. He heard a knock at his door. Must be breakfast.
It wasn’t. It was an orderly who had brought Posy with him on a wheeled stretcher. Carefully, he wheeled her in and placed her next to Belloc.
“What’s all this?”
Charles, his orderly, replied, “She insisted to be near you. I think she was tired of not having anyone to complain to.”
“I can hear you, Charles,” Posy said.
“Oh, dear, you’re awake,” he said. “Glory to the heavens.” Charles left the room, quite in a hurry.
Posy turned to Belloc and smiled.
“I thought you were breakfast.”
“Sorry to disappoint you,” Posy replied. “It’s not the end of the world. You need to drop a couple of pounds, anyway.”
“What?”
“I’m just joking,” Posy said, laughing, then coughing and feeling a rush of pain in her shoulder.
“How do you feel?”
“Other than my shoulder, I’m in prizefighting form.”
“Say, why are you here anyway?”
“I was shot.” She gave him a smart-alecky smile.
“No, no. Why are you in my room?”
“Oh, ‘cause I asked them to put me here.”
“But why?”
“To bother you, of course.”
“Oh dear.” Belloc sighed. “It’s a good thing I slept before you came in here.” He turned to her. “No, but seriously, what gives?”
Posy pulled out a folder with some papers. “While I’ve been recuperating, and you’ve been snoring to high heaven, I’ve been working on these reports.”
“You don’t have to work while you’re in the hospital, Miss Chapman. I told you that already when you first came in. And what do you mean, I snore?”
“The whole floor heard you. And, anyway, I have nothing else to do. Plus, we still haven’t solved this case.”
Belloc rolled his eyes. “This case has already been solved.”
“How do you figure that?”
“It’s easy.” Belloc sat up. “The Valentine Society is responsible for the murders of their own children, and we can’t do a thing about it. See? Case solved.”
“Do you really believe we can’t do anything about it?”
Belloc held up his wounded limbs. “Look at me! What am I going to do?”
“You can wait until you feel better and then continue.”
“Oh, that’s sounds like a grand ole time. What I need to do is go and find my breakfast.”
Posy put the files down. “So you still haven’t heard from Silas?”
“No. Not yet. Don’t worry; I’m sure he’s fine. Dalton freed him and he left. He can take care of himself now that he’s aware of who’s after him.” Belloc saw that she was truly worried for Silas. “Posy, I want to say something.”
“What’s that?”
“Silas...is in a very unstable emotional state at the moment. I know that you care a great deal for him, and I’m sure he cares about you as well, but after what he just went through, it’s better if you don’t...rush into things.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Don’t play dumb, Posy. Let him have his time. Don’t rush him, or he’ll just pull away.”
Posy just sighed. “You’re just talking nonsense now. Just yap, yap, yap.” Posy still wasn’t keen on talking about her feelings for Silas.
“But he’ll still be there for the baby.”
She didn’t say a word and pretended to go over her notes.
Dalton walked in.
“Hi there,” Posy said, relieved to see someone else.
“They said you would both be in here,” Dalton said.
“Are those for me?” Posy said, staring at the pretty flowers in his hand.
“Absolutely.” Dalton handed her the bouquet.
“They’re beautiful,” Posy replied.
Belloc mumbled under his breath.
“What’s that?” Posy said.
“Nothing,” Belloc said. “I’m just hungry, is all.”
“Right. Thanks, Dalton. This means a lot to me.”
“My pleasure.”
“So, heard anything about Silas?”
Dalton’s disposition soured. “Silas?”
Noticing his body language, Posy tried to soften the blow. “Yes, um, Belloc was asking me about him, but I said I didn’t know.”
Belloc turned to her. “I what?”
“Shut up,” she whispered.
“Oh,” Dalton replied. “Well, the last I saw of him, he was running out of the precinct. I couldn’t go after him, since I had to clean up my mess. I also had a lot of explaining to do.”
“How did that go?” Belloc asked.
“I had to turn in my badge and gun.”
“I’m sorry, Dalton,” Belloc said.
“It is what it is.” Dalton sat down.
“Did you find out anything?” Posy asked.
“Well, the scene at your apartment has been wiped clean. O’Hara has gone into hiding for the time being and his officers are acting like nothing ever happened to you and Posy, denying everything. But I fear that the Society is not going to forget what Posy did to their goons, and I’ll bet O’Hara and his men will soon come after us in full force.”
“What she did was justified, and everyone knows it,” Belloc replied. “And you don’t have to worry about them coming for us. We’re safe here. They wouldn’t dare to try something again for fear of public backlash. I already have a few newspapers interested in my story, if it ever came to that.”
“I see,” Dalton said. “Well, regardless, I brought some protection for you, Inspector.”
“Protection?” 
“Yes,” Dalton said, standing up and poking his head out into the hallway. “You can come in now.” He stepped back into the hospital room. “You told me to get the crew, so I did.”
In walked seven officers, all veterans of the force, people whom Belloc had kept a close relationship with. 
“What are you guys doing here?” Belloc asked, taken by surprise.
One of the officers stepped up. “Dalton filled us in on everything that happened. We couldn’t believe it the minute we heard it. There may be only seven of us here, but I know there are a lot more of us throughout the force, and we’re not going to just stand by while there are people out there getting away with breaking the law, regardless of what societies they belong to.”
“You do know this goes all the way up to the top?”
“We’re aware of that, and that just makes us angrier.”
“I see. Well, it’s good to know there still are a few good men willing to stand up to these types of groups.”
“I’m ready to help when you need it,” the officer said.
“Oh, y’all don’t have to worry about that,” Posy interjected. “You see, Inspector Belloc has already declared the case solved, so y’all can go ahead and head home. Thanks for visiting, though.”
“What?” the officer said, dumbfounded.
“Pay no attention to her,” Belloc replied. “She hasn’t been given her daily meds yet.”
“Oh,” the officer said. “Well, that explains a lot.”
“What does that mean?” Posy snarled.
“I...didn’t mean anything by it.” 
Posy turned to Belloc and lobbed her fat folder on top of his chest, making Belloc scream out in pain. “You might want to take a look at those, since, you know, we’re back on the case.”
“I should call the nurse on you,” Belloc said.
“For what? Abusing the elderly?”
“You’ve certainly changed in the past twenty-four hours.”
“For the better, I assume.”
“You make too many assumptions.”
“Everyone,” Dalton said. “What are we going to do about this? There’s still a murderer out there and a couple of girls just waiting to be attacked. We need to act fast.”
“Well—” Belloc was suddenly interrupted by a loud voice out in the hall.
“Miss!” a distraught nurse said. “You can’t go in there, miss!”
To everyone’s surprise, a young girl came running into Belloc’s room. Immediately, the group of officers reached for their side arms.
“No, wait!” Belloc said. “Ease off, officers. It’s just a girl.” 
The girl paused for a moment as she tried to control her breathing.
“You’re Miss Lattimer, aren’t you?”
An older lady walked in. “Yes, she is,” she said. “And I’m Mrs. Lattimer, her mother.”
Harlow Lattimer rushed up to Belloc’s bed. “Inspector, I’m so glad you’re all right. I’ve been worried about you—actually, all of you guys, ever since your partner, Officer de San Michel, came to visit me at that party a few nights back.”
“What’s the matter, dear girl?” Belloc said. “Why are you here?”
“It’s about Frances and Catherine.”
“Who?”
“Frances Dupuys and Catherine Haralson; they’re my friends. They’ve disappeared.”
“The last two girls,” Dalton said. “They’re gone?”
“Oh, yes, the last two,” Belloc said. “Tell me what happened.”
“They escaped,” Harlow replied. “I went over to their houses this morning to check up on them, and they weren’t there. Apparently they sneaked away in the middle of the night.”
“With all that protection detail?” Belloc asked, amazed.
“Are you surprised?” Harlow said. “Maybe it was their plan after all.”
“Whose plan?”
“Their parents’ plan. Maybe they knew the girls were going to the train station.”
“The train station?” Posy chimed in.
“Yes. They’ve been planning to leave together. They were so scared, especially after hearing what happened to the other girls. So, at last, they snuck out and left to catch a train to New York. But that man—he was there at the station. He knew they were coming.”
“Mr. Factory was there?” Belloc said, tensing up. “What happened to them? Dear God, are they all right?”
“That’s the problem,” Harlow continued. “We went to the police department to ask questions, but they refuse to answer any of them. All that they told me was that Catherine had been stabbed in the stomach and was rushed to some small city hospital, in surgery at the moment. They said she’s going to pull through, but the baby had already died before they reached the station.”
“And Miss Dupuys?” Belloc said.
“They said nothing about her. That’s why I’m worried. They said she wasn’t at the station, that she never was, and that’s a lie! I just know it! They were together, always. They were the best of friends. Something happened to Frances, and they won’t tell me about it. They just...”
Harlow broke down in tears before she was able to finish her last sentence. Her mother embraced her, comforting Harlow by whispering into her ear.
“I know he took her,” Harlow kept saying after composing herself. “I just don’t know where to. Please, Inspector, you have to help us. You have to go find her. Please!”
“Calm down, Miss Lattimer,” Belloc said. “We’ll figure something out, okay? Don’t worry.”
The mother approached Belloc. “Inspector, I just wanted to say that I never, ever went along with this plan of theirs.”
“You mean the Valentine Society?”
“Yes,” the mother said. “I was against it from the beginning but was scared to say anything for fear of retribution. My husband already...um...”
“What is it?”
“He’s...had his way with me sometimes, and there’ve been a few bruises here and there, so I was scared to do anything, but now I can’t take it anymore. I’ve had enough bloodshed, enough death. I want those two girls to live, especially Frances, who’s a girl very dear to my heart, a sweet and innocent girl. What the Society did to these girls was unforgivable and just evil, and, from now on, I will do everything in my power to see that justice is done.”
“Are you saying that you’ll testify?” Belloc said.
“Yes, Inspector. That is what I’m saying. After that, I will be leaving with Harlow, somewhere private and far away from here.”
Surging with new life, Belloc sat up, ignoring his pain. “Dalton, I know you’re not an officer anymore, but I need your help.”
“At your service.”
“Go with these men and search for Miss Dupuys.”
“Where do we start?” Dalton said.
“Well, their houses, for one.”
“No, why would he do that?” Posy said, sitting up herself. “The news of the kidnapping and attack has already been publicized. The Society wouldn’t want to make this situation even bigger. They would certainly not want Mr. Factory to head back to any of the houses. It’s too risky. Especially now that he’s on the run since he’s wanted for the murders of Claudia and Violet.”
“Where to, then?” Dalton asked.
“I’m thinking,” Posy said.
“There’s only one place he would go,” Belloc said.
“Oh?” Posy said, waiting for his answer.
“This man, this Mr. Factory, is still under orders, still controlled by the group. If he’s to take Miss Dupuys somewhere, it would be somewhere where the group would have access to the girl, but if it’s not any of their houses, then it must be...”
“The countess,” Posy said.
“Correct,” Belloc said. “He’s probably taken Miss Dupuys to the manor. So what’s the plan, Dalton?”
“I’ll take the crew with me and confront the countess, and I’ll bring that girl back alive.”
“Good,” Belloc said.
Posy was impressed by Dalton’s courage.
“No,” said a voice coming from the rear of the room. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
Everyone turned around, including the nurse that had just walked in to take Belloc’s vitals. Near the back corner, standing by the window, was Silas, suited up in his new clothes. With his arms crossed and his head lowered, all they could see of him were his eyes, and they were deadly intense. 
“Who are you?” Dalton said.
“You’re not going anywhere,” Silas continued. He stood up and approached Dalton. “But if you do, then you’d best prepare to die.”
“Silas?” Belloc said, recognizing his voice. 
“Hello, Inspector.”
“Silas, is that you?” Posy said, both ecstatic and afraid. 
Silas stared at her without saying a word. 
“Silas?” It was slowly dawning on her that Silas had gone through some type of transformation. She shuddered the minute she saw him bruised and battered, and instantly got the urge to embrace him.
“What do you mean, I’m not going?” Dalton asked. 
“It’s pretty self-explanatory.” Silas walked back to the rear of the room and leaned against the windowsill, crossing his arms. “You’ll stay here and watch over Belloc and Posy, especially Posy, who is prone to being in places where she shouldn’t be.”
“Excuse me?” Posy said.
“You guys can share some time together. I’m sure you’ll enjoy that, Dalton.”
Dalton didn’t say a word.
“What are you trying to say?” Posy asked. “Why are you being so cold? You’ve changed all of a sudden. I don’t know if I like this new Silas. I want the old one back.”
Silas walked up to Posy and stared her down for a second, and with a sad tone, he said, “I don’t know if that’s possible, Posy.” He put his hand on her shoulder. “But I’m really glad you’re okay. When I heard what you had to go through, it...it made me angrier than I’ve ever felt. I…I’m going to do my best not to let that happen again. Ever. I’m proud of what you did. You were very brave. I’m so happy that you’re safe, Posy.” 
“Well, if you’re so proud of me, why don’t you let me go with you? I know you’re going to see the countess, aren’t you? I can help you, Silas.”
“What?” Silas replied, astonished.
“Don’t be silly,” Dalton added. “You’re not going anywhere.”
“You can’t go alone,” Posy pleaded. “You’ll need me there. My shoulder feels a lot better.”
“No, Posy,” Silas replied. “You’ve done enough already. What I need is for you to stay here and be safe.” He paused and thought for a moment. “You see, Posy, soon I’ll be thrust into a deep and dark place, and I’ll need you to bring me back from it. Do you understand? So I’d rather you stay here and wait for me.”
“What do you mean?”
Silas turned away and went back to his post near the end of the room.
Posy didn’t say anything else.
“So, you’re going to see the countess?” Dalton said.
“That’s a possibility,” Silas replied.
“Well, wherever you go, I’m coming with you, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”
Silas walked up to Dalton, and using his thumb and two fingers, pinched Dalton’s neck. “You need to play nicely, Dalton.” He instantly fell asleep as Silas dragged him to a nearby chair.
“What did you do to him?” Belloc asked.
“I gave him a day off,” Silas said, walking up to the bed. “Plus, I’m the only inspector left in this room.” He took out his badge and pinned it on the right of his chest. He made his way towards the door before turning around to the group of officers standing around Belloc’s bed. “You seven are coming with me.”
“Wait, I thought you said you were going to the countess’s manor alone?” Posy said.
“I’m not going to the manor,” Silas said.
“But what about Frances?” Harlow pleaded with him.
“It’s not just about Frances anymore. It’s more than that. Too many injustices have transgressed the good people of this city, all by a small group of elites that think themselves above the law. There’s a reckoning coming. I learned throughout my years in Japan as I lived amongst death and beauty, darkness and life, that the world runs on laws that we can’t see or comprehend, but only experience. I’ve learned to understand that there’ll always be a settling of accounts, whether that particular justice is served immediately or years upon years into the future. This has always been a truth of life.” He turned around and made his way out the door. 
“So where are you going now?” Posy asked.
Silas stopped just before stepping into the hallway and turned his head towards his friend.
“To settle things.”
He left the room, and a chill crawled down Posy’s spine.
*





 
 

 
A MAN RUSHED DOWN A DARKENED HALL, being careful not to trip over the various overpriced rugs. Once he scaled up the stairs, turning the corner in a hurry, he was met by a large, gaudy door. He knocked with trepidation. 
“Come in,” Mr. Haralson said.
The man opened the door.
“What is it, Cunningham?”
The butler tapped his feet together and slightly bowed. “I’m sorry to disturb you, Mr. Haralson, but I have a letter for you. It’s urgent. It’s about…”
“Shhh. Don’t say any more, please. Hand it over.” 
The butler gave the letter to his boss. 
“You may go now, Cunningham.”
“Of course, sir.” The butler turned around and departed from Mr. Haralson’s expansive study.
Mr. Haralson took the note over to his desk and sat down. He noticed that the envelope had been opened and was wary at the thought of knowing that someone must’ve read the letter.
My wife opened it; that scorn of a woman.
He took the letter out and read it:
 
To whom it may concern,
This letter is to inform you that your daughter has been taken ill to the city hospital but is in stable condition. Her baby has been terminated and your family’s bloodline thoroughly sanitized. Though I regret to inform you that your daughter will no longer be able to carry a child for the remaining years of her life.
Such are the means to the end.
Mr. Factory Universalis
 
At first, Mr. Haralson celebrated the Valentine Society’s victory, but soon found himself in a hole of despair once the thought of his daughter never having more children entered his mind. He lowered his head, and darkness overtook him. 
The shadows in his study grew larger, and the wind rattled his slightly open window. A wild raven jumped onto the windowsill, crowing loudly and startling Mr. Haralson to death. He got up immediately and shooed the bird away. Standing quietly for a moment, he let the silence of the winter snow occupy his thoughts.
Then he heard a scream.
The shrilling sound shook him to the bones, and he rushed out of his office in the direction of the desperate plea. Running up towards the third floor, he realized that the scream came from inside his bedroom. Fearing the worst, he approached slowly, pushing the door open as it made a nerve-wracking creak. 
Inside, he found one of his maids, pale-faced and out of breath. The horror in her eyes said it all. With a trembling finger, she pointed towards the rear of the room.
Turning his head, Mr. Haralson saw his wife of twenty years hanging from one of the chandeliers. Her lifeless body spun around like an endless merry-go-round. He rushed up to his wife, throwing his arms around her. She was still warm to the touch.
Using all the strength he could muster, he took the makeshift noose and pulled on it. With one swift tug, he forced it to crash down onto the floor, allowing his wife to fall with it as well. Quickly, he took her lifeless body into his hands and pressed against her cheeks, pleading for her to wake up.
No response. 
At that moment, a certain feeling of despair engulfed his entire body, a deep and sorrowful feeling of guilt, stabbing at the core of his heart. So without thinking rationally, he stood up, shaking beyond control, and approached his bedroom window. Turning around one last time to look at his wife, all of a sudden he was confronted by all of the horrid decisions he’d made in the recent months, and at last realizing that he was nothing but a monster, he turned around, opened the window, and threw himself out. Death came suddenly for Mr. Haralson, and for a moment, all was quiet inside the otherwise peaceful mansion.
That is, until the sounds of gasps filled the air, and Mrs. Haralson’s eyes opened wide, full of life.
 
***
 
Across the serene neighborhood of Worcester Estates, another man got word of the Society’s triumph against the group of girls who’d dared to challenge its authority. Mr. Decamps had been walking his large Irish wolfhound when the letter came. 
“What are you doing on my grounds, boy?” Mr. Decamps said to the child who’d unexpectedly appeared to him. The wolfhound barked at the boy, yet it didn’t bother him.
“I have a letter for you.”
“For me? Well, who’s it from?”
“From the universe, sir.”
Mr. Decamps’s eyes trembled with surprise, and his disposition suddenly changed. “Oh, I see. Well, my apologies for being so unwelcoming. Give it here, please.” 
The boy gave him the letter. 
“Say, if you see him, could you…”
“Good day, Mr. Decamps,” the boy said, quickly interrupting him. He turned around and disappeared into the winter landscape.
Mr. Decamps opened the envelope and took out the letter. It was short and succinct:
 
The circle is complete. Payment is due in full.
Regards,
Mr. Factory Universalis
 
Mr. Decamps’s grin stretched from ear to ear. He crumpled up the note and gave it to his wolfhound to devour. He found a wooden bench a few yards from where he stood, and he walked over to it and sat down. He reached inside his pocket and took out a large piece of paper he’d confiscated from his daughter’s room a few weeks earlier. It was a drawing his daughter had made of the Valentine Circle. She had an amazing artistic talent, and on the drawing were the six members of the circle, drawn together, standing next to each other, holding hands and sporting hopeful smiles. On the drawing, dark chalk lines had been drawn across four of the six girls. With a piece of the same dark chalk, he crossed the last two girls off. 
At last, his plan was a success. All the tainted babies were either dead or out of the Society’s life for good. He put the paper back inside his coat and then took out a fat cigar. He lit it and carefully placed his lips on the tip, enjoying the taste of tobacco passing through his mouth, swirling inside his cheeks. He was alone, victorious in his own right, surrounded by his lavish mansion, sitting on his overpriced wooden bench, enjoying the feeling of his unquestionable triumph. 
He felt like a god.
 
***
 
A few hours passed into the day, and dusk’s purple palette spread across the horizon. The calm neighborhood of Worcester Estates lay napping in indulgence, as a lion would do after devouring the entirety of its prey. Four houses down from Mr. Decamps’s glorious mansion sat the equally impressive Dupuys estate. Inside the mansion, the majority of hallways and rooms were dark, as if mourning their dear Frances Dupuys’s sudden disappearance. Yet there was one room that didn’t share the mansion’s sentiment. 
On the uppermost floor, all the way down the hall, Mendel and Merle stood outside a room, looking overwhelmingly bored, as if they’d been standing guard for hours. 
Inside the bedroom there were moans of pleasure and screams of pain. A bed rocked and knocked against one of the walls.
At last the screams of pleasure ceased, and after a few minutes the door opened, and out came Mrs. Dupuys, looking disheveled. She took a handkerchief and wiped the sweat off her face and cleavage while simultaneously stuffing her overly large breasts back into her corset.
“Thank you for this one,” Mrs. Dupuys said. “He’s the best I’ve had so far. You guys outdid yourselves once again.”
“At your service, Madame,” Merle said.
“Remember, not a word to my husband.”
“You know us better than that, Mrs. Dupuys.”
“Of course.” She looked inside the bedroom one last time before turning to walk away.
The second Mrs. Dupuys left, the siblings turned towards the bedroom.
“Come on; let’s try to get this cleaned up as soon as possible.”
The siblings stepped inside and closed the door. Before them was a young teenage boy, no more than fifteen years old, naked and bruised, tied up to a bed and unable to move. He had a blindfold on him and a gag in his mouth. His face was bruised, and his naked chest and back were scratched up, with blood dripping down his sides.
Mendel strode up to the boy and replaced the gag in his mouth with a wad of cash. “Thank you for your cooperation. I don’t think I have to tell you what’ll happen if you talk about this to anyone. Do you understand?” The boy nodded his head. “Good.” He turned to Merle. “Sister, cut his bindings and get him cleaned up, then take him back to the orphanage.” 
Merle didn’t respond. 
“Sis?”
She didn’t speak, just reached for the large bowie knife strapped to her leg. Knife in hand, she sat down next to the boy, making him squirm in fear. “There, there,” Merle said. “It’s going to be all right. I’m not here to hurt you.”
“What are you doing, Merle?”
“I’m having my fun.”
“We don’t have time for this. Clean up the boy and go.”
“Let me just have twenty minutes with him.”
“Are you joking?”
“I have my needs, brother.”
“Fine. Be quick about it, and don’t harm him. We don’t need the trouble.”
“You have my word,” Merle said as she watched her brother leave the room and close the door. She turned to the boy, taking off his blindfold. “I want you to see what you’re going to be pleasuring.” 
The boy’s eyes grew twice in size. 
“What? Did you not think someone my age still had the urge?” Merle began to unbutton her shirt. “I can’t let Mrs. Dupuys have all the fun.” With her pants still on, Merle mounted the boy. “Don’t be afraid. You’re going to enjoy what we’re going to do in a few minutes.” 
There was a thump out in the hallway.
Alarmed, Merle sat up. What was that? She sighed. “It’s probably my brother getting impatient. Don’t let him get to you.”
Yet all of a sudden she felt an odd feeling crawl up her spine. Slowly, she dismounted the boy and buttoned up her shirt while carefully approaching the door.
A second later, three loud, harrowing screams filled the entire hallway.
“Brother?” Merle gripped her knife with a viselike grip. “Brother! What’s happening?”
No response. 
She took another step.
SMASH! The back of Mendel’s head came crashing through the solid wooden door. Blood dripped down his cheeks. Merle flew back a couple of feet, full of shock. The door slowly opened inwards, letting out an unnerving screech.
Displayed in front of Merle was her brother’s twitching body, hanging from the door as his head was smashed through. Both of his shins and elbows were broken, the white bones poking out of his tattered, bloodstained clothes. He moaned in pain.
“What happened?! Who did this to you, Brother?”
In walked Silas.
At first, all she could see of him were his eyes, but soon she recognized who he was. “You! How did you manage to escape?”
“Does it really matter now?”
“Why are you here?”
“I came to collect.” 
“Collect? For whom?”
“For the people of this city, but more specifically, for the girls of the Valentine Circle.”
“How noble.”
“There’s nothing noble about what I’m going to do to you.”
“You’re going to pay for what you did to my brother,” Merle replied, raising her knife at Silas.
“I’m not the one who’s paying today.”
With that, Merle charged Silas with her knife. He stepped to the side and gracefully spun around, sweeping her leg and forcing Merle to fall flat on her back, smacking her head on the ground. She cried out in pain while Silas kicked the knife out of her hand.
After a moment she stood up, at once charging at him again, this time at full speed. Not wanting to defend against her charge, Silas crouched down just as she neared him and then grabbed her by the waist. Using her momentum, he spun her around a couple of times to break her charge. 
As he did this, he experienced his actions in slow motion, and right at that moment, the voice of Silas’s former master, Masayoshi, entered his thoughts.
“Shi, out of all the skills that you’ve learned, Koppo is the most delicate. It is like a dance with your opponent’s body. When employing Koppo, remember that your focus is on inflicting pain right through the bone and not worrying about the joints. Koppo attacks the very bone structure of the body. Only with this in mind can you be fully prepared to break your opponent into a hundred pieces.”
Taking his master’s advice, Silas pushed Merle back a few feet by punching her chest, and, in three swift movements, delivered bone-crushing blows to her ribs, collarbone, and jaw.
Stunned by what just happened, Merle stood quietly for a moment, bewildered by what Silas had done to her body. Grabbing her jaw, she spit most of her teeth out onto the floor. Now filled with hatred and blinded by passion, she charged at him one last time.
Silas, standing calmly and in complete control, grabbed her arm, spun her around, and then, using her flow of movement, threw her out the bedroom window. Instantly, she crashed through the glass, dropping a couple of floors down towards the ground.
Silas’s heart rate remained normal, his breathing contained.
The rest of the officers came barging in.
“What happened here?” Officer Graham said. “What did you do to her?”
“She pulled a knife on me,” Silas replied as he poked his head out the window. “Don’t worry; it’s only a couple of stories down. I think the porch broke the fall. She’ll live.” He turned to the officers. “Sergeant Graham, call for a doctor and have him take a look at the poor boy on the bed. Once he’s cleaned up, take him where he needs to go. After that, the doctor is free to attend to these two pieces of elitist shit. Once he’s done, take the two and lock them inside the darkest cell we have available downtown. Make sure to misplace the key for a few months. Understood?”
“Yes, Inspector.”
“Good. Have Mr. and Mrs. Dupuys incarcerated for the time being; I’ll interrogate them in a few days. Seal off the house. No one comes in.”
“Got it.”
Silas took one last look at the room before walking out. 
 
***
 
After receiving the delightful news of his personal triumph, Mr. Decamps reached out to all of the members of the Valentine Society in order to spontaneously invite them to a lavish victory dinner. And when Mr. Decamps sent out an invite, few people turned him down. This time, everybody responded with an emphatic yes to the impromptu celebration.
The moon swept across the silver nighttime sky. A few stars had come out, cutting through the winter clouds. Mr. Decamps’s mansion was immaculately prepared and lavishly decorated for the event. Outside of his home, all of his neighbors’ carriages were parked along the curb and nearby driveways. 
Inside the mansion, the wine was abundant and the white ties were in full display. Rich gowns of decadence adorned all the ladies, while glimmering black shoes and the finest watches accompanied the men. The parlor music was loud and vibrant, with many individual orchestras playing in a number of smoke-filled parlors. The laughing was overly boisterous, and the whispering deviously enchanting. 
A bell rang in all of the various rooms, and a handful of footmen announced Mr. Decamps’s call to sit down. “The man of the house would like all the men to join him in the rear dining hall. Ladies of the Society, Mr. Decamps sends his apologies. I understand that this is breaking from tradition, as the ladies always dine with the men, but Mr. Decamps specifically requested to have a meeting with the men at the table. You will not be without your husbands for long and will be ushered in at a later time.”
Right away, all of the men broke away from their lovely wives and proceeded to head down a long and lavish hallway leading to the rear dining hall. Stepping inside, they were greeted by a large and exquisitely decorated dining table filled to the brim with an abundance of meats, cheeses, fruits, grains, and desserts; it was a buffet fit for a king and his nobles.
Mr. Decamps walked in. “Please sit down.”
As the men took their seats, the footmen and butler proceeded to serve them their dinner wine. 
After they had all been seated and served, Mr. Decamps tapped the side of his wine glass with his knife. “Could I have your attention, please?” he said.
But before they obliged him, the men of the Valentine Society unexpectedly stood up in applause.
Mr. Decamps, acting modestly embarrassed, waved the applause away with his hand. “Please, please, enough of that.”
The men ceased with their applause and sat down.
“As all of you are aware, we’re here to celebrate our recent success. It seems that the circle is now complete. We are no longer in danger of tainting the very blood of our beloved society. The threat has been dealt with in great secrecy and privacy. Once the news of what we’ve done spreads throughout all the other inner circles, no one will ever dare again to go against the Valentine Society. The six girls...” Mr. Decamps quickly corrected himself. “The six members of the Valentine Circle have been neutralized, and the pseudo circle disbanded. And there will never be one like it again, for we are the true Valentine Circle, us sitting around this table, the crème de la crème.”
Most of the men around the table smiled as he talked, but there were some that were secretly consumed by a feeling of shame and guilt, but they surely didn’t make it look obvious.
The butler brought Mr. Decamps a note. 
“Thank you, Folsworth.” Mr. Decamps took the note and opened it, reading the letter out loud to his fellow men. “It’s from the countess. She sends her congratulatory praises.”
“Do we still have to answer to her?” one of the men asked.
“Don’t worry, Clover. She’ll die off one day, but the society will always survive. Plus, with us men around this table, full of vigor and virility, we’ll keep that old woman’s orders at bay.”
“Hear, hear,” Clover said, raising his glass.
They all returned the toast. 
“For now,” Mr. Decamps continued, “let us enjoy this feast. When we’re done, we’ll have our wives come and eat the rest.”
All the men around the table burst out in uncontrollable laughter.
“But please don’t tell them I said that,” Mr. Decamps said. “Let’s keep it hush-hush.” He raised his glass. “A toast?” To the true Valentine Circle.”
“To the Valentine Circle,” they all repeated, raising their glasses high with pride.
The bell rang. A footman came in with the main entree for the evening: a roasted pig. All the men cheered as they tapped on the wooden table.
“Oh, yes, that is quite nice,” Mr. Decamps said, his eyes glowing.
One of the men blurted out, “Who gets the head?”
“Yes, do tell me,” Mr. Decamps asked. “Who gets the head?”
“How about Jameson down in the corner?” one of the men said. “He can give it to his wife, you know, to send her a little message.” Everyone laughed at his remark.
“Normally, I would be crossed by your words,” Mr. Jameson replied, “but I have to say, when you’re right, you’re right. I can’t argue with the truth.” He burst out in laughter.
“All right, all right, everyone,” Mr. Decamps interjected. “Let’s all settle down and dine on this fine feast. Let’s begin, shall we?”
“We need more wine,” Clover remarked.
“Yes, yes, more wine,” Jameson added.
“Of course,” Mr. Decamps said, ringing the bell. But the footman failed to heed his call. He rang the bell again. “Where is this damn servant?”
No response.
“I’ve had dogs that were trained better,” Clover said.
“This is what I’ve been telling everyone,” Mr. Decamps replied, “but they all failed to listen.”
At last someone came up behind Mr. Decamps and offered some wine.
“It’s about time,” Mr. Decamps said without giving the footman the courtesy of looking him in the eyes. “Do me a favor. When you’re done pouring everyone their wine, go to the servants’ quarters, take off your uniform, and go home. You’re dismissed from my service indefinitely.”
“Yes, sir. My apologies, sir.”
“Oh, save your apologies for your wife or whoever you share your bed with.”
“Of course, sir.”
“Oh, one last thing before you leave. Cut this pig’s head off and serve it to that jolly old man sitting near the end. It’s a present for his wife, so make sure you wrap it up in a pretty bow.” He began snickering to himself, and his fellow men joined along.
“Right away, sir.”
Then, quite unexpectedly, a thick, curved blade forcefully slammed on the table, skewering the pig’s head straight through the middle.
Caught off guard, Mr. Decamps jumped back in his chair and turned to the man standing beside him. With only a few seconds to decipher who the man was, Mr. Decamps reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small .22-caliber pistol in order to shoot the man who had defiantly invaded his home.
Yet before he could pull the trigger, Silas, who was the one that had infiltrated his home and replaced Mr. Decamps’s personal footman, took his other kama blade and thrust it down Mr. Decamps’s right shoulder, puncturing his lung while at the same time breaking a few of his ribs. 
Mr. Decamps squealed like a pig being slaughtered.
Silas retrieved his blade from Mr. Decamps’s shoulder and used his two kamas to behead the roasted pig. He then took the pig’s head and placed it neatly on Mr. Decamps’s own head.
“Don’t move,” Silas said. “If it falls, you die.” 
Mr. Decamps did his best to balance the pig’s head on top of his own while trying to control his pain. 
Silas stepped back. “You know, it’s quite becoming.”
The rest of the men around the table sat in shock, barely able to speak a word.
“What?” Silas asked with a sly grin. “No more laughing?”
Out of the blue, the group of seven officers came in, along with a few more rookies they had retrieved from the department.
“Arrest them all,” Silas demanded, wiping the blood off his kama blades before putting them back inside his long, leather overcoat. “Take these men to the nearest pig pen you can find. Throw them in with the rest of the pork for the night. They should get along quite well. Come morning time, transfer them to one of the precinct cells. Understood?”
“Yes, Inspector.”
“And notify the doctor about Mr. Decamps. He’s losing blood. That means time is of the essence, so make sure you tell the doctor not to hurry.” He smiled. “It’s not like it’s urgent.”
“Um…right away, sir.”
“Seal the doors to the house and interrogate EVERYONE. I give you license to violate their privacy, and make sure you have a jolly good time doing it.”
“Yes, of course. At once, Inspector.”
Silas’s officers moved in on the men sitting down on the table, forcefully patting them down and cuffing them where they stood. Silas grinned as he watched the scene play out in front of him. He caught a glance of an officer staring at the food. “Are you hungry?”
“Oh, no, of course not. Well…”
“You are, aren’t you?”
The officer lowered his head. “Yes.”
“Then by all means, drink and be merry.” Silas made his way to the door. “Finish up here,” he said to Officer Graham. “I’ll need a complete report in the morning.”
“Where are you going?”
Silas stopped and stared into Graham’s eyes. “I’m going to go kill a man.”
Graham’s gulp was audible to nearly everyone in the room as he watched Silas disappear into the hallway.
*
 





 
 

 
THE DARKNESS OF THE NIGHT SLOWLY CREPT its way across Massachusetts General, and the staff of twenty nurses in the east wing had dwindled down to only three. A guard sat outside Belloc’s room, on the brink of dozing off, snapping his head up and down every time a nurse would walk by. 
Inside the room, Posy slept in a cot stationed across from Belloc, who sat up on his own bed, going over some of the reports Posy had written just hours earlier. At last, the weariness of his eyes began to subdue him, and without warning, he dropped his papers and reading glasses, dipping his chin into his chest. His eyes closed, and he drifted off into a deep slumber.
Posy’s eyes snapped open. Sitting up, she carefully scanned the room. I thought he’d never go to sleep. 
Quickly, she launched herself off the bed and reached for a bag hanging on a wall next to her. Keeping her movements quiet, she pulled out her clothes and put them on. Messing with her shoulder, she found it mildly uncomfortable, but not at all hindering. Should do fine.
After getting dressed, she grabbed another bag Dalton had brought for her. Inside were her Manstopper and Little Lass. Perfect.
She put them on, both strapped to her waist, and approached Belloc. She bent over him, kissing his forehead lightly. Then she turned away and easily escaped out the room, passing the sleeping guard without any problems. Keeping to the shadows, she evaded the three nurses on duty, and once she reached the end of the hall, disappeared into the darkened stairwell which led down to the back entrance. 
In a matter of seconds she was gone.
About five minutes had passed inside the hospital’s massive east wing when the door near the far hall opened up with a loud and disturbing rasp. In came a tall gentleman, dressed in a three-piece suit, a fur overcoat, and a dark, stylish fedora hat. He was extremely thin, on the border of being emaciated, with bug eyes and large, overgrown teeth. Slowly, he made his way up to the nurses’ desk.
“Can I help you, sir?” the nurse said. “You’re not supposed to be here. Visiting hours have been over for quite some time.” 
The man stared at her without saying a word. 
“Sir?”
In a flash, he whipped out his hand and used a small knife to cut the nurse’s throat. Caught by surprise, the nurse sat paralyzed while all her blood gushed out of her body. A moment later, her head slumped over, lifeless.
In a high-pitched voice, the man spoke, “I’m sorry. What was that you said? Visiting hours are in fact still open? Why, that’s great! Where do I sign in? Over here? Oh, may I borrow something to write with?” He reached over and grabbed a pen from the nurse’s dead body. “Thank you.” 
He signed his name.
 
Mr. Factory Liberty Hotel
 
With heavy footsteps, he walked down the hall, on his way towards Belloc’s room. Once he reached the door, he took out another knife—this one longer and thinner—and quickly stabbed it into the top of the sleeping guard’s head. It only took the officer a couple of seconds to die. He slumped over, falling to the floor. Mr. Factory Liberty Hotel then took out a pair of gloves and put them on. He straightened his coat and fixed his tie right before carefully heading inside.
In the meantime, Posy had just made it out into the parking lot. She stood in the coldness of the night as she searched for a carriage she could commandeer. 
Silas is going to need my help.
She spotted one near the hospital’s large stable and approached it with caution, careful not to spook the horses. But before reaching it, a thought crossed her mind. What am I doing?
She pressed her hand against her tummy, rubbing it and thinking about her baby. Damn it! As much as I want to help, I can’t risk my baby’s life any longer. She sighed. What would Silas do? She paused for a tense moment. He wouldn’t quit.
Then again, what would Dalton do?
He’d be smart about it. She let out a deep breath. Think, Posy! After mulling over her decision, she reluctantly turned around and headed back inside the hospital. 
Once she reached the east wing, the minute she stepped inside the hallway, she knew something was wrong. She saw the nurse’s head slumped over her desk with a blank expression on her face. Most of the lanterns had been turned off, and she could sense death lingering about.
Fearing the worst, she ran up to the desk and took a closer look at the nurse. Belloc.
She ran as fast as she could towards his room, passing the dead officer on the floor. But once she entered, she found no one inside. What the hell?
Little did Posy know that, one floor down, her dear friend, Belloc, was running for his life. Well, for the most part, his orderly, Charles, was doing all the running, or as much running as one could do pushing a wheelchair down a dark hallway.
“Come on, Charles.” Belloc grabbed on to the wheelchair’s arms. “Can’t this thing go any faster?”
“I’m trying, Inspector,” Charles replied, moving his feet as fast as they could go. “I can only push this thing so fast without it toppling over. Plus, it’s not like I’m getting any help from the stiff wheels.”
“Don’t let him reach us.” Belloc looked back. “He’s gaining on us.”
“Well, it wouldn’t be that hard. Heck, he could walk and still reach us with me trying to push this monstrosity of a chair, and it’s not like your weight is helping, either.”
“What are you talking about my weight? Have you been talking to Posy?”
“She mentioned something about it.”
“There, turn the corner.” Belloc pointed towards the right as they reached the end of the hall. “Do you think there’s an elevator in this hospital?”
“Why on earth would we want to go on that thing?” Charles said, turning the corner.
“I just don’t feel like experiencing going down a set of stairs again with this clunky chair.”
“Hey, I did the best I could!” Charles steadfastly pushed Belloc down the western hall, occasionally passing a nurse or two, who seemed bewildered by his actions. 
Behind them, about twenty yards away, was Mr. Factory Liberty Hotel, who chased after them using a brisk pace, calm and collected. “Good evening,” he said as he passed a nurse.
“Hey, who are you?” the nurse asked, approaching him. “You can’t be here.”
He took out his knife, but the nurse had enough sense not to get any closer, and when she saw the shiny object come out, she turned and sped way. 
Mr. Factory knew that he had little time to reach Belloc before the whole hospital woke up, so he picked up his pace by jogging after them.
Up ahead, Charles and Belloc neared the end of the hallway, when Belloc turned to look behind them.
“Do you see anything?” Charles asked.
“I think he’s far behind us. No, wait. He’s still there. He’s running now. Damn it, Charles, get this thing going faster.”
“That’s not possible.” Charles tried his best to push harder and accidentally crashed into a couple of dinner carts that were parked near one of the rooms. The sound of the crash woke everyone up around them.
“Argh!” Belloc shouted. “Watch where you’re going, Charles!”
“Do you want to do this by yourself?”
“No.”
“Then zip your mouth shut and let me handle this.”
They turned another corner and Charles saw that they were approaching another set of stairs.
“Is that what I think it is?” Belloc asked.
“Yep, and you’re just going to have to hold on.”
“Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Belloc cried out, gripping his armrests tightly.
A few seconds later, they reached the stairs, but to their dismay, the door was locked.
“Oh, you have got to be joking,” Charles said.
“Locked? Why is it locked?”
“I don’t know.” Charles fumbled through his keys, trying to find the right one. “No one really uses these stairs.”
“We’re running out of time.”
“Here we go.” Charles tried the key. Didn’t work. “Damn it.” He knew that it would take him forever to get the door open and that he had to come up with something quick. “Okay, okay. We’re going to have to hide.”
“What? No, hiding is not good, not good at all. We have to keep moving.”
“It’ll be all right, Inspector. It’s easy. We’ll find a good spot to hide. Didn’t you ever play hide-and-seek when you were just a lad?”
“Did I play it? Of course I did, but when I played it, I didn’t get killed if I was found.”
“Not to worry, Inspector, we’ll find somewhere good to hide.” Charles took hold of the wheelchair and looked around for a good hiding spot. “He’s not going to find us, I promise.” Searching the surrounding perimeter, he found what seemed to be a public washroom. Dashing inside, he found it quite spacious for him to set Belloc near one of the corners of the room. Hearing Mr. Factory starting to walk down the hall, he immediately thought of something. He turned the sink on with the hot water turned all the way up. He then grabbed a bowl and placed it under the running water, filling it up to the brim. He took Belloc and wheeled him to where he was right in front of the door, just a couple of feet away.
“What are you doing?” Belloc asked, fearing for his life. “I thought the plan was to hide?”
“Well, I changed my mind. Here.” He gave Belloc the water. “Get ready to splash him with this, and be careful—it’s scalding hot. Immediately after you throw it, we’re going to barge straight through him.”
Charles made sure to keep the water running so as to signal to Mr. Factory that someone was using the washroom. Patiently, and full of nerves, they waited for Mr. Factory to make his way down the hall. The loud sounds of his leather-soled shoes tapped against the tile floor, making Belloc’s heart leap out of his chest with every footstep taken by the mysterious man in the fedora hat.
In no time, Mr. Factory reached the washroom door, and sensing that someone was inside, he grabbed hold of the doorknob, turning it slowly, making sure not to alert anyone of his presence. But little did he know that he had a surprise coming for him.
Once the doorknob turned and the door crept open, Belloc met face to face with his pursuer. Without hesitating, Belloc quickly let the bowl of hot water launch all over Mr. Factory, sending him into a pit of rage. Instantly, Charles grabbed hold of the wheelchair’s handles and pushed through Mr. Factory as hard as he could, knocking him down and onto the far wall of the dimly lit hallway.
“Contact, good sir!” Belloc said as he trampled over Mr. Factory on his way out of the washroom. 
Charles made a swift turn to the right, and with all of his strength started to run as fast as he could, pushing Belloc in front of him.
“There it is!” Belloc pointed to the hospital’s one elevator. “Let’s go! Come on!”
“Have you ever used one of those things?”
“No. Don’t you know? You work here.”
“I normally take the stairs.”
“Are you serious?” Belloc asked, shaking his head. “Well, just get us to the elevator.”
Charles and Belloc made their way down the hall towards the elevator, stopping at its door. 
“You need to grab the handle,” Belloc said.
“Which handle?”
“The only one available! Look down there.”
“Oh, right.” Charles bent over and grabbed the handle in order to open up the iron gate leading inside.
“Put me in. Hurry! Let’s go!”
“I’m going as fast as I can,” Charles complained as he grabbed hold of the wheelchair and then pushed Belloc inside the large elevator.
“Now close the gate. Close it. Use the same handle.”
“Okay.” Charles tugged at the handle and closed the gate.
Just then, they saw Mr. Factory turn the corner. Full of rage, Mr. Factory charged towards the elevator.
“Let’s go!” Belloc said.
Charles stood there, frozen.
“What are you doing?”
“What do you mean?” Charles said. “I’m waiting for the elevator to move.”
“It’s not going to move by itself. You have to pull the lever down.”
“Lever? What lever?”
“That one there.” Belloc pointed to a large lever positioned near a big panel on the right wall.
“Oh.” Charles reached for the lever and pulled it down. The elevator turned on and began to go through its start-up process. “What’s it doing?”
“I don’t know. It’s supposed to be moving.”
“Well, it’s not.”
“I guess it takes time for it to move.”
“Well, we don’t have time to waste.”
And right when he spoke those words, both of them were caught off guard by Mr. Factory slamming into the iron gates, thrusting his arm inside as he tried to stab Charles with his knife.
Screaming, Charles leapt backwards, keeping himself away from Mr. Factory’s reach.
“Come out of there you sons of bitches,” Mr. Factory Liberty Hotel screeched. “I’m going to carve you up slowly and skin you alive! I want to drain your blood. I want to drink it!” He kept reaching inside, but to no avail. Belloc and Charles were too far away for him to do any damage.
At last the elevator began to slowly descend, but right as it did, Belloc’s eyes flared with despair, for what he saw at that moment made his bones hurt with worry. As he descended, all he could see was Posy walking towards them near the far end of the hall, oblivious to his dilemma. 
Noticing Belloc’s gaze, Mr. Factory turned his head to look at what he ogled at, spotting an innocent Posy walking down the hall, checking each room, desperately trying to find her dear friend, whom she believed to be in peril. Mr. Factory turned back to Belloc and gave him a sinister smile while he slowly licked his knife.
“Posy,” Belloc whispered as he descended. “No.”
 
***
 
Miles away, embedded deep within the sleeping city, a light turned on inside an unsuspecting taxidermy shop.
“Oh, don’t worry, dear,” Klaus Factory of Boston said. “No one knows we’re here, not even the owner of this place. He’s fast asleep inside his quaint bedroom; I paid him a visit earlier today.” He gestured to Frances. “Please, do come in.”
“Why am I here?” Frances asked. “Why did you take me? Why don’t you just kill me and get it over with?”
“Oh, no, Miss Dupuys. I’m afraid I can’t do that.”
“What is it that you want from me?”
“Well, to put it bluntly, I want you to be my wife.”
Frances shuddered at the thought. “Your what?”
“I want you to spend the rest of your life with me.” Klaus motioned for her to go up the stairs towards the second floor. 
As Frances made her way up, she couldn’t help but feel repulsed by the amount of stuffed animals on display. 
“Come and sit down at the table near the end of the room while I get our things ready.”
“What things?”
“Just sit, please.”
Frances made her way down the room towards the table, keeping her elbows in and her hands close to her chest, as if disgusted by the sight of all the animated animal faces. Reaching the table, she sat down, quivering from the amount of nervousness flowing through her body. Scared, she observed the room, and as she searched, she heard a faint noise to her right, as if water dripped on the table next to her arm. But when she turned to look down, she saw that it was red and thick.
Blood. But from where?
She looked up and saw that Lucy Reilly’s head and upper body had been mounted on the wall next to her, indefinitely posed with her hands up and her face in pure horror, as if her last moment before her death were frozen in time. It was still fresh, and a stream of blood dripped down its side. Apparently, what Silas had failed to notice back at Lucy’s crime scene was that she had been cut straight in two and the top half taken as a keepsake by Mr. Factory.
Frances began to hyperventilate.
Right away, Klaus ran up to the table and took out a handkerchief to wipe the blood away. “You have to forgive me, Miss Dupuys. I just finished this work, and I made quite a mess of it. Normally I would thoroughly clean it before working on it, but I felt this one needed to be a bit more...authentic.”
Frances screamed. 
Klaus grabbed her and put his hand over her mouth. “Now, I wouldn’t go doing that, Miss Dupuys. We certainly don’t want to wake up the whole neighborhood. It’s all right. Nothing is going to happen to you. Like I said, I have plans for us. Now, please, do calm down.”
Frances calmed her breathing. 
“There, there. Yes, that’s much better.” He stepped away from Frances and continued packing his things in a couple of suitcases. “As I was saying, we’re going to be married soon.”
“My parents won’t let that happen.”
“Your parents won’t know. Unfortunately for them, they’ll just believe that you died along with your baby, never to be found. I’m sorry, Frances, but that was the deal.”
“What deal?”
“The deal I made with the Society.”
“You mean the deal you made with Mr. Decamps?”
“No, dear, the deal I made with Mrs. de Morangias. You see, whenever a situation like this happens, there are always two types of payments, and it’s never money. The first payment goes to one of the brothers, and it’s usually in the form of flesh. The second payment goes to the factory, which is delivered as a shipment to our island, and that shipment usually is comprised of a certain number of boys.”
“Are you talking about the kidnappings? But why?”
“To replenish the brotherhood, of course.”
“Brotherhood?”
“Oh, dear child, yes. There are many of us. We are everywhere, behind every shadow.”
Frances shivered with fright.
“Don’t be afraid. I won’t let anything happen to you. I would never let anything happen to my new love. We’re going to get married and raise that child of yours as our own. The only way I’ll be able to blend into society is for me to take a wife. That’s the only way I’ll be able to keep on doing what I do.”
“What you do?”
“Killing, child.”
Frances began to cry, trembling and rubbing her arms up and down.
“My dear Miss Dupuys, please. I can’t stand any more of your tears. Don’t worry, I’ll make a good home for the child, and of course, I’ll want more children.”
Frances gasped. The thought of having Klaus’s children terrified her. 
Klaus walked up to her. “Oh, no, Frances. You don’t have to worry. You’ll never have my seed.” He unzipped his pants and showed her his damaged testicles. “From the war. You see, I’ll never be able to have children, though the important part does work.”
Frances kept quiet as he zipped his pants back up and walked away. 
“You think that’s a good thing? That you won’t have my children?” 
Frances stayed quiet. 
Klaus just grinned. “But don’t worry, Frances. You’ll have plenty of children. Just not with me. I plan to breed you to good stock, and we’ll have many children, hopefully all boys. Then I can teach them everything I know.” 
Klaus walked up to a window. “I think our ride is here.” He finished closing up the suitcases and then stepped up to Frances, caressing her face. “From now on you’ll be known as Mathilda Waltz, my wife and the love of my life.” He kissed her on her cheek as she squirmed in disgust. “Now, come on. Take the luggage down to the carriage. I’ll be out in a moment.”
Frances reluctantly stood up and walked towards the luggage. She grabbed the suitcases and struggled to get them down the long set of stairs. 
 
***
 
TAP, TAP, TAP, went the sound of Mr. Factory’s curved knife as he struck it against the metal railings attached to the bleached, white hospital walls. Posy stood paralyzed at the other end, recognizing the killer’s intentions immediately, knowing quite well that she was in danger.
“So you must be Miss Posy Chapman,” Mr. Factory Liberty Hotel said. “And here I thought I was going to have to go looking for you, yet here you are, looking for me. Splendid! Or was it that crippled old man you were looking for? Doesn’t really matter. You’re both going to die tonight. The order of deaths is quite irrelevant.”
He approached her while Posy searched deep within her thoughts, looking for a way to deal with her situation.
“I can see the wheels spinning in your head all the way from here. Don’t bother. You won’t escape me. No one ever does. I’m going to use my hand to reach all the way inside you and rip that baby’s head apart.”
His horrific comment made Posy snap back to life, and her eyes narrowed, and her body stiffened. She took Little Lass and slid it down her belt all the way behind her. She then revealed her Manstopper to Mr. Factory.
“Oh, my, what’s a little girl like you doing with that man’s gun?” Mr. Factory stopped just fifteen feet away from her. He swept his overcoat to the side and revealed his own revolver. “Go ahead. I’ll let you take it out.”
Posy reached for her gun, and when she took it out, she hesitated, and making a quick decision, she then grabbed the gun with her left hand, even though she was right-handed. She raised Manstopper up to Mr. Factory. “So you’re going to shoot me, then?”
“No, I’m going to shoot the gun out of your hand and then disembowel you before I take my time skinning you alive.”
“Go ahead and try it…”
And before Posy could say anything else, Mr. Factory reached for his gun, pulled it and fired a shot through Posy’s hand, tearing a hole in her palm and forcing Posy to drop her gun. It all happened in a flash. Posy grabbed at her wounded hand, falling to her knees.
Mr. Factory holstered his gun and approached her. Once he was near enough to Posy, she took her damaged hand and held it up to Mr. Factory. 
“Look what you did to my hand.”
“Yes, it’s quite horrible.” He snickered.
And while he kept his eyes on the hole in her left hand, Posy took her right hand and slid it behind her, grabbing at something.
Mr. Factory grinned before letting out a bout of laughter. “I’ve never seen a gunslinger like you, you know. So interesting.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, you’re a woman to start with, and not just that, but a left-handed one, quite lousy I must say.”
“I’m not.”
“You’re not what?”
“Left-handed,” Posy replied as she saw Mr. Factory’s bug eyes remarkably grow even bigger. Instantly, she unsheathed Little Lass and stabbed the saber straight through Mr. Factory’s heart. She took it out as quickly as she put it in and then swiftly crawled away from him.
Shocked with disbelief, Mr. Factory Liberty Hotel stood motionless, taking his right hand and placing it on the wet blood streaming from his chest.
“You’ll be dead in three seconds.” Posy raised her right hand, and while still grasping Little Lass, did her best to count to three using her fingers.
One, two, three. He fell onto the floor like a felled tree, dead as a doornail.
Posy, reeling with pain, lay flat on her back, feeling the cold tile floor penetrate her skin. “Nurse,” she called out. “NURSE!”
Nothing.
“Nurse, please,” she breathed out, trying to get up. “I’m losing blood.”
Up ahead, she saw a door open. Out came Charles, who was doing his best to pull Belloc up the stairs in his wheelchair. 
“I’ll never ride that thing again,” Charles remarked.
“You and me both,” Belloc replied. “Quick. Turn me around. We need to find Posy.”
“Belloc?” Posy yelled out, spotting him through the shadows.
Charles turned Belloc around, and when he saw her, he screamed. 
“That’s her! Come on, Charles. Get me to her, now!”
“Where’s that man?” Charles yelled out to Posy.
“Dead,” she screamed back.
“Oh my.” Belloc made his way towards her. “Once again, you surprise me, dear girl.”
 
***
 
Far away from where Posy lay wounded, a frightened girl did her best to manage a couple of heavy suitcases down a steep set of stairs. At last, after almost tripping twice, she reached the last step. Peeking out the front door’s window, she saw the carriage sitting outside, waiting for her to bring the luggage out. Exiting the taxidermy shop, she took the two suitcases and set them near the back of the carriage. Then she slowly crept up to the driver’s bench, where she saw a man in dark clothes and hat waiting for her.
“Hop in,” he said.
“But the luggage,” Frances replied, hesitating.
“I’ll take care of it. Just step inside, please.”
Frances pulled up her dress enough where she could easily jump onto the carriage.
“How are you doing?”
“Excuse me?”
“I asked how you were doing,” the man repeated. “It’s going to be a long trip, and I just want to know your current state.”
“Um...I don’t know. I guess I’m all right. How do you think I should be? I’m frightened.”
“Don’t be.”
“Easy for you to say.” Frances fidgeted in her seat. “Where are you taking me?”
“Somewhere safe.”
“Safe?” Frances doubted his answer.
“Yes, Miss. That’s what I said.”
“How do you know Klaus?”
“I don’t know him very well. I was only hired to drive you two wherever he needed to go. No questions asked.”
“I thought you were maybe part of his brothers.”
“Brothers?”
“Yes.”
“Do tell me more about his brothers.”
Frances scratched her arm, feeling the nervous electricity tickle her goosebumps. “Maybe I shouldn’t.”
“Very well.” The man made a bit of commotion. “Wait here, please.”
“Where are you going?”
“Inside.”
“For what?” Frances asked, wary of what would happen to the driver if he went inside the shop and found Mr. Factory doing something nefarious. 
“Mr. Factory has yet to pay me. I’m going inside to collect.”
“Oh, don’t do that. Just wait here for him. Don’t disturb him. It’s better if you didn’t.”
Finally, the driver turned to her, and all Frances could see of him were his eyes, for every other part of his face was shadowed by his large hat and unique coat. “Don’t be afraid,” he said as he looked into her eyes. He then jumped off the carriage and proceeded into the shop.
Inside, Klaus had just finished retrieving a few things right before he put on his long coat and hat. Glancing at the second-floor workshop one last time, he then proceeded to head down the stairs after extinguishing all the candles.
“Was that you, Miss Dupuys, that I heard coming in?” Klaus asked as he descended the stairs. “I thought I told you to stay inside the carriage.”
But it wasn’t Miss Dupuys. When Klaus reached the end of the stairs, he turned to look into the shop’s main room, and there he saw Silas waiting for him at a nearby table, the same table that Lucy once occupied. “Oh, well, isn’t this quite a surprise.”
“Was this where Lucy sat when you killed her?”
Klaus Factory carefully approached Silas. “I thought you were rotting in some jail cell with the rest of the city rats.”
“And where did you sit?” Silas nodded with his head. “Right there, across from her?”
Klaus stopped a few feet from Silas. “Just what exactly do you expect to accomplish, Officer de San Michel?”
“It’s Inspector.”
“Oh, sorry. Yes, Inspector de San Michel. You’re moving up in the world.” Klaus took his hat off, and with the wave of this motion, a slight breeze slapped Silas in the face, making him wince. “What’s the matter?”
Silas slowly looked down towards his feet and said, “I can smell her urine.” 
Klaus clenched his jaw.
“At first, I thought maybe you had gone back to the countess’s manor, but then I figured you couldn’t care less about the Valentine Society. It’s really all about you.”
“You have me all figured out. So, what now?”
“Sit down, please.”
“Very well.” Klaus sat across from Silas.
They sat staring at each other for a moment.
“If you can make this quick, I do have a life to get to,” Klaus said.
“I’m thinking.”
“About what, may I ask?”
“About making it quick or taking my time.”
“I see. Careful there, Officer. You’re starting to remind me of...me.”
“I’m nothing like you.”
“So you say.”
“Why did she wet herself?” Silas continued with his inquiry. “You must’ve had her incredibly scared.”
“Oh, you have no idea.”
Silas clenched his fists. 
“But you’re wrong. I didn’t kill her here. I just cut her up a little bit and let her run outside, and out there is where I...climaxed.”
“I see,” Silas replied, doing everything in his power not to mutilate Mr. Factory right there on the spot. “Why did you kill her?”
“Oh, you mean you don’t know?”
“She wasn’t part of the circle. So why her? Was it just to get to me? You think it would’ve stopped me from chasing after you?”
“Oh, no, dear Inspector, of course not. Perhaps I killed her precisely for you to come after me, or maybe I killed her because, well, she was wanted dead. Or perhaps you’re the one everyone wants, dead or alive.”
“Me? What do you mean?”
“There are a lot of people that know you’re in Boston.”
“Excuse me? What do you know of me and what I’m doing here?”
“You think I was sent by the Factory to kill these babies? Do you think that was my mission?”
“Mission?”
“It may appear to you that I was somehow hired by the Valentine Society to complete some vendetta against their children; immoral evil saps are all they are.”
Silas smiled at the irony. 
“But the Society didn’t really hire me. It was made to appear like that, as if they really did, but the truth is, I was chosen by something far more ominous, far more evil. And that something wants you to suffer.”
“You’re saying that this was all about me?”
“Absolutely.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Well, believe it, Inspector. I’m afraid it is all entirely true. Everything has been orchestrated to get you to where you are. The amnesia they weren’t expecting, but that was something we could deal with easily. It even helped us in a way. But there are a lot of people who know you are in Boston, and if I’m not successful, they’ll keep on looking for you.”
“People? You mean The Factory?”
“Oh, no. We’re just a means to an end. You’re just another project in a line of endless projects.”
“So you were hired to lure me, entrap me, and then kill me?”
“Absolutely not, Inspector. That is something an amateur can do on his worst day. No, I was hired to make you miserable, to ruin your life. I was selected to make your life the biggest pit of hell you can ever imagine. And Lucy? Lucy was the best means to an end. Lucy was my checkmate, the one thing that would send you back into the darkness in which you came from, the darkness you so desperately tried to flee from, but you just don’t flee from darkness, especially not from the darkness that pursues you.”
“I don’t understand. You murdered Lucy to make me...insane?”
“No, but to fill you up with rage, to bring you back to where you and I come from.”
“Which is?”
“From shadow, from everything that is evil.”
“No, you lie. You’re nothing like me, and I’m nothing like you.”
“We are brothers. We are a brotherhood. We may not have come from the same place, but we are kin in darkness, we are both birds of the night.”
“No!” Silas said, pounding the table. “You killed her to spite me. You don’t need a reason, ‘cause you’re nothing but a psychopath!”
“Keep thinking that, but it won’t help you to truly know who you are. These people that hunt you, the same people that hired me to approach the Valentine Society and help them with their dilemma, the same people who ordered me to snuff out Lucy’s light; they’re not after you because they want to kill you—they’re after you because they want you back!”
Silas’s eyes trembled with shock.
“They want you back in the Order. They want you back in the darkness.”
“Well, they failed.” Silas looked straight into Mr. Factory’s eyes. “Killing her didn’t send me back to the pit of hell I came from. It only made me resolute in stopping you and anyone else who gets in my way.”
“Oh, is this the justice you cry for?”
“Sooner or later, we’ll all have to face justice,” Silas said, standing up.
“Well, then,” Klaus replied, “it’s about time I faced it, don’t you think?” He stood up and began walking towards the stairs.
“Where are you going? Don’t walk away from me, you coward.”
“Come with me. I want to show you something.”
Klaus started walking up the stairs as Silas carefully followed. “Just what do you think you’re luring me into?”
“I’m not going to deceive you in any way. I just want to have a drink with you before I die. Come, come.” Klaus reached the top of the stairs, motioning for him to follow.
Silas climbed up the stairs, his hands placed firmly inside his overcoat, grasping at his kama blades. Once he reached the top, he saw Mr. Factory make his way to a table at the far end of the room. It was very dark, since all the candles had been put out except for a few downstairs. Silas could only see what Mr. Factory was doing, but everything else was covered in shadow. 
Klaus then reached for a bottle that was hidden inside one of the shelves. He took it out along with a couple of glasses and proceeded to pour himself and Silas a bit of wine. “I want you to have one last drink with me,” Klaus said.
“A last drink?”
“You don’t really think that you’ll be able to take me out of here alive, do you? No, this justice will end with one of us dead. So let’s drink before one of us dies.”
“And if I refuse to kill you? It’s obvious now that you’re worth more to me alive than dead.”
“Oh, you won’t refuse.” He gave a glass to Silas. “Drink.”
“You expect me to drink this? How stupid do you think I am?”
“Very well.” Klaus gulped down his glass of wine. After he was done, he set the glass down, and Silas was shocked from what he’d just witnessed. Painted across Klaus’s mouth was a large red stain, and Silas knew right then that it wasn’t wine that he’d drunk. Silas looked down at his own glass, and he took his finger and dipped it inside. When he pulled it out, he rubbed it against his other fingers and then smelled it.
Blood. “What the hell is this?”
“You mean you can’t recognize the smell of your own dear love’s blood?” Klaus took out a light, lit it, and used it to turn on the candles sitting atop the table.
In a flash, the space around them bloomed with life, and Silas was at last able to see what hung up on the wall, the stuffed head and torso of his dear Lucy Reilly. Caught in a state of shock, he stood stiffly as his bones took in the rage and pain swelling up inside.
“She is my best work yet. I really loved killing her, knowing that I would snuff away the only real chance you ever had at true love. Did you ever get the opportunity to taste her, Silas? I’m sure you dreamed about it so many times, watching her from afar, guarding her while not allowed to touch her. I, on the other hand, had my fill of her, and let me tell you, she felt so good. Even when she was dying in my arms, she was still real warm inside.”
Silas’s darkness took over, and without thinking, he reached for his kama blades, taking them out with one swift movement.
“Silas, if you strike me down now, you’ll never know anything else about your past and that who hunts you. But then again, you’ll finally be with me in total darkness.”
Silas seethed with rage. “I don’t need you. I’ll know more about my past when more people come for me, and I'll be waiting.”
“You can’t fight us all. They’ll send more of them like me. We are a band of brothers. We are legion. We are many.” Klaus took out his large knife and lunged at Silas.
With little effort, and with a dark strength he never knew he had, Silas blocked Klaus’s attack, followed by breaking his forearm, elbow, and shoulder. Klaus stood paralyzed out of pain and shock, his arms twitching, his knees buckling. 
“You’ll never get rid of people like me,” Klaus struggled to say, blood dripping down his chin. “There are far too many of us.”
“One less of you tonight,” Silas replied as he then took his kama blades and skewered them through both of Mr. Factory’s shoulders, pinning him down on the floor like a butterfly being pinned to a wooden board. “I’m never going back to that darkness, no matter what you do or have done. You, Mr. Factory Boston, scum of the earth, need to find yourself a lawyer.” Silas then took out a small dart and stabbed it through Klaus’s lips, successfully pinning his mouth to the floor. “But I suggest you remain quiet for now.” Klaus twitched in pain as he moaned like an injured animal caught in a trap.
Silas slowly backed away, keeping his eyes on his beloved Lucy mounted on the wall. He put his arm to his face in order to block the horrendous vision, and made his way downstairs. Reaching the first floor, he darted towards the entrance and exited the shop. Immediately, a couple of carriages that had been waiting in the shadows lit up with life as a group of young officers began pouring out of them, one by one. They rushed towards Silas.
“How did it go?” Officer Graham said once he reached the shop. 
“He’s ready for you. You’ll need an ambulance, unless you want to take him straight to Boston City Hospital yourself.”
“So he’s alive?”
“Yes,” Silas replied, still trying to compose himself from seeing his beloved Lucy mounted on a wall.
“Good job, Inspector.” Graham reached out his hand.
“Thank you.” Silas shook it.
“Are you all right?”
“I will be. Just give me some time.”
“What happened?”
“You’ll see once you enter. He’s on the second floor. I left my blades stuck inside him. Make sure nothing happens to them. Secure the scene. No one goes in or out except you and your men. Get someone to photograph the whole of the place. Report back to me when you’re done.”
“Oh,” Graham said, taken aback. “Will do, sir.” He snapped to his men. “All right, you yellow lilies, you heard the man, up and at ‘em.” Graham stepped inside the shop, followed by the rest of his men.
Silas approached the carriage. He peeked inside and saw Frances sitting in the corner, shadowed by the vibrant moonlight. Her face spoke a multitude of emotions. She knew that she was safe, but Silas could tell that she was reluctant to believe it.
“Are you okay?” 
“Yes, I’m f-fine.”
“And the baby?”
“I think the baby will be fine as well.”
Silas smiled. “Good.”
“So, is...is he gone?”
“He’s going to be taken into custody, put on trial, and then most likely executed.”
“So you didn’t kill him?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“I thought I could, but...I’m not that person anymore.”
Frances just stared at him, confused by his words.
“Now we’ll take you somewhere safe.”
Frances’s eyes lit up with fear. “Please, not back home. I can’t go back there again.”
“No, you’re not going to see your parents for a while, and only if you choose so.”
“So where am I going?”
“You...” Silas thought it over. “You’re coming to stay with us...with me...for the time being.”
Frances didn’t know what to say. It was all so sudden.
“You’re a brave girl. I could use your assistance until we get you back on your feet.”
She smiled.
“Wait here.”
“Okay.”
Silas turned and walked back towards the shop, wanting to go over the scene one last time before leaving. Slowly, he stepped inside. He looked around, gazing at the various stuffed animals that were on full display, thinking of Lucy and how scared she must’ve felt, and how he wasn’t there to protect her when she needed him the most. He felt his anger slowly creep up his nerves. Stop it, Silas. Just breathe.
He walked over to the table where Lucy sat during her final moments, and he sat down, caressing the surface of the wood. How many of her sweet tears managed to soak through this wood? He bent over and kissed the table. I’m sorry, Lucy.
He raised his head and spotted something on the floor. Curious, he picked up the object and held it up. It was a miniature gold violin attached to a long gold chain. He recognized it instantly. He stood up and approached one of the walls, leaning against it as he began to realize that the chain must’ve fallen off Lucy when Klaus attacked her.
Staring deeply at the golden violin spinning around in circles, one of his memories seeped into his mind. He put his back to the wall and then slid down until he hit the floor. As he watched the violin, he heard Lucy’s laughter inside his head.
His mind turned inward, and he was swept away into another vision.
Young Shi sat inside a small hut; he had been meditating for hours when all of a sudden he heard his master’s voice.
“Shi?” Masayoshi said. “Where are you, Shi?”
Quickly, a young Silas jumped to his feet and darted out of the hut, running towards his master’s voice, whom he heard calling out to him. Spotting Masayoshi, he flew down a set of stairs until he came upon his master. “Yes, Sensei?”
“I want you to meet someone.”
“Oh.” Silas looked around. “Who?”
“Her,” Masayoshi said as he moved out of the way to reveal a young Lucy standing behind him with her back to Silas. Along with Lucy were a few other girls and guys who had traveled abroad to learn the cultural origins of Japanese music. “This is Miss Lucy Reilly.”
She turned around, and it was as if the golden sun breathed on Silas. Instantly, he was lost inside her aqua blue eyes. There were so many freckles on her face, it was hard for him to count them. Her long, wavy hair stretched down all the way to the middle of her back. He’d never seen a beauty like her before.
“And this is Shi,” Masayoshi said to Lucy.
She stepped up to him, wary at first, for he was cloaked in his dark uniform and only his eyes and hands were visible. She held out her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
Silas didn’t say anything.
“Don’t be rude, Shi,” Masayoshi reprimanded him.
“I’m sorry.” Silas bowed to Lucy.
Lucy smiled. “No, from where I come from, you shake my hand.”
And so he did.
“They’re rough,” Lucy said, caressing his hands, which sent a tingle up Silas’s spine. She then stared into his eyes. “But your eyes are soft.” She stepped back, observing and studying him. “So, Shi, I wonder.”
“About what?”
“About your heart.” Lucy smiled. “Is it soft like your eyes or hard as stone like your hands?”
She smiled at him and then touched his arm as she walked away, returning to her group of peers.
“It seems that she has you all figured out, Shi,” Masayoshi remarked. “She’s a very wise girl for her age. She has come to this village to learn about us, and it is tradition that we keep our visitors safe. That is why you must be the one to guard her. You are the three-legged raven, Shi. This will be your duty from now on. Always be there watching. Always be by her side. Guard her with your life. That is how it must be. Your life before hers.”
“Yes, Sensei.”
The vision ended, and Silas opened up his eyes. A tear ran down his cheek, and he sighed as he kissed Lucy’s golden violin.
*





 
 

 
THE SNOW FELL ACROSS THE MORNING SKY, dense and wet, gray as the clouds they came from, like ashen tears pushing against a misty fog. For three days Silas had kept himself locked inside, surrounded by complete darkness, reliving the memories he could still remember of the days when it was just him and Lucy in the mountains of Japan, in those cold nights when he kept her warm from the torrential storms thundering amongst a glassy horizon.
But on the morning of Lucy’s burial, he made the effort to pay her one last visit. It was a somber picture, with only a small number of people showing up, good friends of hers and of her parents. Her father was the only parent able to attend, for her mother had been booked and jailed under the suspicion of accessory to murder and aggravated assault. 
Silas sat in the far corner, away from all the cliques and groups that spent their time talking amongst themselves in whispering jargon, no doubt gossiping about the Valentine Circle and its demise. He sat with his hands in his pockets, his head lowered and hat pulled over his eyes. He was oblivious to everyone, everyone except Posy.
She walked up and sat down next to him. “Hey there.”
Silas looked up at her and said nothing for a moment, his eyes telling a story of deep sorrow. But then he smiled. Posy always made him smile. Yet the smile was short-lived.
“That didn’t last long,” Posy said.
“I’m sorry.”
“About what?”
“I’m sorry that I failed you once again.”
“Failed me?”
“I promised you that I would never let you get hurt again, that I would be there to help you, but I wasn’t, just like the first time. I left you to fend for yourself just like I left Lucy. If something horrible had happened to you, it would’ve been the end of me. I broke my promise.”
“No, you didn’t.”
“No?”
“No,” Posy said, smiling. “Not to me, you didn’t. Because you gave me her.” She gestured towards her Little Lass. “If it wasn’t for her, I wouldn’t be here today, sitting next to you, listening to you moan and groan until the cows come home.”
“Cows?”
“Never mind.”
Silas looked at her Little Lass. He smiled. “So you like her?”
“She never leaves my side.”
“Good.” He gave her a sincere grin. “That makes me feel better.”
Then Posy’s smile waned and she grabbed his hand. “How are you holding up?”
He just shrugged his shoulders.
 “I’m so sorry about Lucy. I’m sure as the days come and go you’ll remember more about her and what she meant to you. Just know that I’m here for you if you need me.”
“I’m glad,” Silas replied. “Thank you for that. He turned to her. “Your wounds seem to be healing well.”
“Doctor said it would take a few weeks to heal and that my left hand will regain most of its function. My shoulder is almost back to normal.”
“Good thing you’re right-handed.” Silas smiled. “Try not to get that one shot out as well.”
“I can’t make any promises.”
“Typical.” He noticed someone approaching. “So, you’re finally able to move?”
“Barely,” Belloc replied. “Doctors said it would take a while before I’m back to my old limping days, but now it’s more like slow as molasses.”
“Well, at least you have something to look forward to,” Posy quipped.
“Charming as ever,” Belloc said.
Silas noticed the priest about to begin the service and gave his friends the heads-up. The memorial service didn’t last long, and for the most part it was sweet and succinct. Some of Lucy’s friends came and played a few of her favorite tunes, the ones she knew and played by heart, the ones Silas heard over and over in his memories.
Silas kept his head low and eyes closed, desperately trying to hold back the emotions he felt inside. After it was all over, he quickly stood up, intent on wanting to flee the scene as fast as he could. Posy and Belloc joined him on his way to the carriage.
“So, I guess we’ll see you back at the house?” Belloc asked.
Silas had to think for a moment.
“Silas?”
“Of course, Inspector.”
“Oh, I’m no longer that. Oh, no, my days of investigating are behind me.”
“We’ll see,” Silas replied with a smile.
As Posy dusted the snow off her arms, her belly, which was beginning to show, subtly protruded from her winter dress. The groups of women and families who strolled past Posy eyed her pregnant belly, and knowing quite well she was unmarried, gave her looks of disgust and shame. Normally, Posy would’ve just shrugged it off, but at that moment, she felt sub-human, and she lowered her eyes, staring at the snow-covered grass.
Noticing the families’ reactions towards her, Silas walked up and put his hand on her stomach. She looked into his eyes, and he gave her a loving smile. She grabbed his hand and squeezed it tightly. She wanted more than just his smile.
But Silas was too much of a wounded animal to give her anything else. He soon realized what she did, and he reluctantly pulled away and patted her on the shoulder while he made his way into the carriage. Posy couldn’t hide her frown, so Belloc stepped in to comfort her.
“Come on, Miss Chapman,” he whispered to her. “Let him be for now, okay? Just let him be. Let’s go and violate some of these people’s privileged privacy, huh? That’ll be fun, right? I know how much you like to do that.”
Posy smiled as Belloc led her away from the carriage. Silas gave them one last look before departing.
 
***
 
A few hours later, Belloc entered his study only to find Posy moving in the last of her things.
“I wish I were able to give you a hand with that,” Belloc said.
“Well, it’s quite understandable,” Posy replied. “Plus, I have Dalton to help me out.”
“Oh, yes,” Belloc said under his breath, “Dalton.”
“What’s that?” Dalton said as he came in with a couple of boxes.
“Um, nothing. Just happy that you’re here helping Posy move in her things.”
“Oh, of course,” Dalton replied, looking at Posy. “Anytime.” 
She smiled at him. 
“Where does this go?”
“Over there,” Belloc said.
“Isn’t that Silas’s room?” Dalton said.
“Not anymore,” Belloc replied. “He’s moving out. He’s found a new place.”
“Oh, I see,” Dalton said with a smirk, loving the idea of Silas not being around Posy as much as he used to be.
Posy, on the other hand, was visibly bummed.  
Belloc walked up to her. “Are you okay?”
“I’ll be fine.”
A knock at the door. It was Silas. Posy’s eyes lit up as he walked inside Belloc’s study holding a large package.
“What’s that?” Belloc asked.
“You’ll see.”
“I’m surprised to see you back so soon.”
“Well, there’s no point in moping around. It’s time to get back to work.” 
It was apparent to all that the old Silas was beginning to resurface as the darkness inside of him had started to subside.
“Work?” Belloc said, scoffing at him. “Who has any work? We’re all out of a job. Seems even though we were able to persevere and take on all of the department’s corrupt officials we still found ourselves with a boot in our rears. ‘It’s better for the department’ they said, ‘for the public image’ they said. At least you still have your position.”
“Well...not anymore.”
“What do you mean?” Posy asked. “Did they fire you too?”
“Nope.” Silas walked towards a window. “I turned my badge in.”
“What?” Posy said. “Why?”
“Better opportunities. Plus, there was no way that the department would’ve let me hunt those that need hunting.”
“Were you at least able to wrap up the case?” Belloc said.
“Of course. I made sure of that. Mr. Decamps and his crew have all been charged and jailed without bail, as with Mrs. Dupuys, Mr. Lattimer, and Mrs. Reilly. The other parents are still being questioned. The whole of the Valentine Society is crumbling in on itself. It won’t survive.”
“And the girls?” Belloc said.
“The girls will take some time to heal. Darcy Reilly has been sent away to her uncle’s farm in the northern part of the state. Harlow Lattimer is living comfortably with her mother in their secluded summer home near the coast, far away from here. Catherine Haralson plans to move into a convent, her own decision.” He paused.
“What about the last girl,” Posy said, “the one you found at the shop?”
“Frances Dupuys is coming to work for me.” Silas sat down behind Belloc’s desk.
“Make yourself comfortable,” Belloc said with a sly smile.
“The chair is too big for me, but it’ll do.”
“What do you mean, work for you?” Posy said, intrigued.
“I mean she’s going to be my assistant.”
“But where will she be staying?”
“With me, of course,” Silas replied as he took out a pen and paper.
“With you?” Posy crossed her arms. “That’s very unorthodox.”
“The concept of roommates has been around for a very long time, Posy,” Silas replied. “And plus hers is a very special situation.” 
Posy turned up her nose.
Belloc walked up to Silas with his face as serious as a heart attack. “What about Klaus Factory?”
“He’s been taken to a maximum-security prison and is awaiting trial. Don’t worry; I’ll make sure he gets put away for a long time. Plus, I need him.”
“For what?”
“To hunt for the Factory.”
“The Factory?” Posy said. “Is that the place you were telling us about, the information you found in Dr. Sabatini’s office?”
“Correct. I have a hunch that’s where he and his friend were from. I fear that there’s some entity out there that breeds these psychopaths like one would breed dogs. I think this factory is tied to all the kidnappings we’ve had here in Boston and in Andover. They kidnap kids and indoctrinate them, fill them up with bleak philosophies and psychopathic tendencies. We need to find this factory and shut it down.” Silas lowered his eyes and thought for a moment.
“There’s something else,” Belloc said. “What’s bothering you?” 
“It’s just something that Klaus said to me.”
“What do you mean?” Belloc sat down.
“He spoke to me about my past. He said that there are people out there, some ominous order that’s hunting me. For what? I still don’t know. He told me that he wasn’t hired by the Valentine Society but was made to look like he was, yet in truth, he was orchestrated by another larger and more insidious alliance.” He turned to look out the window. “I don’t know; it could be just the rambling words of a desperate criminal, or it could all be true.”
“Did he reveal anything about your past?” Posy asked.
Silas didn’t want to tell her what he revealed, that he was an agent of death, similar to Klaus himself. “No, nothing else.” He stood up. “Regardless, he said that more people will come for me, that they know I’m in Boston. So that only means one thing.”
“What?” Posy said, fearing his answer.
“I have to leave Boston.”
Posy didn’t know what to say as her chest began to tighten up. “So you’re leaving us?”
“Not exactly,” he said as he stepped up to the package. He broke open the brown covering and held up a huge sign. It was large and shiny, like a massive wooden plaque, with a gold background and black lettering. It read:
 
BELLOK & ASSOCIATES
Consulting Services
 
“We’re going into business together,” Silas said. “What do you think?”
“Um,” Posy said as she read the sign. “Silas?”
“I’ve been thinking about it for the past few days, and I have it all figured out.” Silas held the sign with nervous excitement. “We’ll take on cases and offer our expertise, all for a nice sum. We have experience working with these societal elites. I’m sure there are a good number of them out there who are willing to pay to know certain secrets about their neighbors and enemies. It’s a good plan. Don’t you think? Anyone?”
“Um, Silas?” Posy said again.
“I still don’t know about where to set up shop.” Silas sat down behind the desk. “If we’re going to travel, then we’ll need to find places around the eastern part of the U.S.”
“Uh, hello? Silas?”
“Yes, what is it, Posy?”
Belloc interrupted. “It’s a nice sign, but you spelled my name wrong. It’s Belloc with a C, not a K.”
Silas turned to the sign while scratching his head. “Oh.”
“I hope you saved the receipt,” Posy added.
“Oh,” Silas said again, a bit lower and more alarmed.
“You did save it, right?”
“Well...we can work around it,” Silas replied. “Right?”
“And where exactly was that supposed to go?” Posy asked. “If we don’t have a shop, how are we going to hang it up?”
“And wouldn’t the people who are hunting you come looking for you at the nice shop where you work at, the one with the nice sign?”
“It’s not going to go in front of a building, but on the side of a nice, comfy, state-of-the-art carriage I confiscated from the department’s impound. And as far as them coming for me?” He turned to Belloc, and with a hardened face and menacing tone, he said, “Let them come.”
“So you’re saying we should just go into business for ourselves, traveling around in a large carriage?” Posy asked. “Where would we sleep and eat?”
“I…don’t have that figured out just quite yet. But…do you have any better ideas? We’re all out of a job. This might be our best option, our only option.”
“Silas is right,” Belloc said. “As much as I hate to leave this place, we have to make a living somehow. I’ve always played with the idea of going into private consulting, just never really thought I’d do it.”
“There you go.” Silas looked over some notes.
“So, what exactly do we do?” Posy said.
“Well, we…um, we, well, let’s see,” Silas said, pondering on the matter without really knowing what to say.
“We offer up our services like you said,” Belloc chimed in. “I actually know of a few right off the top of my head. There’s a family up north from here that’s having trouble with some of their heirlooms going missing. Also, I know of a family further down south that just lost their patriarch, they believe to foul play from other competing families. The more I think about it, the more interesting it gets.”
“That’s the spirit!” Silas tapped the desk.
“And Silas?” Belloc remarked.
“Yes?”
“You’re sitting at my desk.”
“Oh, yes, of course.” Silas hastily stood up and moved away.
“So let it be known then that Belloc and Associates is now open for service.” Belloc sat down on his chair behind the desk.
“Great,” Silas said, “so what’s the first order of business?”
“Oh, that’s easy,” Belloc replied. “Fix the sign.”
Silas’s smile waned. “Oh, right.” He sighed.
“What?” Belloc said. “Not exciting enough for you?”
“No, no, if you insist.” Silas walked up to the sign.
“Now I just have to figure out how to make this venture of ours legal,” Belloc said.
“I can take care of that once I pack up,” Posy replied. “I can go to an accountant friend of mine who can help.”
“I’ll go with you,” Dalton said as he stepped out of Posy’s new room.
“Yes, of course you will,” Belloc added.
“Silas could come as well,” Posy said. “Why don’t we all go together?”
Belloc smiled while Dalton frowned. 
“Well…” Silas said before he was interrupted by a knocking at the door.
“Yes, come in,” Belloc said.
It was Officer Graham. He had a message for Silas. He stepped up to him. “I’m sorry to interrupt you, Silas, but I forgot to tell you before you left the station. I have the research you requested.”
“I almost forgot about that. What did you happen to find?”
“Not much. We had a number of gals scour through thousands of files.”
“So you weren’t able to find anything?”
“Oh, no. Well, for the most part there was nothing, but there were a few things that seemed interesting.”
“What’s he talking about, Silas?” Belloc asked.
“I had Graham here process and cross-reference the name Mr. Factory through a whole pile of boxes we had, including schools, hotels, shelters, soup kitchens—the works. It seems he found something.” Silas looked through a guest list at a hotel. “Here we have Klaus staying at a few hotels sometime late last year.” Then he grabbed an ocean liner’s passenger list. “Here we have Klaus getting off a large ship coming from…Canada.”
“Canada?” Posy echoed.
“Yes, looks like,” Silas replied.
“Keep on,” Graham urged. “That’s not what caught my attention.”
“Oh?” Silas grabbed a couple of papers that Graham handed to him.
“I had some friends process some of the files up where the ship set sail from, and they found this manifesto,” Graham said.
Silas held it up and read the fine print. “What does this say? Is that…Mr. Factory Charleston?”
“That’s what I think,” Graham said. “And there’s one more.”
Silas skimmed down the page. “Oh, and here we have a Mr. Factory…London.”
“So you’re thinking these are different types of Mr. Factory, like the one that attacked us at the hospital?” Belloc asked.
“Could be,” Silas replied. “It’s certainly worth investigating.” Silas stared at Belloc like a mischievous kid up to no good.
“What are you thinking, Silas?” Belloc said warily.
“Fancy a trip?”
“Where to?” Posy said.
“Somewhere warmer this time,” Silas said. He gave the papers back to Graham and put his hat back on while walking towards the window.
“Where are you going?” Belloc said.
“To get things ready,” Silas replied with a huge grin.
“Do you need any help?” Posy asked. 
“Not this time, Posy. I’ll be back soon.” And in a flash, he was out the window.
“I’ll never get used to that,” Belloc remarked. He walked up to the window and poked his head out. “Where the heck did he go?” He sighed and turned to Posy, who was sulking in a bit of sadness. Those last few days Silas had been distant with her, and it made her feel hopeless about the feelings she had for him.
“Come on, Posy,” Dalton said. “Let’s go find that accountant before it gets dark.”
Posy said nothing; her thoughts were still with Silas. She knew he was hurting inside, and she wanted so much to take care of him. But just then it dawned on her that he might not even really care about her or her feelings. He barely noticed her when he came in.
There was another knock at the door. 
Wanting to get away from the group and be by herself for a few seconds, she scurried over to the door and opened it. There was a delivery man waiting for her.
“Hello,” he said. “I have a delivery for a Miss...Posy Chapman?”
“Um, that’s me.”
“Oh, good. You just have to sign here, and it’s all yours. I’m sorry we were late with it. I do apologize. Our carriages were frozen for a few days.”
“That’s fine, I guess.” She took the package and unboxed it. Inside was a large bouquet of white and purple roses. Posy’s eyes bloomed with surprise. Is this for me? But who?
At first she thought it might be Horace who sent them, so she was wary to read the card, but then she grabbed it anyway, the suspense killing her. She looked up at Dalton, who grinned like a wily cat. Oh, God, Dalton, you certainly are getting more persistent, aren’t you? But roses? Really?
She opened up the card and read it:
 
Hey Posy,
I’m sorry for acting like a jerk earlier. I wish I hadn’t, and I’d love to make it up to you. I care about you dearly. Please forgive me. 
With love, Silas.
 
Posy took the card and pressed it against her chest as the sun in the horizon broke through the winter gray clouds. Her heart smiled.
I love roses.
*





 
 

 
A LARGE HOUND SPRINTED ACROSS A VAST PLAIN of mountainous hills. It dashed through the wet grass, cutting the misty fog apart with its comet-like speed. It ran as fast as it could up a number of sloping hills, passing waterfalls and rocky mounds, until it finally caught up with its owner.
Reaching a large, ornate wooden temple, it flew inside to meet its master. The room was dimly lit by a few candles. The hound held something in its mouth.
A note.
The faceless man reached out and took it. Another man came forward from the shadows and sat down next to him, grabbing the note in order to read it. They spoke in Japanese.
“What is the success of the mission?” said the first man, the chief of the order.
The second man shook his head.
“I see,” the chief said. “That is troublesome news.” He took a sip of his sake. “And what of the Society, and of Klaus?”
“They have all been taken and are in captivity.”
“Very well. We have no choice but to accelerate our plan.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“Kill them all.” The chief sipped his sake. “Including the psychopath. Leave no traces. Make the countess suffer.”
“Yes, master.” The man bowed to him.
“You must go yourself and bring him back.” The chief placed his cup down.
“You mean Shi?”
“Yes, him. And what is the word on young Shi?”
“He’s regained some of his memories, mostly of his training.”
“Yes, but whose training did he remember? That is what is most important.” The chief clenched his jaws. “He cannot go back to being part of that order. He must not remember his days as the raven, nor can he remember his former master. He must only remember that he was a knight of the Order of the Beast, nothing more. Everything else is a lie. Do you understand?”
“Yes, master.”
“You must go and seek him in order to help him discover this darkness. He cannot be privy to his former days before joining us. That would be perilous for our survival. The Order of the Three-Legged Raven must be without its chief. Do you understand?”
“Of course, master.”
“Go now, and bring our brother back to us,” the chief said as he stood up.
“I will leave immediately,” the man replied, still bowing.
A moment passed in silence. The chief stepped up to his soldier and placed his hands on his shoulders. “I believe you can do this. If you need help, take Taka and Komi.”
“Komi?” the man said. “Is that wise? You know how she feels about Shi.”
“Are you questioning my wisdom? Do as I ask.”
“Yes, my lord.”
Another moment lingered as the silence between the shadowy men was broken up by a faint breathing.
“And what of her?” the man asked. “Should he know of her?”
The two men turned to a young ten-year-old girl with bindings on her ankles and wrists, hiding in a corner, her eyes bulging out, afraid and weary.
“He should not know of her, not just yet. Go now.”
“Yes, my lord.” The man turned around and ran out of the temple.
The chief took his sake cup and walked over to the girl hiding in the corner. He bent down and offered her a sip. “Here you go. Drink from it.” 
He held the cup to her lips, and she did her best to take a sip, spilling most of it out as the hot sake placed a bad taste in her mouth. The chief immediately slapped her across the face.
“It is a dishonorable gesture to spill good sake.” He placed the cup down. He grabbed her chin and pulled her face up to his. “You have his eyes. But don’t worry. He’ll never know who you really are. Never.” He forced her to breathe a powder up her nose which made her cough and sneeze. “That’s a good girl.”
He stood up, snuffed the flame out from the last remaining candles, and left the temple. The large hound stood in attention, guarding the chief’s precious bargaining chip. The young girl’s eyes hazed over in sadness, finally closing and drifting off into a deep sleep.
*
 
End of The Valentine Circle
(A Silas de San Michel Mystery)
 
Stay tuned for the next book in the series:
The Charleston Rose
(A Silas de San Michel Mystery)
Coming out in 2015
 





 




 
AFTERWORD
 
Thank you for purchasing The Valentine Circle (A Silas de San Michel Mystery). I really hope you enjoyed it. If you did, I would appreciate a review on Amazon.com. Self-published authors rely almost exclusively on your reviews and recommendations to friends and family, so any way in which you can help spread the word would be greatly appreciated!
I have started working on The Charleston Rose, which is the next installment in the mystery series. You can check up on the status of the next book at: www.reinaldo-delvalle.com.
Also, if you wish to contact me directly regarding your thoughts about the book or have suggestions or requests, please let me know at: rdv@reinaldodelvalle.com. Praise and criticism are always welcomed!
Thanks again for your support!
Reinaldo DelValle
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