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      This novel is intended for mature audiences with themes including addiction, depression, self-harm, exploitation, suicide and murder.
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      The first time I laid eyes on Akakios, child of Diodotos, xe was drunkenly trying to start a high-end turbobike outside the Draped Vine. Xe had a young-looking face, but xer hair was bone white and xer slight yet toned arms were covered in fading scars. I could tell by xer eyes that xe was wasted, but otherwise xe looked like every hard-working sailor I drank with in those days; it was a strange sight for a high-end establishment like the Vine.

      Behind the sailor was a girl. Her hair and dress were a deep red—like blood oozing from a wound—and her disinterested smirk marked her as the kind of woman I would have let walk all over me. Her skin was nearly as pale as Akakios' hair. The elegance of that woman almost outmatched the elegance of the bike. Not quite.

      A rather annoyed parking attendant stood next to the bike, one hand holding it steady as xe struggled with the controls. The man was the usual half-tough character in ostentatious white garb, with the name of the bar displayed on his crisp suit in dark purple. He was at the end of his rope.

      "Look," he said, his voice as sharp as a knife, "you've got to move the bike. I can even turn it on for you if it gets you out of here faster." He reached for the controls but yelped when Akakios slapped his hand away.

      The beautiful woman, with far more honey in her voice than the attendant, placed a hand on xer shoulder before speaking, "I have an idea, darling. I have some friends partying not far from here; it's a nice night for a walk up the coast. I think they even have a nice private pool.” She winked at xer.

      Akakios looked up at her politely and said, "Awfully sorry, but I can't swim." From xer voice and articulation, I wouldn't have guessed xe had anything stronger than sparkling water.

      The beautiful woman blinked a few times. "What do you mean, darling? Didn't you work the docks?"

      "You don't have to swim to unload Poseidon's trawlers, love," xe said.

      I could feel the temperature change in her voice: "Oh, I see."

      A slick and sporty-looking machine rolled up to the Vine's entrance, and a tall, angular woman whose suit was marked in Apollonian yellow and rose gold stepped out of the driver's seat. She lit a long cigarette with a metal lighter and nodded at the attendant.

      The man, clearly finished with all of it, said, "Look, ya clown: I've got to help other patrons out. You're on your own." He let go of the bike, and—with a crash—Akakios was crumpled on the floor at xer date's feet.

      So I put out my cigarette, went over, and gave xer a hand. I knew it was always a mistake to mess with a drunk. Even if I knew and liked xer, a drunk was always liable to haul off and knock one of my teeth out. I got xer under xer arms and up on xer feet while xer date lifted the bike into a standing position.

      "Thank you very much," Akakios said politely.

      The girl got onto the bike and tapped the controls a few times, causing it to purr between her legs. "Xe gets so fucking dense when xe is loaded. Thanks for catching xer." She said, her voice as cold as durasteel.

      "I can drive xer back to your place, if you like." I offered, foolishly.

      "I'm terribly sorry, but I'm rather late for a party." She revved the engine of the bike, bringing the purr into a roar. "Xe's just a lost dog, anyway. Housebroken, doesn’t bark too much. Perhaps you can find a nice home for xer."

      And then the motorbike was down the driveway and into the street, heading up the coast. I was still watching her disappear when the attendant came back and shook his head at the sailor still in my arms.

      "Well, that's one way to break up with a fella," I told him.

      "Sure," he said acidly. "Why waste all those curves on a drunk?"

      I shrugged my shoulders. "You know xer?"

      "I heard the legs call xer Akakios, but this delightful interaction has been our first."

      "Get my car, would you?" I said, holding out my own ticket.

      By the time he brought my ride around, I felt like I was holding up a sack of the Lord of Harvest's produce. The white suit helped me get xer into the car—an old Phaeton that I had spent most of my life tinkering with—and whistled as Akakios thanked us and fell immediately to sleep.

      "Xe's the politest lush I've ever met," I said to the man, moving around to the other side of the car.

      "They come in all sorts of shapes and sizes," he said. "And they're all losers. This one looks like a real mess; xer face has been sewn up."

      "Sure," I said, tossing him a small golden coin. He thanked me and tucked it into his pocket, probably already imagining the hedonism he would trade for it in the gutter. As I climbed into the car, I spotted a long scar seam up and around both sides of Akakios’ jaw, just as the attendant had said. Someone wanted to change the way xe looked but didn't much care what xe looked like after.

      "What'll you do with xer?" the attendant asked, leaning a hand against the hood of the vehicle.

      "Take xer home and sober xer up enough to tell me where xe lives."

      He grinned at me. "A real sucker, huh? If it was me, I'd probably just leave xer in a gutter and be done with it. Losers like that will make a man a lot of trouble for very little fun. I gots a philosophy about these sorts of things. A guy has to save his strength to protect himself, find some kind of success, ya know?"

      "Yeah, I can see that's working out for you," I said.

      He cycled through a confused look, a thoughtful look, and then realized my meaning. He started to shout something pissy, but by then my wheels were moving and we were out of the lot.

      He wasn't wrong about one thing, though: Akakios, child of Diodotos, made plenty of trouble for me. Some of it wasn't even my own fault.
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        * * *

      

      In those days, I was living in Piraeus, on the side of a gentle hill that overlooked the harbor. The small hillside bungalow was down a winding dead-end street, the long grey steps to the door flanked by tall and ancient-looking carob trees on one side and tall apartment buildings on the other. As the path curved around the buildings, the trees gave way to a forty-meter drop onto the wharf itself. There were no neighbors on either side, and there were a good three stories before there were windows on the building behind. Secluded, peaceful, private: it was a favor from a silver fox—a client as much as an old flame—and the whole place had been garishly furnished without me needing to contribute a single thing. Fortunately, I didn’t have a lot of stuff.

      Somehow, I got the wasted sack of produce up the long steps. Akakios was eager to help, but xer legs had gone boneless and xe kept falling asleep mid-apology. I dragged xer into the front room and spread xer onto the long leather couch, tossing a spare blanket over xer to let xer sleep. Xe snored like a colossus for a few hours. When I was beginning to nod off in my armchair, xe came awake all of a sudden and asked for the bathroom. Xe came back from having a piss, squinted xer eyes at me curiously, and asked—unslurred—where the hell xe was. I told xer.

      Akakios said xe could handle a cup of coffee, black. Xe sipped it carefully, with steady hands, while I smoked a cig. “How come I’m here?” xe asked, looking around the room.

      “You couldn’t see straight outside the Vine. Your girl ditched you with me.”

      “Yeah,” xe said, nonchalantly, “no doubt she was right to.”

      I laughed. “Don’t have the best opinion of yourself, huh, sailor?”

      Xe idly ran a finger along the scars on xer face. “Not a sailor. I produce vids.” Xe got a distant look in xer eyes for a few moments before saying, “If I might call for a cab, I’ll see myself off.”

      “I’ll drive you,” I said with a shrug as I grabbed my jacket. “Your cab awaits.”

      Akakios handled the stairs on xer own. It was weird to feel pride for someone I’d just met, but honestly the entire night had been rather odd. Xe rode the whole way into Arcadia in silence, other than the occasional, sudden apology. It struck me as the kind of thing xe said so often that it had become automatic.

      Xer apartment was small and appeared unoccupied; I would have believed that xe had moved into the place that afternoon. The closest the room had to decor was the half-empty bottle of scotch sitting next to an ashtray full of stubs, half of them thick with lipstick. The walls were bare of any pictures or personality at all. It didn’t look lived in; it was the kind of room you’d get during the bacchanal with a girl you don’t plan to see again.

      Xe offered me a drink. I told xer no, thanks, I just quit the stuff. I didn’t sit. Xe thanked me four more times before I left with an insincere farewell. Xe opened the door for me and stood there, waiting, until the elevator arrived; xe may not have had much, but xe had manners.

      Akakios hadn’t mentioned the woman again. On the way to the building’s lobby, I had the impulse to go back and take the bottle. I decided against it; it wasn’t any of my business and it never does any good anyway. A drunk always finds a way if they have to have it.

      I drove back to my place, chewing on my lip and beating myself up. I’m supposed to be tough, but there was something about the guy that really struck me. The scarred face, the polite affectation, how clear xer voice had been despite being so far into xer drink. I waved it away. There was no reason why I should ever see xer again.
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        * * *

      

      It was the week after the Apaturia—festival of unity, togetherness, and other rubbish. The artisans had begun to leave new products outside their shops—preparing for the coming winter festivals—and all the blogs were screaming about how this year’s festivals wouldn’t be as good as last year’s. Last year they hated the festivals, but why let a little thing like consistency get in the way of a good rant?

      There was a Peacekeeper prowler parked crookedly about a block from my office. The two stiffs inside were watching something in front of a workshop across the street. That something was Akakios—what was left of xer—looking much worse than that night at the Vine. Xe leaned against the workshop window, xer shirt dirty and hanging open. Xe hadn’t shaved in a week, covered in stubble that was just as white as xer hair. Xer skin was so pale that I could hardly make out the scars. It was pretty obvious that the prowlers were about ready to take xer off the street, so I walked to xer fast and took hold of xer arms. “Straighten up and walk like you’re cold, sailor,” I said, wearing my professional toughness. I winked at xer with the eye the cops couldn’t see. “Can you make it? Are you in the thick?”

      Xe looked me over with vague confusion before xe smiled in that lopsided way. “I have been recently,” xe rasped. “At the moment though, I’m a little, uh, empty?”

      “Fine, start dancing, though. You’re halfway in the drunk tank already.”

      We walked shockingly straight to the curb where I knocked on the window of a parked transporter. The hackie inside didn’t look up from her book as she said, “I’m on break.”

      “This is an emergency; my friend is sick.”

      “Yeah,” she said, giving a disinterested glance at the swaying sailor I tried to hold steady. “Xe can go be sick someplace else, too.”

      I rolled my eyes and pulled a simple silver ring bearing the symbol of Dionysus out of my pocket, holding it just inside the transporter’s window. “We’re in a hurry, buddy.”

      She took the ring and tucked her book into the pocket on the door, hitting the mechanism to open the back with her other hand. “You’re the boss.” I deposited Akakios, but when I straightened to close the door, a Peacekeeper’s hand held it open. Androgynous. Angular. Attractive, despite faer profession. Fae had an odd look in faer eyes, odd for a cop at least. An earnestness, or maybe empathy. Very unusual.

      “What we have here, hm?” asked the other Peacekeeper, a man. “Does the lad with the soiled clothes belong to you, hm?” He had short-cropped hair, a trimmed beard, and eyes full of suspicion. Were it not for his silver and white uniform, I would have had a hard time telling him apart from any other man in the city.

      “My friend is sick,” I offered. “Just helping xer get home.”

      The first Peacekeeper shut the door behind me. “Isadora, an independent investigator,” fae said softly with a voice like silk.

      “Ah, a dick, hm? So is the trash your client or the target?” said the second Peacekeeper. I was already sick of the back and forth, but I swallowed my annoyance. It's never good to be too annoyed at cops.

      “Xer name is Akakios; xe produces content for the net.”

      “Xe doesn’t look like xe has produced anything but piss recently,” the first cop said with a sneer. Faer partner grabbed my arm roughly and led me to the other side of the car while fae stuck faer head in the front window. “Hey, buddy, do you know this woman?”

      Akakios looked up steadily at me and blinked a few times. “Isadora, daughter of Eudoxia. Lives by the wharf. Nice gal.”

      Cop Number Two looked at me grimly. “You could have just told xer that.”

      I smiled at him, letting my annoyance get the best of me. “But I didn’t.”

      Before Number Two could respond, his partner interjected, “Alright, Isadora. We believe it this time. Just keep your friend off the street.” Fae walked back towards faer cruiser, leaving Number Two to glare at me for a few seconds before following.

      I let out a sigh of relief and ducked into the transporter across from Akakios, who looked barely conscious. I nodded to the driver in the mirror. “There’s a seafood place a few blocks away; take us there and you can buzz off, sight unseen.”

      On the way, I patted Akakios on the knee. Xe jumped but smiled that same awkward smile I remembered. We rode the rest of the way in silence.

      I waved to the driver as she pulled away and then led Akakios into my favorite lunch spot. Arete’s Fried Fish was the best unknown little eatery in the city. She was surly and ancient and she only made the one thing, but she did that well enough to make me wonder if she were a demigod. She also made the cocktails pretty strong, which was enough to have me come back every week when I was drinking. “Lucky you remembered my name,” I said to Akakios as I pushed xer into the booth and took the seat across from xer. Arete grunted when she saw me and then went into the kitchen.

      “I made a point of remembering your face and name. I looked you up on the net, too.” Xe rubbed xer unshaven face. “I had to.”

      “Why not call around? Couldn’t work up the courage to ask me on a date?” I joked as Arete arrived with two mugs of golden ale. I gave her my best charming smile; she rolled her eyes and went back to the kitchen.

      Akakios shook xer head, getting a distant look on xer face. “Why should you have to bother yourself with me?”

      “You gotta bother someone.” I motioned at xer filthy outfit. “Doesn’t look like you got a lot of friends.”

      “I’ve got plenty of friends,” xe said, not indignant but sad. “Sort of. Asking for help… it’s hard when it's all your fault.” Xe stared at the bubbles in the mug. “Maybe one of these days, I’ll quit drinking. Though I bet they all say that, hm?”

      “There are clinics for that. It takes about two months.”

      “Two months?” xe said, surprised.

      “It’s a big change. The world’s gonna feel different. Quieter. You’re gonna relapse. You’ll probably lose a lot of your friends, and the ones you don’t might not like you the same.”

      “That doesn't sound too different from what I already got,” xe said wistfully.

      We ate quietly. I made Arete bring xer another basket of fish and me another mug of beer. For xer part, Akakios ate the fish like it was the first food xe had in a week. I caught Arete smiling from the kitchen watching xer eat; she may try to act like a tough, but she melted watching anyone enjoy her food.

      Once xe had some strength in xer legs again, Akakios and I walked to fetch my car from the office. I asked if xe was still living in the same apartment, but xe was cagey with the answer. Everyone in Elysium had their needs met, if they knew how to ask, but pride does stupid things to some of us. I drove xer back to my place at the wharf so xe could get a shower, a shave, and a change of clothes. The threads I picked xer up in were done for, but that didn’t seem to bother xer much.

      Xe walked into my front room a changed person. Xe dropped onto the couch next to me as I puffed on my pipe. “Had a good think,” xe said calmly. “I got a pal who works in logistics; she told me I could always count on her if I needed to.”

      I didn’t say anything. I just nodded and puffed.

      “I bet you’re thinking that idea might have been better had a few weeks ago,” xe said quietly.

      “I’m thinking there’s a whole hell of a lot more to your story that’s none of my business. Do you think you can count on her?”

      “For sure. We go way back; we worked together when I was young. She supplies a number of clubs in the Underworld, considers herself a bit of a procurer of rare items. Part con artist, if you ask me, but the other part is a decent woman.”

      “I can drive you. In case your friend turns you down and you got nowhere else to go again.”

      Xe shook xer head. “Thanks, but I’ll just call a cab. Kass won’t let me down; she never has before.”

      “Let me drive you. I wanna see this through so you’re out of my hair.” I tamped my pipe out. “I got a feeling about you, Akakios.”

      “Really?” Xe tilted xer head, like a hound that hadn’t made up its mind. “This is the second time we’ve met and you’ve been nothing but a friend to me, Isadora. What sort of feeling?”

      “A feeling like the next time we meet, you’ll be in even more trouble than the last time. I don’t know why; I just get the feeling I’m eventually not gonna be able to pull you out of it.”

      Xe touched the scars on xer face gently. “Is it these? I swear, I got them honestly.”

      I shook my head and stood, grabbing my jacket. “Nah, those don’t bother me. I’m an independent investigator: you’re a problem I don’t have to solve, Akakios, but there’s definitely a problem there. Maybe the girl at the Vine didn’t leave you there because you’re a lush. Maybe she had a hunch, too.”

      Xe smiled at that. “We were gonna get married once. Her name was Pelagia. I wanted to marry her for social status.”

      I rolled my eyes and tilted my head towards the door. “You’re killing me.”

      Xe stood to follow me. “You’re wondering why—if I were down and out—I wouldn’t just go back to her for help. It’s pride, Isadora. Damned pride.”
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        * * *

      

      I relaxed into my recliner and told myself I’d seen the last of Akakios, child of Diodotos. My place seemed emptier than usual that night, but I didn’t necessarily hate that. I considered activating my feeds and finding out if there was anything worth looking at on the net, but thought better of it. There was rarely something worth looking at on the net.

      A call just after dark saved me from having to find something to do. The voice that spoke on the other end was one I recognised.

      “Isadora, daughter of Eudoxia?”

      “Yeah.”

      “My name is Pelagia. We met briefly once before, outside the Draped Vine a few months back. I heard you were sweet enough to see that Akakios got home in one piece.”

      “I did.”

      “I suppose you know that we aren’t an item anymore, but I would be lying if I said I hadn’t been worried about xer. Xe gave up xer apartment, and none of xer friends know where xe has been for weeks.”

      “I noticed how worried you were a few months ago, ma’am.”

      Her voice wasn’t indignant, as I’d expected. “I’ve never been very sympathetic to alcoholics, Isadora. Maybe I was a little cold, maybe I had someplace important to be, but I still care about xer in my own way. I’d like help finding xer.” A pause. “This can be done on a professional basis, if you’d rather.”

      I rolled a cigarette back and forth between my teeth for a moment. “It doesn’t have to be done at all, Pelagia. I saw Akakios this afternoon. I drove xer down to the Underworld; xe said xe had some friends down there.”

      “To Kass?” Her voice brightened suddenly. “What a sentimental fool. I always told xer to call her. She was the one who set us up.”

      “I doubt xe was thinking about that,” I said as I lit the cigarette, “or xe probably would have asked me to drive xer somewhere else.”

      She laughed. I begrudgingly acknowledged to myself that it was a cute sound. “Are you always this rude to your clients?”

      “You aren’t a client, Pelagia.”

      “Your friends, then.”

      I took a long drag. “Same answer. Akakios was down on xer luck. You could have found xer if xe was worth anything to you. Xe didn’t want anything from you then, and I doubt xe wants anything from you now.”

      I could feel the temperature drop through the call. “That is something you couldn’t possibly know. Good night, Isadora.”

      I didn’t know it yet, but she was right and I was wrong. I didn’t feel wrong, though; I just felt tired and sore.
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      A month later, I found a wrapped parcel at the door to my office. There was a little note on the side of it that had “From Akakios” hastily scrawled on the outside. I deposited it on my desk and packed some tobacco in my pipe. I had no idea what I’d find inside, so it was best to be prepared. The caution was unwarranted, as it just contained two silver rings and a note. Xe thanked me for my kindness. Xe was doing well working for Kassandros and hoped xe could find time to catch up. The kicker came at the end, though.

      “Pelagia and I got married. She asks that you not be sore at her for tracking me down, whatever that means.”

      The blank spaces in the story were filled in the next week by one of the high society blogs. My habit of scouring the network for gossip blogs was both a professional boon and a hazard. I hated the lowlifes who wrote those rags, the kind of sycophants who fawned all over demigods just so they could dish secrets and feel important for a minute. Unfortunately, they were the only people in this city who were willing to be honest, albeit only as long as it hurt someone else.

      
        
        “And, of course, Yours Truly would be remiss if she didn’t mention the big, big news: everyone’s favorite vid diva, Mommy’s special little girl, Pelagia, has finally been taken out of the pool. She and her on-again, off-again producer Akakios went ahead and made it official in a private ceremony. Rumor on the streets is that Apollo eirself blessed the match, much to the chagrin of all of Pelagia’s other playthings. There’s gonna be plenty of sad puppies in the streets tonight, sweet reader, so get out there and comfort them. What everyone wants to know, though: what does Mommy dearest think of her daughter marrying some former-dock-scum-turned-vid-artist? You’ll have to keep guessing, darlings, because Mother Hesperos has never given Yours Truly—let alone any lesser truth seeker—an interview, and I don’t imagine she will start now!”

      

      

      I flicked off the blog and rubbed my temples; even a few minutes of listening to those insufferable leeches could give me a headache. It didn’t help that I was sober in those days. I kept imagining Akakios with a sparkling collar and shook my head.

      It was approaching evening sometime the next year when xe walked into my office. Xe looked like a different person. Older, somber, and severe. Deadly calm. The suit xe wore was as white as the flowing head of hair xe sported.

      “Let’s go have a quiet drink, yeah?” xe said, as if xe had been talking to me ten minutes prior. Xe looked around the empty office. “You aren’t busy.”

      “Yeah, thanks for noticing.” I shook my head as I grabbed my jacket, walking past xer towards the door. We didn’t shake hands; we never did.

      We went to Timaois’. Xe drove us in a rust-colored convertible with barely enough room for the two of us. The upholstery was white leather and the engine purred softly as we sped along the street. I don’t often get hot and bothered by a car, but that one had my mouth watering. Xe bragged that it could outrun a Peacekeeper, though we both knew that was a lie.

      “Wedding present?”

      Xe laughed, “More like a casual ‘I saw this and thought you’d like it’ present. I’m spoiled rotten.”

      “Nice,” I said. “Any strings attached?”

      Xe glanced at me before looking back at the pavement. “Everything’s got a price. Why, you think I’m not happy?”

      “Sorry, that was unwarranted.”

      Xe waved a hand dismissively. “I married into the Blessed. Who the fuck wants to be happy?” xe asked, bitterly.

      We sat at the corner of the bar and drank eutychs together. Akakios played with the little slice of lime in xer first glass. “No one in this city knows how to make one of these anymore,” xe offered suddenly. “Everyone mixes the gin and lime with a dash of sugar and bitters. A true eutych is precisely half gin, half lime juice. That’s it.” I shrugged at xer and tossed the rest of mine back. Xe continued, undeterred, “It beats the pants off other cocktails, done right.”

      “I was never too picky with drinks.” We each sat quietly until the bartender brought over the next round. I asked, “How’s your drinking been?”

      Xe gave me a crooked smirk. “Never better. Turns out, I can handle the stuff just fine. I guess you never know how long that’ll last, though.”

      “Maybe you were never a drunk.” I nursed number two cautiously. I was experimenting with dismounting the wagon. “How’d you get on with Kassandros? Around my side of town, she’s known as a real tough.”

      Xe leaned back on the stool a little and thought. “She is, I suppose. She doesn’t act it, though. Plenty of folks in logistics look like they could play the part, but not Kass. She’s plenty soft on her girls. She’d probably take you in if you ever wanted to give up being a dick.”

      “I doubt we’d get on. I’ve never gotten along with gangsters.”

      Xe looked a little wounded but covered it quickly. “That’s just a word, Isadora. We live in a world marked by constant war. The planet itself wants our deaths. Kass and our buddies, we got through some jams together. It's the kind of bond that lasts.”

      “Then why didn't you reach out to her until I made you?”

      Xe finished xer drink and waved at the bartender. “She couldn’t say no to me.”

      After the bartender left, I said, “That’s bullshit. The gal thinks she owes you something; think about it from her side. She’d want a chance to pay that back.”

      Xe shook xer head. “I know you’re right. I asked xer for a place to lie low and get my bearings, but I worked for it. Ask a favor? Never.”

      “But you took it from a stranger like me?”

      Xe looked me dead in the eye. “A stranger can keep going with a clear conscience.”

      We each had three glasses, not doubles, and it didn’t put a dent in xer armor. Xe drove me back to my office. I asked what xe was up to later that night.

      “Dinner after dark. Only the Blessed are invited, plenty of lovely people,” xe said with a hint of disgust.

      Then xe was gone.
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        * * *

      

      So for the next couple of years, we made a habit of sometimes drinking together just as the bars would open. As often as not, we found ourselves at Timaios’, sharing the near-empty bar with only a handful of regular lushes. True to our first outing, Akakios always held xer liquor just fine; being the kept dog of a woman favored by Apollo fit xer well. Despite xer new ability to toss 'em back, though, I was surprised to find xe rarely had more than a few eutychs before xe was ready to head out.

      “The thing I don’t get is why a pampered fuck like you would want to drink with a small-time dick,” I was saying, slurring into my glass. I’d been hitting the bottle hard for a few months.

      “Is that modesty, Isadora?” xe said with a little smirk.

      “Nope. I’m a treat. It’s just a puzzle, is all.” I drained my cup, the lime and gin of the eutych hitting me exactly where I needed it to. “We live in different worlds, Akakios. I don’t even know where you hang out when you aren’t with me, though I assume it’s some palace outside the Court of Light. I would have guessed your home life was entertaining enough.”

      Xe ran xer finger along the lip of xer glass, watching the ice melt into xer eutych. “I don’t have a home life, Isadora.”

      I glanced around the bar at the only other girl there. Big thing, built like an eidolon. Her hands shook every time she reached for the bottle. “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

      “It’s a big to-do, as they say in the gossips. I guess my girl is happy enough, though rarely with me these days. Not that it's important in our circles. Everything’s fun to the Blessed because they’ve never had the thrill of having something you can lose.”

      I let xer carry the conversation.

      “Sure, I’m a ‘producer,’ which means I remind her to post pics of herself wearing the latest fashions, and I plan where she’ll shoot her next vid.” Xe played with the diamonds that held the cuffs of xer shirt. “Mostly I just try not to kill myself from boredom. Occasionally, I get to enjoy myself by watching her pampered friends try to hold out until noon before they start drinking.”

      “The night you crashed my place, she called me. Told me that she didn’t like drunks.”

      Xe grinned a crooked grin. I was starting to get used to the way xer scarred face moved. “She meant drunks who didn’t have favor. If one is Blessed, one is just an eccentric drinker. Go ahead and vomit on the carpet; that’s simply some clone’s problem.” Xe finished xer drink with a gulp. “I’ve got to beat it, Isadora. I’m sure you’re tired of me boring you; gods know that I am.”

      I shook my head, finishing my drink as I reached for my jacket with my other hand. “You never bore me, Akakios. The more I listen to you, the better chance I have of figuring out why you like being a kept pet so much.”

      Xe touched the scars on xer face lightly, a far-off look on xer face. “Wrong questions, chum. Instead of wondering why I would want to be pampered and have my head patted, you should be asking why she wants me around at all.”

      The two of us walked out into the evening air. Xe said xe wanted to walk home; we’d come in my car. I smoked a cigarette while I watched xer out of sight, the rising light of Artemis catching the gleam of xer white hair as xe faded into the coastal mist.

      I liked xer better when xe was drunk and hungry, sad and proud. Maybe I just liked it when I felt like I was better than xe was. Xer reasons were a hard thing for me to figure out. In my line of work, there was a time to ask questions and a time to let the source simmer until xe boils over. This was something every cop understood and it was a good deal like fighting. Some people you have to jump on and punch until they stop moving; some people you just dance around until they beat themselves.

      The thing was, xe would have told me xer life story if I’d asked. I never did. Maybe if I had, maybe if xe had told me, I might have saved a couple of lives. Or maybe it would have all been pointless.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The final time we drank together, it was the evening of a bacchanal and a little later than we usually drank. We were down by the docks, sipping eutychs at a sailor joint called Poseidon’s Hook. We hadn’t been to that particular spot in a few years, since Akakios had almost gotten us tossed out for spending all night arguing, 'Poseidon’s trawlers use nets, not hooks!' to anyone who would listen. Xe swore xe would behave this time, though.

      “I love the bar just after it opens. When the air inside is nice and cool and everything is still clean and shiny. I like watching the barkeep take that last quick look in the mirror at herself to make sure her outfit is set. I like to watch her mix the first one of the evening and slide it across the bar to me. The first quiet drink in a quiet bar—that's heaven.”

      I agreed.

      “It’s a little like love,” xe said, clearly having a philosophical night. “The first kiss is sweet, the second is intimate, and the third is routine. After that, the only thing you can do is take the girl’s clothes off.”

      “And that’s bad?” I asked, genuinely.

      Xe glanced around the bar; the early crowd had come and gone, and a trickle of revelers had begun. “I haven’t been sleeping lately, Isadora. It’s nice in here now, but after a while the lushes get loud and laugh. Godsdamn women filling the place up with their godsdamn jewelry tinkling away and wearing their fucking packaged charm, which—as the night goes on—takes on the unmistakable stench of sweat.”

      “Take it easy, bud,” I said, steadying xer elbow with one of my hands. “We’re mortals. We sweat and bleed and shit in the gutter. What do you expect?”

      Xe emptied xer glass, xer eyes smoldering distantly. “I’m sorry for her, okay?” xe finally said. “She’s a fucking bitch. I suppose I have an affection for her, in a fashion. One day, she’ll need me, and I’m gonna fail her because I’m the only one around her who doesn’t have a knife up xer sleeve.”

      I gave xer a long look. “You do great at marketing yourself, Akakios.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know. I’m an empty suit, Isadora. People like me get one chance at the big life, and I’ll be spending the rest of my days trying not to fall back into the gutter.”

      We sat quietly for a minute until the barkeep brought xer the fourth drink. It was empty in one go. “We don’t talk much anymore. She’s scared of something. Maybe it’s her mother; that woman is a cold-hearted bitch. Her sensibilities are before our time, before the time of anyone else alive. She’s all polite and proper, but in her chest beats the heart of a ruthless killer. Pelagia is a slut, and Mother knows it. She knows it, and the tabloids talk about it, and there’s nothing she can do about any of it. If Pelagia ever gets into a big enough scandal, Hesperos will bury her in the garden without losing a night of sleep.”

      “Does that bother you?” I asked, giving my drink a dirty look. “You’re her wife.”

      Xe picked up xer empty glass and brought it down hard on the edge of the bar. It smashed, a little cascade of sparkling crystal spreading out on the bar. The bartender watched but didn’t say anything.

      “Yeah, chum. I’m her wife. That’s what the record says. I’m the party planner and the nursemaid, living in the nice estate deep in the Valley where you hit the ringer three times and a cute nymph will lead you into the solid gold whorehouse.”

      “You talk too much,” I said as I stood up and grabbed my jacket, “and it’s too much about you.” I walked out and left xer sitting there looking shocked. Xe called something after me, but I kept walking.

      Ten minutes later, I was sorry. It was too late, though; I was long gone. Xe didn’t come to my office anymore. Not at all, not once. I’d finally found the place to make xer hurt.

      I didn’t see xer again for six years. It was so early in the morning, Artemis' light was still peeking through my window. The persistent buzzing at my front door dragged me from the bed. I hauled myself across the place with the lights off and threw open the door, ready to give whoever had woken me a piece of my mind. Xe stood there looking at me like xe hadn’t slept in a week. Xe had on a thick coat with the collar turned up, but xe was shivering. A dark hat was pulled down over xer eyes.

      Xe had a gun in xer hand.
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      The gun wasn’t pointed at me; it just hung limply in the space between us. It was a powerful energy pistol, the kind of thing a Peacekeeper detective might have tucked against her thigh. I hadn’t seen anything like it outside the crime dramas on the net. Standing there in my doorway with the scars on xer face, xer collar turned up, that dark hat pulled low, and the gun in xer hand, Akakios fit the part.

      “You’re going to drive me to the Underworld in a half hour,” xe said, “to a friend's place. I’ve already made all the necessary arrangements; I just need the transportation. For certain reasons, I will lie down in the boot on the way there.” We stood there quietly for a few moments. “You’ll get paid.”

      I didn’t move to let xer in. “And the gun?”

      Xe looked down at the gun in xer hand like xe hadn’t noticed it before. Then xe dropped it into xer pocket. “I don’t know why I have that.”

      “Alright, come in.”

      Xe collapsed into a chair like a tree falling. The front room was dark until I tapped the light control, which xe didn’t seem to appreciate, so I shut it off again. I gave xer a cigarette and lit my own. I stared down at xer. I ran my fingers through my hair, as if that would fix it. A tired grin stretched across my face.

      “Sure, why the fuck not? I wasn’t busy. Half an hour? Plenty of time, I’ll put coffee on.”

      “I’m in trouble, Isa.” It was the first time xe had ever shortened my name, but I was too tired to realize that then.

      I left xer and went into the kitchen at the back of my little home. I heated the water and pulled my little coffee maker down from the shelf. It wasn’t fancy, but I liked the way it brewed a cup. I measured the mix into the top and by that time the water was steaming. I filled the lower half and set it on the element. I set the upper part on top and gave it a quick twist, locking them together.

      Xe was in the kitchen with me, leaning against the wall. Xe watched me for a few moments before sliding into a seat in the nook. Xe was still shaking. I opened a cabinet and pulled down a bottle of Aphrodisian whiskey and poured xer a shot in a large glass. Xe knocked it back hard and fell back in the seat.

      “I might pass out. I didn’t sleep at all last night, but I feel like I haven’t slept in days.”

      The coffee was almost bubbling, so I tweaked the controls to lower the heat. I stirred the coffee and covered it, then set my little timer for three minutes. Very methodical, that Isa. Nothing can interfere with her technique. Not even a gun in the hand of a sketchy character.

      I poured xer another shot. “Just sit there,” I said. “Don’t speak, just sit.”

      Xe held the second slug with both hands and sipped it. I went and washed my face in the bathroom and heard the bell of the timer just as I got back. I shut off the machine and set the coffee on a cloth on the table. Why did I pay attention to every detail? Because everything stood out to me at that moment. Like a masterful performance, every movement mattered, every sound was important. It was one of those moments where all of my automatic movements, no matter how long I’d done them, became separate acts of willpower. It was like learning to walk again. I took nothing for granted.

      I poured two cups of coffee and dropped another shot into xers. “Black for you, yeah?” I asked. Xe didn’t respond. I added two sugars and cream to mine. I was starting to come down from the rush; I was barely conscious of how I’d opened the cooler and grabbed the cream.

      I sat down across from xer and held out the cup. Xe hadn’t moved. Xe was just propped up in the nook, still as a statue. Then, unexpectedly, xer head came down, and xe started to sob.

      Xe didn’t notice when I reached over and pulled the gun out of xer pocket. It was a real thing of beauty. I sniffed it for ozone and found none. I sprung the capacitor and inspected the count: full.

      Xe lifted xer head and drank some of the coffee without looking at me. “I didn’t shoot anyone,” xe offered.

      “Yeah, I can tell. You’d have to have cleaned the gun and swapped the pack. I don’t think you shot anybody.”

      “I want to tell you about–”

      “Wait.” I drank my coffee as quickly as the heat would let me and then refilled it. “It’s gonna be like this,” I started. “You gotta be careful what you tell me. If you want me to ride you down to the Underworld, there are two things that you cannot tell me under any circumstances. One—hey, are you listening?”

      Akakios nodded numbly, xer eyes distant. I reached across the table and slapped xer cheek, not too hard. Xe blinked a few times at me.

      “One,” I repeated, slowly, “if you have committed a crime or anything that the Peacekeepers consider a crime, I cannot be told. Two, if you have knowledge of a crime that has been committed, I can’t know that either. Not if you want me to do this. Clear?”

      Xe looked me in the eye. Xer eyes were focused but lifeless. The coffee had hit, and xe was steady now. I poured another cup and didn’t add a slug to it.

      “I told you I was in trouble,” xe said.

      “I heard you. I don’t want to know about it. I can’t do my job if I can’t talk to the cops, you understand? I got a sanction to protect.”

      “I could hold the gun on you,” xe offered with a little smile.

      I grinned back and pushed the gun across the table. Xe didn’t touch it.

      “Not from the trunk, you can’t. Not past a million eyes and Athena only knows how many Peacekeepers. I have too much experience having a gun held to me; forget about the gun. Imagine how I’d look telling the cops that I was terrified of a shaky little twerp like you? Supposing—which I know nothing about—there was something to tell them.”

      “Listen,” xe said, looking away, “it will be noon before anyone knocks on the door. The servants know better than to disturb her when she sleeps late. But after noon, her nymph will knock on her door and go in, and she won’t be in her room.”

      I sipped my coffee.

      “The nymph will see that her bed hasn’t been slept in. She knows the other place to look is the guest house, past the pool. It’s got its own path through the hedge, its own garage, and so on. Pelagia spent the night there. The nymph will eventually find her.”

      I frowned. “I’ve got to be very particular with what questions I ask you, Akakios. Couldn’t she have spent the night away from home?”

      “Her clothes from last night are thrown everywhere in her bedroom. The woman is allergic to using the damn laundry. The nymph would know that she went somewhere in only a robe and slippers; the only option is the guest house.”

      “She could–”

      “It would be the guest house,” xe said, forcefully. “You think no one knows what goes on out there? Servants always know.” Xe ran a finger down one of the scars on xer face. “And in the guest house, she will find–”

      “Pelagia, passed out from drinking, paralyzed, up to her eyebrows in the sauce,” I said, cutting xer off harshly.

      “Right.” Xe thought for a moment. “Of course,” xe added, “my wife isn’t often drunk. When she goes over the edge, it can get spectacular.”

      “That’s the end of the story,” I said. We sat quietly for another minute. “Last time we drank together, I was a bit rough with you. Walked out, if you remember. You irritate the hell out of me, Akakios, but I know you were just coping with feeling like a disaster.” I finished my cup and took a big breath. “One last thing. I get the feeling this friend in the Underworld has been expecting you longer than just tonight.” Xe winced. “I’m surprised you stuck around this long.”

      “I felt some sort of obligation, I guess. To her. She might have needed me for something more than a front to keep Hesperos out of her business.” Xe was quiet for another moment. “I tried to call you before I came.”

      “I sleep hard.”

      “I went to the baths after that. Stayed for an hour, had a steam, and took a plunge in the pool. Made some calls from there. Left my car at the bath, walked from there. No one saw me come down your street.

      “Do I care about the phone calls?” I asked incredulously.

      Xe was looking out the window at the trees. “I called Hesperos. She hasn’t been by the house in months. I told her I was sorry, but I had to leave.”

      “How’d she feel about it?”

      “She was sorry and wished me luck. Asked me if I needed anything.” Akakios laughed hoarsely. “I said I had plenty. Then I called Pelagia’s sisters, went through the same with them.”

      I took a big breath. “I want to ask one other thing. Did you ever find her in that guest house with someone else?”

      Xe shook xer head. “I didn’t try. I didn’t need to.”

      “That many of them? But you still went back and married her. I realize she’s a looker, but still–”

      “I’ve told you I’m worthless, Isadora. What do you want from me? I don’t even know why I left her the first time. Why, after that, I’d get sloshed every time I saw her. Why’d I go rolling around in the gutter rather than just ask her for help? She had plenty of suitors; she didn’t have to take me back.”

      “Yeah, yeah. She’s a treat.” I checked the time. “We’d best get going. I’ll add it all up. You came to me this morning in, let’s say, an emotional state and asked me to drive you somewhere. You had a gun in your pocket, but I don’t have to have seen it. You told me that you lasted as long as you could, but you’d had it. You found your wife passed out drunk in the arms of another. It’s none of my business where you went or who you called. It’s none of my business why you want a ride down there. We’re good friends, and I did what you asked without giving it a second thought. Why wouldn’t I? I’m a pal, so you aren’t paying me anything. You felt too emotional to drive, so you wanted me to. That’s your business, too. You’re an emotional person, and you got yourself some nasty scars serving this city. I think I’ll pick up your car and shove it away for storage.”

      Akakios nodded and gave me access. “How does it sound?”

      “Fine, if they don’t ask too many questions. I’d buy it if I wanted to. Now I’m gonna go get dressed, and then we can leave.”

      I went into the bathroom and washed up. I was back in my bedroom clipping my suspenders when xe came and stood in the doorway. “Maybe you should call the cops, Isa.”

      “Call them yourself. I haven’t got anything to tell them.”

      “Should I?”

      I turned and gave xer a hard stare. “Fuck!” I lost my temper for just a moment. Another thing to regret for eternity. “Can’t you leave it the fuck alone?”

      “Sorry,” xe said, looking like a kicked dog.

      “Sure, you’re sorry. Punks like you are always sorry, usually far too late.”

      I locked the place up and we left. I drove fast, but not fast enough to be noticed. Xe didn’t make a single noise the entire way. We didn’t stop to eat, and we didn’t get pulled over by any prowlers. I parked the car in front of the place Akakios asked to be taken. It was a severe temple of Hades, deep in the guts of the city and far from anything that resembled sunlight. I sat in the driver's seat for a minute and let the sound of the engine idling bring my pulse down.

      When I popped the trunk, xe looked quite serene. I helped xer out and dusted xer off.

      “This is where I say farewell.” Xe put xer hand out, and I shook it. Xe didn’t look so bad now, just tired. Xe smiled at me. “If things get tough, you don’t owe me shit, Isadora. We’ve had a few drinks and got to be friends and I talked too much about myself; that’s it. I left payment on your counter; please don’t be mad.”

      “I’d rather you hadn’t, Akakios.”

      “I know.”

      “I know you didn’t kill her. That’s why I did this.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      Then xe was gone.
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      The morning was in full swing when I got back to my place.

      They were waiting for me when I pulled up. Parked across the street, the car was black and bore no markings, but I knew a Peacekeeper investigation unit when I saw one. I hadn’t even hit the steps when two of the usual sorts of suits popped out. I stood there while they crossed the street leisurely, like a pair of cops, walking like they got nowhere to be.

      “Isadora, daughter of Eudoxia? We’d like to have a chat.” He lifted a part of his jacket and let me see a glimpse of a badge. His hair was filthy blond and sticky, his face unremarkable from any other man in this city. I recognized the angular, attractive face of his partner, though. “I’m Detective Kosmas, and this is Detective-Sergeant Lycas. May we come in?”

      I went up and showed them to the couch in the front room. I didn’t shake either of their hands. That close is too close when it comes to cops. I opened the windows to let the staleness out and sat in my chair. Kosmas did the talking.

      “You know a fella named Akakios?”

      “Yeah, we have a drink every so often. Xe lives in Arcadia, I think. Married some famous broad; I’ve never visited.”

      “How often is every so often?” he asked.

      “I was vague on purpose. Sometimes it's once a week; sometimes we go months between.”

      “Have you ever met xer wife?”

      “Once, briefly. Before they were married. Talked to her on the phone once, too.”

      “When and where was the last time you saw xer?”

      I slowly and carefully packed my pipe. Kosmas leaned forward and frowned. Lycas sat there with a face made of stone.

      Then I said, “This is the part where I say, ‘What’s this all about, officers?’ and you say, ‘I’ll ask the questions.’”

      “So why don’t you just answer them, hm?”

      I lit and puffed at the pipe and didn’t say anything.

      “I got time,” he said, “but I already used a lot of it waiting around for your sorry ass to come home. So shoot straight. We know exactly who you are, and you know we aren’t here to work up a sweat.”

      “I was just thinking, that's all.” I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. “We used to go to Timaois’ pretty often. Not so often we’d end up at the Hook or the Vine. Oh, and that place that looks like a colossus’ assh–”

      “Quit stallin’.”

      “Who’s dead?” I asked.

      “Just answer the questions, Isadora. We’re conducting a routine investigation. That’s all we have to tell you.”

      Maybe I hadn’t gotten enough sleep and was irritable. Maybe I felt backed into a corner. Maybe it's just that Detective Kosmas was a piece of shit. I could learn to hate this guy, even if I hadn’t met him yet. If I saw him across the park, I’d probably want to kick his teeth in. “Shove it up your ass, detective. I don’t have to answer any questions you have.”

      Lycas chuckled. Nothing in Kosmas’ face changed, but he suddenly looked a decade older. Air whistled through his front teeth as he sat back.

      “I wouldn’t fuck around, Isa,” Lycas said. “He knows the regs.”

      I got up and went over to my bookshelf, pulled a bound copy of Laws of the Twelve down, and turned to face him again. “Find me the section that says I have to answer your questions.”

      He was holding himself as still as death. He was going to hit me; I knew it and he knew it, but he was holding himself back for the right moment. Which meant he didn’t trust Lycas to back him up if he got out of line.

      “Every citizen of Elysium must cooperate with any officer of law enforcement. In all ways, including physical action and especially answering any questions we think necessary to ask.” His voice sounded like a dagger leaving its sheath.

      “Sure, that’s what suits like you say to intimidate people. In the law, though, no such obligation exists unless you chucklefucks drag me down to the station.”

      “Shut up already,” said Lycas, cutting Kosmas’ retort off. “You’re wasting our time and you know it. Sit down.” I sat back in my chair. Fae took a deep breath through faer nose. “Akakios’ wife has been murdered.”

      Kosmas almost sounded betrayed. “Sarge?”

      “Can it, detective.” Lycas said with a sigh. “The nymphs found her body in the guest house this morning. Akakios was nowhere to be found. We’re looking for a murder suspect, alright?”

      “So why come to me?” I asked. “I’ve never been near their place.”

      Kosmas still sat motionless. Lycas shook faer head at me. “Because xe called you last night before xe made xer way to a bathhouse by the wharf, within walking distance of here. That’s where we found xer car. We don’t know where xe went, but we have to ask.”

      “Why in the guest house?” I asked. I didn’t expect faem to answer, but fae did.

      “It seems she went out there often.” Lycas blushed. It was a little unsettling, on faer face. “The nymphs could see the house from their quarters and said that sometimes, cars would come and go from the back, real late at night. Guess xe just thought enough was enough. We know it was Akakios. Xe went down to the guest house last night, late. Got spotted by a gardener. Came back up twenty minutes later and then drove away. Once the sun came up, the nymph went down there and found the wife. Didn’t recognize her face at all. Beaten to a mush with a silver fawn from the garden.”

      I finished the pipe and tapped it out into the ashtray. “Akakios wouldn’t do that. She’d cheated on xer since long before they got married. It was old news. I doubt it made xer happy, but why would xe suddenly get rough about it, a decade later?”

      “No one knows that,” Lycas said, faer raspy voice almost a whisper. “It frequently happens. Sometimes people just get a queer idea in their heads and follow it down the garden path. Or they take it and they take it and one day they can’t take it anymore. Chances are, xe doesn’t even know why xe did it. So we asked you a simple question, and I’d appreciate it if you’d stop fucking around.”

      “She’s not gonna tell you anything, sarge.” Kosmas said angrily. “She’s read the legal code. People like her think that’s where the law lives.”

      “I’ll do the talking, detective. You just sit there. If you behave, I’ll let you sing for the captain next time we have a cookout.”

      “Go to hell, Sarge. With all due respect.”

      “The two of you should fight,” I said to Lycas. “I’ll catch him when you drop him.”

      Kosmas was on his feet with a gleam in his eyes. He walked over and stood in front of me. “On your feet, cheapie. Just because we’re the good guys doesn’t mean I have to take lip from you.”

      I was still off-balance, half out of my chair, when he hit me. He hooked me on the chin and I heard bells. I sat down hard and shook my head while he smiled down at me.

      “Let’s try that again, cheapie,” he said. “I didn’t give you a chance to get set. That was rude of me.”

      I looked over at Lycas, who was intent on faer thumb as if studying a hangnail. I didn’t move or speak, waiting for faem to look up. If I stood up, I knew the stiff was going to slug me again. When he did, I would take him to pieces. He put it in the right place, but it would take a lot more of them to wear me down.

      Lycas said, almost absently, “Great work, Kosmas. You gave her exactly what she wanted. Well done.” Then fae looked up and asked, “Once more, for the record. Isadora, when was the last time you saw Akakios, child of Diodotos? I want the when, the where, the how, and what you talked about. And where you just got back from, for good measure. Yeah?”

      “What about the lover?”

      Lycas furrowed faer brow. “Hm?”

      “In the bed, in the guest house. No clothes on. You say Akakios lost it on her; where was the lover?”

      I could hear the sound of Kosmas’ fists balling. “Answer the sergeant, or we will take you in.”

      “As a witness?” I asked.

      “As a fucking suspect,” Lycas said harshly. “Suspicion that you helped a fugitive. We know you took xer somewhere, and that’s all we need to haul your ass into the station. The captain knows the regulations, but sometimes she forgets: this could be a rough couple of days for you, Isa. One way or another, we’re gonna get a statement out of you.”

      “That’s a lot of crap to her,” Kosmas said, still standing over me. “She’s got her law books.”

      “It’s a lot of crap to everyone, but it still works. Come on, Isadora. Don’t make us do this.”

      “Fine,” I said. Kosmas stopped crowding me and I sat up straight, rubbing my jaw like he’d hurt me. “Fine. Akakios was my buddy. I’ve got a not inconsiderable amount of loyalty to that mess, and I’m not the kind of gal to spoil it because some cop tells me to sit pretty. You’ve clearly got a case against xer, probably a better case than you’re letting on. Motive, opportunity, the fact that xe ran out. The motive is stale, almost part of the deal. It’s not a deal I would take, but that's the kind of person xe is—weak and gentle. The rest of it means nothing except that if xe knew xer wife was dead, xe knew xe would be your patsy. At the inquest, if your bosses decide to hold one, I’ll have to answer their questions. I don’t gotta answer yours. I can see that you’re reasonable, sergeant. Just like I can see that your partner is just a damn badge flasher with a power complex.”

      Lycas stood up, a sad look on faer face. Kosmas didn’t move. He was a one-shot sort of tough and needed to have time to pat himself on the back.

      “I’ll call the captain, but I know what answer I’m gonna get. You’re cooked, Isadora.” Fae crossed towards the door, stopping in front of Kosmas. “Get the fuck out of my way.” Fae stood in the doorway and whispered into thin air, faer brow furrowed with worry as fae looked back at me. That’s what I hate about cops the most. Just when you’re set to hate one’s guts, fae shows some human emotions.

      The captain told faem to bring me in, roughly. Kosmas slapped the handcuffs on me and shoved me out the door. Neither of them searched the house, probably figuring there was nothing there that they could use against me. They were wrong, of course. The access codes to Akakios’ car sat in my kitchen nook, and had they grabbed that, they’d have known xe had been in my house.

      Not that it would matter for that long.
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      Back in those days, the contingent of Peacekeepers nearest my home was led by Captain Alexander. She was the sort of cop that gets rarer and rarer but will probably never become extinct: the kind of cop that solves crimes with her knuckles and a nightstick in a poorly lit room with the recorders switched off. She was built like an eidolon, a hundred fifty kilos of thick muscle. A year after I walked out of there, she was dishonored and executed in the Court of Light for beating the wrong demigod within an inch of zer life. Not even the officers in her cohort mourned her.

      At that moment, though, I was sitting in the poorly lit interrogation room of Peacekeeper Station Twelve. The recorders were switched off.

      She sat behind a short desk with her jacket off and her sleeves rolled up past her elbows, a cup of coffee steaming in one of her meaty hands while she silently read over Lycas’ report. The Detective-Sergeant and Detective stood to the side with their hands folded behind their backs. Alexander looked up from the report and raised an eyebrow at Lycas.

      Lycas said, “All we have on her is that she won’t talk, skipper. The call makes us track her down. She wasn’t at home, and she won’t say where she was. She knows Akakios well, and she won't tell us when she saw xer last. That’s it.”

      “The cheapie thinks she’s tough,” Alexander said coldly. “We could do something about that.” She said it with as much interest as one regards a child. The woman probably didn’t think anyone was tough compared to her. “The problem is, the higher-ups want this thing put away nice and quiet-like, likely on account of the victim’s mother. Guess we better play nice.”

      Kosmas sheepishly spoke up, “She wanted us to put her in the situation where she could refuse to talk, skipper. She waved around a law book and needled me until I hit her. I was out of line, sorry.”

      Alexander directed her raised eyebrow at him. “You’re that easy to needle?” Kosmas turned bright red. “Which one of you idiots took the cuffs off? Put them back on.”

      Lycas started to put the cuffs on when Alexander barked, “Behind the back.” Fae obliged. “Tighter. Make sure she feels it.”

      She waited for Lycas to return to faer position before smiling at me. “Alright, cheapie. You can talk now.”

      I didn’t answer. She leaned forward, her hand reaching out for the coffee cup. We both watched the steam rise from it for a moment as she held it between us, and then she whipped it at me. I beat it out of the chair and landed hard on my shoulder. I rolled over and got up slowly, my hands already going numb from the cuffs. My arms began to ache.

      Lycas helped me back into the chair. There was a wet smear on the back, but most of the coffee was pooling on the floor. “I guess she doesn’t like coffee, eh?” Alexander cackled a little and looked at Kosmas. He laughed with her for a moment until she frowned at him.

      She looked back at me as Lycas stood to my side, deathly still. “In here,” she started, “your sanction as a dick is just a way for us to identify you. It’s worth less than dirt.” She fixed me with a hard stare before continuing, “Give your statement to my man. We’ll start with a verbal, and then we’ll record the real thing later. A full account from last night around midnight. And I mean full; we are investigating a murder and the only suspect is missing. You know xer well. The way I see it, Akakios caught xer wife in the act and beat her face so bad her brains were on the walls. No points for originality, but it got the job done. You got information and I want it. You could have said you hadn't seen xer and my man would have bought it, but you didn’t even have the smarts to do that. Let’s go.”

      “Would you take off these cuffs?” I asked. “If I made a statement?”

      “I might.”

      “If I told you I hadn’t seen xer in the last 24 hours, hadn’t talked to xer and had no idea where xe was—would that work for you?”

      “If I believed it, maybe.”

      “I don’t know.” I said, “I want to cooperate, I do. I just want some legal advice. Mind if we get an advocate in here, Captain?”

      Her jaw muscles bulged. She let out a sharp laugh, stood slowly, and walked around the desk. She leaned down close to me, one meaty hand on the desk, and smiled. Then, with the smile still on her face, she punched me in the side of the head.

      Her fist traveled less than fifteen centimeters, and it almost knocked me out cold. I saw stars. There was a taste of blood in my mouth and all I could hear was the veins in my head pumping. She still smiled at me, completely unfazed.

      “I’m getting old, cheapie. I can’t pull 'em like I used to. You can take a punch, but I don't think you’ve got another one in you. I’m gonna have to send you to primary holding while we wait for your advocate to show up. It could be a while. You got any more games you wanna play before we have to book you?”

      The sound of my own voice made my head hurt. “Not as long as I’m wearing cuffs.”

      Alexander straightened up and glared down at me, then she shook her head and walked back around the desk. She sat down hard in the chair and leaned back with her eyes closed. After a few moments, she opened one and fixed it on Lycas. “What are you waiting for? Book her until she talks.”

      Lycas grabbed my arm and helped me to my feet. As we passed by Alexander, she reached out and grabbed my other arm. “Last chance.”

      “I know, Captain,” I said. “The thing is, you’ve done me a rather big favor. Detective Kosmas helped out, but I hadn’t made up my mind until you. No one in my line of work wants to betray a friend, but the way you two have treated me, I wouldn’t even tell you where my worst enemy was. You’re an angry toddler and you don’t know the first thing about running an investigation. You could have gotten me to talk if you’d asked the right questions. Instead, you went and tossed coffee at me. You took a swing at me when I couldn’t do anything but eat it. I won’t be telling you a damn thing, for good.”

      She scowled at me. “You’re just a cop-hater, cheapie.”

      “One of millions, Captain. As long as there are cops like you.”

      She looked like she had more to say to that, but her face changed in that way that told me she was being called. She held a hand up and sat back in her chair. I only heard her side of the conversation as she spoke into the open air.

      “Archon. What a pleasant surprise, what can I do–” She winced. “Yes. I have her in the room with me right now. She refuses to cooperate… What?” Alexander scowled and looked directly at me. “If that’s an order… No, of course, no one laid a hand on her. We’re professionals, ma’am… Yes. Okay. Right away.”

      She closed her eyes and leaned her head back, the muscles in her jaw trembling a little. “Take the cuffs off her.” Lycas unlocked the cuffs. I rubbed my hands together, gritting my teeth at the pins and needles.

      After a minute, Alexander composed herself and fixed Lycas with a dispassionate glare. “Send her to Central. The Archon has taken the case out of our hands; they’re holding her under suspicion of murder.”

      No one moved. She studied her empty coffee cup for a few moments before shouting. “Get her the fuck out of here before I break her kneecaps!”

      Lycas grabbed my elbow. “Let’s go.”

      “Wait!” We paused in the doorway while Alexander stood and then calmly walked over. She slapped me across the face, open-handed, and then looked Lycas in the eyes again. “No one laid a hand on her, yeah?”

      Lycas nodded slowly. Neither of us breathed until we were out in the hallway.
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      Central Station was, as its name suggests, in the very heart of the city. The Palace of Thunder glittered far above, giving the impression that the Lord of Thunder was watching over the women and men who enforced her divine will. It was a false impression, though; Elysium’s gods play acted at governance, leaving the dirty work of cracking heads to mortals who had an inferiority complex.

      The guards were gentle enough. As long as you weren’t drunk or belligerent, they’d let you keep your cigarettes and lighter. They’d stick you in a nice cell with a not-uncomfortable mattress, a toilet that flushes, and a cellmate to shoot the shit with. It was rare, but sometimes they’d let you stay connected to the net. The guard would even warn you before they shut off the lights for the night so you could finish whatever you’d been doing first.

      Despite my sunny disposition and the fact that I hadn’t touched a drink in more than twelve hours, they tossed me in the drunk tank. There was no mattress on the steel cot and the light flickered. They let me keep my smokes, but that was only because the guard was too busy getting a feel for what I was working with to properly pat me down. At least she looked impressed with her search.

      The next three days passed monotonously. The guard who brought my food didn’t speak to me, but since I was stuck in there for being too stubborn to talk, that was fine with me. I ran out of cigarettes the second night. If there were a chance I’d be stuck there much longer, that might have been a problem, but someone out there had a different idea.

      “Get up, Zappy,” the guard said as she pounded on the cell door. The lights clicked on a moment before it swung open, revealing a large and annoyed-looking guard. “Your advocate is here.”

      I was led into a white-walled interrogation room down the hall. There was a large black table at the center, at which sat a priest in zer early forties. Sun-colored chiton, hemmed in rose gold, told me that ze belonged to Apollo. Ze stood and waved the guard from the room with a hand covered in glittering jewelry. Once we were alone, ze tapped on a datapad and smiled at me. “Have a seat, Isadora.”

      I sat at the table across from zer. “I am Antipatros,” ze started. “I’ve been instructed to advocate for you in this matter. I am willing to bet you would like to be out of this holding block.” Ze pulled an intricate looking silver case from zer robes. “Would you like a cigarette?”

      I took one of the cigarettes, and ze held the lighter for me. “Antipatros.” I puffed at the stick; it tasted like early morning dew. “I’ve read about you. You’ve worked as an advocate for a number of high-profile cases the last two decades. I don’t think you’ve lost once.”

      Ze looked down at the table and smiled humbly, no doubt a ploy to win zer client’s trust. “I am simply a fortunate priest, friend.”

      “Who sent you to represent a gutter rat?”

      Ze sighed. “I cannot say, but I can tell you that my services do not come with a price.”

      I nodded and took a long drag. “That means they caught xer, then.”

      “Akakios? No, no,” Ze tapped at the pad a few times again and showed me a tabloid story with the words MURDERER AT LARGE across the top. I couldn’t help but notice my own name halfway down the page, too. “Xe is still missing.”

      “Why the mystery about who sent you?”

      “They want to remain anonymous. It is the only stipulation of my services. Is that acceptable to you?”

      I rubbed my chin and leaned back in the chair. “If they haven’t gotten to Akakios yet, why hasn’t anyone come to interrogate me? Why toss me in a tank for three days and give me the silent treatment?”

      Ze shrugged and glanced at the door I’d come through. “The Archon has taken the case personally; she may have been too busy to question you yet. However, you are entitled to be set free within 48 hours, regardless. I can easily get you out of here.”

      “They said she suspects me of murder.”

      Ze waved both hands in the air, as if dismissing a bad smell. “That’s just what they wrote down. She could have held you under a dozen different charges if she’d wanted. At most, your ultimate charge will be accessory after the fact. You drove Akakios somewhere, yes?”

      I didn’t answer. The cigarette burned down to the filter in my mouth. Ze nodded for me to take another from the case; I took three and tucked them into my jacket, then lit a fourth.

      “Assume you did, for the sake of argument. If she was going to charge you, she’d need intent. She’d need proof you knew that xe had killed xer wife when you drove xer wherever you did. What she really wants you for is as a material witness, but legally, she can’t hold you here and strong-arm you as a witness.” Ze shrugged and looked down at the table. “The Peacekeepers always find a way to do what they please, though.”

      “You don’t have to tell me. A detective named Kosmas sucker punched me in my own home. Captain Alexander tossed coffee at me and punched me so hard in the cheek it still hurts. When the Archon called her off, she slapped me. You’re quite right, but you don’t gotta tell me: the cops can do whatever they want.”

      Ze yawned, disinterest creeping into zer features. “Do you want out of here or not?”

      “Thanks, but no. I don’t think I do. If a woman walks out of this building without being cleared, she’s already guilty in the tabloids. If she has a good advocate, she only walks out after.”

      “That’s absurd,” ze said impatiently.

      “I’m an absurd woman, Antipatros. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be stuck in this place. If you were in touch with Akakios, I’d want you to tell xer that xe doesn’t need to worry about me. I’m not staying in here for xer; I’m doing it for me. In my business, people come to me with their problems. Big problems, little problems, intractable problems—always problems they don’t want to bring to the cops. How much business do you think I would get if I rolled over and let the cops see my belly, hm?”

      “That’s fair.” Ze shrugged and tapped on zer pad again. “Although, for the record, I am not in touch with Akakios. I do not know xer. If I knew where xe was, I would be duty-bound to surrender xer to the Archon. The most I could do is interview xer beforehand.”

      “Who else would send you here?”

      Zer eyes narrowed as ze put a cigarette between zer teeth. “Are you calling me a liar, Isadora?”

      I leaned forward. “You’re a priest of Apollo. In the gutter, we think of you as paragons of truth and honor.”

      Ze regarded me for a few seconds and then smiled warmly. “I wish that were true, but this is a waste of our time. You should have just told them that you had not seen xer. If there was an inquest later, you could always change your story once you were under oath. There’s no law against lying to the Peacekeepers. Hell, they expect it. If you lie to them, it makes them comfortable; refusing to do so just challenges their authority. For what gain?”

      I didn’t answer. I didn’t have an answer.

      “I’ll see myself out. You can have the guard contact me if you change your mind.”

      I laughed. “I think I’ll wait it out, at least for a few more days. If they catch Akakios, they won’t care how xe got wherever xe was. All the Archon will care about is the circus she can make of xer trial. The murder of Mother Hesperos’ little lamb is worth a thousand tabloid headlines. Someone like the Archon could ride that publicity all the way…” I let the rest of the sentence float between us.

      Ze stood and smiled politely. “I don’t think you know very much about Mother Hesperos,” ze said.

      “If they never catch Akakios, they won’t ever know how xe got away. They’ll want this whole thing forgotten in a flash. Either way, I’m a free woman with a reputation for keeping her mouth shut.”

      Ze walked to the door and tapped the mechanism. “I guess you’ve got it all figured out, Isadora,” ze said with a nod to the waiting guard.
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        * * *

      

      On night five, the lights had been out for about an hour when my door opened suddenly. The guard on duty was a tiny and angry thing with a crooked and ominous grin on her face. “Assistant Archon wants to talk to you. You sleep?”

      I shook my head. “What time is it?”

      “Nine, on the dot.” She left the cell door open and turned down the hallway. I hurried behind her until we reached the interrogation room. A short and fat man leaned against the table, smoking. He put out his pipe as soon as the door opened.

      “My name is Kyrillos, the assistant to the Assistant Archon. She wants to talk to you upstairs.” He pulled out a pair of handcuffs and twirled one finger. “Turn around, let’s try these on.”

      The guard grinned at him. “Are you afraid she’ll mug you in the elevator, Kyrillos?”

      “I don’t want any trouble. First week here, I had some chucklefuck make a run for it. Assistant Archon Laodike ate my ass off for a week. Let’s go.” He grabbed my arm and led me out of the room.

      In the elevator, he grumbled, “You’re in a lot of trouble, cheapie. Heaps of trouble.” He chuckled to himself in vague satisfaction. “A person can get herself into a lot of trouble in this city.”

      The elevator dinged as the doors opened. “Don’t try anything funny, dick. I shot a man once. Tried to get away. Assistant Archon ate my ass off.”

      “You take it on the lip a lot, don’t you?”

      He paused thoughtfully. “Yeah,” he said, “I guess I do. Either way, she eats my ass off. It’s a rough city.”

      Most of the lights in the airy complex were off, except for the corner office. Kyrillos led me to the door and swung it open, motioning for me to sit. The hard-looking woman at the desk, without looking up, said, “You could have knocked.”

      “Sorry, Assistant Archon.” The two of us stood awkwardly for a few moments while she wrote a few notes in a folder. She closed it and placed it to the side before looking up at us both.

      “Why is she wearing cuffs?”

      Kyrillos shuffled his feet and removed the cuffs. “I didn’t want any trouble, ma’am.”

      “Fuck off, Kyrillos. Wait outside until I’m ready for you to take her back.”

      “Uh, I’m actually off-duty. Ma’am.”

      She slammed a fist on the desk, and Kyrillos jumped an inch into the air. “You’re off-duty when I am, godsdamnit. Go!” The assistant nodded quickly and left the room. Once the door clicked closed, I pulled one of the chairs out from the desk and sat across from her. I pulled one of the loose cigarettes from my jacket and lit it. She frowned, “I didn’t say you could smoke.”

      I took a long drag. “Yeah.”

      Laodike shook her head. “You don’t seem to be much concerned about the situation you find yourself in.”

      “It doesn’t feel like much of a situation. Three square meals, riveting company, the plushest beds; I could stay here all year.”

      “We’ll see about that,” she said with a grin. “Until then, I want a detailed statement from you.” She tapped a recording device on the desk. “I’ll take it right now. If I’m satisfied with it, I’ll release you in the morning. Let’s go.” Her voice was dispassionate and controlled, but her hand kept hovering next to her desk drawer. She was too young for the bags under her yellowed eyes.

      I took one last puff and snubbed the cigarette out on her desk, next to the ashtray. “You can take a slug if it suits you. It’ll calm your nerves.”

      She bit the inside of her lip and glared at me for a long minute. “A tough, yeah? Imagine yourself real rough, I bet. Big dog in your circles. The thing is, people come in here in all sorts of shapes and sizes. They all leave the same size, though: small.”

      I yawned. “It’s tiring.”

      “What’s tiring?” she snapped, her brow furrowed.

      “Hard little characters in tiny offices throwing around tough words that don’t mean a godsdamn thing.” I pulled out my last cigarette and lit it. “I've spent five days locked in the drunk tank. I was booked on suspicion. What the fuck sort of legal system lets a woman be shoved in a closet because she didn’t answer some questions? Your captain didn’t have anything on me, and you don’t either. What were you trying to prove, locking me up? Not a damn thing, except that you have the power to do whatever you want to me, as long as it doesn’t embarrass one of your lords.” A long drag of the stick. “You had to pull me out of bed late at night, after forcing me to sit with myself for five days because you want me to break down and cry and ask for head pats. Come the fuck off it. Take your drink and talk to me like a fucking human being, Laodike.”

      She sat and listened to me without interrupting. “You got that out of your system? I want a statement.”

      “You know I don’t have to.”

      “Yes, yes,” she said, “the law says you can sit there and keep your mouth shut. And if you do, I’m gonna charge you. You’ll go in front of an adjudicator tomorrow morning, and I will fight hard to make sure you are found guilty. At the very least, your sanction as a detective will be suspended. You’ll be done.”

      I chewed my lip. “On what charges?”

      “Aiding a fugitive. Accessory to murder. Probably a few other things by the time we’re done crawling through your entire career.”

      I shrugged nonchalantly; I knew she had something. “Can’t charge me unless you’ve caught Akakios.”

      She smiled and leaned back in the chair. “Akakios isn’t easy to hide. Not with a face like that. We have dozens of angles on xer walk to your house, Isadora. We watched you drive to the Underworld after xe got there. You stopped at a temple that has some suspicious connections to gangsters that xe used to run with.”

      “It will take more than that, you know it will. You’d need to prove xe killed xer wife to prove that I helped xer. Then you’d have to prove I knew about it.”

      Her smile stretched into a grin that ran a chill down my spine. “Maybe I will have that drink.” She popped open the bottom drawer of her desk and drew out a tall bottle of whiskey and a small glass. She poured a double and threw it back. A deep sigh of relief. “I’ve been working too many nights lately. I use the stuff to relax; it’s a special reserve. Shame it’s against regs to let you have one because it's quite something.” She corked the bottle and set it just out of my reach. “Sorry, you were talking about how much I’ve got to prove. I’d let you keep running your mouth more for fun, but we’ve already got a confession.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “What good is my statement, then?”

      “I like the record to be nice and squeaky clean, Isadora. It’s important, for everyone involved, that we know exactly what went down and how we can stop it in the future. I’m willing to let you get away with a hell of a lot if you just give me a godsdamned statement explaining why you drove that piece of shit somewhere at sunrise so we can use anything you have to lock this case up airtight.” She reached over and flicked the recording device on the desk. “So give it to me.”

      I took a deep breath, in and out. I pulled on the cigarette. Luckily, my hands were steadier than I felt; I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction. “Turn off the recorder.”

      She leaned forward, placing both her hands on the desk, and gritted her teeth. “I would have really loved to have you under oath. You’re the kind of punk I love to take apart, piece by piece, until she’s just a blubbering mess. Everything about the last week is gonna go into a file somewhere. This rap is gonna hang over your head and if you even look at me wrong, I’ll make you beg for death before I’m done with you.”

      She poured and tossed back another shot. She tapped a datapad on the desk a few times. “I’ve approved your release just now. My assistant will come and get you and take you out to the street. You’re a free woman.” She regarded me for a few moments silently. “Do you want to know why I’m letting you go?”

      I stood up, straightening my jacket. “Up to you.”

      “The Akakios case is shut tight. Xe left a confession this morning and shot xerself in the face. Out on the wharf, all alone.”

      I must have looked pretty nasty for a moment; out of the corner of my eye, I caught her leaning back in her chair as if she expected me to take a swing at her.

      Then Kyrillos grabbed my arm and led me out of the room. “Come on, cheapie. Don’t try anything funny; I’d like to get home sometime tonight.”
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      As far as I was concerned, there wasn’t a good time to run into an ex-girlfriend. Especially when said ex was the sort of off-and-on situation that I was just upset enough to take a shot on.

      “Need a ride home?” She said with the same smooth tone she used to reel me in a decade ago. Leaning against the big desk at the entrance to Central, she looked the same as the day we met. Demokritos had a severe face, sort of permanently stuck in a scowl that felt out of place on such a young-looking woman. She held a pack of cigarettes out between us.

      “You sold out to Hesperos, yet?” Her purple hair bounced as it shook no. I took the pack and shrugged. “What’s it gonna cost me?”

      She put both of her hands in the air. “I come in peace, tiger. I’ve been working the crime beat all week and just happened to be here when you got out. I’m here as a friend, not a tabloid.”

      Outside—as soon as I swung into her sleek, roofless speedster—she remarked, “Not that I won’t talk shop, of course.” The car hummed to life. “This whole case stinks.”

      I shook my head and smiled; she never could control herself around me. “The Akakios case?” Demokritos nodded. “There isn’t one anymore. The Assistant Archon just finished informing me that Akakios shot xerself and left a confession. Case closed.”

      She was silent for a few seconds before saying, “That’s convenient.”

      “Hm?”

      “It’s really convenient for building a wall around this case that xe is dead. No perpetrator, no trial. No trial, no news.”

      I fixed the side of her head with a skeptical look. “A wall?”

      “Come off it, Isa,” she said, eyes on the road. “You’re smart enough to see that someone has been suppressing this case the whole time. The Archon took the day off today. The biggest piece of publicity of her career—high society murder full of sex and gossip—and she goes to relax at a spa? Why would she do that?”

      “You’re asking the wrong dick.”

      “Because someone wanted it done that way. Someone promised her something, something far more valuable than a shiny ring from some dead demigod. Someone promised her something miraculous. There’s only one person connected to this case that could make something like that happen.”

      “Hesperos,” I said.

      She looked at me and nodded before her eyes popped back to the road. “The blogs have completely given up on the story; there’s no one leaking anything about it. Not just the ones that are managed by Hesperos, to be clear. There were two days of ‘Vid artist murdered, spouse missing,’ and then, suddenly, silence. Like someone came along and made sure everyone shut their mouths. Our firm is the only one that tried, but all my sources dried up. A story like this should be the big event of the year. It’s all very convenient, like I said. For Hesperos and her family.”

      I gave her a hard stare. “How much of it do you think has been… massaged?”

      A shrug. “Maybe she just didn’t want the press. Maybe Akakios had some help killing xerself. The Peacekeepers get itchy trigger fingers sometimes, and I doubt the priests who received the body were looking for foul play.” There was a long silence. “You knew xer pretty well, yeah? Do you believe what they say happened?

      I shook my head. “I could see xer offing xerself. Xe was a miserable shit; xe hated xerself almost as much as xe hated every one of Pelagia’s friends. Xe was mean, xe knew how to twist the knife, but it was always with words. I’d even buy that xe killed her accidentally, maybe shot her in the middle of a fight. That would have made sense.”

      We let that hang in the air between us for a few minutes, until she very softly said, “A clever reporter keeps her mouth shut when someone wants it shut. She doesn’t ask stupid questions.”

      The car rolled down my street, slowly coming to a stop in front of the long steps that led to my bungalow. Demokritos shut the engine off and turned to look at me. “Alright. Thanks for letting me talk your ear off.” She gave me a shy smile and plucked a cigarette from her pocket. She took a match between her thumb and forefinger and struck the head between her fingernails. I never could get the hang of doing that. “I’m glad you aren’t a suspect.”

      “You wanna come up and have a drink?” I asked after a moment of quiet.

      The look on her face told me that Demokritos took my meaning. She sighed and looked sad. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Isa. I don’t think you do, either.”

      I shrugged. “Never said it was a good idea.”

      Her laughter filled the car; it was always so incongruent with her serious demeanor, one of the things that drew me to her in the first place. “You just got out of a five-day lockup. Your friend is gone; you should put xer to rest. Xe deserves some peace.” I nodded numbly, and she put a gentle hand on my shoulder. “I’ll come check on you in a week, alright?”

      I waved her off with one hand as I hopped out of the car. “I’m sure I’ll be neck deep in a job by then.” She gave me a hard look. “Fine, fine. Just give me a call. I know a place that serves great fish.”

      Maybe it was the taste of freedom, but it was a nice night. I made a pot of coffee and drank a cup, then poured myself another. I took it and sat on the porch; a fleet of trawlers was being offloaded along the wharf; I could see the writhing tentacles from here. Other than the Lord of Harvest’s produce, Poseidon’s fishing fleets were the only thing standing between this city and famine. Everything else on the planet wanted us dead.

      I quickly scanned the tabloids for a number of keywords: ‘Pelagia,’ ‘Akakios,’ and ‘murder.’ Some less fruitful searches, like ‘vid artist.’ The blogs picked up Pelagia’s murder around lunch the day after she died, immediately speculating that the infamously loose woman’s spouse had finally lost it and beaten her to death. There were many pictures of Pelagia looking glamorous on the arm of various high society players, none of whom were Akakios. There were layouts of the house they shared, as well as the guest house. If anyone had uploaded images from “The Grisly Scene,” as the blogs were calling it, they had already been removed by the censors. The day after her death, a few blogs uploaded security footage of me, with headlines like “Independent Detective Held for Questioning” and far more details about my personal life than I liked to be in the tabloids. I probably had one of the prowlers at the local station to blame for that, after the show I gave them.

      Then there was nothing. Whatever leaks the blogs had been getting suddenly stopped, and—starved for content—they moved on to fresher game. Object permanence wasn’t one of the tabloids’ virtues. I shut off the net and just listened to the sounds of the wharf. I burned through two cigarettes, back-to-back, before finally heading inside.

      True to xer word, I found Akakios’ ‘payment’ on my counter. A golden bangle inlaid with an intricate silver depiction of the sun and moon circling around one another. Turning it over in my hand, I recognized the very rare design immediately. It was called a Kiss of Death, said to be a favor given to a handful of Apollo’s lovers over the years. Supposedly, anyone who had received one from the Lord of the Sun died a painful and mysterious death not long after. Nearly all of these bracelets had been interred with their owners, making them one of the rarest and most valuable favors in the whole damn city. I had never been in the same room as one, let alone had one in my possession. It was the sort of thing that a wiser woman could liquidate and use to live a very peaceful, very private retirement in some secluded palace. Instead, I tucked it into my jacket pocket and planned to shove it in my work safe along with other favors that I felt too attached to.

      I slept on the couch that night, a bottle of single-malt tucked under one arm. I couldn’t put Akakios to rest yet; I didn’t yet know how to say goodbye.

      I never would.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I showered and had a decent breakfast for the first time in a week. The toast was stale and I was out of anything without alcohol to wet my throat, but it was nice to just relax for a minute in the morning. I guess the lockup really makes you appreciate the little things.

      The drive into the office was uneventful, but there was a shady character built like a bull leaning against the wall outside. She fixed me with a cybernetic glare as she pushed off and nodded at me. “Isadora, Daughter of Eudoxia?”

      I raised an eyebrow, reaching for the door. “Yeah. Who’s asking?”

      She spat on the ground and started walking toward the elevator. “Someone wants to talk to you. Don’t go nowhere.”

      I didn’t bother shouting after her, just watched her disappear down the hall. I went inside the office and opened up all the curtains to let some of Apollo’s shine in. I made a big pot of coffee, packed my pipe, and sat with my feet up on the desk. Not like I had anywhere to be; I could wait around for whatever the fuck that was all about.

      It didn’t take long for me to think about Akakios. Some of xer features had already started to fade, in my mind. That last morning I saw xer was a blur, so it was a younger and drunker Akakios who I thought of. Xe had become a sort of caricature of my memory’s invention, all white hair and exaggerated scars and a drink in either hand. Xe was the kind of friend one only saw at parties, all fluff and no substance. Like a wisp of smoke that could disintegrate with a stiff breeze.

      Except for the mystery. That was crystal clear to me. The bits of xer that made no sense—the absurd politeness and how peculiar xe was about xer drinks and the way xe judged every other human being while also thinking xe was the scum of the city—were all as thick as fog in my mind. And now, I’d probably never know half of the story of the strange, slight producer who had likely been one of the only people in Elysium I could stomach being around. Maybe that was why I took a hit to the skull that still hurt a week later. Or maybe I was just a fool being sentimental about a lush.

      After a half hour of brooding, a call came over the net at the exact moment that someone entered my little waiting room. I decided to answer the call and let my guest relax out there. The idents were blocked, but I immediately recognized the calm and controlled advocate’s voice on the other end.

      “Isadora, hello.”

      “Antipatros. I didn’t expect I’d hear from you again.”

      There was a soft chuckle on the other end of the line. “If I gave you the impression that I don’t value the satisfaction of my clients, I sincerely apologize. I am pleased to hear that they let you walk out of there without charges. Your plan to wait out their patience seems to have been the correct path.”

      “It wasn’t a plan; I’m just an asshole.”

      I could hear zer smile through the connection. “I doubt there will be any more developments to this case, but if you need my assistance with anything, feel free to connect with me. I’ve just allowed you to see my contact information.” A confirmation message pinged over the net.

      “I won’t need help, I’m sure. Akakios is dead; the Archon would have to prove the murder, then prove I helped xer, then prove I had knowledge of the crime, then prove that I knew xe was a fugitive. It’s a tall order.”

      Ze cleared zer throat. “Xe left a full confession, Isadora.”

      I shrugged, as if ze could see me, and put a cigarette in my mouth. “They’d have to prove that was authentic, too. That’s a whole lot of moving parts.”

      Ze sighed sharply, “I’m afraid I don’t have time for a legal discussion. I’m headed down to the Underworld with a rather melancholy duty to perform. I’m sure you can piece together what it is.”

      I lit the stick. “Depends who you work for, doesn’t it? You never did tell me that when you visited lockup.”

      “No, I did not. Goodbye, Isadora. My help is still available to you, but let me give you a little friendly advice: nothing in this city is safe from the winds of change. You don’t work in a very stable profession. Keep your nose clean.”

      “Or what?” I said to the empty air after ze abruptly hung up. I sat in the chair with a scowl on my face and puffed the stick a few times. I didn’t like receiving threats—veiled or otherwise—and I’d been getting them a little too often of late.

      I wiped the scowl off and opened the door that led into the outer office. A tall and slender woman sat by one of the windows, flipping through one of the print tabloids I had lying about the office. There was a hand-rolled cigarette pressed into the corner of her mouth. She wore a pristine white suit jacket over an oxblood silk shirt. A pair of sunglasses hung from the breast pocket. She had thick black curls that cascaded down to her shoulders and deep golden eyes that had an unnatural sheen to them. I was dealing with one of the Blessed, those favored by Apollo and eir sister.

      She tossed the paper onto a little table and took a drag from her stick. “The shit they tuck into these rags is garbage,” she said. “They act like they know anything about the big and the powerful, but it’s mostly just stuff made up by the nymph to add some spice to her week.”

      I crossed my arms and leaned against the secretary’s desk; I really ought to have found someone to work behind it by that point, but I was a consummate professional when it came to ignoring my own needs. “What can I do for you?”

      She looked me up and down a few times and leaned back in the chair. “I don’t really get what people say about you; you barely look like the Lord of Thunder at all.” She took another drag of her cigarette. “Did the cops smack you around much?”

      “What makes that your business?”

      “Did it happen after the Archon called Alexander?”

      “No, before.”

      She tapped her finger against the chair and regarded me with disinterest. “Must have some nice connections to be able to put some weight on the Archon.”

      I sighed. “I asked you why that’s your business. For what it’s worth, I’ve never even met the Archon. I don’t know why she’d waste a thought on someone like me.”

      She stood up suddenly and gracefully, like a big cat stretching out. She walked around the desk and peeked into my office. Apparently satisfied, she motioned for me to follow her and made herself at home. She clearly was the sort of person who acted like she owned whatever room she happened to be standing in. I shut the door behind me and sat at my desk, nodding at the client’s chair. She leaned against it with a wicked grin on her face.

      “You’re real far in the gutter,” she said. “You know that, cheapie?”

      I waited.

      “You’re small-time. How many invitations do you get a month?”

      I dug in my desk for a cigarette.

      “One, maybe two,” she said while glancing at her perfectly maintained fingernails. “Three at the most.”

      I lit the stick and took a deep breath.

      “We’re all ants in the eyes of the gods. You?” She leaned across the desk. “You’re an ant to an ant. That’s how small you are.”

      I said nothing.

      “You’re cheap stuff, Isadora. You drink with a guy and listen to xer sob stories and think you’re tough shit, but you’re just a side character. There’s nothing about you to remember. You got no substance, you got no brains, no connections, and no damn sense in your head. You don’t understand what it’s like to be one of us. To matter.” Her expression became heavier. “You don’t get us.”

      She reached across the desk and flicked me in the forehead with casual contempt. It wasn’t hard enough to hurt, just something to let me know where we both stood. When I didn’t react, even to that, she sat down in the chair and leaned on the desk. Her eyes gleamed, but it was a cold gleam, like the glare on a field of snow.

      “Know who I am, cheapie?”

      “You’re Kassandros. Your girls call you Kass. You run a bunch of pleasure houses across the city.”

      “You know how I got to be so big and powerful?”

      I shrugged. “Sex sells.”

      She laughed and took a solid gold cigarette case out of her pocket. From it she drew another hand-rolled stick and lit it, then she placed the case on my desk. She blew smoke at me casually.

      “I’m a big bad woman, Isadora. I collect favors like it's my full-time job, and I don’t just let them sit around. I have connections in the courts of each of the Twelve; even in the Underworld, they know my name. I got a beautiful wife with an empty head and two kids who are gonna be in the agoge in a few years. I got a butler, a cook, two drivers, four maids, and a little dog that’s worth more than your life. Everywhere I go, I’m the hottest woman in the room. I get the best of everything: the best food, the best drinks, and the best seat in the banquet. I’ve got seven cars I’ve never even been in. What the fuck do you have?”

      I thought for a few moments. “I got a place down by the wharf. It’s pretty cozy.”

      “No woman?”

      I shook my head. “I live a simple life.”

      She shook her head. “Fuck, how cheap can a dick get?”

      “You wanna tell me what you want or is it just gonna be insults?”

      She killed the cigarette on my desk, half-smoked, and lit another. She leaned back in the chair.

      “There were three of us on the deck of the trawler that night,” she started. She was finally saying something; my expression didn’t change, but I started paying attention. “People seem to think that because the Colossi can’t swim, it’s all sunshine and roses out on the waves. It’s not. It’s cold as fuck, even through the suits, and there’s always seven different things near the boat just hoping you fall in. Further out, the waves become massive, and you pray to all twelve of the gods that the tether keeping you on the ship doesn’t snap. It was calm that night, though; the three of us—Akakios, me, and Antigonos—were fucking around with each other like bored sailors do. I thought it’d be funny to give Antigonos a little scare and jerked on her tether. When she jumped from fright, she knocked me off the side of the boat. My tether held, but something had already grabbed hold of my leg.” She visibly shivered, her eyes distant. “There’s a lot of dark things down there. I was done for, but Akakios? Akakios didn’t even hesitate; xe unhooked xerself and dove into the water with a knife in xer hand. Whatever had my leg let go, and there was a lot of thrashing and black blood. When Antigonos and I pulled xer out of the drink, whatever it was had torn half xer face off, and xe was babbling like a madwoman. We got xer back into clean atmo and got xer back to shore, but a bunch of priests disappeared with xer from there.”

      She stopped talking and focused her gleaming eyes on me again.

      “Thanks for telling me,” I said calmly.

      “You take a good beating, Isadora. You’re alright by me. Antigonos and I have been talking, and we’ve decided that what Akakios went through would have fucked up anyone’s head a little. For a long time, we both assumed that xe died that night. We quit the docks and became big shots, and we used that influence to find out where xe was buried. Except xe was still alive, although quite a bit worse for the wear. Xe had saved my life, and all xe got out of it was a fucked-up face, bleach white hair, and a whole lot of nightmares. When we found xer, xe was in the gutter with a bottle. I cleaned xer up and put xer to work, even introduced xer to a lovely young starlet. Xe rode high for a few years, but something was eating away at xer. Xe left her at the altar, crawled back into the bottle, and then xe married her out of nowhere. She gets dead. Antigonos and I can’t do a damn thing for xer, though; xe doesn’t come to us for help. When xe finally gets into a real jam, xe calls up some cheap fuck, the sort of weak stuff that the cops can push around. Now Akakios is dead, without telling me goodbye, without letting Antigonos pay xer back for what xe did. I would have done anything for Akakios without a second thought, but xe went to you. It pisses me off. A cheapie, someone the cops can push around.”

      “They push around whoever they want to. They’re cops.”

      A muscle in her cheek twitched. “This is the only warning you’ll get, cheapie. You don’t trade on this case, ever. I don’t want a single piece of publicity out of you. Akakios is dead; xe deserves the peace. Xe has suffered enough. Let it rest.”

      “A tough with a heart of gold,” I said with a smirk. “You gotta be kidding me.”

      She stood up and drew a pair of oxblood gloves from her pocket. “Watch it, cheapie. I don’t argue with people; I tell them what I want them to do and they do it. Find yourself some other meal ticket; the case is dead.”

      “I’m not looking for publicity and nobody has offered me any. Why would they?”

      She fixed me with a hard glare. “Don’t fuck with me, Isadora. You don’t get held up in Central for a week and then walk free because you have a winning smile. Someone got to you and I got a few ideas who it was. I don’t care, though: this case is closed.” She turned to leave.

      “Even if xe didn’t kill xer wife?” I asked.

      Kassandros froze for a second before turning back to me. “That doesn’t make any sense, cheapie. If it did make sense, though, then this is what Akakios wanted. Closed. That’s how it stays.”

      I didn’t respond. After a few moments, she smiled. “Tough shit, that Isadora. Let me skip my way into her office and walk all over her. She gets hired for trinkets and gets pushed around by whoever steps in her door. Got no prospects, no family, no nothing. I’ll see you around, cheapie.”

      I was tired. I slowly reached for the cigarette case on the desk and stood. “You forgot this,” I said as I walked around the desk.

      “Keep it, I got plenty,” she said.

      When I was near enough, I held it out. She reached for it with disinterest. “How about one of these?” I asked as I hit her as hard as I could in the stomach. She doubled over and coughed violently. She coughed and coughed. With her face drenched in sweat and with great effort, she straightened her body so that we were again on the same level. I reached up and slowly ran a finger along her jaw; she held perfectly still for it.

      “I didn’t think you had that in you, cheapie,” she said.

      I kicked the gold cigarette case to one side and walked back to my desk. “Next time you call me cheapie, you better have a gun on you.”

      “I got a girl who carries my gun for me, cheapie.”

      “Bring her with you, then.” I smiled and sat at the desk. “It took me a little bit to figure out what your malfunction was, Kassandros. Why is some upper-crust mover going through all the trouble to come down into the gutter and hassle me like this? Then I realized: you’re only a big fish when you’re down here. You get the best meals in the house because you surround yourself with sycophants. You’re play-acting at godhood, and you’ve started to believe your own hype.”

      She winced as she gingerly pressed her fingers against her belly. “You know, you run your mouth too much.” She turned and opened the door. Outside, the same giant woman from the morning was standing there with her arms crossed. She’d lost the heavy jacket and wore two mean-looking ballistic pistols under her arms. Kassandros nodded her head, and her girl ducked into the office and glowered.

      Kassandros pointed at me with the gloves. “Get a good look,” she said. “Make sure you know her face. You might have business with her sometime soon.”

      “I saw her, boss,” said the tough with the same hard tone they all took. “She wouldn’t bother me.”

      “Keep your guard up,” Kassandros said with a grin, the gleam in her eye a little brighter than before. “She’s got a nasty fist.”

      Irene just sneered. Kassandros shrugged and walked out the door. “So long, cheapie,” she said. Then she was gone.

      “I’ll see you around,” Irene told me. “My name is Irene. Don’t forget it.”

      I waved a hand dismissively from the desk. She sneered at me for a moment longer and then followed her boss out into the hall. I heard the door to the outer office click shut behind them. I got up and locked both office doors before sitting in the most comfortable chair in my waiting room.

      I spent a little time trying to puzzle out why a fairly important flesh peddler like Kassandros would think it worth her time to warn me to keep my nose clean a few minutes after Antipatros had just gotten done telling me the same thing. When I got nowhere with that, I gave in to a stupid impulse and put in a call to Antigonos. Ze let it go to message, so I hung up.

      I didn’t actually think I’d get anywhere with zer but figured it was worth the risk: ze was too far away to hit me, after all.
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      Driving home, a call came over the net for me. I let the Phaeton’s auto-drive take over and checked the idents: a ‘public image specialist’ working in the art world. Of all the sorts of people in Elysium that I couldn’t stand to be around, the kind of sweet talking, empty-worded fucks who worked in image management were some of the most annoying. Their ability to string together impressively long sentences without saying anything of substance pissed me off.

      “Hello, Isadora. My name is Thaïs. I have been led to believe that you are excellent at what you do. I have need of someone with your particular set of abilities.”

      “What can I do for you tonight?”

      “I was perhaps hoping that we could meet in person to discuss the particulars. My clients desire a measure of… discretion.”

      There was a feeling in my gut that told me I should tell them to eat it so I could take the week off. Instead, I grumbled, “I’ve already left for the night, why don’t we meet for lunch tomorrow? There’s a nice place down the street from my office. Arete will treat us well.”

      Thaïs clicked their tongue on the other end of the call. By their tone, they were pleased. “That sounds splendid, thank you. I am sure we can come to a satisfactory arrangement for all parties. Of course, we will compensate you for your time either way.”

      “Thank you, but that won’t be necessary. I don’t charge for the consultation.” I bit my lip for a second, digging around in the console for a cigarette. “If you don’t mind me asking, did someone recommend my services to you? We don’t get a lot of you folks slumming it down here in the gutter.”

      Their tone became pensive. “My client asked for you, in particular, because of the recent ugliness regarding your compatriot, Akakios—not that this has anything to do with that situation. I did my research; my contacts tell me that you have a reputation for being fair-minded and talented in solving complex problems.”

      “Are you sure you want to do business with someone who just spent time in lock-up?”

      They laughed lightly on the other end, tinkling like bells. “As far as I am concerned, Isadora, that is a mark of high esteem. Not the time you have spent in ‘lock-up’, as you put it, but your loyalty to your clients and friends. Trust is a thing that is earned, after all.”

      I had enough of empty pleasantness for one night. “Alright, Thaïs. I’ll be there tomorrow. Have a good night.” I ended the call.

      I couldn’t help but wonder who the client could be, someone familiar with me but important enough to need an ‘image consultant’. Maybe Antipatros had put in a good word for me, if ze was Thaïs’ mystery contact. I tried calling zer, but zer contact ident only pinged back that the call was received.

      I let the autodrive carry me home, burning through three cigarettes as I brooded. There were a lot of unanswered questions floating around in my skull and no matter which way I arranged them, they stayed unanswered. Why would someone like Mother Hesperos want to keep a lid on the murder of one of her daughters? Antipatros made sense—every high society ghoul had an army of advocates like zer on retainer—but why would Hesperos be working through a street thug like Kassandros? I was still pretty sure that Akakios didn’t kill Pelagia, but that was a whole other set of unanswered questions. If Akakios didn’t kill her, then who did? And why would her mother be protecting them? Then there were the cops: I didn’t have the best opinion of the Peacekeepers, but it was strange how quickly they rolled over for whatever powers wanted this whole thing quieted down.

      The Phaeton came to a rest at the steps of my home and I shoved my brooding mind back into its box. Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough, I thought. Maybe a new case would distract me and give me a new mystery to bury the unsolvable.

      As if I were being mocked by the divine, I found a sealed black envelope in front of my door. It was addressed in golden lettering simply to “Isadora”. I checked the doors and windows and found no evidence of an intruder. It didn’t ease my frustration. There was a reason I liked living in a small bungalow overlooking the wharf that is up multiple flights of stairs: I didn’t like visitors.

      It took me a few minutes to check around the place, just to be sure that I was alone, but I soon settled down in the breakfast nook with a pack of cigarettes, a bottle of gin, and the strange envelope. I spent one shot and half of the first cigarette considering whether I should open it, but that was a losing fight from the bell. I sliced it open and drew out a folded sheet of thick paper; it was the sort that some of the more austere priesthoods used to record esoteric truths not meant for mortal eyes.

      It was not signed, but I knew who it was from.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Isadora.

        If you’re reading this, I am dead. You probably already know that. I’ve ensured that a priest will transfer these ramblings to you in written form if I should die, so you can’t hear how shit I sound right now. If you see any dodgy grammar, you can lay that squarely on the young acolyte’s shoulders. Sorry, that was uncalled for. I’m certain ze will do zer best. I’ve told zer exactly where the bungalow is, I’m sorry for that. I know you like your privacy, I just never was a good friend.

        I’m sitting in the penthouse suite of the shittiest fuckhouse in the Underworld. It’s not as bad as Pelagia’s friends would assume, but I can’t lie that I feel somewhat out of place hiding out in the kind of hole-in-the-wall where a miner gets fingered for the first time by a burly girl dressed like a pilot. I’ve been assured I can stay here as long as I want, but I know I don’t have much longer.

        Out my window and across the street there have been three people who never all leave. They each look a little like you, if you were about twice as mean and half as gentle. They try to pretend they aren’t watching the penthouse, but I’ve caught them enough times having a long gander. The one time I tried to leave, all three of them walked towards me so I came back inside. As long as I don’t leave this place, they just sit there and chat and glance my way every five minutes.

        I’m sorry about everything. I hope the trinket I left for you can in some way make up for all the trouble I’ve brought you. You were right to walk out on me that day. I’ve always told you I was rotten and I guess this is just another case of the same. I am sure that by now you have made up your mind about whether or not I killed her. I’m not going to sully that by trying to convince you of anything, but I didn’t lie to you once that night.

        I’ve recorded a confession that I will leave on the desk here. It should get you out of Central and clear your name, but that’s not why I did it. Pelagia’s mother and her sisters have never offended me and I can’t live with the idea that they would be plagued by a drawn out circus in the tabloids. They want to live quiet lives and I respect that. Maybe more people should live like they do.

        Pelagia was an empty, selfish, vain bitch, Isadora. I loved her but I didn’t like her, anything that we had was lost before you and I ever crossed paths. I have my excuses, but in my heart I don’t know why we went through with the marriage in the first place. Maybe it was a passing fancy, for her. She always gave in to passing fancies.

        I feel a little sick to my stomach, truth be told. I’m scared out of my wits. Sure, you watch these sorts of things play out in crime dramas, but when it happens to you? It’s not sexy. It’s not exciting. Now that I’m here, with a gun in my pocket and cornered in the guts of the city with only the one way out of this place? It’s shit, Isadora. I wouldn’t wish it on a single one of her shitty friends.

        Anyway, here’s what I want you to do: I want you to make a cup of coffee for me, black with a slug of whiskey. Light a cigarette and set it down with the cup and let it burn down. Drink me a eutych down at Timaios’, for old time’s sake. Then I want you to forget about me, alright? Forget about Pelagia and everything that’s happened. You deserve a better life.

        Someone is knocking on the door. It’s either my food or it's someone with a gun. Either way, that’s it. Goodbye, Isa. Thank you, for everything.
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        * * *

      

      And that was it. I read it again and then returned the letter to the envelope and left it by the door. I would lock it in my safe at the office tomorrow, next to every other thing I didn’t care to look at but couldn’t bear to get rid of. I went into the kitchen and I made two cups of coffee. I added whiskey to both cups, but sugar and cream only to mine. I lit a cigarette for xer and set it in the lip of the ashtray. I smoked my own and drank my cup and watched the steam rise off the other one. I lit another cigarette and finished it about the time that Akakios’burned itself out.

      I emptied the ashtray into the waste. I dumped out xer cup and cleaned it and set it out to dry. I paced the bungalow, burning through the rest of the pack of cigarettes by midnight. I listened to music, some experimental stuff that was popular in the art scene, but I shut it off when it started to give me a headache. I listened to the trawlers unloading outside for a while. I thought about the things in the water that had scarred Akakios.

      I did absolutely everything I could think to do but sleep. It’s a rare thing for me. Were it not for the appointment I had with the very nice image consultant at my favorite fish place, I would have listened to the little voice that told me to drain a bottle of whiskey and sleep for a week. That’s why I needed the distraction of a new case.

      I should have drained the bottle.
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      Half an hour until noon I was sitting in my usual booth at Arete’s. My back was against the wall giving me a perfect view of most of the dining room, including the two entrances. If anyone came or went from this place, I would see them. Arete’s wasn’t ever very busy—that’s one of the things I loved about it—and that morning wasn’t out of the ordinary. There was a trio of students from the agoge, mildly buzzed and joking about romantic conquests a little too loudly as Arete brought a stream of fried fish to their table. By the door sat a young couple, giggling quietly over a shared dessert. At the short bar there was an old sailor, another regular whose name I’d never bothered to ask; both of us hewed to the unspoken rules of the bottle and left each other alone. I wondered what her story was.

      Arete passed by and nodded at my half empty glass of cider. I waved her off, not wanting to lose my wits before this highly-connected image consultant had even arrived. I checked the time with a sigh, deciding to give them another ten minutes before I left. I was a patient woman if I wanted to be, but I knew that the number one rule of managing a client is that one absolutely never lets them dictate the schedule.

      That was when a creature of divinity walked in the door. The whole place went quiet; the agoge trio’s jaws were on the floor, the sailor had spun on her stool, even Arete stood stunned as the woman glanced about the room.

      The first thing my mind captured about her was her height. She was easily two meters tall, dressed in a long and flowing white dress. A sheer veil covered her face, but there were hints of supple skin and an angular jaw. Her hair was platinum, shimmering with a light of its own and flowing down to her waist. Her eyes were golden and piercing. As the woman reached the first table, Arete stumbled across the room and pulled a chair out for her, something I had never seen her do before. The woman calmly removed her glittering gloves—revealing soft golden-brown hands with silver painted nails—before leaning forward and saying something to Arete. I watched the old woman nod enthusiastically and bow, another thing I had never before seen.

      I stared at the divine woman. She caught me staring. For a brief eternity, she held my gaze. Then she tilted her head and I ceased to exist to her and her eyes continued across the room. I struggled to breathe.

      There were all sorts of blondes in Elysium. There was the short and sweet blonde with thick curls who laughed at all your jokes. She’d make sure your drink was always full and she always wanted to party for a little too long and once you got her home—if she let you take her home—she had a headache and just wanted to snuggle. You took her out the next week but she laughed a little less and seemed a little more distracted. She’d never break your heart, though; she’d just keep having headaches until you couldn’t stand the waiting any longer and walked out the door.

      There was the big and broad sort of blonde who kept her hair in a tight braid so it was out of her way. She worked in the mines and she was good at her job. She’d take you to a fight and show you the best street food in the city. She was reliable, she was excitable, and she liked the same kind of music you did. She’d even fuck you until you’d see stars. Don’t breathe a word about commitment, though, or you’d never see her face again.

      There was the flashy blonde with the big hair who worked in entertainment. She’d told you what she did, but you can’t remember if it was sing or dance or act or all three, and she didn’t really care to correct you. She wanted to party and she wanted to fuck and she wanted a whole lot of people to watch while she did it. She was an animal that you’d hitch yourself to and you’d hang on for dear life as she dragged you through the most fun you’d ever have. It couldn’t last, though, because she burned out like all the brightest stars did, and if you weren’t careful, she’d take you with her.

      The mousy blonde who worked in lichen was an underrated girl, with her too-big glasses and her tiny voice. She insisted she was just too busy at work to date but really she was already in love with you and desperately waiting for you to make the first move. When you finally got her in your bed, she was an absolute freak and no matter what you did, you wouldn’t ever be enough for her.

      Finally, there was the elegant blonde, the high society woman who had felt the touch of one of the Lords. She shined and gleamed and when she married it was as much to please her social circle as it was to please herself. She was cold and distant and her face never aged a day but she’d be your meal ticket if you could just keep your damn mouth shut.

      The divine woman—sitting across the dining room from me as she glanced at a menu with disinterest—was none of these. She was unique, something unknown and unknowable, both sacred and profane. I thought several blasphemous thoughts. I was still staring at her when I felt a slender hand on my arm and a voice in my ear.

      “I am terribly late and I am terribly sorry. Please, excuse me, but this is to blame. You are Isadora, yes?”

      I turned my head and gave them a long hard look. They were remarkably unremarkable, without blemish or distinguishing features of any sort. They were average height and had short-cropped brown hair so light it threatened to be blonde. The suit they wore was ill-fitting for their frame, but it was finely tailored. I wondered if maybe that was the fashion in whatever ivory tower they came from. They gently patted the data pad in their hands, presumably to indicate the ‘this’. I motioned for them to sit across from me.

      “Dozens of scans, all from a nearby art school,” they said as they slid into the booth. “It would be awfully embarrassing if I somehow lost this datapad before I had the chance to go through and reject each piece.” They waved a hand at Arete just as she set a cocktail in front of the divine woman. “I have a terrible thirst for gin and orange. You will join me, yes?”

      I nodded and Arete disappeared behind the bar. I pointed at the datapad and said, “You already know you’ll reject them?”

      They chuckled and bobbed their head gently. “I know, it sounds incredibly cold, but the simple truth is that a firm like ours cannot represent every artist in the city. Every artist is different, but all of them are difficult to manage. It’s only those who truly have talent that are worth the trouble of cleaning up after. It’s important to weed out those who aren't, and I know none of these will make the cut.”

      Arete returned with the drinks. I thanked her as Thaïs took a greedy gulp from their glass. I clicked my tongue before asking, “If you already know you’ll reject them, why sort through them?”

      They shrugged and sat back in the booth. Their eyes never left mine. “In part, it is a sense of professionalism. There’s also a one-in-thousands chance that one of these young ladies is much better than one would think. Everyone in this business is searching for the next star. Really, though, I’m just a polite person and sometimes I’m at a cocktail party late at night and someone nice slips me a datapad. I’m not going to make a scene, am I? No, I take it home and scroll through thirty paintings of the Lord of Desire before falling asleep at my desk. I suppose it's what I think is right to do.”

      I took a small sip of my drink. It wasn’t half bad, but I preferred the sour of a eutych. The divine woman had emptied hers and was glancing at a tiny timepiece on her wrist. I studied Thaïs for a few moments; they had not once noticed the woman. A consummate professional, focused on the business. “If it was for a job, I could look at a couple of paintings.”

      They smiled at me. “Do you appreciate art, Isadora?”

      I wobbled my head back and forth. “I don’t hate it, that's all. I can appreciate the classics I’ve seen.”

      Thaïs took a much smaller nip off their drink. “What about the painter Theophanes?” When my expression remained blank, they added, “I suppose not. Ze swims in more experimental, expressionist forms than the classics. It’s not the sort of thing the general public consumes, but it is very popular amongst the right set.”

      The place was gaining a few more patrons. The agoge trio was fully drunk now. The sailor at the bar was chatting with two other regulars. “Does this painter have something to do with the job you have for me?”

      They sighed and dipped their head a few times. “Would you tell me about yourself, Isadora? I understand if you don’t feel comfortable.”

      “There’s not a lot to tell, Thaïs.” I swirled the dregs of my drink for a few moments. “I’m an investigator who works for herself. People need things to be found, sometimes I find them. Sometimes a client wants me to rough someone up, and if they can convince me, I’ll do it. I read the tabloids, but that’s more of a morbid hobby than a passion. I’m single, no kids. I prefer it that way. I like to watch the fights, but I don't like to be in them. I work with the Peacekeepers if it serves my clients, and I tell them to eat my ass if it doesn’t.”

      Thaïs nodded along patiently as I spoke, then said, “That doesn’t tell me what I wanted to know, unfortunately.”

      I tossed back the rest of the gin and orange. I didn’t care for the flavor. “I left out one thing, I suppose. I’m carrying a Kiss of Death with me.”

      They tilted their head. “I’m not sure I under⁠—”

      “A Kiss of Death. Nifty little bangle bracelet, not the kind of thing I’d wear around but I’m holding onto it for some good luck.”

      Their eyes got wide and they leaned forward, their voice conspiratorial. “Is that safe to do?”

      I grinned. “Afraid of some curse, Thaïs?” I shrugged and placed the glass on the table. “If a Lord wanted me dead, I’d be dead. Carrying around some jewelry isn’t going to change their mind.”

      They grinned back and shook their head, waving for Arete. “Of course, you’re right. I think I like you, Isadora. I believe we can work something out.”

      Once they had ordered more drinks for us—gin and orange, still—they leaned forward again and spoke low. “My firm is in some measure of trouble with Theophanes, at the moment. You see, ze is struggling to produce the pieces that ze has promised. Ze is losing zer grip on reality, embarking on long and tempestuous periods of vicious drinking. Ze produces art in that state, but it is utter tripe, completely unintelligible. If even one of them were presented to a lord, we’d all be tossed outside the dome. Afterward, ze disappears for days on end, during which even zer wife is unaware of zer location. Not long ago, ze threw zer wife off their balcony and put her in the clinic. From speaking to Nympha—the wife, you see—she says there are no usual marriage struggles between them. Ze just goes crazy when ze drinks too hard and ze can’t stop falling into the bottle.”

      They leaned back and sighed. “We need zer work done. We need these pieces, Isadora. In some senses, my entire life depends on it. There’s more to it, though. Theophanes is capable of so, so much more than this. Ze could be the greatest artist in history, but something is very wrong. I know this all sounds like the sort of thing one solves with a clinician, but Nympha disagrees. The two of them only married a few years ago, and Theophanes is well past fifty. She believes something from zer past is worrying zer to death. Something ze did that threatens to become… exposed. We do not know what that thing is, but we need to know. We cannot protect zer image if we do not know what it is ze did. And, meanwhile, we would like for Nympha to have some protection. Everyone was lucky she wasn't hurt more the last time.”

      Arete brought us the drinks. Mine went untouched; I lit a cigarette and watched as Thaïs took a big gulp.

      “I really don’t see how I can help,” I started. “If I happened to be there at the right moment—assuming I can handle zer in a scuffle—the best I could do is knock zer out and put zer to bed.”

      Thaïs looked me up and down. “You could handle zer, easily. We would want you there all the time, and we would make it well worth your while.”

      I shook my head. “Drunks are clever, Thaïs. Ze could just wait until I wasn’t around to hit the bottle. I’m a detective, not a nurse.”

      They sighed again and sipped their drink. “Ze isn’t the sort to accept a nurse. Ze doesn’t want help. Ze is very talented but has become unmoored from zer stability. We simply want you to be that stabilizing force.”

      “Ze sounds like a real keeper,” I said, exasperated. “Theophanes: talented, sharp, wonderful. Also, ze is so dangerous zer wife can’t be in the same room. Ze is full of guilt and drowns it with whiskey. You should be praying to King Zeus for help, Thaïs. It’s not my sort of job.”

      I looked past them at the divine woman. She was getting ready to leave, speaking with Arete. She patted Arete’s hand and the older woman looked like she’d just been touched by one of the Twelve. Arete moved the table out for her while she checked her lips in a small mirror.

      “Look,” I said as I looked back at Thaïs. “I’ll go meet zer, if you want me to. I’ll talk to the wife. My guess is that ze will kick me out on my ass.”

      A voice that was not Theophanes spoke up, “On the contrary, Isadora, I think ze would appreciate your forthrightness.”

      I turned my head and looked into the glowing, golden eyes of the divine woman. She was standing beside the next booth over, a few meters from us. I started to get up, bending myself to get out of the booth.

      “No, no, don’t get up for me,” she said in a voice that made my knees weak. “I apologize for the deceptions, but I wanted to observe you unnoticed before I introduced myself. I am Nympha, Theophanes’ wife.”

      “She’s not interested, Nympha,” Thaïs said as the woman sat at the table.

      She smiled at me. “I don’t think that’s true, Thaïs.”

      I was still half-standing, my jaw on the floor and my breathing heavy and labored. This woman was paralytic from this distance. With a quick shake of my head, I tried to pull myself together. “It isn’t that I’m not interested; I just don’t know that I can do you any good, ma’am. Having me there could make Theophanes worse, for all I know.”

      Her smile faded from her face. “You’ve got no way of knowing that yet, Isadora. You’ve made your conclusions about my spouse without even having met zer. You cannot judge zer by what ze has done at zer worst, you must judge zer by what ze is.”

      I nodded but I wasn’t all there; she spoke the same sort of words I’d said to myself about Akakios for years. On paper, xe wasn’t worth much. The facts didn’t tell the whole story, though. Xe was the sort of friend it was impossible to dislike for long. Xe was the best company I had for most of my life. Xe was the only one I told everything to.

      Nympha stood and bowed her head slightly at me. “Goodbye, Isadora, and thank you for hearing me out. I will send you my idents, so you can contact us if you change your mind.”

      She nodded to Thaïs and walked away. We both sat there and watched her walk to the door and out onto the street. I waited as she passed by each of the floor-to-ceiling windows. The last thing I saw was the hem of her white dress flowing behind her, out of sight. I let out my breath—possibly for the first time in minutes—and reached for my drink.

      I took a quick sip and looked back at Thaïs. “You should have looked at her. At least twice would have done the trick. A woman looking like that doesn’t sit across the room without you noticing, unless you happen to know her.”

      They were trying to smile, but I could tell that they really didn’t want to. They didn’t like the way I had watched her go. “Foolish of me, I suppose. The crime dramas give such a quaint idea of people in your profession, Isadora. I have clearly underestimated the real thing.”

      “Make it the last time and I’ll let it slide.” I grinned wickedly at them. “Next time, though, make the story more believable. There’s no world in which you’d convince me someone would chuck a gal like that out a window.”

      They turned bright red and tightened their grip on the datapad. “Why would I lie?”

      I shrugged. “Not sure, yet. Maybe you want me to think she’s damaged goods, so you are clear to make your own move on her.”

      They stood up suddenly. “Forget we ever had this meeting, Isadora. You are right: you would likely only make things worse.” They threw a golden ring on the table. “This ought to be compensation enough for your time. I assume that’s all you care about.”

      They took several steps away from the booth, then turned. Their face was still red. “I’m married,” they said.

      I dismissed them with a wave. “Everyone in this city is, Thaïs.”

      They made a small squeak. Then they turned and they went. I didn’t watch them past the front doors; I just finished the rest of my drink then stuck a cigarette in my mouth and lit it. Arete walked up to the table and raised an eyebrow at the ring. I just shrugged at her.

      “They said it was for you,” I said as I stood up. I eyed the sailor still sitting at the bar and made a choice. “Sorry, by the way.”

      Arete had the ring in her hand, inspecting the filigree. “Hm?” she asked without looking up at me.

      I didn’t answer. Instead I walked straight to the sailor and slapped the back of her head, a little harder than just getting her attention. Her drink splashed across the bar and she turned as I kept walking toward the door. I was taking my jacket off.

      “I’ll be in the alley,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up a few hours later—sprawled out on the alley pavement between two waste receptacles—to Detective-Sergeant Lycas gently nudging my foot. My jaw was singing; the sailor was fortunate that Captain Alexander had softened me up a week earlier, because her left hook was the last thing I remembered. I groaned and started to sit up.

      “Oh good, you aren’t dead yet,” Lycas said with an annoyingly smug tone. Fae knelt next to me. “How did the other gal fare?”

      I tried to shrug but my muscles were made of lead. “I gave her a few things to think about. She just got lucky with the last swing.” Fae dragged me to my feet a bit too early and I started to falter, leaning on faer arm.

      My head was a cacophony of pain. “Come on, I’ll get you home,” Lycas said as fae led me out of the alleyway and into faer cruiser. I couldn’t do much more than hope no one saw me getting picked up; the last thing my reputation needed was some stills of me getting cozy with a stiff.

      The purr of the prowler car might have put me to sleep in that state, but then Lycas said, “I thought you should know, they interred xer ashes in an Underworld temple, one of the communal pits. Some advocate from the family came to oversee the process and formally rejected the remains.” I made a face at faem. “Akakios, sorry. No one came to claim xer ashes, so the priests took care of the remains. As far as I know, you’re the only friend xe had. I thought you should know.”

      I nodded my head slowly. “How’d xe die?”

      Fae sighed, but continued, “Gunshot, under the chin. One of those thermals the brass carries around. It was more than enough.”

      I chewed on my lip and watched the city lights flying by. My headache was starting to dull. “Well, xe will not be any help, then.”

      Lycas screwed faer face up. “Hm?”

      I shrugged. “For all we know, xe was the only witness to whoever beat Pelagia’s face in. Puts me at square one finding out who killed Pelagia.”

      Fae groaned audibly as fae turned down the street my office was on. “For fuck’s sake, Isa, xe left a full confession. We know who killed her.”

      I sat quietly until the car had stopped. “Thanks for the ride, sergeant. I’m sure I’ll see you around more than I’d like to.”

      The look on faer face was a mix of concern and annoyance. “Isadora, if you have any fucking sense in your head, you’ll let this die. The case is closed, which is good for you, because otherwise you’d be facing a lot of questions about your involvement. I’ve been working for the Peacekeepers for three decades and I can tell you this: it isn’t the thing you do that you go down for. It’s the things the Archon pins on you after the fact.” Fae fixed faer hard gaze on me for a few moments. “Keep your shit together and keep your head down, Isa. I don’t dislike you.”

      I stood on the path and watched as the cruiser retreated down the street. I knew fae meant well, even back then. The thing is, I was as stubborn as a woman could be. When someone tried to get tough with me, told me they knew what’s good for me, it just drew my focus that much harder.

      All of the worst things about my life I did to myself.
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      My jaw was still sore the next day, but it was a dull affair. Nothing to play hooky over, at the very least. Before I’d had a chance to finish my coffee, I got a call from the image consultant. Thaïs had time to smooth their feathers over and wanted to apologize for their ‘terribly imprudent’ behavior. The conversation quickly circled back around to Theophanes.

      “Have you reconsidered our offer at all?” they asked with uncharacteristic bluntness.

      “If ze wants me to help, ze can ask me. I’m not going to insert myself in someone’s life so that zer minders can keep better track of zer.”

      “I can assure you, there would be an immense bonus⁠—”

      “Thaïs, I respect what you have to do. I really do. The thing is, there’s no way for you to circumvent whatever it’s gonna take for Theophanes to make peace with whatever is tormenting zer. If Nympha feels unsafe, she can move out. There’s plenty of places for a smoking piece like her to find shelter in this city. You want me to find out what happened, but then what? The thing is in zer past. The drinking, the anger, the fact that ze can’t finish your paintings; all of that is up to Theophanes and no one else. Ze has to change it. It’s not something you can hire me to do.”

      “The latter things follow the former; it’s all one issue,” they said with a sigh. “I understand your point, though. I suppose managing someone like this is a gentler act than your sort of operation is built for. Thank you for your time, Isadora, and I am sorry we could not do more business.”

      “Me, too. Have a nice life, Thaïs,” I said, and ended the call.

      The rest of my morning was routine. I made myself breakfast—eggs on rice, a little too much sweet sauce—and read the morning tabloids seated in the nook. I smoked a cigarette on my stoop and listened to the water lap at the wharf. I weighed the merits of just going back to bed and then I went inside and dressed for work. I sat in my front room and lit another cigarette—debating between driving myself to the office and taking the transit—when the front door chimed to let me know I had a visitor. I swung the door open to find a pair of beautiful golden eyes staring back at me. She was dressed simply in a white peplos. A sun-colored rope was tied around her waist and her platinum hair was tied up with a similarly-hued ribbon. Her smile was shy.

      “I hope you’ll forgive me for coming here unannounced,” Nympha said as she slid past me into the front room. “I did not want to talk about my personal life over the net and I worry your office might be watched by the gossips.”

      I shrugged and closed the door behind her. “Come on in, Nympha,” I said as she sat on my ottoman and placed her purse in her lap. She was very prim and she looked at nothing in the room but me. I opened the shades and picked the dirty ashtray off the coffee table. “Would you care for a cup of coffee?”

      “Yes, please, thank you. Black, please. No sugars.”

      I went into the other room and dug around for a presentable mug. I wasn’t satisfied with what I found, but I arranged two of my best on a small silver tray I’d never used before, filled them both and carried the tray into the other room.

      I watched as she politely took a sip. “You make good coffee, Isadora. This is quite nice.”

      “Please, call me Isa.” I bowed my head slightly. “It’s strange, the last time I made coffee for anyone was just before I was locked up. You would have heard about that, I’m sure.”

      She nodded. “Yes. You were suspected of helping xer escape afterward, right?”

      I shook my head. “They never said what they suspected me of. They knew that xe had called me and that xe would have come here. They asked me questions that I refused to answer, mostly because I didn’t like the people asking them.”

      Nympha set her cup down carefully on the coffee table and smiled at me. I offered her a cigarette.

      “No, thank you, I don’t smoke.” She glanced at her purse for a moment. “Pelagia’s estate was only a few houses down from where we live. I never met them, but Theo did once or twice. She was a popular hostess.” She shivered and met my eyes again. “I heard about what xe did. Akakios didn’t sound like that kind of person at all.”

      I lit my own cigarette and leaned back. “People can surprise you, especially deep in their drink. Xe was wounded when xe was young; it messed with xer head. It doesn’t matter, though. What’s done is done and Akakios is dead for it. I assume this isn’t why you came to my home early in the morning, though.”

      She shook her head, but pressed on, “Xe was your friend, Isa. I want to know your opinion of the whole thing. You seem like a determined woman who knows how to see the whole picture.”

      I took a long drag of the cigarette and just studied her. Unadorned as she was, she reminded me of nothing more than one of Lord Demeter’s daughters, of an artificial innocence that waited to be protected. Or broken.

      “My opinion is as meaningless as yours, Nympha. Every day something senseless happens in this city. Sweet old women are discovered poisoning their grandkids. People are found dead in their lover’s bed all the time, usually with the lover standing over their bodies. Priests are caught sneaking the best offerings for themselves. Not even renowned painters are immune from the urge to drink and put their wives off the balcony. Most of us barely understand how our own minds work, let alone our closest friends’.”

      I expected that jab to put her off balance, but she only quirked one side of her mouth a little. “Thaïs should not have told you that,” she said. “The tabloids got the story all wrong, anyway. It was entirely my own fault. I put myself between zer and the edge and tried to calm zer down. I now know that the thing you can never do with a drunk is try to stop them. You probably know that very well.”

      “You certainly can’t stop them without your fists,” I replied. “If you’re lucky and you have size on your side, you can sometimes keep them from hurting anyone else. Sometimes.”

      She reached for her cup again. Her delicate hands were perfectly kept, the bronze skin entirely free from blemish or calluses and the nails manicured and polished and tinted slightly gold. “Did Thaïs tell you that they had not seen my spouse personally for some time?”

      “They did.”

      She finished her coffee and fiddled with the little spoon for a few seconds. Without raising her gaze to mine, she continued, “I am very fond of Thaïs, but they are somewhat overbearing in their management style. They want control of every variable, but my spouse does not work in that sort of way. I’m sure they think it makes them good at their job. Maybe for some of their clients, it does.”

      I didn’t say anything. There was another long pause. She searched my eyes for a moment and then looked back down at her lap. Very quietly, as if she expected to be overheard, she said, “Theophanes has been missing for two days. I have come here to ask you to find zer and bring zer home. This sort of thing has happened before, you see, so it isn’t the sort of thing I expect we would need to involve the authorities in. Once, ze drove zerself across the city and holed up in an apartment with a nurse for four days. Some miracle treatment, entirely off the books, to sober zer up. When Theo came home, ze hadn’t eaten anything for days. Another time, ze spent a week in a temple of Hera. I had assumed it was in prayer, but ze told me later ze was just pumped full of drugs the whole time. That was only a month ago. Theo said that it worked, that ze was cured, but ze looked like death. Last week, ze started drinking again.”

      “Did ze tell you anything else about this temple?”

      She shook her head. “No, ze wouldn’t tell me anything. I did see the person who brought zer home, though. They were tall and young and quite muscular. I believe they were dressed like a priest of Hera, but not like you’d see in a temple. They were dressed like a priest in one of the net shows, the ones with all that ostentatious jewelry and melodramatic infidelity.” She said the last word with a measure of venom. “They dropped zer off late at night and left before ze had even reached the front door.”

      I scratched my chin for a few moments. “I know some off-the-books clinics have some theming, things like fancy outfits to dazzle their Blessed clients. That could be the sort of thing ze has gotten roped into.”

      Nympha opened her purse and drew out a long golden chain. From where I sat, I could see the telltale silver filigree of an Apollonian favor. “I’ve brought this, as a retainer. If the work sees you needing more than this, I will give you whatever I have at my disposal.” She placed the chain on the table between us.

      I raised an eyebrow at the chain. “You say that ze has only been gone for two days. It takes at least three to sober someone up and get them eating like normal again. What makes this different from before? Wouldn’t ze just come home, no worse for the wear?”

      “I don’t think so,” she said, shaking her head. Her platinum cascade of hair was mesmerizing. “It’s been getting worse. The interval between zer benders keeps getting shorter. The way ze screams in zer sleep has gotten louder. Something is terribly wrong and I want my spouse safe at home. I could barely sleep last night.”

      I leaned back and finished off my cigarette. “Any idea why ze gets lost in the bottle?”

      Her golden eyes were locked on mine. She shook her head gently. “The only thing I can think of…” she said, voice faltering, “is if ze had fallen out of love with me.”

      “I’m only an amateur shrink, Nympha. My job requires a bit of it. In my opinion, though, it’s likelier ze has fallen out of love with zer paintings.”

      “That’s possible,” she said, her voice falling a little. “I imagine most artists go through that, from time to time. There’s a sort of pride in making something like ze does. It isn’t like ze has to finish the work, though. Ze has more than earned zer status. I don’t think that’s a good enough reason.”

      “What is ze like when sober?”

      She brightened, like a pet who heard the front door. “Maybe I’m a bit biased, but I think ze is the best person I have known.”

      “And drunk?”

      She deflated again. “Awful. Ze is sharp and cold and cruel. Ze thinks ze is being witty and insightful but all ze does is verbally berate whoever is nearby.”

      “You left out physically,” I corrected.

      Her eyes rolled before she knew what she was doing. Her composure snapped back into place instantly, but we both knew that I saw. “Just the once, Isa. Far too much has been made of that incident. I wouldn’t have told a soul about it; Theo was the one who called Thaïs. Ze believed it was the right thing to do.”

      I got up and walked around the room. I opened a window for fresh air and then closed the blinds to keep the light out. I walked around the room a little more. I looked back at her.

      “I spent some time reading about Theophanes last night. Fifty-two years old and ze only married relatively recently. No children, no plans to change that. Has a little heroic record, spent zer 20s on the Wall with a little distinction before zer talent with the brush was noticed. Has painted for eleven different Lords, every piece a masterpiece, and is invited to nearly every party in the Elysium because of it. Ze is nearly as popular amongst the artistic scene as the Lord of Revels herself. If the two of you had a falling out, ze could easily just find another place in the city to do zer thing. If ze was sleeping with another woman, you’d probably know about it. Half the city would likely know about it. Even if ze was, though, ze wouldn’t have to get sloshed to feel guilty about it. You’ve been married for five years? That means ze was forty-seven when you tied the knot. Plenty of time for zer to learn most of what there is about women, at least as much as one can understand us.”

      I paused and studied her face and she smiled at me. I hadn’t hurt her feelings, so I continued.

      “Thaïs suggested that what is wrong with your spouse is something that happened long before the two of you married. They seem to think it’s caught up with zer and is haunting zer anew. They seemed to imply that someone might know and be blackmailing Theophanes. Would you know?”

      She thought for a second but shook her head. “If you mean would I know if Theo has been slipping favors to someone, no, I would not. Half of Thaïs’ job is to redirect the thousands of little things people send zer; any one of them could be a blackmailer.” She smiled sheepishly at me. “We lead somewhat independent lives, the two of us. Ze could give away a lot of things without me knowing about it.”

      I nodded and continued to pace. “Alright. Without having met zer, I can’t really know how ze would react to blackmail. Ze could get violent, I’m sure, if someone was putting pressure on zer. If the secret is bad enough, ze might just pay up for a while. But none of that helps us find zer now, does it? I don’t want your payment, Nympha. Not until I’ve found zer.”

      She brightened and reached into her bag, pulling a handful of handwritten notes out. One of them was folded neatly down the middle and the other looked like it had been crumpled. She placed them both on the table between us.

      “One of these I found on zer desk downstairs,” she began. “It was late at night and I knew ze had been drinking all day and hadn’t been in zer studio upstairs at all. I went down to see if ze was alright, assuming ze would be passed out on the floor. But Theo was gone. The other paper I found in the trash beside the desk.”

      I picked up the folded note first. There was a short paragraph on it that I read outloud. “‘I cannot love myself and there is no longer anything else for me to be in love with. Painting is an extreme act of love, Anaxamenes. How can I paint if I cannot love?’

      “Does the name mean anything to you?”

      She waved her hand in the air. “Ze always admired Anaxamenes, some scientist and amateur philosopher from half a century before I was born. Ze says that she was brilliant and had all of her best ideas while drunk. Notice the handwriting, Isa? No mistakes, written by a steady hand. As if ze hadn’t touched a single drop.”

      I had noticed. Most people can’t even write their own names properly when they’ve had a few drinks. I opened the crumpled note, which was similarly even and perfectly written. I read it, too: “‘I would prefer never to see you again, Dr. X, but it appears you are the only man in this city I need.’” I raised my eyebrow at her.

      “I have no idea who Dr. X is. There are no doctors in the Valley whose names start with X. For all I know, that isn’t even his real name. I assume he is who Theo saw before, though. In the ‘temple’.”

      “When the not-priest brought zer home? Your spouse didn’t mention any names from that time?” She shook her head. I chewed my lip, then said, “It's likely that he isn’t even a doctor, at least not officially. A legitimate clinic doesn’t go off-the-books. Too much evidence, being legit. Probably asks for a lot to compensate, having to feed and house a patient in some place clandestine. Not to mention the drugs.”

      “I see.” She nodded numbly. I could tell she was reaching her limit.

      “Alright,” I said, lighting another cigarette. “I’ll try to find Dr X. I don’t really know how I’m gonna do that, but I will try my best. Take the chain with you, Nympha.”

      “You are entitled to—” she began.

      “No, I take payment after. I’d rather have it from Theophanes, to be honest. I don’t think ze is going to like this.”

      “But what if ze is in danger⁠—”

      “Ze could have called zer own doctor. Ze could have asked you for help. Ze didn’t, which means ze doesn’t want to be found.”

      She slipped the chain into her purse and stood, her mouth a thin line. “Our doctor refuses to treat zer,” she said bitterly.

      “There’s a lot of doctors in this city, ma’am. Any one of them would take zer on the first time. Most would stick by zer for a while.”

      She nodded and walked slowly to the door. I followed and opened it for her. She turned to face me once she was through and there was just the hint of a tear forming in one of her perfect golden eyes.

      “You could have called a doctor,” I said. “You didn’t. How come?”

      She shrugged and smiled sadly. “I love my spouse, Isadora. I would do anything for zer. But I know what kind of person ze is. If I called a doctor every time ze got too drunk, I wouldn’t have a spouse for much longer. At least not in any way I care to imagine. You can’t treat a drunk like a misbehaving child.”

      I shook my head. “I disagree. Most of the time, you have to treat them like a misbehaving child.”

      She was standing close to me. She smelled like spring. “Suppose you find shame in zer past,” she said, like the words left a bitter taste in her mouth. “It won’t matter, to me. I just don’t want to be the means of its being found out.”

      “Thaïs wants to pay me to find out. Does that bother you?”

      She smiled at me softly. “I never expected you to give Thaïs any answer other than the one you have. A woman who got locked up rather than betray a friend? No.”

      I shrugged and waved goodbye to her as she turned to walk down the steps. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, but that’s not why the cops took me in.”

      She waved her hand dismissively. I watched her all the way down the path until it curled around the building toward the street. I listened for the sound of her car, but I heard none.

      I went inside and shut the door and I didn’t drive to the office.
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      No matter how much experience one had in this business, one needed a place to start from. It could be a name, an address, the description of surroundings, a sound that stood out. All I had was a very prettily written note that read, “I would prefer never to see you again, Dr. X, but it appears you are the only man in this city I need.” With that, all I could nail down was the fact that Dr. X worked under the dome of Elysium. I could spend a month searching with that moniker and still come up with zero leads.

      In the upper echelons of the city, quacks bred like vermin; the average citizen, when in need, simply visited the nearest clinic and received whatever treatment our Lords blessed us with. It was somewhat cold, somewhat impersonal. The process made you feel like a squeaky cog in a vast machine, needing maintenance. There was nothing the favored disliked more than being reminded that they are merely mortal, like the rest of us. Thus, it became fashionable for those with all the status and recognition in our society to seek out new, unique, and exclusive treatments. That the treatments in question were less effective, illegal, and sometimes dangerous just added to the mystique.

      A patient like Theophanes—one so well connected and with a condition as intractable as self-destruction often is—could be a lifelong ticket to fame and favor for any one of thousands of pseudo-medical professionals. Ze was the sort of jackpot that one only gets a single bite at, well worth the efforts at subterfuge and discretion that the job called for. Whoever Dr. X was, he would likely hold on to zer for dear life and do anything to keep zer under his influence.

      But I was getting ahead of myself: I still didn’t have a damn clue.

      When a small fish like me was in that sort of situation, she tried to find a big fish; they always have scraps lying about. For me, the big fish was a woman who worked at The Kleon Group, a collective that specialized in information gathering and brokering. Anyone with half a brain could tell that the Lord of Wisdom had leaned heavily on the scales to favor Kleon, but she swore right up to her deathbed that she was self-made. She left behind the most sophisticated mortal intelligence operation in the city and a whole gaggle of protégés to carry on her legacy. At that time the group was led by her daughter, creatively named after zer mother: Kleon. If a person were well-connected enough they could learn anything they needed to know from Kleon’s girls.

      As luck would have it, I knew one of those girls. Antiklea and I had an old bond, one forged in the gutter long before she was plucked out of obscurity by the younger Kleon and given the gig of a lifetime. When I called, she said she’d give me ten minutes of her day.

      The Group’s headquarters was in a tall office building in the center of the City. I’m sure it helped their operation that the Peacekeepers—and all their valuable intel—were so close at hand. The angular building glittered in the sunlight as I walked up the wide marble steps that led into its lobby. There were a number of other firms that shared the space, probably architects or something similarly dry. I didn’t pay a lot of attention to them.

      I stepped into the polished elevator and smiled at the nymph standing by the controls. “Kleon’s,” I said.

      She nodded shyly at me and tapped the controls. She was a pretty stick of a thing, with thin and delicate limbs that appeared to be made from a soft green porcelain. Not the kind of girl I’d have stuck in a solid gold carton all day, but people rarely asked what I thought about such things. Who cared what the cheapie thought about where the favored left their toys?

      The first thing I always noticed about the waiting room of The Kleon Group is just how hideous it was. There were a lot of gaudy entryways in Elysium, all covered in gold or crystal or chrome so that the host could signal how important their social status was. The thing that made the Group’s headquarters stand out was that it turned all those ‘or’s into ‘and’s. There were few places in this city where the disharmony of our twelve Lords was as obvious as in a single room meant to honor them all at once. The Group came by this dissonance rather honestly: though she swore that her fate was in her own hands, Kleon the Elder was one of the few mortals who could claim to have gained the favor of the entire Pantheon, though how deep that favor went for some was always up for debate.

      The second thing I always noticed about the waiting room of The Kleon Group is just how big and empty it was. It was a vanity piece, no matter how ugly it was, for the simple fact that the kind of person important enough to have one of Kleon’s girls doing her bidding wasn’t the sort of broad to sit in a waiting room. She expected service in her home and she expected that service to look superb. Kleon herself had been built like an action star: on the far wall was a portrait of her when she was my age, all sharp angles and strong features. She had been made of steel.

      Behind the desk—made of tarnished bronze, stylized like a warrior’s shield—sat a man who had a smile mechanical enough I might have thought he was a nymph. “Good morning! How can the Kleon Group serve you today?”

      “Antiklea, please. My name is Isadora.”

      He carefully flipped a leather-bound book open in front of him. In an impatient voice he asked, “Is she expecting you? Your name is not on the appointment list.”

      “I’m a friend; we just spoke over the net.”

      “I see.” He drew a short pen from inside the desk. “And how do you spell your name, Isadora?”

      I told him. He wrote it carefully in a row with other names, then produced a stamp from the desk and pressed it firmly against the name. When it came away, the name had an alphanumeric code around it in silver dye. I watched him with an elevated eyebrow.

      “Kleon is very particular about our protocols here,” he said idly as he continued to fill out information on the paper form. “Ze says you never know when the smallest detail might turn out to be vital.”

      “Or the other way around,” I joked. He didn’t seem to understand.

      When he had finished with the book, he looked up and said, “I will inform Antiklea of your arrival. Please, take a seat.”

      I sat in a chair made from some sort of large sea shell and started to roll a cigarette. I tried my best not to think too hard about the sort of things that lurked in Poseidon's domain. The seat across from me appeared to have been grown from intertwined plant life. I tried my best not to think too hard about the Gardens, too. Just as I lit up, Antiklea opened the door behind the receptionist and motioned for me to follow her.

      Beyond the waiting room, the atmosphere was quite different. The corridor had drab grey walls and lighter grey tiles on both the ceiling and the floor. Rows of neat, grey doors led into what I could only assume were neat, grey rooms. Antiklea opened the fifth door we passed and held it for me as I walked into what I wasn’t shocked to discover was a neat, grey, and windowless office. There was soundproofing on each wall, a grey metal desk with matching chairs and a small plant in a grey pot in the corner. On the wall were two framed pictures, one of Kleon the Elder wearing a Peacekeeper uniform and another of Kleon the Younger wearing a jacket reminiscent of—but not actually—the sort a pilot might wear. Between them both—also framed—was a small inspirational message written in golden calligraphy. It read:

      
        
        A KLEON OPERATIVE DRESSES, SPEAKS, AND BEHAVES WITH BOTH ELEGANCE AND STRENGTH. ALWAYS. THERE ARE NO EXCEPTIONS TO THIS RULE.

      

      

      Antiklea shut the door behind her and then crossed to the picture of the Elder. She pushed it aside and reached into a small nook in the wall, producing a small listening device. She unclipped a wire, held it up to her ear for a moment, and then pushed it back into the wall. She moved the picture back into place.

      “Under normal circumstances,” she began as she motioned for me to sit, “we would have no more than thirty seconds before the Big Bitch came down the hall and switched that back on—probably with some rough words for yours truly. As luck would have it, ze is down at the wharf cleaning up after one of our most important clients and by the time ze gets back, the thing will be reactivated and I will have ghosted some data of me working into place. It’s not paranoia, supposedly; ze just thinks privacy is a quaint little idea.”

      She sat down in one of the hard chairs and I studied her for a few moments. She was a tall, lean woman with thinning hair and a face that hung just a centimeter too low on her skull. Her skin was weathered and worn; she looked like she was in her sixties, despite not being a day older than me. Her eyes were deep-set and her lips were frozen in a permanent scowl. If she’d smiled, it could have been read as some sort of dark omen.

      “Why do you put up with it?” I asked her.

      “Sit down, alright? Keep your voice low.” She took a long breath and the corner of her mouth hinted at something vaguely resembling a grin. “As long as you're in here, you remember that any of Kleon’s girls is to a cheap shit like you what an honored champion is to a fucking grunt.” She drew a cigarette out of a pocket of her drab, grey jacket and held it out to me. It was white as snow and perfectly rolled, with a small Dionysian crest above the filter. “I put up with it because I don’t give a shit. While I’m here, I belong to Kleon. When I’m outside this building? I’m the cream of the fucking crop. I drown in pussy every godsdamn night, Isa. Everyone wants a piece of me. If the Big Bitch ever rides me too hard, I can retire off the favors I’m owed and die surrounded by gorgeous women. Hey, did I hear right that you got fingered by some prowlers a couple weeks back?”

      I lit the cigarette. It inhaled like fresh air, with just a hint of pine. The exhale made my tongue tingle. “It wasn’t that big of a deal, and not why I’m here. I’m looking for a missing artist with a penchant for privacy. Was wondering if I could have a glance at the dossier you all keep on barred-window clinics in the city. I know you have one, don’t lie. I got drinks with Nikon when she quit. She told me all about the list.”

      She nodded thoughtfully. “Nikon wasn’t really cut out for The Kleon Group, to tell you the truth. Too soft. This file—if we had one, of course—would be very confidential. Top secret. Not the sort of thing that is ever to be disclosed for anyone outside the organization.” Her eyes sparkled as she stood. “I’ll fetch it immediately.”

      When she’d gone, I made another pass at my surroundings. I stared at the grey etchings in the grey tiles in the floor, at the dull grey waste receptacle beside the desk. Even the frames of the two portraits were grey. She came back in with a grey folder in her hand that she set on the grey desk in front of me.

      “Zeus’ tits, woman. Is anything in this office not grey?”

      She shrugged. “Kleon’s favorite color, I suppose. Comes with the territory.” She looked down at the folder that I’d just opened. “So what are we not looking for in the file you can’t see?”

      “My client is a pampered drunk with very particular tastes and a desire for absolute privacy. The wife is worried about zer, wanted zer found. She thinks—and I happen to agree—that ze is hiding out in a quiet place where ze can sober up in comfort and quiet, but she doesn’t know the place ze goes. All we have is a note mentioning a Doctor X. Just the letter. The client has been missing for two days now.”

      She tilted her head at me. “Two days isn’t very long. Takes at least three to sober up, more if you want it done well. Why the rush?”

      “If I find zer before ze finds home, I get paid.”

      She looked at me some more and her frown deepened and she flipped the folder towards her. “I don’t get it, but alright. Let’s see,” she said as she turned a page. “This list is always a moving target. These people are off-the-books for a reason; the law would come down hard if they knew just which citizens were out of step with regulations. Lucky for you, if there’s dirt in this city, Kleon knows about it.” She finally stopped at a page, head tilted, and then pulled it out of the stack. “Okay, we’ve got three who fit. You got a pen? Good. The first is named Xenogoras. He’s a psych who let his sanction lapse and officially stopped seeing patients three years ago. Ran some sort of meditation studio, or that’s what he called it. Ran into some trouble with inspectors over the chemicals he was giving to patients and agreed to shut the place down a few months ago. Now he’s in the Underworld managing some sort of hospice.”

      I wrote down his name and address.

      “Next is Xenokrates. Ze is a dentist, if you’ll believe it. Works down near the Wharf, has been flagged a few times for giving a little too much of the relaxation to zer patients. Seems like a pretty clean routine. You sit in zer chair and complain of a toothache and ze gives you a little checkup. Of course, ze’s gonna make sure your mouth is nice and numb. If ze likes you, might be a lot more than your mouth.”

      I nodded and wrote. “I’d think that ze would have been cracked down on by now.”

      She shrugged. “You’d be one surprised bitch. As long as ze doesn’t go too far, get too greedy, a little bit of happy juice for the hard working set isn’t the kind of thing that rises to top priority.”

      I screwed up my face at her. “Where do you get all this?”

      She gave me that slight hint of a grin again. “That’s the Group, dear Isa. I’m part of a collective, not a single rat crawling around in the muck. Sometimes a client passes along an interesting fact, sometimes you just learn things in the course of work. Kleon throws around zer weight plenty; ze’s good at schmoozing. When ze wants to be.”

      “I bet Kleon would love to hear that,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Fuck Kleon.” She looked back down at the file. “Last one is called Xenon.” She frowned. “This one is outdated. Last thing we heard from Xenon, two years ago, some poet had hung herself at his place in the Valley. He ran some sort of relaxation retreat for artistic types who want both seclusion and camaraderie. He called himself a doctor, but he doesn’t practice anything. I’m not sure why he’s in here, honestly…” She read more of the file. “Ah, the suicide. She had a lot of drugs in her system, at the time.”

      I nodded my head and finished writing. “I like this Xenon. Something about him smells right.”

      Antiklea slammed the file shut and stood. “Look, you didn’t see anything, yeah?” I nodded. She turned and walked out of the room. When she came back, I was on my feet and tamping out the smooth cigarette in her ashtray. I started to thank her, but she waved me off. “You know, there’s a thousand places your artist might be.”

      I told her I knew and turned to go. She held out her hand.

      “I heard something about a friend of yours that might be interesting,” she said, quietly. “One of my contacts ran across a guy a decade back that fit the description perfectly. Same scars, same hair, same demeanor. Damndest thing, though; xe answered to the name Alcetas, not Akakios.” She shrugged. “I dunno, maybe he was too drunk at the time to remember right. Can’t really be sure.”

      “I doubt it was xer. Why would xe change xer name?”

      “I don’t know. My guy is on the wall right now—some sort of work exchange the Big Bitch lined up as a favor to a favor for a favor. You know how it is. I can ask him to call you, when he’s free. The name’s Alexios.”

      “Thanks for everything, Klay. That was a hell of a lot longer than ten minutes.”

      She opened the door for me and then she smiled. Really smiled. It was indeed unsettling. “I might need a favor someday, cheapie.”

      I gave her a bird and walked past her, out the door. “The Kleon Group doesn’t need anyone else, remember?”

      She laughed and followed me out into the reception hall. The thin waif of a nymph now stood by the elevator. The man who looked like plastic was still seated behind his desk and looked back at us, his eyes pleading with Antiklea.

      She sighed heavily. “Not her again.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Hm?”

      Antiklea threw her arm around my shoulder and brought her head close to mine. “That nymph was one of Kleon’s—some gift given to zer by a bigwig writer with a name I can’t remember. The damn thing is busted, though. As far as we could tell, she doesn’t have directives, she just does whatever she wants and she usually does it wrong. We tried to get rid of her, when Kleon got bored with her, but now she just… hangs around.”

      She looked up and the nymph smiled shyly at her. I shook my head and straightened up. “The Kleon Group, paralyzed by a porcelain girl. Damnedest thing.”

      I walked over to where the nymph stood and pressed the button for the elevator. She studied me with big eyes. I cleared my throat. “Hey. I’m Isa.”

      The nymph put her hands together and bowed slightly at the waist. “My name is Galene.”

      The golden crate opened up and I tilted my head towards it. “Wanna hang out?”

      She nodded and stepped in behind me. The doors closed and I pressed the button for the ground floor. It was quiet for a few moments.

      “Are you my new mistress?” she asked without malice.

      I shook my head. “Nah, I don’t think so.” The doors opened. I took her hand and led her out into the lobby. “I’ll look after you, though, until you learn to look after yourself. It’s not so hard, there’s plenty of other abandoned toys in this city.”

      She smiled and nodded. I don’t think she understood, at least not yet. “That sounds exciting, Isa. Thank you.”
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      There are a lot of things about the city of Elysium that defy explanation. There was far too much underneath the dome: there were millions of people living in a space that by all logic should have been a cramped terrarium, but somehow there always seemed to be plenty of room to fit us all. New construction was always rising up from nothing, whole districts waiting to be filled with faithful, hardworking followers of the Twelve, but somehow the city never quite ran up against our outer bulwark, Wall Caryatid. Space itself bent at the will of our Lords.

      Nowhere was this as clear as in the Valley.

      As I drew closer and closer to the Court of Light, the tight cityscape began to give way to thick, golden forest on rolling slopes. The neat, straight path of the urban roadway became winding and lonely. Occasionally, a bit of the road would branch off into the laurels unceremoniously, often with gravel and dirt replacing the pavement. Some of these were marked with names, others simply with symbols, and still others without any distinguishing features at all.

      The place I was headed was marked by two signs. The first—attached to two large laurel trees and hanging across the road—was painted with a complex pattern of interlocking circles stuck through by an arrow. The second sign, about twenty meters past the turn off, was staked to the side of the dirt road and read: PRIVATE. NO ADMITTANCE. NO EXCEPTIONS.

      I turned the Phaeton down the gravel path and followed it through a few more hills and twists until I was deposited in front of an old iron gate that hung open and led into a large clearing. The road looped around in front of a large lodge surrounded by smaller cabins and various spaces for relaxation and activity, all of it devoid of life as far as I could tell. The place looked like it hadn’t been occupied in months, maybe even years.

      I shut off the car and just sat there, listening. There were no sounds at all, a state that was practically impossible in the city I’d spent my whole life in. I opened the door and stepped onto the gravel, caught off guard by the temperature; it was easily ten degrees hotter here than by the wharf, the air almost as thick with heat as it was down in the forges. It was enough that I quickly peeled off my jacket and threw it in the seat.

      About the time I began to worry the place was a dead end, I heard a sharp whistle from the big house and noticed for the first time that only the screen on the entrance was shut. Beyond, in the darkness of the lodge, I could make out a large figure, moving towards the porch. Ey pushed the door open and strolled out into the sunlight.

      Ey was quite something to behold. Eir outfit reminded me of a pilot, though ey bore the colors and emblems of the Lord of Desire, who hadn’t taken a pilot in living memory. Eir leather jacket—worn over a white and red jumpsuit—was bright and flashy and had a decent recreation of an officer’s insignia above the breast. The whole getup reminded me less of an actual pilot as much as the exaggerated outfits worn by the protagonists in old military dramas. Big dashing hero, will give anything for the City of Light, always gets the girl in the end.

      Ey stopped at the bottom of the steps and stared at me. Eir face was soft and delicate, incongruous with eir broad shoulders and long limbs, but ey was certainly handsome. “Nice day today, innit?”

      I came around the Phaeton and crossed my arms. “Hotter than I’m used to.”

      “I like it,” ey hissed in a tone that said the discussion was over and then leaned against the railing. “You from Reclamation?”

      “I’m looking for Dr. Xenon.”

      Ey glanced lazily in the distance behind me and then affected a thoughtful stance. “Who’s that?”

      “This is his place,” I said as I took a few steps toward the porch, trying not to show my desperation to get into the shade.

      Ey shrugged and didn’t move. “Someone told you wrong, honey. This place belongs to the Valley again. Just waiting for the Reclamation Council to finalize the details.” Ey looked down at me with the expression of a woman to whom details meant very little.

      “The what?”

      “If you don’t know, you aren’t from them. If you aren’t from them, you don’t have any business here. Move along, honey. While it’s still your choice.”

      “I have to find Dr. Xenon.”

      Ey sighed. “The retreat isn’t in operation anymore, honey. The sign said this was a private place; some fool just forgot to shut the gate.”

      “Are you the caretaker?”

      “Sure, why not. You’ve asked enough questions. Get lost before I lose my temper.”

      I stood there and frowned. There were only a few meters between us.

      Ey stood to eir full height suddenly, smiling a very empty smile at me. “Guess I gotta put you in your little old car myself,” ey said.

      “Where would I find Dr. Xenon now?” I asked.

      Ey reached into eir jacket and brought eir fist back out shining with a bit of metal. The brass knuckles sparkled in the sunlight. Ey strolled towards me; I took a few steps back to get more room. Eir breath whistled through eir teeth.

      “We don’t gotta fight,” I said. “We don’t got anything to fight about. I wouldn’t want you getting blood on that nice outfit, either.”

      Ey was as quick as lightning. Ey came at me with a leap and eir naked left hand shot out. I was expecting a jab from the knuckles but what ey wanted was my wrist and ey got it. I was pulled off balance and the knuckles came around in a wide arc. If they made contact with my head, I would have been out. If I tried to turn, ey would catch me on the side of the face; if I pulled it would be the top of the arm. Either way, it was going to do a lot of damage.

      I went with the pull, slipping my boot behind eir left foot. I grabbed at eir jacket and yanked it up; something hit the side of my neck, but it wasn’t the brass so I kept moving. We both tumbled toward the ground and I shoved eir away as we fell. Ey spun around and landed in a crouch, and I hit the dirt with my knee harder than I’d have liked. Ey was on eir feet before I had even caught my breath. Eir smile wasn’t empty anymore; it was full of passion, delighted by the work ey was doing. Ey coiled like a snake, ready to come for me.

      A weak voice yelled from somewhere: “Anaxagoras! Stop! Stop right now! Do you hear me?”

      The pilot stopped with a sort of sick grin plastered on eir face. There was a flash of metal as ey slipped the knuckles back into eir jacket and ey stood back up straight.

      I turned my head and watched a slight, old man hobbling down one of the cabin paths with a panicked look on his face. He wore short tan pants, a clean linen shirt, and the bushiest eyebrows in the city. By the time he reached us, he was panting.

      “Ana, are you insane? This is not how we treat guests!” He caught his breath for a moment. “Go in the house.”

      Anaxagoras’ smile emptied again. “Don’t ever call me that, Doc,” ey said softly. With a slight flourish, ey gracefully retreated up the steps. Eir empty eyes studied the two of us for one last moment before ey threw open the screen and disappeared inside.

      The little old man in the clean shirt stood there and looked at me. I stood up, dusted myself off, and then looked at him.

      “What in the name of all that is holy is happening here?” he growled at me. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Isadora. I came asking for a Dr. Xenon. Your Anaxagoras wanted to roll around instead.”

      “I am Dr. Xenon,” he said with pride, standing a little taller. “What can I do for you?”

      “Anaxagoras says your clinic isn’t operating anymore.”

      “It wasn’t a clinic, but that is correct. We are simply waiting for some legal formalities to play out before we must return to the City proper. I am here alone with Anaxagoras.”

      “That’s disappointing,” I said, looking disappointed. “I thought I might find a painter named Theophanes in your care.”

      His bushy eyebrows raised an entire centimeter. “Theophanes? I think I know the painter, though it is a common enough name. Why should she be staying with me?”

      “Ze,” I corrected, “was looking for a cure.”

      He frowned. His eyebrows frowned with him. “I’m a medical man, but I don’t practice anymore. What kind of cure do you mean?”

      “Ze’s a drunk. Goes off on wild benders from time to time and then disappears. Sometimes ze comes home on zer own, sometimes ze gets brought home. Sometimes, zer wife has to have someone do a bit of looking for zer.” I pulled out a card for my firm and handed it to him. His frown grew while he read it. “What’s with Anaxagoras, anyway?”

      He quirked his eyebrows curiously. They curled at odd angles and seemed like they were trying to escape his face. I was altogether too fascinated with them.

      “Ana is harmless, Isadora. Ey is, sometimes, a little charmed. Lives in a play world, one might say.”

      “From where I’m standing, ey plays pretty rough.”

      He huffed, the eyebrows arching. “Come now, you exaggerate. Ana plays pretend, that’s all. Childlike, in that respect. Entirely harmless.”

      “So ey’s sick,” I said, bluntly. “This place was some kind of retreat for headcases?”

      He clicked his tongue and crossed his arms. “I wouldn’t use those words to describe it, no. When I still ran this place, it was for artists and other creative types to relax and get away from things, reconnect with their art and other artists. It is difficult to remember hardship when you get a massage every morning and sing around a campfire in the evening. It was just a place of peace, that was all. A very rewarding profession, if you ask me. While it lasted.” The eyebrows drooped along with his expression, the tips dipping the same as the ends of his mouth.

      “Yeah, that was all in the file,” I said. “Along with the suicide you had here a while back. She was on some wild drugs, right?”

      The eyebrows bristled. “What file?” he asked with venom in his voice.

      “We got a file on all the barred-window clinics in the city, Doctor. Places you can’t jump from when the drugs give you fits. Small, private sanitariums that treat favored alcoholics and addicts who are convinced they’ve found the magic cure.”

      He recoiled in anger. “Such places would not be allowed to exist in this city, ma’am.”

      “Yeah, that’s the theory. Sometimes the authorities sort of forget it, I guess.”

      He stiffened; he had a sort of dignity to him and it was quite fragile. “I find your implication rather insulting, Isadora. I have no idea why my name would be on any list like that. In fact, I insist that you leave: this is a private place.”

      “Could Theophanes be here under a different name, perhaps?”

      “There is no one here but me and Ana. We are quite alone. Please, will you⁠—”

      “I’d like to have a look around.”

      Sometimes, if you get a man mad enough, he will say something he doesn’t mean to. Make him feel off kilter, needle him off and on, ask him the same things twice; he’ll get frustrated and blurt out the thing that you came to get out of him. Not Dr. Xenon, though. His eyebrows remained dignified, right to the end.

      “Are you going to leave, ma’am? I would rather not have to ask Anaxagoras to assist you.”

      “Alright, alright, I’ll leave. No hard feelings, Doctor. Three names on my list beginning with X and you seemed like the most promising one. That’s the only clue we had—Dr. X. Ze scrawled it out on a note before ze disappeared: Dr. X.”

      His eyebrows flattened. “Surely, there are dozens.”

      “In the city? At least. Not on our list of barred-windows, though. Not dozens. Anyway, thanks for your time, Doctor. Anaxagoras bothers me; I’ll see myself off.”

      I turned and went over to my car and ducked into it. As I clipped the harness into place, Dr. Xenon appeared in the opposite window. I lowered it for him and he leaned in with a pleasant look on his face. “There’s no need for enmity, Isadora. I realize that in your work, you have to be quite intrusive. I must ask, though: what bothers you about Anaxagoras?”

      “Eir is unstable and violent. You say you don’t take clients here, but you’ve got an actor running around acting like a classic vid artist and starting fights with strangers. Where there’s someone like that I’d expect to find others.”

      He studied my face in silence for a few moments, then: “Many interesting people have stayed here with me, ma’am. Not all of them were as even-keeled as you are. Interesting folks tend to be neurotic, but I have no facilities here to care for the truly ill, even if I had the guts for that sort of thing. I have no staff but Ana and ey is hardly in any shape to care for the sick.”

      “But you keep em around,” I said.

      He sighed as his eyebrows drooped wearily. “I knew Ana’s parents, once. We were all dear friends. They fell back into our Lord Hades’ cold embrace and someone needed to look after em. I had figured that ey could help me here,that the quiet and the solitude would do em good. Ey got along with most of my guests, but not always…” He leaned back and waved a hand in front of his face as if swatting the memories away. His eyes met mine again with a small smile. “I was given a choice. I chose Ana, so we will leave this place.”

      He stood up and looked around, his eyes beginning to mist. “This little glade will be taken over by some starlet and her posse, probably to host their flashy parties.” His voice and expression were distant.

      “Goodbye, Doctor. I’m sorry for your troubles.”

      “I appreciate your understanding, ma’am. Please, accept my apologies that I could not help you with your search for Aristophanes.”

      “Theophanes,” I corrected.

      “Excuse me, of course. Goodbye, Isadora.”

      I rolled up the windows and drove back down the gravel road I had come up. After I passed through the gate, I drove far enough around the first bend to be out of sight and shut the car off. I walked back down the path and crouched in the bush and waited.

      About five minutes passed before I saw Anaxagoras jogging up the path toward the gate. Despite the heat, ey didn’t break a sweat. Ey grabbed the gate and pulled it closed. I heard several clicks as the locking mechanism did its work. Anaxagoras gave the woods a once over and then turned to lazily stroll back into the glade.

      I waited another five minutes before I rose from the bush. I walked back to the Phaeton and climbed in, shaking my head. The first one is always a bust. It doesn’t matter how promising it seems, how much the facts point to it, it will always leave you just asking more questions. It would have been lucky if it had been Xenon, but he made a rather convincing argument that he wasn’t my man.

      I just wish he hadn't gotten zer name wrong. It wasn’t something I could easily let go. An intelligent man like him would either remember the name or would have forgotten it entirely.

      I decided not to cross Xenon off the list just yet.
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      The drive home was uneventful but long. It took me more than an hour to wind my way back out of the Valley and by that time Apollo was already fleeing from eir sister with great haste. I ate at Arete’s and drank at the Draped Vine. Both were fine but tasted like failure. I still had a feeling about Xenon, an itch at the back of my throat that made me want to spit. But a feeling wouldn't find my painter so I swallowed it down.

      I thought about Xenokrates and Xenogoras, the other two doctors on the list, as I climbed the long steps up to my bungalow. The dentist was right down the street from the office, so I decided that’s who I would call first thing in the morning. I stood on my porch and lit a cigarette. Ze was the least likely of my three leads, but I could cross zer off the list quickly.

      As I reached for the front door, I heard its mechanism click. I didn’t think, I just acted. I dove to the side and drew my sidearm in the roll. As I came up on one knee, I pointed it straight at the door. My heart skipped a beat as it swung open.

      Galene peeked out from my front room with an innocent smile. “Hello. I’ve made tea for you.”

      I lowered the pistol and took a deep breath, trying to calm the pounding in my chest. Having a nymph in my front room was going to take some getting used to. She continued to smile innocently at me as I pushed past her into the bungalow. “I drink coffee,” I said, probably a bit too harshly. I was still mad at Xenon, but that was no excuse for rudeness.

      Not that Galene even noticed. She very politely closed the door and then very politely went into the kitchen. I sat in my armchair and packed my pipe, flipping through vids on the net. There were very few mentions of Theophanes and none of them were relevant: a few public invitations, a discussion with an art critic about zer early work, a few suspicious comments about the nature of Nympha’s recent injuries. None of it was better than gossip nor was there anything about zer being missing. As far as the vultures were concerned, ze was still in zer mansion working on another masterpiece.

      I dismissed the net from my vision to find Galene standing a few feet away, holding out the same unused silver tray that I had served Nympha with. A mug was steaming on the tray and I could see from here that the tea in it had been mixed with cream. I shrugged and reached out for the mug. “Thanks,” I told her as I took a small sip. It wasn’t a terrible experience.

      She made a curt bow and smiled at me. “Of course. I obtained the tea while you were out. I also replenished your kitchen. There was hardly anything edible in the house; I wasn’t sure what I could cook for you.”

      I frowned a wide frown at her. “Galene, you aren’t my servant. You don’t need to take care of me. We are just temporary roommates, okay?”

      Galene shrugged at me. “I know that, Isa,” she said, spinning on her heel and walking back into the kitchen. “And roommates can cook for the whole house.”

      “I am the whole house! You don’t eat!” I yelled after her, but she was already humming some happy little song to herself in the other room. I just sighed and puffed my pipe again and took another sip of my tea. It was very sweet, with at least four sugars. The same way I liked my coffee.

      I tried to ignore how uncanny it was that the nymph had guessed that.
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      The next morning, I spent a little time reconsidering visiting Xenokrates at all. I was pretty sure ze wasn’t the kind of woman to take care of a lush, just a casual pusher of whatever drugs kept the populace nice and docile. Why ze was considered a candidate for a barred-window list was the sort of thing only Antiklea could answer.

      In the end, I decided to go through with it and dropped by the dentist’s office. There were three things that sold the idea to me. First, I owed Antiklea. If I could dig up any info to add to her little file, it was that much more good will between me and her and Kleon. Second, you never know what kind of things you can learn from an off-the-books place like that. The gutter in Elysium wasn’t that complicated of a place; any secret you learn could be the thing that gets you out of whatever jams you find yourself in.

      The third reason was just that I had nothing else to do until after lunch. Doctor number three, Xenogoras the Hospice Manager, had responded to my request for a meeting with a three o’clock slot. I could drive to the Underworld in less than an hour if I was irresponsible enough, so it was a whole lot of time in my day to kill otherwise.

      I left the Phaeton parked at the office and walked a couple of blocks to an old building called Agathangelos. It was named after some long-dead hero of the gods who rarely even appeared in dramas anymore, and—like its namesake—it had seen much better days. It was both older and filthier than my building, which felt like a real accomplishment. The lobby was bare and the brass elevator was long overdue for a polish.

      I stood at the directory and scanned the names. It was full to the brim with very small people. There were a couple of finders like me interspersed with the sort of advocates you wish on the other gal and the sort of doctors who struggled to hit their quotas. It was a list of the kind of people that no one in this city noticed for long, the kind who barely scraped by. They weren’t too skilled and they weren’t too clean and they didn’t have the best records sitting around, but if one was willing to sign the paperwork for them to prove their worth, they’d sew a person up in a rough spot without so much as a question. A bunch of tired, discouraged toughs who knew exactly where in the food chain they resided and knew just how to squeeze their clients to stay alive.

      It’s a tidy bit of business and one that will always be in demand. The Doctor is in, please come in. No, we don’t take favors, just sign the papers at the front desk. Sorry your tooth fell out, young one, I can take care of it. Just sign the paper. The Doctor is in, please come in. Yes, we have the patch that will ease your granny’s pain, just sign the paper. Thank you, next patient.

      Amongst that crowd, there had to be a few who were doing more than scraping by, even if they didn’t look the part. The look is part of the grift; no one glanced twice at a gutter rat. There was always an advocate who’d gone in on a scheme with a corrupt cop, getting the hopeless cases to build goodwill as a gutter crusader while pushing the liability onto some other poor sod. Hack “doctors” peddling unproven cures while reporting to the authorities that they would never do such a thing. Drug pushers who used their medical backgrounds to dodge the regulations, calling themselves a urologist or dentist or dermatologist; anything that they could claim explains how many anesthetics they used on the day-to-day.

      Dr. Xenokrates had a small office at the end of a long hallway on the fifth floor. The carpet was blue and stained with years worth of city grime. A nice looking nurse sat behind the desk in the waiting room as a dozen patients sat uncomfortably and waited their turn. The print tabloids were a year out of date.

      I waited half an hour before I was called into the back. There were six little cubicles, each of them holding a brown leather chair that had all manner of plasteel tools hanging from the ceiling above. The nurse showed me to the last in the row and I got comfortable in the seat; as far as gutter dentists went, the office was well furnished. Xenokrates wasn’t hurting for patients.

      The doctor slipped into the room wearing a white coat and a collection of lenses and lights strapped to zer head. Ze would have towered over me even if I were standing and ze didn’t seem to care about personal space. “Here about a toothache, hm?” Ze said as ze sat on a short stool beside the chair and leaned towards my face before glancing down at the file in zer hand. “Isadora. I don’t get a lot of new patients.”

      I told zer I had it bad, in one of the back molars. Pain that keeps me up at night. Ze nodded knowingly. “Yes, yes. I see it all the time. Let’s take a look.”

      Ze pushed a tool into my mouth, something that looked like several magnifying glasses trying to take up the same bit of space. The doctor hummed to zerself and came within a few centimeters of my mouth.

      A few moments later, ze pulled the contraption out and sat back on the stool. I relaxed my jaw and looked up at zer. Ze studied me for a few moments before speaking. “If I didn’t know any better, I would say that you’ve never had a tooth problem in your life. It looks like you had a jaw operation, when you were younger?”

      I nodded my head. “Yes, Doctor. Got into a rumble before I left the creche that broke my jaw. Fell off something high. The priests who performed it wouldn’t stop scolding me.”

      Ze smiled and nodded. “The bone healed nicely, there’s barely any of it out of place and it’s not nearly enough to cause the sort of pain you’re describing.” Ze set the folder on the counter and placed zer hands in zer lap. “I would ask that you be frank with me, Isadora. What sort of treatment did you come to me for, today?”

      “It’s not for me,” I said. “It’s a friend of mine. Ze paints, real masterpieces, but ze gets deep in the sauce. Theo’s got shot nerves and needs help from time to time. Occasionally, ze needs a little something to get back on the straight and narrow and zer doctor hasn’t been very cooperative.”

      Dr. Xenokrates raised an eyebrow. “Cooperative with what, exactly? Speak plainly.”

      I shrugged. “Ze needs a dose every so often to get through the shakes, Doc. A place to hole up in while they pass.”

      “Sorry, that’s not the sort of thing I treat here.” Ze stood up. “It’s a rather blunt operation, what you describe. Your friend can come to me, if ze chooses, and I will be happy to treat zer like everyone else. But ze better have something wrong with zer mouth that requires treatment.”

      I sighed. “Come off it, doc. You’re on the list.”

      The doctor leaned against the counter and lit a cigarette. Ze wasn’t kicking me out. I pulled at a card and gave it to zer.

      “What list?” ze asked.

      “The barred-window list. I figured my friend may have already come to you. Zer name is Theophanes, I figured you might have zer stashed somewhere while the shakes do their thing. Ze has been missing from home for a few days and zer wife asked me to take a look around.”

      “You’re an ass.” Ze blew the smoke out and watched it rise toward the ceiling before looking back down at me with a cold glare. “I’m a dentist, Isadora. I fix people’s teeth because I have a duty to my city. I don’t waste my time trying to give drunks some kind of four-day cure for being drunks. As if you can even cure someone of being that sort of a piece of shit.” The doctor set zer jaw for a moment and took a deep breath. Ze wanted to look tough, but zer hands were a little too shaky. “I think I’ve had enough of this. Sign the paperwork at the front desk for my quotas and have a nice day, Isadora.”

      I stood up from the chair. “Alright, sorry to waste your time, Doc. The last time my friend went missing, ze had holed up with a doctor whose name began with X. Dr. X ran a quiet operation, fetched zer in the middle of the night, and brought zer back the same way when ze was clean again. Never said a word to the wife. So when ze got lost again, I naturally checked the files. There were only three doctors with X, you see.”

      Ze had a dark smile on, leaning against the counter. Ze still wasn’t kicking me out. “How’d this list get made?”

      I stared at zer hard for a few moments. Ze was sweating.

      “Sorry, Doc. That’s confidential.”

      Xenokrates frowned and stuck zer hands in zer pockets. “I have another patient, give me one moment⁠—”

      I was alone in the room for a few minutes. I lit a cigarette and stood there smoking, idly studying the pumps and lights and drills hanging from the ceiling. At one point, a nurse stuck her head into the cubicle and regarded me warily for a moment before disappearing again.

      Finally, the doctor returned. Ze had a skip in zer step and a warm smile on zer face. Ze looked relaxed. “You are still here? I believe our appointment was concluded.”

      I shook my head. “Your patch had lost its kick, yeah? You brighten up real quick though, once you swap them out.”

      Zer smile became sharper and colder. “It’s interesting, if you ask me, how much we all put our trust in each other in this city. Why—” Ze placed a big hand on my shoulder and squeezed just tight enough to hurt. “—I could have, with very little effort, broken half the bones in your face while you were in that chair. Most of them I could even explain away to the Peacekeepers when they came to pick you up. Fascinating, don’t you think?”

      I shrugged to loosen zer grip. “Yeah, you’re very interesting. A decent doctor who dips into zer own supply and knows how easy it would be for someone like me to ruin zer life. As if I’d waste my time reporting a petty ass like you.” I grabbed my jacket and headed for the door.

      Ze whistled sharply behind me. “Sign the paperwork at the front. For the quota.”

      Out in the waiting room were the same dozen patients sitting uncomfortably. The nurse behind the desk looked up at me as I passed. “I have your papers, ma’am.”

      I opened the door and she got to her feet in a huff. “What happens when I don’t sign?” I asked.

      “You have to sign, ma’am,” she snapped. “It’s for the quota.”

      I waved a hand at her and turned. “Yeah, yeah. You’re doing your job, I get it. Get my card from your boss. Good luck getting me to sign.”

      I walked out into the hall. The waiting patients shook their heads and clicked their tongues. That was no way to treat a good doctor.
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      It would have been difficult for Xenogoras’ place to be more different than Xenokrates’ if someone had tried. The Hall of Gentle Repose—as the plate on the steel-barred gate informed me—was a large and lush home sitting beside a Temple of Hades in one of the less damp, less dreary corners of the Underworld. A cobblestone path led past well-kept lawns and manicured hedges up to a three-story building with a relatively—when compared to the polished basalt temple it sat beside—warm and welcoming exterior. Wrapped around the home was a covered porch populated by numerous rocking chairs, a few of them occupied by the old and the dying as they waited for the inevitable with warm blankets wrapped around their legs.

      I went up the steps and walked through the double-doors into a pristine, polished receiving room. The walls were covered with large paintings, each of them depicting a different Lord of Elysium embracing an idealized dying woman, sparkling tears rolling down their divine cheeks. I’m sure it was meant to convey comfort to the patients, but I was unable to suspend disbelief over the idea of the Lord of the Hunt or the Lord of Eternity offering comfort to mortals.

      A nurse wearing a black and gold himation—possibly a novice from the connected temple—took my card and asked me to sit beside the fireplace while she fetched the good doctor. Above it hung a painting of the Lord of the Machine Dead. Unlike the others, no tears fell on her darkened face as she gently held the dying woman. Her golden eyes simply looked on softly as she awaited the divine duties that exist only after the moment of death. Of all of the depictions, at least they could get that one right.

      “Hello, Isadora?” came a gravelly but warm voice from behind me. I turned and stood, offering my hand to the man that I had to assume was named Dr. Xenogoras. He wore a pristine white coat and had ample jowls hanging on either side of his mouth. “What can I do for you, today?” He said, motioning for me to sit back down with him.

      “I’m looking for a friend, Doctor. A painter named Theophanes. Ze is an alcoholic and one of the Blessed, and ze has disappeared in the middle of the night. Ze has a history of finding a discreet place where ze can wait out the shakes, someplace with a skilled and gentle doctor who can help zer out. The only clue I had to go off was a ‘Dr. X,’ and you’re the third doctor I’ve spoken to.”

      He tilted his head back and chuckled with a jolly, honeyed tone. It was comforting, like everything this man did. He was excellent at his profession, even if I could tell it was forced. “There must be hundreds of doctors in the city whose name starts with X.”

      “Yes,” I said as I drew a cigarette from my jacket and took it between my lips without lighting it. “But only so many of them have barred windows. I noticed a few of them on the third floor while I was walking up.”

      Xenogoras smiled warmly at me. “Our guests are old and infirm, Isadora. Lonely, dying people with no one but me and my staff to hold their hand as they slip into eternity. They can become depressed, and if not watched closely…” He waved his hand in the space between us, like a leaf falling slowly to the ground. I raised an eyebrow. “There are no alcoholics here,” he said, calmly. “I’m sorry to have wasted your time, if you’ll excuse me⁠—”

      “Ah, no worries Doc.” I stood and made like I meant to leave. “You were just on the list, is all. It was probably in error, something about a run-in with the regulators a few months ago.”

      “Oh?” he asked, his face contorting with controlled confusion. Then he understood. “Ah, yes. An assistant of mine, whom I trusted deeply. She abused my kindness and my welcoming demeanor. A mistake I do not intend to repeat.”

      “That’s not the way I heard it,” I said. “I’m sure my information is just bad.”

      A little of the temperature drained from his smile, but he still wore it. “And what information is that?”

      “That you had to agree not to dispense chemicals on your own. That the authorities held you at fault.”

      That was the ticket. The facade of gentle warmth did not fall away but it definitely started to show cracks. He stood and his jowls trembled slightly as he spoke, coldly now. “Where did you get this information?”

      I shrugged and put both my hands into my pockets. “A big group of dicks in the center of the city that has the kind of resources needed to collect this kind of information.”

      He waved his hand dismissively. “A collection of cheap blackmailers and gossip mongers, no doubt.”

      “Not cheap, no. They are big fish in the game, run by the child of a demigod and blessed by the Lord of Wisdom herself. These folks know the trade, Doc. They aren’t small-time.”

      “I would like to have their idents,” he said to me without a question. “I intend to give them a piece of my mind.”

      I shook my head and took a step for the door. “Confidential, Doctor. Sorry. The name Theophanes doesn’t ring any bells, then?”

      “You should see yourself out now, Isadora,” he said dispassionately. The facade was completely gone.

      There was a light tinkle as the doors of an elevator down the hall opened. A different nurse than the one who showed me in walked out of the box pushing an old woman in a chair. The patient was wrapped in blankets, only her frail hands and face peeked out from underneath it all. Her skin was a pale blue and her eyes were entirely milked over. Attached to her chair was a drip bag full of blue liquid that snaked through a tube that disappeared into the blankets, no doubt into the veins of the shell left behind by whatever the woman once was. The nurse pushed her around a corner and they both disappeared from view.

      Xenogoros came up behind me and softly spoke in my ear. His breath was hot on my skin. “Old and infirm people, Isadora. Lonely people, with no one who comes to check on them but me. No one who could speak to the cops, if they saw anything unpleasant. Don’t come back here again. I can be very cross when my advice goes unheeded.”

      I walked to the door. “Fine by me, Doc,” I said, nonchalantly. “I can see you have your hands full.”

      He tilted his head. Both of his hands were balled into fists at his side. “What was that?”

      I stopped with my hand on the door control. “I can see that my painter wouldn’t be here. The only people I would come here to find are the kind of people who are too weak and helpless to fight back. Infirm people, lonely people, like you said. People who can’t complain too loudly.”

      He was fuming quietly. “I do not care for your implication, ma’am.”

      “Feed them enough to keep them alive, pump them full of sedatives. Push them outside to relax once a day and push them back to their rooms without them saying a word. If any of them get any funny ideas, lock them away on the upper floor where you can protect them.” I nodded my head toward the hall that the nurse had disappeared down. “Properly pliant patients make wonderful fodder for testing compounds. No complaints, I’m sure.”

      His fists were shaking. I knew I should cut it out, but his reaction told me how close to the target I was. Besides, looking at him was starting to make me sick.

      “Somebody has to do it,” he quietly squeaked. “Someone has to care for these sad, old people when everyone else has gone.”

      “Yeah, and someone has to clean the waste chute,” I said as the door opened. I lit the cigarette and turned my head to get one last look. His face was bright red. “I take that back. The gal who cleans the chute does honest work. See you around, Doctor. When my job makes me feel like an ass, I’ll remember there’s people like you out there.”

      He followed me out the door and hissed, “I should break your arm for speaking that way to me. My profession is honorable, ma’am. We do good work here.”

      “Yeah, I know it, Doc.” I flipped my collar up. I always hated how chilly it was down here in the Underworld. “It just smells like death.”

      He didn’t move. He stood on the porch and turned red and his jowls trembled as I walked out into the crisp evening air.
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      The drive back to my place was bleak. I put the Phaeton into auto and leaned the seat back and really let myself have it. Three names, three shady crooks taking advantage of the hard-working set, zero drunk and unpleasant painters, and zero clues to keep going. It was failure enough to want to drink myself stupid, but I swallowed that urge. By the time I could crawl out of a bottle, Theophanes would be home again and I’d be out of a job.

      I called Antiklea to pass along what I’d learned, to update her files. I told her I suspected the hospice manager was taking advantage of his patients. She said she would stick a girl on it; if they found anything suspicious, she’d slip it to a contact in the Peacekeepers. She reminded me that I still owed her, so I didn’t ask her for more help. Not that she would have given it, the cutthroat bitch.

      Three leads, no clues. Xenogoras and Xenokrates were out for sure. The dentist was high on zer own supply and worked in a busy office. Chances were, the nurses knew. Some of the patients probably knew. Sooner or later, ze was going to have the regulators breathing down zer neck and there’s no way Theophanes would risk someone like that taking care of zer. Xenogoras, on the other hand, was doing just fine for himself. He had no reason to take risky cases as long as there was a slow trickle of dying people for him to experiment on in the name of comfort.

      That just left me with Xenon, who would have been scratched off the list if I didn’t have that damn feeling about him. There was a lot in his favor, though. That retreat was deserted, except for the old man and his pilot. If the good doctor were in for business, there would have been far more going on. Getting the drugs he’d need without a Lord’s blessing would have exposed him to the gutter in a way I couldn’t see him being able to stomach. He could have sent Anaxagoras, but I would have been shocked if he let em out of his sight most days. Can’t keep the leash on a pet if ey gets that far away. But my hunch didn’t seem to care: it did not like that Xenon one bit.

      When I got home, Galene greeted me with tea at the door and brought me dinner twenty minutes later. I protested both, but she just smiled and told me that it was something she wanted to do. I tried to argue with her, but I found it an easier thing to want than to accomplish: she didn’t ever seem to know that she was in an argument. So, instead, I grumbled a thank you and ate the perfectly cooked shellfish and sautéed seasoned greens as I watched pankration over the net.

      The match-up was uneven and it was as much a fight as watching a cat toy with its dinner. I wasn’t even bothered when a call interrupted the feed. The ident said it was Nympha, so I rinsed my mouth with cold tea and answered.

      “Good evening, Isadora. I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time.” Her voice carried the same inviting easiness over the net that it did in person; I foolishly smoothed the creases in my shirt.

      “Not at all, not at all. I always have time for a client.”

      She tittered on the other end. “I suppose that is what I am to you, isn’t it? I wouldn’t be offended if, by the end of this, Theo and I could call you a friend, too.”

      I found myself blushing and thankful no one was around to see it. “What can I do for you, Nympha?”

      “I thought to call and tell you that ze has not come home yet.” There was a moment of silence on the other end. “I am worried something has happened to zer, Isadora. I can feel it.”

      “I wish I had news for you, ma’am.” I reached for my pipe and began to pack it. “I’ve followed every line I could pick up and found nothing but dead ends so far.”

      She sighed heavily. “You have nothing to tell me, I understand. I can’t help but feel anxious.”

      “It’s only been four days, Nympha. That’s not so long.”

      “For me it is!” she squeaked. A moment of silence passed while she composed herself. “I’ve been trying to remember something, anything, to help you. Some hint or some memory; Theo elaborates on everything, maybe ze said something.”

      “Does the name Xenon sound familiar to you?”

      “No, not at all. Should it?”

      “You mentioned that Theo was brought home by a person dressed like a priest of Hera. A real big person. Would you be able to identify em, if you saw em again?”

      “Maybe?” It was hard not to imagine her biting her perfect bottom lip in the silence that followed. “It was quick, when I saw them. But maybe, if I got a good look. Is eir name Xenon?”

      “No, Xenon is a tiny old man who ran an artist retreat on the other side of the Valley from you. He calls himself a doctor; he’s got a helper named Anaxagoras who could be your priest if you dressed em up right.”

      “That’s good, isn’t it?”

      I shrugged as if she could see it. “It’s just a hunch. I could be colder than a corpse. I’ll call you when I’ve figured it out. I just needed to know if Theo had come home before I did anything I can’t undo.”

      There was worry in her voice. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help. Call me at any time, no matter how late it is.”

      The line went dead. I dumped my empty plate in the sink and went upstairs to change. I put on a thin shirt and my shoulder holster over that. It would be evening by the time I got to the doctor’s little hideaway, but I was expecting the heat now. I checked the cartridge for my thermal pistol and then slipped it into the holster. Who knew what things besides the knuckles Anaxagoras might try to throw at me, but I wasn’t going to be unarmed this time.

      I drove as fast as was legal into the Valley and down the gravel road that twisted and wound its way through the forest. The night was to be a moonless one, which I took as a little blessing from the Lord of the Hunt. It was appreciated: darkness would be my friend while I did my work.

      The tall gate was still locked, which wasn’t terribly surprising. I pulled the Phaeton off the road a bit before the gate and waited for Apollo to disappear for the night. Once it was dark, I hopped the gate and took a wide arc around the clearing, hoping for a place where the laurels came close to the building but finding none. I decided to just cross the meadow from the back of the camp and hope for the best.

      Halfway through the knee-high grass, a floodlight snapped on at the main house. I dropped to my stomach from instinct before realizing that it was pointed straight down at the back porch, creating a pool of bright light in the inky darkness. I got up to my knee and squinted to watch a figure slam open the back door and step out onto the porch.

      I immediately knew that my hunch had been right. Anaxagoras paced back and forth wearing the priest habit that Nympha had described. Ey wore a himation of fine azure cloth, tied with an equally fine emerald rope. On eir head was a laurel wreath of gold, and sparkling jewels adorned eir face and hands. Eir arms were wrapped in the cloth of eir garb as ey spoke in hushed but harsh tones. Eir gestures and expressions were enormous, like ey was an actor on the stage with an adoring audience instead of standing in a deserted meadow by emself.

      Ey built to some sort of crescendo and, at the last moment, drew a long and sickening blade from the cloth eir hand was obscured in. Muttering some final phrase, ey thrust the blade into the open air and struggled with an imaginary victim to the ground. Ey stood and wiped the dagger on eir thigh, spitting into the space where the other actor would have lain. Ey whispered one last line into the night air and disappeared back into the lodge.

      The light went out. I started moving again.

      Once I reached the cluster of cabins that sat around the lodge, it was straightforward to find what I was looking for. Only one building was giving off any illumination, though the windows were covered with thick drapes so that the only light I could see shone through the screen doors on either side. I slid up to the closest door and tested it: it was locked. Inside was a short hallway, beyond which I could just see a pair of legs in a bed. The good doctor had lied to me.

      As if on cue, I heard the other screen door open and shut. Xenon waddled into my view—his eyebrows bending thoughtfully, a thin pipe in his mouth—and leaned against the wall in front of the bed. I tucked myself a little further into the darkness and hoped his attention would stay elsewhere.

      “You can drop the act, I know you are awake,” he said as he puffed at the pipe.

      A deep sigh came from beyond the legs. “To what do I owe this immense pleasure, doctor?” came a pleasant voice that I had to assume was my missing painter. “Have you come to end this ridiculous farce already?”

      Xenon clicked his tongue and pulled the pipe from his lips. His enormous eyebrows arched.  “You have the power to end this yourself, dear Theo. In three days, I will be disappearing into the gutter with my ward. We will need protection. Surely, you can give a small… donation, to help us.”

      Theophanes swore too quietly for me to make out. Ze wasn’t struggling against any restraints, at least not that I could see. The doctor had most likely suppressed zer nerves—to relieve the pain and shakes from a rapid sobering—but from the strength of zer voice I knew that the cure had run its course.

      “You already took everything in my pockets, you hack. I wouldn’t give you shit if I had an ounce of it to give.” I heard the sound of zer spitting and watched Xenon slowly reach up to wipe his face.

      Xenon’s eyebrows shook with his head. “There’s no need for such unpleasantness. I am a kind man, a man of healing. I will release you in due time.” He went to puff at his pipe and realized that it was no longer lit. He rifled through his pocket for his matches. “Gods damn it all, I hate when the mix arrives damp. I try to dry it out but it just won’t stay lit.”

      “Fascinating, Doctor. It really is. I’m sorry for my outburst, I just would really like to get home, is all. You understand, yes?”

      The doctor wiggled his eyebrows as he lit the pipe again. It glowed red as he pulled and then let the smoke trickle from the sides of his mouth. “I know, I know. Of course. There’s just the matter of your payment. I’m sorry, but I really must insist that you compensate me after you compromised my operation.”

      “Compromised?” Theophanes scoffed. “I’ve been immobilized in bed for days, unconscious up until this morning. What could I have possibly done to you, you miserable pimple of a man?”

      Xenon chuckled and paced the floor. I tried to squeeze closer into the darkness. “You called me late at night, quite desperate for my cure. You told me that you would kill yourself or your wife if I didn’t help you. You put me in quite the difficult position, as I told you when we picked you up. I do not have a sanction to practice any longer; I’m losing the lodge in a few days. My research was no longer appreciated by the people who run this place. Someone has to take care of Ana. I told you all of this and still you insisted that I treat you.”

      “I was drunk, Doc!” Theophanes shouted. I could see zer toes begin to curl towards the end of the bed. “You can’t hold someone to a deal struck when they were in the thick, but I already paid! You got a pocketful of favors, you aren’t getting a damn thing more!”

      “Unfortunately for you, my rate has gone up while you were asleep.” I watched as the doctor reached out and tweaked one of Theophanes’ toes; ze didn’t pull away, zer reactions slowed. “You mention me to your wife, Theo?”

      “I did no such thing. Nympha was asleep when I called you. I checked.” For what it was worth, ze sounded sincere.

      “Maybe it was before that night, then. She knows. A private dick came snooping around yesterday, asking after you. I convinced her that you weren’t here, but I didn’t like the way she looked on her way out. I worry she will come back and I want you gone from here. First, though, I need you to secure payment for me.”

      Theophanes laughed. “You’re as thick as those eyebrows, doc. If Nympha knew where I was, she wouldn’t have needed to hire a finder. She would have come here herself, if she gave a damn about me, and she’d have brought my nymph with her. Euthymios would have beaten your fancy Ana before ey had decided what character ey was portraying that day.”

      “What a creative and nasty mind you have, Theophanes.”

      “I’ve got a lot of nasty little favors too, doc. Not that you’ll ever lay eyes on them you fucking crook.”

      Xenon’s eyebrows shrugged with his shoulders. “I am a crook in some things, yes. I am a mixed bag, just like most faithful citizens of this city. Now,” he drew a small tablet from his pocket, “you will sign this contract promising delivery of one of your paintings. I will leave it up to you which one you send; it won’t matter. All that matters is that it comes from you.” He tossed the tablet onto the bed. “Once you have done that, Ana will drive you home and you will never see either of us again.”

      Theophanes groaned. “I’d rather find my own way; your ward makes my skin crawl.”

      “Nonsense,” Xenon said as he walked back to lean against the wall again. “Anaxagoras is quite harmless, as long as I am around. I have plenty of ways to control the lad.”

      “Oh really?” came a new voice from beyond the other screen door. Ana kicked it open and leaned against the doorframe, holding the twisted knife in one hand. Xenon smiled at em.

      “Keep that freak away from me!” Theophanes’ voice had real fear in it for the first time. Ana growled low at zer and leaned a little further into the room.

      “You should not have said that, Theo,” Xenon said quietly. He walked towards Anaxagoras. “All right, Ana, I will help our guest get dressed while you bring the car around. I don't want zer to walk far; Theo is quite weak.”

      “Ze’s gonna be a whole lot weaker when I’m finished with zer,” Ana said, air whistling between eir teeth. “Get out of my way, old man.”

      I started running around the bungalow as quickly as I could, drawing the pistol from my holster. I heard the doctor say “Now, Ana—” before hearing a loud scream followed by a body crashing to the floor. I threw open the screen without even looking in and found Anaxagoras standing over a blubbering Xenon, the cruel blade protruding from his shoulder. The priest’s habit fluttered as ey spun around to face me, no recognition of who I was on eir face.

      I brandished the gun but ey didn’t even glance at it. In a flash, the brass knuckles were on eir fists and ey crouched to lunge for me. One swing and I would be on the ground.

      I shot through the window above the bed. My ears rang as the blast shook the entire cabin, the space too small for that sort of thing. Xenon screamed again and clutched his shoulder tighter. Ana turned eir head toward the melted hole in the window and then back at me. Ey smiled, eir eyes becoming clear finally.

      “Hi there,” ey said calmly, a lazy smile stretching across eir face.

      “Drop the brass, fast feet,” I said, the gun now pointed at eir chest. Ey looked down at eir fists and casually shook the knuckles from them. “Any more knives in that getup?” I asked.

      Ey shook eir head, eyes locked on the gun. “That’s real, huh? Must be, look at the window. Heh.”

      Suddenly, Theophanes jumped onto zer feet from the bed. At least, I assumed that’s what ze meant to do but instead ze stumbled into a dresser and struggled to hold zerself up. “Zeus’ taint, I am weak.”

      Ana started to face zer so I whistled, loud. I’d dealt with people like Ana before; you had to be clear and firm. The sharp sound caused Xenon to stop blubbering for a moment. “You’re gonna have to drive the good doctor to a real doctor, Ana. Can you do that?”

      Anaxagoras nodded eir head and left the cottage without a word. Xenon whimpered as I shook my head at him. I tucked the pistol back into my holster and moved to support Theo. Ze was taller and surprisingly heavier than me as ze leaned against my shoulder.

      Theo smiled lazily at me. “You’re the dick he was so upset about, aren’t you?” I nodded my head. “How’d you find me?”

      “I asked around,” I answered. “How about we get some clothes on you and get you home to the wife?” I asked as I handed zer a loose tunic from the dresser.

      I hooked my arm under Theo’s again once ze was dressed and we headed for the door. Xenon groaned as he gingerly moved himself against the bed. The knife had missed anything important; he was going to be fine. Xenon growled at me, “I would help, but my hands are full.” He spit on the floor. “Not that ze would be grateful. All I do is help people and no one is ever grateful.”

      “I know exactly how you feel, doc,” I said. “I really do.”
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      Anaxagoras drove the four of us up the road and stopped in front of my ride. When I had gotten Theo into the Phaeton, Xenon gingerly leaned out the back window facing us. “About your payment, Theophanes. You owe me.”

      Theophanes leaned back in the seat and shook zer head. “I’ll think about it, you hack.”

      “I need it. You agreed with me, before you grew upset.”

      “Under duress, my dear doctor. I was under duress.” Ze nodded zer head toward me and added, “You aren’t the only one with protection, now.”

      “I came in the night. I protected you, from yourself,” Xenon shouted. He was the persistent sort. “I washed and fed you myself, alone. I cured you, for now. That must count for something!”

      Theo waved zer hand dismissively.

      Xenon didn’t let up. His voice grew shrill with desperation as his eyebrows trembled. “I have debts, okay? Please, you must help me. It can be a loan, just something for Ana and me to get ourselves out from under it all. I know people who can keep us safe, but I must have something to give them. They aren’t as kind as I am. I will earn new favors and they will be yours, okay?” He winced at the wound in his shoulder, now bound up with a linen cloth.

      I started to get antsy. I hadn’t smoked since I left home, but I didn’t want to light up and kill the mood.

      “You won’t be giving me favors back; you’ll be dead.” Ze looked coolly at the doctor. “Your ward is going to cut your throat one of these nights.”

      The doctor grew somber and sat back into the cab of the car. His glasses twinkled in the darkness. “There are worse ways to die, Theo. Like the death you are headed for.”

      The window rolled back up and we both watched as Xenon’s car disappeared into the forest. After a few minutes, I started up the Phaeton and followed them out to the highway.

      After a few kilometers, Theo muttered to zerself, “Why should I give that hack anything?”

      I shrugged. “No reason at all.”

      Ze rolled zer head to face me. “Then why do I feel like a solid gold bitch for not giving it to him?”

      “No reason at all.”

      There was silence for a few more minutes. Then ze said, “He took good care of me, until that last bit.” I set the car to auto and rotated my seat a little towards zer. I slipped two cigarettes out of my jacket and ze took one when I offered it. I handed zer the lighter and waited until ze had taken a drag to nod for zer to continue. “I don’t know. He hardly left my side. Maybe he was just protecting his investment, he really did take everything in my pockets.”

      “You might have told him to,” I offered.

      “What, you’re taking his side now?”

      I waved my hand dismissively and took a drag. “This is just a job to me, buddy. I’m not on anyone’s side, calm down.”

      There was silence for another few kilometers. The highway deposited us into a small collection of buildings, much farther apart than they would ever be in the city proper. Theophanes spoke first, again.

      “Maybe I’ll send it to him. The poor guy is down on his luck. Getting involved with whatever gutter rats have him over a barrel is a messy matter, and he’s got nowhere else to go. The council took his place and it’s all because he keeps that freak around.”

      I leaned back in my chair and studied zer face for a few moments. Ze was handsome with zer silver hair shaved on one side and skin so bronze I wondered if it were actually metal. Ze was favored, after all; the gods had done that sort of thing before. There was an easy air about zer, but it mixed with a kind of frenetic energy that made me nervous. I hated feeling nervous.

      “I don’t think ey took kindly to that word.”

      Ze shrugged and polished off zer cigarette. “I just don’t get it. Why would someone give up all this instead of just sending the kid to a clinic?”

      “Maybe he’s just a caring guy.”

      Ze leaned back and closed zer eyes. “Fat chance of that. He was a prick.” After a few moments though, ze added, “You’re right, of course. I’ve been unfair to both of them. I was just taking my frustration out on whoever was nearby.”

      We passed through the little village and onto a winding, hilly road. The roads on that stretch were evenly spaced, with little names written on a post by each path. I tapped my controls to see how far we were from where Theo and Nympha lived.

      Again, ze broke the silence. “Hey, you haven’t told me your name.”

      “Isadora, daughter of Eudoxia. My friends call me Isa.”

      “Pretty name,” ze said, without guile. Then ze added, “Wait a second, I’ve heard that name. Xenon liked to listen to vlogs on the net, he said it made him feel connected to the city. You’re the gal who got locked up for knowing Akakios.”

      “In the flesh.”

      Ze whistled softly and just stared at me for a minute. I clicked the controls back to manual and guided the Phaeton onto a small gravel road with a large “T” and “N” sitting on the post beside it.

      “I knew her.” There was finality in the last word, but Theo kept going, “Some. I never met Akakios, just heard stories when I was at Pelagia’s parties. They were an odd couple. I guess that showed in the end…” Ze shook zer head. “Did the cops treat you too rough?”

      I didn’t respond. The little road deposited us into a clearing not unlike Xenon’s in size, though its contents were far more extravagant. In the dark of the new moon, I could only just make out the carefully manicured shrubbery that flanked us as we approached the main house.

      “Maybe you don’t want to talk about it. I understand.”

      “Might be. Why would it interest you?”

      Ze laughed. “I’m an artist, Isa. I never know where I’m going to find inspiration for my next masterpiece. Maybe your story will be my next muse.”

      “You’re tired; why don’t you take the night off?”

      “Alright, Isa. Alright. I get it.” Theo reached for the car door. “You don’t like me, I get it.”

      I grabbed zer elbow and ze looked back at me. “I don’t like you or dislike you, Theophanes. I’ve just met you. Your wife wanted me to find you and that’s what I did. As soon as the lady pays me, I’m going to drive out of this valley and you’ll never see me again.”

      “It’s just a job,” ze said, quietly.

      “It’s just a job.” I repeated.

      I walked around the car and helped Theo onto zer feet; ze was still pretty weak from whatever the doctor had zer on. Ze gave me a lopsided smile as zer legs shivered. “What favors is she giving you?” ze asked.

      “We didn’t discuss it.”

      “Whatever she gives you, it’s not enough. I owe you a lot of thanks. You were marvelous with that gun and you’re a good listener. I wasn’t worth your time.”

      I shook my head. “That’s just how you feel tonight. You’ll wake up in the morning and this all will be a bad dream you’d rather forget, trust me.”

      Ze laughed. “You’re a real bastard, Isadora, daughter of Eudoxia. Just like me. I think I could quite like you, provided the opportunity.”

      Before ze could continue, the double doors in the big house opened wide. An enormous woman with snake’s skin and a bare chest stood in the doorway and glared at me from across the lawn. Theo slowly approached and climbed the stairs. Ze patted her on the arm and said something I couldn’t hear before disappearing into the house. With a newly-lit cigarette in the corner of my mouth, I turned and walked back down the drive towards the Phaeton until a voice called out from behind me.

      I spun to see Nympha in a nightgown and robe walking down the steps towards me. She was as beautiful as the dawn’s glow, her silver hair glittering in the light from the house. I quickly jogged up to the bottom step. I tipped my hat from my head and nodded. “Good evening, ma’am,” I started. “I should have called you on our way, I’m sorry.”

      Her eyebrow shot up and she chuckled softly, a sound like a drop of water hitting the pond. “You found my Theo, and you apologize to me? Come inside, tell me everything and we can have a drink.”

      I shook my head. “Ze should be in bed. I’m sure ze will wake up in the morning feeling fine.”

      “Euthymios will take care of zer, don’t worry,” she said. “It will be at least a few days before ze has a drink, if that's what you’re worried about.”

      “Not at all.” I tipped my hat again and began to turn. “Goodnight, Nympha.”

      Her elegant hand fell on my elbow like a dove landing on a branch. It froze me in place. “Surely, you must be tired. Come in and have a drink.”

      I took a long drag of my cigarette. I felt like I’d been awake for a week.

      “May I have a puff?” Nympha said hesitantly. I raised my eyebrow at her as she stepped off the stair and came closer to me. I handed her the stick; she drew from it and immediately coughed. She handed it back to me with a giggle. “See? I told you I don’t smoke.”

      “You knew Pelagia?” I asked, like an ass. “Was that why you wanted to hire me?”

      “Who?”

      “Pelagia. Akakios’ wife.” I stuck the cigarette back in my mouth. I could taste her lips on the butt. “The girl that was murdered.”

      “Oh,” she said. “No, I didn’t know her personally, I just knew who she was, went to a couple of her parties.”

      I took another long drag and didn’t respond. I was tearing through it.

      “Why did you ask me that?” When I didn’t immediately answer she added, “Did Theo tell you that ze knew her?”

      “Ze said a few things about the case when I told zer my name. It dawned on zer immediately, saying that Pelagia was killed close by. Ze said a lot of things, if I didn’t interrupt zer.”

      She straightened her spine with her lips pressed firmly together. “I see.” She started to turn. “I must go, Isadora, and see if my spouse needs anything. If you won’t come in, I bid you good⁠—”

      I took hold of her and pulled her towards me. She tilted her head forward and our lips slammed hard into each other. She didn’t fight or pull away, instead she kissed me with a surprising hunger. We pulled apart slowly and she stood there looking at me.

      “You shouldn’t have done that, Isadora,” she said. “You’re too nice of a girl to do something like that.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed as I shrugged and took a few steps back. “I know. The thing is, I’ve spent two days busting my ass up and down this city on one of the most frustrating swan hunts of my godsdamn career and I’ll be damned if it didn’t turn out just like a bad crime serial. You know what else? I think you knew where ze was all along—or at the very least, you knew the name Xenon.” I finished the cigarette and tossed it into the grass beneath my feet. “You wanted me to get involved because you wanted me to see zer good nature and feel some responsibility for zer. Tell me I’m off the mark.”

      “Of course you are,” she said icily. “That’s pure nonsense.” She started to turn away.

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “One more thing: don’t tell me I’m too nice of a girl, either. I’d rather be a villain.”

      She looked back at me. Her eyes twinkled in the light like her hair. “Why?”

      “If I hadn’t been too nice of a girl to Akakios, maybe xe would still be alive.”

      She thought about that for a few moments. “We can never know that, Isa,” she said quietly. “Goodnight. Thank you for almost nearly everything.”

      She walked back up the steps and into the house. I stood in the grass and watched the doors slowly close behind her. The light above the door went off.

      I just stood there, lit another cigarette, and felt like a piece of shit.
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      I woke up the next day feeling like a new woman. Galene brought me extra sausage and eggs with my breakfast and I didn’t give her any guff for it. I’d found my client and got zer home safe and sound; I could allow myself a little celebration.

      When I got into the office it was almost lunch and no one was waiting around by the door; with the way things had gone the last week, that wasn’t a guarantee. I brought fresh flowers to leave on the otherwise empty secretary’s desk and I took my time cleaning up the place. I threw open all the blinds, letting Apollo’s light fill the little waiting room. Maybe I should have found someone to take care of the office for me years ago, but there was something to be said for giving it the once over now and again.

      The only problem was that, when I sat behind my desk and lit my cigarette to wait for the first client, the pit of my stomach told me it was going to be a hell of a day.

      The first person showed up just as I was finishing my lunch—some kind of tiny tentacles deep fried by Arete—and she was a real piece of work. A dockworker—judging by the nautical tattoos that covered her face and the fact that her arms were thicker around than my head. She managed to make a request I’d never heard before.

      “I need you to kill my neighbor's dog.”

      I nearly spat out the coffee I was drinking but managed to choke it down with effort. She sat there, thick muscles overflowing from my too-small-for-her client’s chair, while I coughed and tried to regain my composure. Her face was stuck in a permanently patient scowl, clearly having had this reaction before.

      “Look, I know how it sounds, but you got to hear me out,” she added as I lit a cigarette for myself and pushed the pack across the desk towards her. She appeared to consider it, but then continued, “She is ancient and sickly—the dog, not the neighbor—and her horrid bitch of a caretaker has the thing barely hanging on. Day and night, I can hear the damn thing gurgling and whining and screaming when she wants her fresh-cooked food eight times a day.” She reconsidered and reached for the pack; I could barely see the stick as she held it between two meaty fingers. “The damn thing should have been allowed to die a decade ago. It just isn’t right. And I can’t get any goddamn sleep with the sounds it makes coming through the wall.”

      “If it matters so much to you, why don’t you just do it yourself?” I asked.

      The scowl deepened. “I work my ass off, 12 hour shifts down at the docks every other day.” She nodded at the nearly empty container of fried sea food sitting on my desk. “That shit comes in enormous nets and when they get to us, a hell of a lot of them are still alive. I spent half my career snapping the spines of tiny critters, what makes you think I wanna do it at home?”

      “Sorry,” I said, putting my hands up. “It’s just not the sort of thing I help out with.”

      “Gotcha, you’re a big shot.” She stood, suddenly. A vein in her forehead began to bulge, which wasn’t the kind of thing I saw as a good sign.“I was told you were a fixer, that people came to you with problems and you made the problems take a hike. What, work from the gutter just not fancy enough for you?”

      “Hey, pal, I’ve got my own problems,” I said, still trying to keep an even tone. It’s important not to make any sudden moves around big animals. “The last thing I need is to hand ‘dog killer’ to the tabloids on a silver platter, you know?”

      She sighed and shook her head, the scowl weakening for the first time. “I’m just as likely to break my neighbor's neck for putting that poor thing through this,” she said, and I believed it. She looked like she could break the neck of an eidolon with those hands. “That’s why it's gotta be someone else. I just want some peace and quiet. Sorry to bother you.”

      Next was a mother named Phile, about an hour after the mountainous sailor had gone. She wasn’t an ancient woman, but wasn’t quite young either. She wasn’t particularly fashionable. She wasn’t exactly clean but also wasn’t quite dirty. Her little girl was in the process of becoming an acolyte of Hera, which meant that both of them spent most of their time with their foreheads on the floor at the nearest temple. She spent the better part of a half hour telling me how proud she was of her girl. The tone took a turn, however, as soon as the story got closer to home.

      “There is a break-in nearly every day. Nothing is gone, but everything is out of place,” she said while she fidgeted with her handbag. “It is the lady across the hall. She’s always been jealous of my little girl, ever since she lost her baby years ago.” She straightened her spine a little. “I am not insensitive. It was a tragedy what happened, but it doesn’t excuse rifling through my little girl’s pictures just because she doesn’t have her own."

      There wasn’t a favor valuable enough that I would come within a kilometer of that situation. “What is it you expect me to do, exactly?”

      The fidgeting increased. “Since she cannot respect my polite requests, I would like you to…” She motioned with one hand at me. “Scare her, or something. Call her and tell her you’re investigating the break-ins, make her afraid to keep violating my space. Anything.”

      I shook my head and took a sip of my long-cooled coffee. “I’m not a cop, lady. I have a sanction to find things, not to make threats at sad women.”

      Her face scrunched up like she’d smelled something rotten. “I will tell her that I’ve come to see you. I don’t have to let on that I know it's her, just that you’re investigating.”

      “If you tell her my name, she’ll look me up. If she calls me, I’m not gonna lie for you. I’m not that kind of girl.”

      She stood with a huff and moved for the door. I could hear her angry mumbling all the way out of the building.

      An hour until the sun went down, I started to shut down the office for the day. It had been nothing but petty complaints and requests to hurt people I’d never met, and I was more than ready to go home. As I closed the blinds—head in the clouds, wondering what kind of cuisine Galene would force on me tonight—the buzzer told me there was a visitor in my waiting room. Throwing the connecting door open, I was confronted by a girl in a bright blue dress who couldn’t have been older than eleven. I blinked a few times as she smiled up at me.

      “Good evening, I hope I haven’t caught you at too inconvenient of an hour,” she said with the controlled tone of a librarian. I shook my head and held the door for her to walk into my office. “Thank you,” she said as she nodded her head politely and walked past me into the room. She allowed me to pull out her chair and she sat in it with one knee crossed over the other.

      I sat and tried not to feel foolish having a consultation with a child. “What can I do for you, miss…?”

      “Aeschylus.” I must have made a face, because then she explained, “The priests who look after me thought it was a funny name for a somber little girl. I quite like the way it sounds, though.”

      I nodded. “It’s lovely. What brings you to my office, Miss Aeschylus?”

      She reached into the pocket of her dress and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “I am told that I am to serve a greater purpose than most. Something about my mind being special, a gift from my lord, Athena. I think the priests are just playing tricks on me, but that isn’t the point.” She sighed heavily. “I don’t have a lot of friends, ma’am. Anyone my age acts like a child and anyone older than me treats me like one. You can understand why I value anyone I can comfortably call a friend.”

      I continued to nod, though I wasn’t sure what I was nodding about anymore.

      The girl unfolded the piece of paper and slid it across the desk to me. It had a name, an address, and a picture of a girl who was probably sixteen. Xenia looked like she’d be pretty in a few years and belonged to high society, if her haircut and outfit meant anything. She was likely meant for an honored priesthood or the executive level of one of the city’s big firms. Aeschylus let me study the printout for a moment before she continued, “She’s been my best friend since I was five. We’ve hardly ever met in person—both of us are far too busy with our studies—but nearly every day we talk over the net. I tell her everything, ma’am. I trust her with my life.”

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t really know,” she said nervously, shifting in her seat. It was the first childish thing she’d done. “She moved across the city. Her mom married some influential Apollonian woman and they all went to live in one of the tall spires. She told me the day of the move that she would be offline for a few days while they got settled but she would be back soon.” Her voice cracked and she cleared her throat. “That was a week ago.”

      I closed my eyes and rubbed the bridge of my nose. “I’m guessing the Peacekeepers didn’t give you the time of day?”

      Aeschylus shook her head. “They said that I should have my mother contact her mother and it wasn’t their job to manage ‘little girls’ friendships’. Said Xenia probably found new friends and I should move on.” Tears began to well in her eyes. I pushed a box of tissues across the desk towards her; if there was a single thing I hated to be party to more than a woman crying, it was probably a little girl crying.

      “Alright, alright. I’ll find your friend, miss. Please don’t cry.” She gave me a weak smile and nodded a few times, dabbing at her eyes. “You’ve given me plenty to go off; it shouldn’t be hard for me to find her.”

      It wasn’t, either; I managed to locate Xenia an hour later, before Aeschylus had even returned home for the night. Someone in the housing authority owed me and I called in the favor, which made finding the girl’s new address an easy prospect. Next, I called a nettech I used to date and promised a favor if ze would track down the girl’s netID and status. That’s how I found out she’d had her net access blocked by her mother a week ago. It could have been a problem—the last thing I wanted was to stick myself in between a mother and her cub—but luck was on my side.

      I called up the mother and we talked, very polite-like. Xenia was sick; her condition was easily cured, but needed weeks of rest and peace. I guess the girl had a bit of an obsession with the tabloids, so mommy dearest locked her out of the net until she was well again. I extracted a promise that Xenia would contact my client soon with an update, for her peace of mind, and gave her a very polite farewell.

      And that was the workday for a gutter fixer. It wasn’t really typical, but it wasn’t totally an atypical day either. No one knew why someone would stick in that sort of profession. One doesn’t get big from doing that work—regardless of the sort of hagiography they pulled down at the Kleon Group—and one definitely doesn’t have a lot of fun doing it, either. Sometimes, one would get beat up or stabbed or tossed in the drunk tank for running one’s mouth. Eventually, one got dead. Every other month, one decided that this job was too far, too much, and it was time to find a more sensible profession where one could live in peace. Then the buzzer would sound and the door would open.

      “Come on in. Evaristus, you say? What an interesting name. What can I help you with today?”

      In that way, a month passed. It was the height of the afternoon when I got a call from Nympha. She asked me to come down to the house in the Valley for a drink the next day. A handful of friends were celebrating their anniversary, and Theophanes would like to see me and thank me properly. Also, she added, she still had not paid me for my services.

      “You don’t owe me anything, Nympha. I took my payment that night.”

      “You must think me some kind of prude, the way I acted,” she responded. “It was just a kiss between friends. You will come though, yes?”

      “I will, against both our better judgement.”

      “Theo is doing quite well. Ze has even started working again.”

      “That’s great,” I said, digging in my desk for a cigarette.

      “Is something wrong?” she asked. “Nevermind, perhaps you just take life very seriously.”

      “I’ve been accused of that before. Why?”

      Her laughter on the other end of the line had the quality of little bells. She said goodbye and cut the call. I sat at my desk and took life very seriously for a little while. Then I tried to think of something funny so I could have a laugh, too. It didn’t matter: I just felt silly, so I opened my safe, pulled out Akakios’ farewell letter and gave it another read. I was reminded that I had never finished what xe had asked of me and it was about time that I did. It was still early enough that Timaios’ would be nice and quiet, just the way xe liked it. I admitted to myself, for the first time, that I missed when xe would walk into my office unannounced and tell me to take the rest of the afternoon off. The thought made me bitter and sad enough that I almost kept walking when I got to the bar.

      Almost.
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      Timaios’ was as quiet as an Underworld temple when I walked through the doors. The usual sort of silent drinker was scattered across the room, hiding away in dark booths against the wall, nursing neat doubles and waiting for the night to begin. At the bar was a woman in a flowing, black dress with a thin black veil hanging beside her face. She had a pale green drink in front of her, sitting alone at the bar with a cigarette in a long, silver holder held between two of her slender fingers. I couldn’t help but notice that she had the sort of drawn, intense look of a woman who was either dangerous or sex-starved. Or both.

      I sat two stools down and waved at the bartender. “Can I get a eutych?” I asked. “No bitters.”

      “Sure thing.” She placed a little napkin in front of me and gave me an odd look. “I overheard you and your friend, a while back,” she started, with the tone of an old buddy. I hated the way bartenders did that. “Xe was going on about the right way to make a eutych. The next day, I went out and I got a special bottle of lime juice for it.” A bit of sadness crept into her voice at the end. “It’s been a few years and I only just opened the bottle today. I didn’t think I’d see either of you again.”

      I bobbed my head and bit the inside of my lip. “Xe doesn’t drink anymore. It’s been a little hard to come back.” A silence stretched between us for a few seconds too long. “I’d like a double, if you don’t mind. Thanks.”

      She nodded and went away. I turned and found the woman in black glancing at me with a little smile in the corner of her mouth, something twinkling in her emerald eyes. One of her fingers pulled at her black curls. She looked down at her green drink and then back up at me. “So few people drink eutychs in this part of the city,” she said so softly it was almost a whisper.

      “My friend’s favorite drink,” I said. “I guess they grew on me.”

      “Must have come from the Valley, your friend,” the woman said into her own glass. Her eyes grew distant.

      When the bartender delivered my drink, I tasted it and smiled at the perfect balance of sweet and sour. Akakios would have been proud, though xe would never have shown it. The woman in black watched me and then lifted her own drink in my direction. We toasted, we drank, and it was then I knew for sure that we were drinking the same thing.

      “Xe wasn’t from the Valley,” I finally offered. “Not originally. Xe was a sailor who married up. We used to come down here every once in a while, right about this time. Before it got too busy.”

      She smiled but her eyes stayed distant. “It is the best time to be in a place like this. Maybe I knew your friend.” She knocked back the rest of her drink. “What was xer name?”

      I didn’t answer right away. Instead, I fixed a cigarette between my lips. I watched my neighbor tap the butt of hers out in the tray and then fit another to the silver holder. Before she could ask, I offered up my lighter. “Akakios,” I said, finally.

      She watched my face for a few moments, then she nodded slowly. “Yes, I knew xer very well. Better than I would have preferred to.”

      The bartender came back around and glanced at my near-empty glass. I held up two fingers. “Two more of the same, in a booth,” I said. Then I added to the woman in black, “If you don’t mind.”

      I stood from the stool, watching her. There was every chance in the world that she would turn me down, but I didn’t really care either way. It wasn’t out of the question for two women to share a drink and talk without dragging sex into it, but a lot of people made assumptions when they looked at me. I probably would have, too.

      She hesitated, then stood. She picked up her black gloves from the bar and walked across the room to a dark corner booth. I sat across from her.

      “My name is Isadora. My friends call me Isa.”

      “Euanthe,” she responded. “You have a sentimental streak, Isadora?”

      “Because I came here for a eutych? I could say the same thing for you.”

      “Maybe I like the way they taste,” she said with a coy smile.

      “Maybe I do, too; wouldn’t that have been a funny little coincidence? Too much of one though, I think.”

      Euanthe continued to smile, her green eyes searching my face. She had on emerald earrings that couldn’t hold a candle to those eyes. The jewel at her throat came closer, but still. Her eyes were an endless wilderness of beautiful hunger.

      “So, you’re the dick,” she said with finality.

      A waiter brought the drinks over and set them down. When he was gone, I said, “I’m just a woman who knew Akakios, liked xer for some reason, and had an occasional drink with xer. It wasn’t a friendship I meant to make, but it was a friendship anyway. I never visited xer home and I never knew xer wife. I barely talked to her one time, before they married.”

      “I would say there’s a little more to it than that, ma’am.”

      “Maybe,” I said into my glass. “I just can’t get xer out of my head. There was always something about Akakios that bothered me and it still does…” I trailed off and shook my head, then looked back up at her. “What about you?”

      She leaned her elbows on the table and held her chin in her hands. “I knew xer too well, like I said. Well enough to know it didn’t matter much what happened to xer. Xe had a favored wife that gave xer everything xe could ever want. Sure, it isn’t like she asked for nothing in return, but who does?” She shook her head gently, her eyes growing distant again. “If xe hated xer life so much, xe could have moved out. People frequently do it, no matter what the laws say. Xe didn’t have to kill her.”

      “I agree.”

      She straightened her back and gave me a curious look. “If what I hear is true, you helped xer run away. Did you know what xe had done?”

      “Nah, I just did it for the favor,” I said sarcastically as I finished my drink. It didn’t taste as refreshing as the first. “I thought you might tell me something about Akakios I didn’t already know. I’m not interested in speculating why xe decided to rearrange Pelagia’s mug.”

      Euanthe scrunched her face up like she’d caught a whiff of something foul. “That’s an awful way to put it.”

      “It’s an awful thing xe is accused of,” I growled. “And if either of us thought that Akakios did it, we wouldn’t be sitting here drinking about it, would we?”

      A few moments passed as she stared hard at me. “Akakios confessed. Xe killed xerself. What more is there to say?”

      “Xe had a gun,” I said quietly. “Could be someone got jumpy and shot xer first. Wouldn’t be the first time a Peacekeeper did something stupid when their big moment came up. As for the confession, I dunno. I haven’t read it myself.”

      “You think it’s fake,” she asked in a way that didn’t sound like a question.

      “I don’t know. I think xe wrote it but I don’t think that means xe killed her. At least not to me.” I lit a cigarette and leaned back in the booth. “All it means is that xe didn’t see another way out. Faced with that kind of choice, a certain kind of person—weak, sentimental, whatever you want to call xer—might choose to save some other people from going through a whole lot of nasty press.”

      “That isn’t funny,” she said with annoyance dripping from her teeth. “Xe wouldn’t kill xerself, nor deliberately get xerself killed, just to prevent some blog gossip. Pelagia was already dead. Her mother and sisters could take care of themselves just fine. The Blessed can always protect themselves.”

      “Fine,” I said. “Whatever. Maybe I’m wrong about why xe did it. Maybe I’m wrong about the whole thing. Look, I can leave if you want to just enjoy your eutych.”

      She tilted her head curiously, and her face brightened. She gave me a little smile. “I’m sorry; you’re actually serious.”

      “Of course I am.”

      “I assumed you were making excuses for yourself, more than making them for Akakios.” She smiled into her drink. “Somehow, I don’t think you are, anymore.”

      “No, I’m not. I did something stupid that I’ve more than paid the price for. I know that xer confession let me off the hook. If xe had gone to trial, they would have dragged me down right next to xer. At the very least it would have put me into debt with some awful people.”

      “Not to mention it would cost you your sanction,” she offered.

      “Maybe, maybe not. I’ve talked myself out of worse when it comes to the cops.”

      She rolled her eyes and tasted her drink. Then, “I suppose it was for the best. No trial, no gossip rags digging through everything and painting it in the worst possible light.”

      “That’s what I just said. You thought it was a joke.”

      Euanthe leaned back and lazily glanced at the tiles on the ceiling. “Akakios doing it deliberately is a joke. I just think it ended up better for everyone that there was no trial.”

      I waved for the waiter. “I need another drink. The chill of death is on the back of my neck. Any chance your mother is Lord Hades, Euanthe?”

      “Pelagia was my sister,” she said calmly as she lifted the glass to her lips and tasted her drink again. “Or hadn’t you figured that out?”

      I gave the waiter my order and asked him to double it. Euanthe waved him off when he asked if she needed anything. Once we were alone again, I said, “With the lockdown your mother put on this case, I didn’t even know that Pelagia had a sister.”

      She laughed. It was the kind of husky, sultry laugh of a woman who smoked as much as I did. “Mother is hardly that powerful and she definitely isn’t that ruthless. She likes her privacy, sure, but that just means she doesn’t let her image be spread around. She doesn’t give speeches, when she leaves her home it is in a darkened cab, but she still has a human heart beating in her chest. She liked Akakios. She used to say xe was the only person Pelagia had met who wouldn’t leave her bleeding in the gutter.”

      “Xe wasn’t that great at the end,” I quipped..

      "If Akakios had asked for help, Mother would have helped.”

      “Her daughter had been beaten to death.”

      “She has plenty of us,” she said as she rolled her eyes again. “This might sound cold, but Mother was done with Pelagia long before Akakios came along as her lifeline. On the rare occasion that they shared a room, she barely spoke. If Mother ever expressed herself—which she has not and will never—I am certain that she would have just as many doubts about Akakios as you do. Once xe was dead, though? What did it matter then? If Pelagia had to die, it was best she died when she did. Better that than her dying alone as a sex-ridden hag in twenty years.”

      I got mad. I don’t know why I got mad, I just did. I stood up and looked at the closest booths, both of which were empty. One of the booths past that had an elderly woman reading a book by herself. I sat back into the booth hard and leaned across the table because I had enough sense not to yell.

      “For fuck’s sake, Euanthe, do you seriously think I’d believe that Mother Hesperos is such a sweet and principled gal that she wouldn’t lean on the Archon to make this thing go away? That she has the same doubts as I do, but she wouldn’t do anything about them? That she didn’t use her bloggers and influence with every well-known dilettante in the city to make sure that the story died before anything more embarrassing could come out and tarnish her pretty little family’s reputation? Is it just a coincidence that the only person to show up and see xer body before the priests cremated xer was a highly exclusive advocate who is quite cagey about who ze works for? For a woman who loved Akakios so much, she sure as fuck didn’t claim xer ashes.” I leaned back in the booth and knocked the entire eutych back. I didn’t even taste it. “Because she’s a hard woman, Euanthe. You know how I know? Because I’m a hard woman. I’ve done business with enough of the Blessed to know exactly what it takes to be in Hesperos’ position and it sure as hell isn’t done with hugs and kindness.”

      “You’re an idiot,” she said angrily as she reached for her purse. “I’ve had enough of this.”

      “Oh, you don’t like hearing how the world works?” I growled. “The night Pelagia died, Akakios called Hesperos. Xe told me as much. What is it you think your sweet mother told xer, hm? ‘Oh, Akakios, my dearest son, sorry about this but the family needs you to off yourself. I know, Pelagia is a whore and there’s a dozen different men and women who probably knocked her pretty teeth down her throat, but that's irrelevant old pal. Think of the gossip, we can’t have the family name dragged through the gutter like that. She married you because she needed the cover, now that she’s dead she needs it more than ever. If you can hide, hide. If you get found though, you know what you have to do. I better not see you anywhere but the afterlife, son.”

      “Do you really think my mother sounds like that?” Eunathe asked incredulously.

      I leaned against the booth. “I can flesh out the dialogue later, alright?”

      She gathered her things and slid out of the other side of the booth. “Well, it was awful to meet you, Isadora. I will leave you with a simple warning: if you think my mother is the woman you say she is, you should be careful about who you flap that handsome mouth to. Your career in this city is bound to be short-lived if you don’t.”

      “Sure,” I said to her back as I followed her to the door. “Why the hell not, Euanthe? I get it from the Peacekeepers, I get it from the gangsters, I get it from other dicks, too. ‘Lay off.’ That’s all anyone seems to know how to say to me. What’s one more broad to add to the pile?” I kept twisting the knife, trying to get a reaction out of her. “I came here to remember a friend over a eutych and instead I’ve run into you.”

      She turned sharply and pointed a finger at my chest, her green eyes boiling over. “Three eutychs, Isadora. Doubles. You’re thick right now and I don’t care to know you when you are.” Her face changed suddenly and she glanced past me. “There’s a woman at the bar watching us. Someone you know?”

      I spun around, knocked off-guard that she’d noticed something I hadn’t. A mountain of flesh was trying to look nondescript at the end of the bar by the door. “Her name is Irene,” I growled. “She’s a trigger girl for the closest thing to a pimp our Gods will allow to fester. How about we invite her out back and take turns kicking her?”

      “You’re definitely drunk,” she said and started for the door again. I followed. Irene spun the stool around and faced the bar, failing to act casual. I came up behind her and reached under both her arms to find she wasn’t carrying a gun. Maybe I was a little drunk.

      Irene swung around and jumped off the stool. “Watch it, cheapie,” she barked. Out of the edge of my vision, I saw Euanthe look back from the door.

      “You’re not loaded, Irene? That’s mighty reckless of you. It’s dark outside; what happens if you come up against a cranky owl?”

      “Get lost, fucker. I’m off the clock,” she said as she turned back to the bar.

      “Assholes like you are never off the clock. See you around, hotshot.”

      I followed Euanthe out while Irene sat back on the stool and grumbled. Outside, a dark green car pulled into the loading zone and a tall woman got out to hold the door for her mistress. The driver bowed her head as Euanthe dipped into the car, then hurried back to the wheel.

      The window slid open and Euanthe eyed me with disinterest.

      “Good evening, Isadora. It’s been nice, I suppose.”

      “We had a bit of a fight, actually.”

      “Not really, you mostly just fought yourself the whole time.”

      “Yeah, it’s a habit. Sorry about that.” I tipped the cap off my head, then straightened. “Say, you don’t live around here do you?”

      She shook her head and coyly smiled at me. “No. I live in the Valley, at the far end of the lake. My husband is a doctor.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to know Theophanes and zer wife, would you?”

      She frowned. “I have that displeasure, yes. Why?”

      I shrugged. “They are the only people I know in the Valley, that’s all.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Goodnight again, Isadora.”

      She disappeared behind the window as it rose again. I backed up a step and watched the car pull out into the street. When I turned around, I bumped right into a menacing Irene.

      “Next time you want to make jokes, I’ll hit you in front of your piece,” she growled. “Who’s the bitch?”

      “She’s no one, meathead,” I said as I flexed my hands and started walking down the footpath.

      From about ten meters away, Irene shouted, “No worries, short stuff. I saw what she looked like. Kass will be glad to know.”

      I stopped and looked down the alley to my left. I motioned for Irene to follow me. We took off our jackets and hats and squared up a couple of meters out of sight.

      “Kass said I get to mess up that pretty face if it suits me.” We circled each other. She was cocky since she had at least thirty kilos on me. I was cocky because I was drunk. She slammed her two fists together, hard enough it probably hurt. “As long as you can still walk, she said I can do whatever I want.”

      After a few more circles, she made the first move. Despite her size, she moved fast, throwing a jab and a kick before almost landing a hook that would have been lights out: I narrowly managed to redirect it with my shoulder taking the hit. It was glancing but it managed to feel like a haymaker.

      I kept dancing around her, knowing that anything I parried was probably going to slow me down more than I could deal with. She took a couple jabs to the ribs like they were nothing and managed to land a fist to my chest that knocked me into the nearby wall. There was no world in which I was going to fairly fight this behemoth and walk out of this alley on my own, so I decided to change tactics.

      She laughed as I slowly dragged myself up from the wall. “You got a big mouth but puny fists,” she chortled, taking a casual step closer and lowering her guard. “Let me help you–”

      It was cheap, but I wasn’t above it. I threw a punch as hard as I could into the bottom of her chin. Every ounce of frustration at her boss and the cops and every fucking woman in this city traveled up my arm and into her jaw in the form of kinetic force. A crack traveled back down my arm and told me that my hand and her jaw were both fractured, but I didn’t feel anything except drink and adrenaline. Irene groaned deep in the back of her throat as she stumbled back into the opposite wall and slumped to the ground.

      I leaned back into my own wall and took a few deep breaths, letting my body work the stress out of my blood. My fist started to throb and my chest was on fire, but I didn’t care. It felt good.

      “Whoa,” came a voice from the street. I whipped my head around to find Lycas standing there in tight pants and a black leather jacket. It was the first time I’d seen faem in street clothes and I was annoyed to admit that the look worked for faem. Fae had a slight wobble to their walk as fae approached me, clearly in faer drink as much as I was. “I saw that meatsack come after you and came as quickly as I could.” Lycas smiled weakly. “Guess you didn’t need my help,” fae added as faer arm looped under mine for support. The fire in my chest got hotter.

      “I wouldn’t have complained,” I said with a cough. “She got a few good hits in before letting her guard down. I’ll definitely feel this tomorrow.” I lifted my bloody fist with a grin.

      Lycas shook faer head and grinned back as fae led me towards the street. “You get into a lot of these scrapes, huh?”

      “Sometimes.” I tried to shrug and paid for it in pain. “You’re making a habit of being there when I do, it seems.” I got a queer thought in my head. I stopped and pulled away from faer arm. “Hey Lycas, why are you always around? The city isn’t this small and I’ve never known a detective to walk a beat.”

      Lycas looked flustered, something I was as used to as seeing faem in street clothes. “Just good luck, I guess,” fae offered without conviction and started to turn away.

      I grabbed faer jacket and yanked faem back around to face me. I could feel the anger coming back in full force. Calmly, under fragile control, I said, “Detective-Sergeant, are you tailing me?”

      “Look,” Fae started, bringing faer hands up in a conciliatory gesture. I wasn’t having any of it: I shoved as hard as I could, sending faem against the far wall.

      “Fuck!” I shouted as I stormed out of the alley. Lycas called after me, but I didn’t listen to a word fae said. My fist throbbed and my chest burned but I didn’t give a damn, I just walked into the dark of Elysium while my blood boiled.

      Doesn’t matter how much of a heart a cop has, fae'll always be a cop.
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      The drive to the lake was far more pleasant in the daytime. The light of Apollo came lazily through the gaps in the canopy as the Phaeton slowly slipped between a series of hills, each more pleasant and gentle than the last. On one curve, a bright red soft-top, one of the new and extra-sleek Leontia models, raced past me on the right. The woman in the front seat wore goggles and a white scarf that whipped around in the wind behind her. I shook my head as she disappeared around the next curve, keeping to my respectable—and legal—pace.

      Then the trees thinned a little and I found myself in the quiet little village that overlooked the lake. I’m sure the locals had some quaint name for the place, but it didn’t feel very likely I would ever stop and learn it. I’d frankly been coming to the Valley far too often for my own tastes already.

      Finally, I crested the hill past the little village and the bright shimmer of the lake could be seen between the trees. I started to watch the names and letters on each of the posts; I’d only gone there the once—at night, at that—and I was determined not to miss it. As I pulled up the drive, I noticed that the house looked a lot smaller in the daylight.

      The nymph Euthymios stood in front of the door with her arms crossed over her bare breasts. She looked exactly the same as the last time we met, all snakeskin and muscles and deep frownlines. As I approached her, she bowed her head slightly.

      “Good afternoon, ma’am,” she smiled, revealing a few sharp fangs. “Can I ask your name, to announce you?”

      “Isadora. I don’t need an announcement though,” I said, waving her off. I stepped past her and opened the door, trendy music suddenly hitting me full in the face. I hated trendy music. I hated parties. I turned back to the nymph and asked, “Hey, where is the lady of the house?”

      Before she could respond, Nympha was beside me. Her gown was sheer and blue, the material giving the impression of seeing a woman on the other side of a waterfall. Her silver earrings continued the motif, long strands of impossibly thin silver threads swaying together with every movement. She held in one hand a glass of something red, but it seemed to me to be more of a prop than anything else.

      “I’m so glad you came,” she said, very seriously. “Theo wants to see you, in zer studio. Ze hates these parties and has decided to work instead.” There was a hint of venom in the last sentence.

      “Surprised ze can do anything with all this noise,” I said.

      She smiled and waved a hand, her dire demeanor shifting back into the pleasant hostess. “Sound has never really bothered zer, only silence. Would you like me to have Euthymios make you a drink?”

      I shook my head and glanced past her into the party. There were at least thirty people in that front room. “I’ll handle it myself,” I said before turning back to look at her. “Say, I wanted to apologize for the other night. I was out of line.”

      Her smile took on an edge of genuine affection. “You already apologized, Isa. It was nothing.”

      “It was definitely not nothing,” I started, but her smile melted back into that of a hostess and she nodded politely before disappearing into the sea of partygoers. There was a bar across the room from the entryway—the sort of thing that you set up for a party and hide away afterward—so I made my way toward it. Halfway across the room, trying my damnedest to avoid the dancing, I was stopped by the sound of a voice behind me:

      “Oh, Isadora.”

      I turned to find Euanthe sitting prettily on a sofa, one hand draped across the knee of a man who looked like he could have been half weasel. She was wearing a light dress that matched the emerald hue of her eyes and he wore the ugliest beige suit I’d seen in my life. He was making a rather fussy face, glancing with annoyance at the other partiers with his arms crossed. Even his facial hair—oiled down to a point below his chin—looked uncomfortable. I took a few steps over to them and bent into a small bow.

      “This is my husband, Heliodorus. A rather brilliant surgeon.” She leaned close to her husband so he could hear her over the music without her shouting. “My dear, this is Isadora, daughter of Eudoxia.”

      The man looked me up and down once, then went back to scowling around the room. The rest of his body didn’t move as he did.

      “Lio is very tired,” Euanthe said boredly. “He’s always tired.”

      “Any brilliant doctor is always tired, of course,” I said. I glanced back at the bar. “Can I fetch you a drink, Euanthe? Or you, Doctor?”

      “She’s had more than enough, thank you,” the man said without even looking at the two of us. “And I don’t drink. Every time I am in a place like this, I remember how right I am not to.”

      With coals burning in her eyes, Euanthe raised her glass at me and said, “My drink is still fresh, but find me later tonight and circumstances could be different.”

      Heliodorus swung around with a hurt look that quickly began to boil with anger. I took that moment to beat a hasty retreat to the bar. Euanthe was an entirely different woman with her husband around; instead of cold and venomous, she seemed like an explosive primed to blow. I had no desire to be around when she went..

      I found Euthymios standing behind the bar with a glass in one hand. She asked what she could make me.

      “Nothing yet, thanks. I’m looking for Theophanes.”

      The snake-woman’s scowl deepened slightly. “Ze is busy, ma’am. Very busy.” I knew pretty quickly that I wasn’t going to get along with Euthymios. I gave her a hard stare for a few moments, until she sighed and said, “I’ll ask zer.”

      She slid through the mob like a hot knife and was back moments later. “Alright. Let’s go,” she said with a very forced half smile on her face.

      I followed her across the room and into the next. She shut the door behind me, which filtered out a lot of the noise from the party. We went up the stairs and she opened the door furthest down the hall. It was a corner room, looking out on the lake behind the house. Across the lake I could make out a number of other houses, just about the size of the one I stood in, each of them separated all the way to the shore by thickly-packed laurel trees. Everyone here liked their privacy.

      The room itself was bright and open, with windows for the two outer walls. The other two walls—and most of the surrounding floor—were covered in canvases, all of them splashed with paint but clearly left unfinished. I could tell that most of them were meant to be of women in every pose one could imagine. Many of them had been marred by jagged splashes of paint in frustration.

      The big painter was laid out on a couch that appeared to be made of platinum, pushed against one of the windowed walls with two arm chairs on either side. Ze didn’t look much different than the night that I found zer, which I wouldn’t have said was a compliment. In one hand was a whiskey glass with ice water in it, which ze was slowly swishing back and forth.

      “The woman of the hour arrives,” Theophanes said without looking away from the ceiling. “Sit. Have you had yourself a drink yet?”

      “Not yet, no,” I said as I sat in the armchair by zer feet. Zer skin was a little less pale, at least. “Nympha said the party was for you, not me.”

      “The party is to celebrate my return to the land of the living. No one would dare acknowledge where I’ve been this whole time though, so we’re calling it our anniversary. You’d think a Lord had made a law against talking about anyone’s faults, the way they all act.”

      I tried to circumvent what felt like an oncoming lecture. “How’s the painting?”

      “It’s fine, except I get tired too quickly. It's rather frustrating that a week-long bender is so hard to recover from. I do my best work right after one.” Ze crossed one knee over the other, obscuring zer face slightly. “You have to be loose, to do what I do. You can’t be stiff. When you’re stiff, the stuff is worthless, uninspired, amateur. When it is good, it comes easily. Anything you’ve heard to the contrary is a lie.”

      “Depends on the painter,” I said. “It didn’t come easy to Euphranor, and her stuff is excellent.”

      Theo sat up straight and placed both of zer hands on zer knees. For zer, the conversation had now begun. “So you’ve seen some Euphranor. That puts you above the masses. You’re a critic; maybe you’ve got a little bit of the muse in you, too?” Ze rubbed zer temple with one hand. “I’m on the wagon and I can’t stand it, Isa. I can’t stand anyone who has a drink in her hand. Nympha expects me to go out there and smile at them all while they get shitfaced. Every one of them knows I’m sick. Every one of them wants to know what I’m running away from, just like every damn priest I’ve ever spoken to. At this point, even the children know it. If I had a child, Artemis forbid it, the little shit would be asking me, ‘What are you running away from when you drink, Papa?’”

      “The way I heard it, all of this was quite recent,” I said.

      “It’s gotten worse of late, sure, but I’ve always been rough on a bottle. When you’re young and you’ve got your life ahead of you, you can put yourself through a hell of a lot. When you’re fifty and literally living over the hill, though?”

      I leaned back in the chair and lit a cigarette. “Why did you want to see me, Theo?”

      “What do you think I’m running away from, Isa?”

      I shrugged my shoulders and took a long drag. “I couldn’t tell you. I’ve got no information. Besides, who isn’t running from something?”

      “Most people don’t drink themselves to death over it. What are you running from? A girl in your youth, or is it just that you know you’re a small fish in a small pond?”

      “Sure,” I said. “You need somebody to kick around so you can feel, I understand. Give it your best shot. I’ll let you know if it hurts at all.”

      “You’re a little fish in a little pond.” Theo grinned and ran zer fingers through zer hair. “I’m a little fish in a big pond, Isadora. Every artist in this city is a punk-ass loser and I’m the punk-assest of them all. I’ve painted works for nearly every Lord and if I ever finish her,” ze lazily waved a hand towards the only canvas that sat on an easel, a thin sheet covering it. “I’ll make it every Lord. And you know what? Every piece I’ve ever painted is utter garbage. She will be, too. Oh, they’ll shower me with accolades and swear all the way to Zeus’ palace that it is unrivaled, but none of them have any idea what art is.” Ze took a rough sip of zer water, a little splashing onto zer cheek. I knew a dry drunk when I saw it. “I live in the most exclusive slice of Elysium, run by the most powerful mortal in this city, with a wife who loves me and an agent who loves me and, best of all, I love me. I’m the city’s most in-demand art whore.” Ze relaxed into the back of the couch and stuck a cigarette in zer mouth. “Well?”

      “Well, what?”

      Ze had a wild gleam in zer eyes. “You don’t get sore, after all that?”

      “Not sure why I would. I’m just sitting here listening to you talk about how much of an asshole you are.”

      Ze laughed harshly and clapped my knee. “I like you, Isadora,” ze said. “We should have a drink.”

      I shook my head. “Not in here, not alone. I’m not gonna watch you drink the first one.” I fixed zer with a hard stare. “I’m not gonna stop you but I sure as hell don’t have to help.”

      Ze stood up and moved for the door. “Fine, we’ll drink out there. Come on, let’s get a good look at the sort of people our gods consider the cream. Maybe we can figure out what makes them useful enough to live how they live.”

      “Come off it,” I groaned. “They’re just like everyone else in this city.”

      “But they shouldn’t be!” ze shouted across the room as ze wheeled around to face me. “If they are no better than anyone else then what right do they have to be called Blessed? Just because we can dance a jig that caught the eye of a god, we get to spend our lives lording it over the rest of you?”

      “Sure, I get it,” I said calmly before taking a quick draw from my stick. I kept myself planted firmly in the chair. “You want to get sloshed? Fine, get sloshed. No one is gonna stop you. Just don’t take it out on the rest of them that they can get drunk without needing a week with Xenon to keep themselves from tossing their wives off the balcony.”

      Theophanes suddenly got real calm. A small smile broke out on zer face. “Alright. You pass the test.” Ze came back and sat on the couch, zer knee nearly touching mine. “I’d like you to come live here for a while. I think you could do me a lot of good; I think you can help me right myself.”

      “I don’t really see how I could.” I said, crossing that knee over my other.

      “Well, I do. Just being here would do wonders for me. I’m dangerous when I’m drunk. Listen, I can get you anything you want. There’s favor and then there’s what I got. Be my pal for a couple months and you can do whatever you want for the rest of your life. I don’t want to be a drunk, you could do me wonders.”

      I shook my head. “I couldn’t stop you, Theo. No one can stop you but you.”

      “Just try it out. One month, okay? I’ll finish her and swear off all other work for a while and get clean. Then you can wash your hands, if you don’t want to hang around. For anything you want.”

      I smirked. “Anything? You think you’re powerful enough for anything?”

      “Not now, no. When she’s done, though?” Ze tilted zer head at the covered canvas. “When she’s done, anything I ask for is mine. And anything that’s mine, will be yours.” Ze leaned forward and touched my hand. “Please, for a friend. It’s nothing like what Akakios asked of you.”

      I was on my feet without realizing it, my voice colder than I meant. “I got Akakios killed, Theo.”

      Ze put zer hands in the air. “Fine, fine. No deal. I get it, I want to know why I drink more than anything, but why should you? Neither of us knows what it is. All I know is that it's there, and I have to know what.”

      “About what? Your wife?”

      Ze stood and gave me a crooked shrug. “No, I think it's about me,” ze said with some trepidation, before smiling and putting zer hand on my shoulder. “Come on, let’s get that drink.” Ze walked to the door and threw it open.

      When we rejoined the party, the bustle of the front room exploded into us and it somehow seemed much louder. If I had to guess, everyone in there had at least one more drink in them than before. I followed behind Theophanes as ze said hello to this person and shook hands with that person, like ze was an entirely different person. Ze wore the perfect mask of a reluctant host, all smiles and platitudes and oh, how are the children doing? Everyone was glad to see zer, but in that state, they would have been glad to see anyone. Ze was just another face.

      When we reached the bar, I turned and saw Heliodoros and his wife coming briskly towards us. The doctor stepped right up to Theo and tried to get into zer face despite the height difference. He was visibly shaking with anger.

      “Good evening, Doctor,” Theo said gently with a small nod of zer head. Ze then looked over his shoulder at his wife. “Hi, Euanthe. It’s been a while, I hope things have been okay. Sorry, that’s probably insens–”

      “Theophanes,” Heliodoros said in a voice that shook along with his pretty little lips. “You will refrain from speaking to my wife!”

      Theo gave him a strange look, like ze didn’t know why he was in the room. “Doctor, you look tense. Perhaps you’d like a drink to relax?”

      “I don’t drink, Theophanes. As you damn well know. I have stooped to entering this house for one reason and now that I have dispensed with it, we are leaving.”

      Theo shrugged and tapped the bar with two fingers. Behind it, the big nymph nodded and began mixing two drinks made from rum and a blend of fruit juices I couldn’t tell from sight. “I understand, Doctor. Since you’re a guest in my home, I have nothing to say to you in return.”

      The surrounding racket had quieted, the terrible music getting turned down by half. Everyone in the room was paying attention to this moment. A crowd always knows when a show is on.

      Heliodoros pulled one of his white leather gloves from his pocket and straightened it out with the other hand. Taking a hold of it by the finger end, he swung it hard into the painter’s face. The music stopped.

      Theo didn’t even blink. “Duel at dawn, then?” ze asked quietly.

      I looked over at Euanthe who was turning a dark shade of red. She grabbed the doctor’s arm and made him face her. “Zeus’ tits, dear,” she said acidly. “Would you stop acting like an ass? Or would you rather keep it up until someone slaps that pretty little face of yours?”

      He hissed quietly and started to raise the glove hand at her. As fast as lightning, Theo was between them, one hand pressed firmly against the top of the doctor’s arm. “Hey, cool off, Doc. Around these parts we only hit our wives when no one’s around.”

      I thought Heliodoros might punch zer. “Yes, everyone is well aware of your private life. I don’t need a lesson in manners from someone like you.”

      Theo put zer hands up in surrender. “Sorry, not taking on students right now. Terribly sorry you couldn’t stay longer.” Ze raised zer voice, never taking zer eyes off his. “Euthymios, be so kind as to show the good doctor out.”

      Heliodoros stared at zer, unmoving. “I have warned you, with many witnesses. I will not warn you a second time.”

      “Good,” Theo said curtly. “Next time we meet, make sure it’s someplace neutral. Gives me more freedom to respond.” Ze glanced at Euanthe again. “Sorry, but you married him,” ze said while rubbing the place where the end of the glove hit zer face. Euanthe shrugged and rolled her eyes.

      “We are leaving now,” Heliodoros said as he turned. “Come, Euanthe.”

      Euanthe looked down at her half-empty glass and took a short breath. When she glanced up at the doctor, her eyes were daggers. “You are leaving now, darling,” she said. “You have to make house calls, remember?”

      “You are leaving with me,” he said angrily. She turned her back on him. He reached out and grabbed her by the elbow. Before he could pull, though, I had him by the shoulder and was spinning him around and pushing him towards the door.

      “You can’t win them all, Doc. Don’t do anything you’ll regret.”

      “Unhand me!” he shouted.

      “Sure, sure,” I said, putting a few feet between him and me, my hands up in surrender. “Just get out of here, buddy. Wouldn’t want to have to call a doctor.”

      Someone in the crowd laughed. Turning back to Theo, Heliodoros looked like a beast about to pounce. Ze must have seen it too because ze turned and walked back to the bar. It was the right move because it put everything into the doctor’s hands: if he went after zer now, he’d look like a mad fool. The only way he would leave with a shred of dignity is if he walked out of there right then, which is exactly what he did. He marched across the room and out the door without so much as a word, the entire room staring as he went. Once he passed over the threshold, Euthymios closed the door quietly with the same scowl she’d had the whole time.

      Within moments, the noise was back. Euthymios crossed back to the bar and I stepped over to her and asked for a double of single-malt. I looked around the room but didn’t see where Theo had wandered off. Euanthe, too, had disappeared. So I turned my back on the rest of the room and drank my whiskey.

      Ten minutes later, this little redhead was at my side, a glass full of the dregs of something fruity held in one unsteady hand while she ran a finger along my forearm. “It’s called esotericism,” she was saying with a slight slur to her words. She looked up at me with glossy eyes and ran her small tongue across her bottom lip. “Are you into it? I think everyone should be.” Her lips turned into a pout. “Except the girls at this party are more likely to feel you up than listen to you talk about it.”

      I nodded absently in her general direction and took a sip of my second drink. I really hated parties.

      “Not that I’d complain if I found a nice girl. One with rough hands,” she told me. Euthymios placed another drink in front of her and she knocked half of it back in one go.

      “Not sure I’m that girl,” I said. I doubted that she heard me.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Isadora.”

      “Ah.” She got a faraway look in her eyes. “Such a beautiful name. Like the sailor.” She set the nearly empty glass down in front of her and held her hands to her chest, her eyes shut tight. Then she opened her mouth and sang as loud as she could:

      
        
        Oh Isadora, pale light on the waves,

        Oh Isadora, my love at sea,

        The storm wind blows and your ship is lost,

        Oh Isadora, come home to me.

      

      

      Her eyes fluttered open and she winked at me before reaching for her glass. “I know all the classics. Do you ever go to the theatre?”

      I shook my head. “Not often, no.”

      “You can kiss me, if you like,” she said into her glass while looking up at me.

      A woman as big as Euthymios walked up behind her, a crooked grin plastered above the squarest jaw I’d ever seen. Xe looked like xe was chiseled out of marble by an artist who hated themselves. I would have bet everything I had that xe was a cop and not a decent one. One of xer enormous hands landed on the redhead’s shoulders.

      “Come on, baby. It’s time to go home,” xe said with a voice like gravel.

      The little redhead spun around and tossed what remained of her drink in xer face. Slamming the glass onto the bar, she shouted, “Pamphilos, you brute! I told you we were finished!”

      The big lug wiped the alcohol from xer face with one hand while pulling the redhead close. She pounded her tiny fists against xer chest. With a sad look, Pamphilos said, “Sweetheart, you didn’t mean that. I’m your wife. Come on home with me.”

      I stood from the bar as the redhead collapsed into the cop’s arms. I didn’t need to be around for whatever reconciliation they had planned: every party was the same.

      Most of the house had begun to wander out into the evening air. By the lake, it was still a few degrees hotter than in Piraeus, but that seemed to just be an excuse to wear less clothes for the denizens of the Valley. Some people still talked in little groups, but most were simply exchanging farewells as they meandered towards their cars. I went the opposite direction, finding a small terrace behind the house. It overlooked a short dock—the sort that should hold a simple rowboat—that sat on the motionless lake. On the far side, which wasn’t nearly as far as I thought, I could see the outer bounds of the Court of Light, an impenetrable thicket of forest beyond which uninvited mortals never returned. The people around that lake no doubt felt honored to sleep so close to their Lords. It put me on edge just thinking about it.

      I stretched myself out in an oversized lawn chair and lit a cigarette, watching as a family of swans sliced through the tranquility of the lake. Tiny waves rippled out behind them as they went, mother leading a handful of puffy children away from the hustle and bustle of Nympha’s party. I let them mesmerize me for a few moments before I got down to thinking.

      Theophanes had plenty of control over zerself. Ze had done right by Heliodoros. There are few hosts who wouldn’t do away with hospitality when confronted by a thick skull like the good doctor’s, but ze kept zer cool the whole time. Heliodoros deserved a fist to the jaw, not having his target turn zer cheek like that. If social convention meant a damn thing, it’s that one doesn't pick a crowded room to pick a fight with a person and definitely doesn’t accuse zer of sleeping around when the wife is right there. Despite being in that condition, Theo did the right thing.

      On the other hand, I hadn’t seen zer drunk. I had very little idea what ze was like drunk. For all I knew, ze wasn’t even an alcoholic. Someone who drank a little too much occasionally was the same person drunk as she was sober. An alcoholic, a true alcoholic, turned into something else entirely. Something unpredictable.

      The light steps of a woman drew me out of my thoughts. Nympha walked past where I sat and leaned against the railing of the terrace, her back to the lake. The fading light of Apollo half-haloed her hair in a way that caused the silver to shimmer.

      “Well, what do you think?” she said with a small smile.

      “About the doctor with an itchy glove hand?”

      “No, no,” Nympha laughed. “I detest people who make a scene like that. He’s the best doctor in the valley but he’s the most insecure man I’ve ever met. He’s done that song and dance in front of half of the Valley, it's almost a measure of how successful your party is that he’s done it. And for what?” She shook her head with a sigh. “Euanthe is no whore. She doesn’t look nor act like one, any woman with eyes could see that. I don’t know what makes him so pigheaded.”

      “Perhaps he used to drink,” I said as I held the cigarette out to her. She shook her head politely. “Sometimes when they get sober, a drunk can get real uptight about the stuff. I’ve seen it before.”

      “Maybe,” she said and looked wistfully at the house. We listened to the sounds of birds for a few moments. “This place is so peaceful. It’s the perfect atmosphere for a creative, a place where someone can just lay back and bask in the beauty of our Lords’ works and return to them adoration. Every artist in this city would give anything to be able to paint with Court in view…” Her voice trailed off and she lowered her gaze to mine. “I suppose you aren’t going to help zer.”

      “I don’t think there’s much of anything I can do, ma’am. I’ve said this all before, there’s no way I could be here all the time and I would have to be if I wanted even a chance of preventing whatever ze will get up to when ze is drunk. Even if I had nothing else to do, it would be impossible. If ze lost control, it would be over in a heartbeat. I haven’t even seen anything that tells me ze loses control. Theo seems pretty steady on zer feet, if you ask me.”

      She shook her head and her eyes dropped. “I’m scared, if ze can’t finish this piece. Scared for zer, for what ze would do.” When she looked back up, there were tears in her eyes. “An artist has to create, Isadora. It’s like breathing. Ze needs to finish this piece.”

      “I can’t help with that,” I said solemnly. I hated making a woman cry.

      She leaned toward me as if by an unknown force, like a moth circling a light. I stood and pulled her into a stiff hug. I may not have been the best comfort, but at least I knew when to act. Between quiet sobs, she whispered, “You can if ze believes in you, that’s all that matters.” She pulled away from me and wiped the tears. I stood there and felt like an ass. “Would it be so terrible to live here with us for a few months, with compensation?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not that, Nympha. Ze needs a shrink, not a dick.”

      She gave me a bewildered look. “What? Why?”

      I killed my cigarette and turned back to her. “I’m not a doctor, but here’s what I think: Theophanes believes that there’s some secret in zer past that ze is running from when ze drinks. Ze can’t get at it, like there’s a wall in there that keeps that memory locked up tight. If I had to theorize, ze thinks that whatever happened, ze was drunk. Real bad, the kind of drunk where ze did something ze couldn’t handle. Ze thinks if ze can get that drunk again, maybe ze will remember.” I lit another cigarette and let Nympha breathe for a few moments before continuing, “If that’s true, it’s a shrink’s job to pick apart zer head and help put it back together. But maybe ze is wrong. Maybe ze just likes the way it feels to get sauced and the story about the secret is just an excuse. That’s a shrink’s job, too. Of course, it might be we have the problem backwards. Ze can’t finish the painting because ze gets drunk? Might be the other way around.”

      “No,” she said curtly. The emotion had drained from her face and she had become a mask, calm and collected as the perfect host must be. “No, the painting has always come easy. Ze doodles on everything, always has. Ze has produced painting after painting, always challenging zerself and keeping fresh. You’ve seen Theo’s studio, ze doesn’t have a problem painting. It’s just this piece. I know it will be the greatest thing ze has ever made.”

      “I told you, I’m not a doctor.” I took a deep breath and then gave her the hard one. “You told me, when you first came by my place, that you thought Theo may have fallen out of love with you. That’s another thing that might be the other way around.”

      She started to respond, but she saw something over my shoulder and then immediately turned away from the house. I turned the way she had looked and saw that Theo was standing in the door of zer studio’s balcony, arms crossed over zer chest, eyes locked with mine. Ze turned and pulled a bottle off the balcony’s shelf and went back inside the house.

      “There’s no use trying to stop zer.” Nympha said behind me. I turned and leaned against the railing next to her. “I never do, anymore. If ze wants to drink, ze is going to drink.”

      I took a drag of the cigarette and blew the smoke out towards the lake. “As long as I’m grasping around in the dark, how about you say whatever you were going to say before.”

      “I love my spouse,” she said, watching the water. “It’s not a passionate thing—what we have—but I care for zer more than anything in this city.” She sighed and shook her head, then, “The passionate thing only happened once for me. When I was barely a woman, I loved a sailor with everything in me. We married at a little shrine in Piraeus, right by the wharf. The weeks we were together were like a dream. Then he went out to sea and…” I put my hand on her shoulder for support. “They said his body was lost. Eaten by the things that live in the seas, just like countless other sailors in service to our Lords.”

      She turned and searched my eyes for a few moments. “Sometimes I can’t believe it’s true. Sometimes, when I’m alone in the city or I sit in a quiet lounge with a drink, I think I might spot him, sitting across the room with a drink in his hands.” She paused and looked at the floor again. “I know, it’s silly. I just don’t expect to ever have that again. That wild, unchained sort of love. It’s for the young.”

      She stopped talking and just sort of stared out at the lake. I could tell that I didn’t exist to her anymore. I turned and looked back up at the house: Theo was now standing downstairs in the double doors that opened onto the lake with a glass in zer hand. I went up the steps and stood a few below the doors. Ze looked down at me, then went into the house and I followed.

      “Getting along with my wife, Isadora?” Theophanes said with a tone so sharp it stung. Ze leaned against the bar and studied me with all zer focus.

      “It’s not like that, if that’s what you think,” I said.

      “That’s exactly what I think, actually. You kiss a lot of your clients’ wives, hm? You probably think that you work fast, but you’re barking up the wrong tree. There’s nothing there.”

      I tried to slip past zer but ze moved in front of me and threw an arm around my shoulder roughly. From the smell, the glass was entirely rum. “Hey hey hey, stick around buddy. Everyone around here likes you, and we don’t often get to have a dick around these parts.”

      I shrugged zer arm off. “I’d say I’m one too many,” I said. Ze took a deep drink from the glass and gave me a look. “You should take it slow, let your resistance build up.”

      Ze leaned back against the bar. “Let me give you some advice, Isadora. Never try to teach a drunk. Drunks don’t learn, we just fill up with drink. It’s a lot of fun, until the very end.” Ze smiled, took another gulp and then scowled. “If I can quote the good Doctor, stay the fuck away from my wife. Sure, she has eyes for you and you like the way she feels. You could probably pull it off, too, unlike all the other women. Might be you want to share her heart and her dreams and all her passion. Athena knows I do, too. But there’s nothing there, Isadora. She’s empty. A sucking void. And she’ll keep on taking until there’s nothing left of you.”

      Theophanes knocked back the last finger of zer glass and held it upside down in between us. “Empty. Just like that. Trust me, I’m the one who’d know.” Ze set the glass down heavily enough on the bar, I thought it might break. Ze spun and walked towards the stairs, then turned back to me when ze got to the door. “Sorry, Isa. I shouldn’t have said all that. You’re an alright gal. I just wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “Maybe she didn’t get around to the sob story of the guy she loved, the sailor who was lost. I’d hate for you to get lost, Isa. You’re my own special private dick, the girl who comes and finds me when I’m lost in some quack’s dungeons. I want you to stick around for a long time, pal. I would be so sore if what happened to him happened to you.”

      I stood very still and watched zer face. I decided it wasn’t a threat; ze looked more sad than anything else. Ze gave me a crooked little smile and then went out the door and up the stairs. I stood there at the bar until Euthymios came in and started to clean up.

      “There’s a drink left,” she said, pointing to a forgotten cocktail. “It would be a pity to waste it.”

      “You drink it,” I said as I straightened myself out and headed to my car. I really hated parties.
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      It was an entirely uneventful week after that. I spent my days at the office, doing very little except smoking and looking at the Kiss of Death. I liked to take it out of the safe and run my hand along the artwork with my eyes closed, visualizing it as I went. There was something peaceful about holding the sign of someone’s death in your hands, at least when it was as beautiful as that.

      Early one morning, Antiklea called me while I was opening the office to tell me she had driven herself down to Xenon’s place. “It’s gone,” she was saying. “Even the road. It took me half an afternoon to find where the trees had reclaimed it. I didn’t follow it too far because I didn’t need to; the whole place is forest now.”

      “I’m surprised you got your hands dirty,” I said as I set the coffee to brew. “I can’t say I’m surprised about the forest. Xenon called it the Reclamation Council, whoever was kicking him and Anaxagoras out. When I tried to find out about them on the net, there wasn’t anything. That only ever means the one thing, doesn’t it?”

      “Lord shit,” she sighed. I could hear the sound of her scribbling notes through the connection. “Yeah. Okay. If he was smart, your not-doctor has a new identity and the protection of one of the other Lords. Either way, I doubt we’ll ever hear from him again. I think that updates our files, unless there's anything you want to add?”

      “Nah. What happened with the other one?” I searched through all the X names in my memory. “Xenogoras, the hospice manager. Did you check him out?”

      “Yeah, we sure did, pal.” Antiklea clicked her tongue. “Unsanctioned experimentation, holding people against their will, desecration of corpses. He had some kind of sophisticated tech, too, that dampened most of our attempts to look in on him. It took an agent physically sneaking in for us to prove anything.” She suddenly laughed bitterly. “Damndest thing, the Peacekeepers knew what we had found almost as quick as we did. I was expecting a big commendation for hauling in a case like this, but the bastards acted like the Lord of Wisdom simply expected it all. Not even a ‘thank you’ to pass on to Kleon.”

      I thanked her for the info and disconnected. The rest of the day played out much like the week prior, with a whole lot of nothing happening. I went to Arete’s for dinner, made sure to let Galene know I’d be fed, and found myself smoking alone on my porch after the sun had gone down for the night. One of the deep sea trawlers—huge floating tanks overflowing with caught sea life—was ejecting its contents into a large chute that disappeared into the bowels of the Wharf. I’d slept around with a dockworker once—when I was younger and had a thicker skull—and she had explained how the processing worked, but I wasn’t listening. I did that a lot, back then.

      Just as I finished off my pipe, an hour to midnight, I got a call from Theophanes. Zer speech was thick and slurred and I could hear zer fumbling with something through the connection. “Hey, Isa. I’m not doing great, pal. I’m worried I might have done something, hard to tell. Sort of drifting out to sea, if you catch my meaning. Maybe you could come down to the house sometime. Maybe tonight?”

      “I can do that, Theo. I can be there in an hour. Can you have Nympha call me?”

      Ze didn’t respond. There was a loud crash and what sounded like a struggle. As I sprinted down the stairs towards my Phaeton, I shouted for Theo to respond. The line went dead as I swung into the driver’s seat. Nympha didn’t respond when I pinged her, so I sent her a brief message explaining that I was on the way. I kicked myself a few times for not getting the damn nymph’s contacts, too. What a cad, that Isadora. Too busy chatting up the wife.

      I made it to their house in forty minutes at criminal speeds and I couldn’t tell you how I managed not to attract the attention of a prowler. I swung through the twisting hills of the Valley so fast, my dash was a lightshow of warnings. My mind raced with images of what could have happened: Nympha lying at the bottom of the stairs, Nympha screaming behind a locked door while someone breaks it down; Nympha running through a dark forest with a pack of wolves at her heels.

      What I found was Nympha standing in the doorway of their home with a cigarette held between two of her slender fingers. She wore a loose shirt and flowing pair of house pants, managing to make sleeping attire look like a fashion statement. As I jogged up the drive towards her, she just looked at me calmly and took a drag of the stick. When she breathed the smoke out, she looked like she’d been doing it since she was in short pants.

      “I thought you didn’t smoke,” I said like a fool.

      “I don’t usually,” she said casually. From her demeanor, one would think she’d never seen trouble in her life. She looked at the half-smoked cigarette for a moment and then dropped it and stepped on it. “Ze called Xenon. I’m waiting around to see the man for myself.”

      “That’s not possible,” I said. “Xenon is gone. Theo called me.”

      “Oh? I just heard zer calling someone and asking them to come in a hurry.” She studied one of her fingernails with disinterest.

      “Where is ze now?” I asked.

      “Ze fell down,” she started. “In the studio. I assume ze tripped over something. You’ve seen the place yourself; it wouldn’t be the first time. Anyway, ze cut zer head. Not much blood.”

      “That’s good,” I said. I walked up a few of the steps towards her. “Not much blood is good. That wasn’t my question, though. Where is ze now?”

      She pointed past me, towards the garden. “Somewhere over there. Near the road, or in the bushes.”

      I stopped a meter from her and studied her face. She looked as distant as when she was remembering her dead husband. I figured she must have been in shock. “You didn’t look?”

      “No, no, I didn’t,” she said. “Go find zer. That’s what you do, isn’t it?” She turned and walked back into the house without closing the door. She took a few steps into the front room before she collapsed to the floor in a heap. I ran in and carried her to a couch. Her pulse was fine, but she was unresponsive. I left her there and went back out into the night.

      It took another fifteen minutes, but I found zer. Theo was lying in the fetal position underneath a bush. Zer pulse was way too fast and zer skin was cold and clammy. I called zer name and shook zer shoulders with no response. I gave zer a good slap and got a few muttered words before ze passed right out again. I pulled zer into a sitting position and tried to drag zer up into a rescue carry. Ze was as heavy as a house and we both tumbled to the ground again. Two more tries and I finally managed to get us mobile. I staggered up the path and up the steps and into the house where I deposited us both onto a couch with a loud crash. I straightened zer limbs and checked zer pulse again to find more of the same.

      Nympha was gone; the whole house was quite silent. I pulled a chair across the room so I could sit near Theo’s head and I just watched zer breathe for a while. I inspected zer wound, gently parting zer bloodsoaked hair as I looked for the source. It was like Nympha had said; the cut wasn’t bad and I doubted there was any internal damage.

      “Scalp wounds bleed more than elsewhere,” Nympha said, suddenly standing beside me. I immediately stood and faced her. “Sorry that I fainted. I don’t know what came over me.” Her voice was still eerily calm, all things considered.

      “We should call for a doctor,” I told her.

      “I already did. Heliodoros is my doctor. He told me that he didn’t want to come.”

      “We should call someone else then.”

      “Oh, no, you misunderstand,” she said, looking away from Theo. “He is on his way, he just complained rather aggressively.”

      “Where is Euthymios?”

      “She is at my sister’s, in the Underworld. I send her when I can’t attend a party, as an apology.” She looked between Theo and I a couple of times. “Can you get zer up to bed?”

      I shook my head. “I barely got zer into the house. Go get a blanket, or even a rug. It’s probably fine, but I’ve seen a drunk-bleed turn into pneumonia before.”

      A few minutes later, she brought a blanket with a heating element down from upstairs and we spread it out around Theo. Ze looked pretty peaceful snoozing on the couch. In no time, Heliodoros had arrived with a small bag full of the tools of his trade and the scowl of a man awakened in the middle of the night by the sound of a cat vomiting. He examined the back of Theo’s head with professional detachment.

      “The cut is superficial, with an equally superficial bruise just below it.” He straightened and pulled the petite medical gloves off his petite hands. “Ze obviously doesn’t have a concussion.” He threw the gloves into his bag and picked it up. “When ze is conscious again, wash the blood away. Otherwise, just let zer sleep it off.”

      “I can’t get Theo upstairs by myself, Doc,” I said.

      “Then leave zer on the couch,” he said with the distant look of a man checking the net. After a moment, he was back with us and looking at Nympha. “Goodnight. As I have told you, I do not treat alcoholics and I would never treat your spouse regardless. I hope you understand.”

      “I don’t give a damn if you treat zer,” I barked at him. “I’m just asking you as a human being to help me get zer upstairs.”

      He looked at me for the first time. “Who are you?”

      “Isadora, daughter of Eudoxia. Your wife introduced us last week. You were sitting right there on that couch.”

      His eyes narrowed. “How do you know my wife, ma’am?”

      “I don’t see what the poin⁠—”

      “I don’t really care what you think you see,” he spat at me. He glanced at Nympha and nodded his head, then he headed for the door.

      I slipped between him and the door before he got too far away. “Hold on one minute. Now I know damn well that you swear an oath when you get your sanction. My line of work doesn’t have a fancy oath to make ourselves feel noble; we have to get our hands dirty.” I nodded my head at Theophanes. “Ze called me in the middle of the night. I live across the city, in Piraeus, but ze sounded in a bad way and I broke half a dozen laws to get my ass down here. I picked my way through a garden and I dragged this sack of produce all the way inside. The nymph is gone; I’ve got nobody to help me get zer up the stairs and I’m asking you, real polite, to please do me a solid.”

      “Move out of my path,” he said with his jaw clenched. “Or I will be forced to ask for Peacekeeper assistance. As a professional⁠—”

      “As a professional, you’re worth less than my piss.” I stood to the side so he could pass.

      His pale skin very slowly turned a bright red. By the look on his face, I thought there was an even chance he was going to slug me in the jaw. I easily had a dozen kilos on him so it would have been the last thing he did for a couple of days, but I might have respected him a little bit more. Instead, he opened the door, stepped out of it, and then cautiously closed it behind him.

      When I turned back to the couch, Nympha was grinning from ear to ear.

      “What’s so funny?” I growled at her.

      She laughed a short and pretty laugh. “It’s you. You don’t give a damn what you say to other people. Heliodoros is blessed amongst the Blessed.”

      “Yeah, well,” I said as I ran a hand through my hair. “Fat lot of good that does me.”

      “Euthymios might have gotten home by now. She has a room attached to the garage; I’ll check.”

      She left and I sat in the chair and watched Theophanes. The big painter snored peacefully. There was some sweat starting to bead on zer forehead, so I shut off the warmer. Then Nympha walked back into the room with the nymph in tow. Euthymios was wearing a golden servant’s outfit—one breast still tastefully bare—and I assumed she hadn’t had time to change.

      “It’s you,” she said with the usual scowl on her face. She gave me a brief and rather sarcastic bow.

      “Please help Isa carry my spouse to zer bed, Mios.” Nympha yawned into her hand. “Ze fell down earlier; it’s nothing too bad but ze needs to sleep it off.”

      Euthymios smiled at Nympha and nodded her head. “Yes, madam.”

      “I am going to sleep, myself,” Nympha added as she headed out. “Euthymios will get you anything you need, Isa.”

      She walked sleepily into the next room and up the stairs. Both the nymph and I watched her the whole way as she went.

      “She’s quite a woman,” Euthymios said to me, suddenly. “Are you sleeping over?” I shook my head. “A shame. My mistress’ wife is very lonely.”

      I gave her a scowl of my own. “Can the implications, nymph. I’m here to help Theo, nothing else.”

      She walked over to where Theo slept and tilted her head, looking down at the painter with sad eyes while ze snored. “Poor little soul…” she whispered. “Haunted by zer drink.”

      “Ze may be drunk but ze sure as hell isn’t little,” I said. “I almost snapped my spine carrying zer inside.”

      Euthymios rolled her eyes and effortlessly picked Theophanes up like ze were an overstuffed pillow. I opened doors as we went and she carried zer up the stairs. At the top, she tilted her chin towards a closed door. She whispered, “The wife. If you knock lightly, maybe she will let you stay, hm?” In the dark house, her white fangs gleamed.

      I didn’t respond. We continued down the hall with the big carcass until we reached the door next to Theo’s studio. It was a rather modest bedroom; a single lamp sitting beside the only furniture in the room, a bed and a reading chair. Euthymios deposited Theo onto the bed and the two of us went about stripping off zer garden-stained clothing.

      When ze was settled and the two of us were near the door, I grabbed Euthymios by the arm and yanked her back. My fingers dug in deep enough to hurt, but her face remained hard as I pointed a finger between her eyes.

      “Watch your mouth when you talk about the people you serve. Don’t you think this family gets enough gossip from the neighbors? Do you flap that mouth to anyone else?”

      She jerked her arm loose and took a step back, which was when I first noticed the glint of the blade in her other hand. She held it out between us and balanced it on her palm, her eyes still locked on mine. With a flick, it tumbled in the air and she caught it between two fingers by the blade and then sent it flying into the far wall without looking. It quivered back and forth, buried a few centimeters into the treated hardwood of a window frame.

      She grinned her fangs wickedly at me. “Keep your hands to yourself, dick. Nobody messes with my mistress and nobody messes with me.” She winked and walked across the room to the knife. She flipped it over in her palm a few times before disappearing it into her golden outfit. “Or else,” she added as she walked back to Theo’s bed.

      I shrugged. “Impressive trick. Why would pampered artists living in the Valley need a nymph for protection, though? From what?”

      She moved to respond but stopped cold when she noticed blood on Theo’s pillow. She leaned in close to inspect the wound. “Who cut my mistress?” she asked me, genuine concern creeping into her voice for the first time.

      “Ze fell and cut zer head on something. It’s shallow and it's been seen by the doctor already. Nothing to worry about.”

      She let a long breath out. “Did you see zer fall?”

      I shook my head as I studied her face. “I was on the net with zer when it happened. Ze was really drunk.” She nodded solemnly, gently dabbing at the blood with a cloth she produced from her pocket. I’d never understood the divine machines that the Gods gifted to their most favored children. Supposedly, it would have been absurd to say they felt human emotion, yet from where I stood it was hard to tell the difference. “You care about zer a lot, don’t you?”

      She didn’t answer immediately, spending several minutes tucking the big painter into the bed. For zer part, Theo just snored like an industrial mover. She shook her head sadly down at zer and said, “Somebody has to stay with zer.”

      “I will,” I said, settling into the chair next to the bed. “There’s plenty to clean downstairs.”

      The nymph eyed me warily for a moment before she turned toward the door. “You better take good care of zer.”

      Then I was alone with Theophanes. I sat for a few minutes and listened to zer snoring while I ran around in my mind, trying to get different angles on what went on when I wasn’t there. I was still missing too much. Clearing my head with a quick shake, I walked into the bathroom to wet a washcloth and a towel. I turned Theo onto zer side and spread the towel on zer pillow. I gently washed the blood from zer hair, careful not to start the bleeding again. There was a sharp and shallow cut, nothing that needed to be worried about; Heliodorus was right about that, at least. Digging into zer drawers, I found a first aid kit. I cut a bit of zer hair away and fastened an adhesive over the wound. I rolled zer onto zer back and then nearly jumped out of my skin.

      Theo’s eyes were open. At first, the pupils lacked focus but that cleared and ze saw me standing over zer. Ze reached up and felt the adhesive, mumbling under zer breath before speaking up. “Did you hit me?”

      “Nobody hit you, dumbass. You fell.”

      “Fell? When? Where?”

      “Wherever you called me. You mumbled some nonsense and then I heard you fall and hit something hard.”

      Ze grinned slowly. “I called you? What time is it?”

      “It’s after midnight.”

      “Where’s my wife?”

      “Gone to bed. She had a hard night, too.”

      Ze sat silent for a few moments, dread growing in zer eyes. “Did I–” Ze winced, unable to ask.

      I dug into the first aid kit and pulled out a sedative patch. It had been prescribed to Nympha; thank you very much, Dr. Heliodorus. “You didn’t touch her, as far as I know. You wandered downstairs and onto the road and passed out in a bush. Shut up and go to sleep.” I slapped one of the patches on zer bicep, probably a little too rough.

      We sat in silence for a few minutes, me sitting in the chair and watching zer. For zer part, ze didn’t immediately sleep; the dose was more than enough, but maybe zer drinking had raised zer tolerance. “Isadora, I painted something unhinged while I was deep in it. I need you to get it from the studio and keep Nympha from seeing it. Tear it up, burn it if you like, I really don’t care.”

      “Sure thing. Do you remember anything else?”

      “You’re certain Nympha is alright? Positive?”

      “Yeah, Theo. She’s just tired. Stop thinking, I shouldn’t have asked you to.”

      “Stop thinking, she says. Like that’s a thing a girl can do.” Ze closed zer eyes, zer words beginning to slur, “Goodnight, Prince of Thunder.” A minute of quiet, before, “Listen, Isadora, I painted something I don’t want her to⁠—”

      “You told me already. I’ll take care of it.”

      “Oh, superb. I’m glad you’re around, pal.” Another long pause. “Have you ever killed someone, Isa?”

      It was the first time ze had shortened my name. “Yeah, I have.”

      Theo’s eyes were shut, then fluttered open again. “How do you live with it?”

      I didn’t immediately answer. Zer eyelids slowly lowered again, like Apollo dipping below the skyline after a long day. Ze started to snore. I sighed and stood and shut off the light. Before I closed the door, I stood there and looked at zer for a few moments.

      “I drink, pal.”
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      I stood outside Nympha’s door for a few moments. There were no sounds on the other side, so I decided not to bother her. If she wanted to know how Theo was doing, she’d find out on her own. I went down the stairs and found the front room too bright and too empty. I spent a few minutes going through the house to turn off the lights. I found it odd that everything in the house had manual controls, but there was something relaxing about extinguishing each light one by one.

      As I finished my work on the first floor, I took a detour onto the back porch to smoke a cigarette. The air out there was still warm this deep into the Valley and it was beginning to grow on me. The night was full of the sounds of the forest. If it weren’t for the people, I could have understood why someone would want to live out there. While I smoked, I looked up at the house. At night it was rather imposing, its angular form jutting into the dark sky. The hall light shone out onto the forest on one side of the house, like the house was searching for something in the dark. On the other side, Theo’s studio was illuminated with far more diffuse light from multiple sources that gently played upon the water of the lake.

      I walked a few steps back to get a good look at the studio. The balcony jutted out two meters from the house with four diagonal braces that attached back to the structure. Like the rest of the house, it appeared to be made from actual wood. If the stories were true, Theo tossed Nympha from there down onto the terrace that I was standing on. It was a little bit less than four meters and I could believe breaking an arm from that fall. If she’d been unlucky, she could have hit the railing and kept going. It was another six meters to the grassy hill that led to the dock. She wasn’t a particularly big woman, despite her height, and I had no doubt that Theo could have managed the strength to do it. It all seemed incredibly believable, in a vacuum.

      I finished the cigarette and headed up the stairs to Theo’s studio. The painting in the center of the room was uncovered, the face flipped so that it looked back into the easel. There were a number of small paint containers littering the floor around the canvas, haphazardly scattered in every direction. I picked one up and ran my finger along the metal rim; one of these easily could have been the thing that Theo fell on. The metal certainly matched the sounds I’d heard. The only problem was, I didn’t see any blood. If ze had sat up fast enough, the blood might have stayed on zer head. There would certainly have been a dent, though, and I found none.

      On zer desk were dozens of notes, all perfectly handwritten in the same way that the note to Xenon was. The handwriting may have been impeccable, but the words themselves were mostly nonsense, phrases that worked grammatically but meant nothing. Things like: “Could the Moon have seen what I did?”, “I cannot dig deep enough, the heat is too much”, “The birds sing for Euthymios, they know her,” and finally just “The better woman died,” over and over again. They were the sort of ramblings one would expect from an alcoholic with a secret. I collected them together and shoved them into my jacket.

      Then I spotted them: three small drops of blood on the floor in front of the desk. I bent down and caught a whiff of cleaning agents. Whoever had scrubbed this place had done so recently and had managed to miss something. The desk itself had the same smells. A picture started to form: Theophanes, deep in zer drink, calls me. Ze was leaning against the desk for support. Maybe ze slipped, hit zer head on the desk and stumbled back into the cans of paint. The way the cans were spread, that story made sense. Except how did ze get the bang on the back of zer head, if ze was leaning over the desk? More importantly, who cleaned the blood in a hurry afterward, if Theo was busy wandering into the garden?

      I took my time surveying the rest of the room. I went through dozens and dozens of canvases—saving the thing on the easel for last—hoping despite myself to find whatever it was that Theo was running from. The subjects were many: a girl in a boat on the lake, women dancing at a festival, a trawler submerging next to the wharf as it left the Dome, priests in ecstasy as the light of their Lord shines on their faces. It was easy to tell that ze was a gifted artist; every discarded painting I came across was flawless to my amateur eyes. It was equally easy to see that ze was troubled; every painting, no matter how beautiful, had been rejected. With a sigh, I went back to the easel and flipped the last canvas over.

      I immediately understood why Theophanes wouldn’t want zer wife to see that painting. The angles were jagged and sharp, all of it in the hues of viscera, a swirling maw of carnage in every direction. In the center of this mass of gore were two figures; a bloodied Theophanes, lying with zer dead eyes staring at the viewer. Over zer body stood Nympha in the beautiful gown she wore when she came to Arete’s, a silver fawn held in her right hand. She was crying tears of blood onto Theo’s lifeless form, her mouth twisted into an anguished howl. I turned it back around and removed the pins keeping the canvas attached to the frame. Quickly, quietly, I rolled the painting up and slid it into my jacket. I clicked the light at the desk off, leaving on the light by the door, and I opened the glass doors and stepped out onto the balcony.

      In the fresh air, I took a long, deep breath. My heart was pounding. They say that art contains the artist, that a piece of the soul is required to make anything that contains any real meaning. When you feel what the art is expressing, you are feeling that artist’s essence within you. Being surrounded by Theo’s art, I could feel the pieces of zer soul that had slipped into zer work. I felt exactly what Theophanes was expressing. For the first time, I believed that this house had a secret that was worth running from.

      Then I heard the gunshot.
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      I threw open the door of the studio and found two other doors in the hall also open: Nympha’s and Theo’s. I started for hers, but I heard the sound of struggle from Theo’s, so I changed course. I flew through the door and found both of them wrestling on the bed. Between them, all four of their hands gripped a sleek, silver pistol. Theo was sitting up in the bed, zer legs still covered by the sheets, and ze was pushing at her. Nympha wore a long robe the color of the night sky, her hair a wild mess, as she yanked the gun from zer hands. I was a little surprised she had the strength to do it, but Theo was still drugged. Ze fell back into the pillow—panting, almost growling—as she stumbled away from the bed and into me.

      She pushed herself into my chest as she was wracked by painful sobs. I put one arm around her shoulder and took the gun with the other. When she saw it, she nearly went limp. I supported her and held the thing away. It was an ornamental piece, the sort of thing one puts on display and never fires. Carved into the barrel was a depiction of Penthesilea skewering a colossus as throngs of worshippers cheered.

      I dropped it into my pocket. Nympha sobbed. I looked past her at Theophanes. Zer eyes opened slowly and ze smiled sadly at me. “It’s fine,” ze said quietly. “It was just a wild shot into the ceiling.”

      Nympha went rigid in my arms and stopped sobbing. She pulled away and I let her.

      “Theo,” she whispered. She walked around the bed and leaned against zer dresser. Slowly, mechanically, she moved zer hair out of zer face. “My poor Theo,” she whispered again, sitting at the edge of the bed. “Poor miserable Theo.”

      Ze was staring up at the ceiling. “I had a nightmare,” ze said with a robotic monotone. “Someone with a knife in her hand was standing over my bed. I am not sure who it was. It looked like Mios, but it couldn’t have been Mios.”

      Nympha let out a soft chuckle. “No, of course not. Euthymios is in her room, and why would she have a knife?”

      “She has many knives, Nympha. I’ve seen them.” Ze shook zer head and closed zer eyes again. “Also, she hates me.”

      “Everyone hates you,” I said in my corner. I knew when I was being taken for a ride.

      Nympha turned sharply to me. “Please don’t. Ze didn’t know it was me. Ze had a⁠—”

      “Where was the gun?” I barked. My eyes were glued on zer.

      “In the drawer,” Theo said, pointing at the dresser. Ze met my glare. I knew there wasn’t a gun in the drawer and ze knew that I knew it. The medic kit had been in there, along with a collection of jewelry and a tidy pile of socks, but there wasn’t a gun. “Or under my pillow,” ze added, glancing away. “I can't remember. I shot once, up there.” Ze pointed up at the ceiling.

      I looked up. Sure enough, there was a little hole above the bed, the sort of hole that a gun like that would leave. The bullet was likely in the attic; I doubted that it would have gone through the thick roof. I looked back down at Theo and gave zer a hard scowl.

      “I think you wanted to kill yourself,” I growled. “You didn’t have a nightmare, you weren’t even asleep. You were marinating in your own self pity. The gun wasn’t in the dresser, nor was it under your pillow. You got out of bed, walked to get it, then got back into bed. You sat there, ready to make sure this whole mess went away, but you didn’t have the nerve. You fired a shot that wasn’t meant to hit anything and Nympha came running. Here to give you sympathy and attention. So maybe the pity would go away, for a little. Even your little struggle was a show; she couldn’t take the gun from you if you didn’t want her to.”

      Ze continued to stare up at the ceiling. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters in one way,” I said. I was looking at Nympha now, my hard glare drilling into her. “It’s the kind of thing that gets you dragged into the psych clinic. The real one, not the bullshit you get from people like Xenon. Twenty-four hours a day of sweet, fake pity until you feel like a new person. Like someone who needs a change in their life, maybe leaves what they have behind.”

      She jumped to her feet. “Stop it,” she said with a dagger in her voice. “Ze doesn’t need to be reprogrammed, ze just had a nightmare.”

      “Like hell. Theo is sick and we both know it. Ze might know it, too, under all the booze.”

      “This isn’t the time for this⁠—”

      “Go back to your room,” I interrupted. I was done holding back. “Unless you want me to call the Peacekeepers. I am sworn to report certain things, Nympha.”

      Theophanes smirked and looked away from the ceiling finally. “Yeah, call the cops. Just like you did to Akakios.”

      I ignored zer, my eyes locked with Nympha’s. Her anger was gone, she just looked exhausted now. I reached out and touched her arm gently, “It’s all right,” I said. “Ze won’t do it again, I’ll take care of it. Go back to bed.”

      A few moments passed as she just looked down at zer with the saddest eyes I’d ever seen. She finally stood and, giving me one short glance, walked out into the hall. Once she was gone, I sat on the edge of the bed where she was before.

      “Another patch? It says you can have one more for the night.”

      Ze shook zer head. “No, no. I don’t need to sleep anymore. Honestly, I feel much better already.”

      “How far off the mark was I, about the gun? It was an act?”

      “Probably,” ze chuckled. “I don’t know, I woke up suddenly and wasn’t thinking.”

      “Nobody is going to stop you from killing yourself, Theo. Not if you really want to do it.”

      Ze looked away. “Yeah, I know,” ze whispered. I thought about reaching out, but decided against it. I didn’t think Theo would go for that. “Did you get the painting?”

      “Yeah,” I said and patted my jacket pocket. “It’s a wonder you even remember. It’s quite the piece. Perfect brushstrokes, but you were deep in the drink.”

      “Yeah, I always can. Drunk or sober, as long as I don’t go over the edge.”

      “What’s over the edge?” I asked. Ze was still looking away from me. No answer came. “You got it wrong with Euthymios. She doesn’t hate you. Nobody hates you, Theo. I didn’t mean it; I just wanted to shake Nympha, make her sweat.”

      Ze turned and gave me a look. “Why?”

      “She fainted earlier. I wanted to see if she’d do it again.”

      Ze shook zer head, “Nympha doesn’t faint. She’s the most level-headed woman I’ve known.”

      I nodded and sighed. “Yeah, I know. I think she faked it.”

      Theo didn’t like the sound of that and turned away again. I moved to the arm chair and we sat in silence for a few minutes. Then, I asked, “What did you mean by ‘The better woman died’?”

      Ze shrugged. “I was drunk, Isadora. I can hardly remember⁠—”

      “It was written all over your desk.” I pulled a few of the papers from my jacket and set them in Theo’s lap. Ze picked one up and stared at the writing.

      “It was just the drink talking. I’ve been having dreams.”

      “Uh-huh.” My mouth became a thin line. “I need you to be honest with me, Theo. Did you have an affair?”

      Ze gave an exaggerated sigh. “Doc Heliodoros got to you, too?”

      I shook my head. “Not his wife, no. The sister. The one who died.”

      It was a shot in the dark, but I hit the bullseye. In an instant, Theophanes’ eyes shot open, zer jaw drooping open. Quiet as a prayer, ze asked, “Is that why you’re here?”

      “You invited me here, Theo. You hired me to figure this out.”

      Ze sank into the pillow, zer eyes growing distant. Ze was covered in sweat. “I’m not the first spouse to cheat on zer wife, Isadora. Leave me alone, would you? Leave me the fuck alone.”

      I went into the bathroom and dampened a towel to wipe zer face with. I sneered down at zer as I did, marveling at how pathetic ze looked. Wait until a bitch is on the ground, then kick zer over and over again. Ze can’t fight back. It was the easiest job a heel could ask for.

      “One of these days, I’m going to wring the truth out of you.”

      “I’m not crazy,” ze said.

      “There’s only one way to find out, isn’t there?”

      Theo cleared zer throat and closed zer eyes. “My life is hell, Isadora.”

      “Yeah, anyone can see that. The interesting question is why. Here.” I pulled another patch out of the kit and slapped it on zer other arm, definitely too rough. Ze groaned, then deflated into the bed. Zer face relaxed and I could see zer breathing slow. Theophanes the painter wouldn’t be throwing anyone off a balcony tonight. Not that I thought ze had any other night, either.

      I shut off the light and went out of the room. I headed towards the stairs, but Nympha’s door was open. The room was dark but there was enough light from the moon that I could see her outline standing just inside the door. I heard her call a name, but it wasn’t mine. I stepped into the doorway.

      “Quiet,” I said to the darkness. “Theo has finally gone⁠—”

      Her impossibly soft hands took hold of one of mine and drew my fingers up to her lips. She kissed the tips of each one, her hot breath making the hairs on the back of my hand stand on end. “I knew you would come back for me,” she whispered. “I knew you weren’t dead. I’ve kept myself for you, all these years.”

      “What?” I asked to the darkness. She pulled away and I watched her shadow retreat to the bed.

      “Shut the door,” she said softly. “And come show me how much you’ve missed me.”

      I shut the door behind me. At the time, it seemed like the thing to do. One of us wasn’t in our right mind, very possibly both of us. It felt like I was in some kind of dream; I drifted across the room to her and she fell into my arms, her lips trembling as they found mine. She pulled at the robe and it fell to the floor and even in the darkness I could see that she was naked and perfect.

      “Put me on the bed, my love.”

      I did as I was told, no longer in control of myself in any sense of the words. Her bare skin was soft—impossibly, intoxicatingly soft—as I wrapped my arm around her waist and carried her the meter between us and the bed. She kept her arms around my neck, pulling me down on top of her as I lowered her onto the bed. She growled deep in her throat and our lips found each other again, then our tongues, so much hungrier than moments before. She thrashed her hips against mine, moaning like a beast, and the beast inside me roared in answer.

      Euthymios saved me. I heard the door behind us squeak as it was opened and I swung around in time to see the snake-skinned woman’s sparkling eyes peering in the crack. I pulled myself off of Nympha and leapt off the bed toward the door. She was halfway down the stairs by the time I was in the hall, smirking at me. Then she turned and disappeared into the darkness.

      I turned back to the door and quietly closed it from the outside. The queer sounds of ecstasy that Nympha continued to make in the bedroom were just that: queer sounds. Whatever spell the divine woman had cast on me was broken.

      I don’t remember how I went down the stairs and into the living room, but I know that I did. I crossed to the liquor cabinet and threw open the doors and found a half-empty bottle of single-malt without bothering to look at the label. I tilted my head back and drank until I couldn’t swallow it anymore and then I leaned against the wall and let the liquid burn my body from the inside out. I was done with this house, with these people and their manipulations and their godsdamned secrets.

      It had been a long time since I’d eaten anything. The whiskey hit me hard and I just kept letting it hit me until the bottle was empty in my hands. Then I was drinking another bottle and somehow I was on the couch. I was watching the surrounding darkness dance while balancing the whiskey on my chest. Then the empty bottle was on the floor, rolling away from me as I stretched my hand out into the dark.

      That was the last thing I remember.
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      Apollo’s light flickering between the living room’s thin curtains was the next thing I could recall. I tried to sit up but the axe buried in my forehead made me squeeze my eyes shut and lay back down. I gathered my strength and gave it a second go, tossing the blanket that had been laid over me to the side as I went. I got my feet flat on the floor and realized someone had taken my shoes off, too. I checked the time and it was half an hour past ten, which was both later and earlier than I expected.

      I got myself into a standing position. It was a damn hard thing to do. It took all of my willpower to manage the climb and it was only momentum that got me there. I felt like I had been asleep for a week but didn’t get a wink of rest. The feeling of the plush carpet on my bare feet didn’t bring me an ounce of pleasure in that state. I slipped into my shoes and grabbed my jacket.

      I crossed to the little half-bath attached to the room and stripped off my shirt and tie. I splashed some water against my face and then I did it again. I dried myself off and put back on the shirt. I thought about the tie, but I decided against it. When I reached for my jacket, the gun in the pocket thudded against the sink. I drew it out and tapped the cylinder open and counted the five full rounds. I removed two, but then I realized there wasn’t really a point to that. Ze had more if ze wanted them. I replaced the rounds and I crossed the house to the office and slipped the gun into the desk.

      When I returned to the front room, Euthymios was standing in the doorway. She wore the same simple outfit that she had when I first saw her, her left breast bare. She had a polite smile on her face, but her eyes burned angrily.

      “Coffee?”

      I winced at the sound and sat in one of the chairs. “Yes, thank you.”

      “I put out the rest of the lights last night. My mistress is doing better, but ze still needs rest.” The polite smile became a smirk. “Why’d you get drunk?”

      “I had to,” I growled.

      She chortled. “Managed to fumble her, didn’t you? Get kicked out of bed?”

      “Sure, whatever you want to think.”

      “You aren’t so tough this morning, are you?”

      “Get the fucking coffee,” I shouted as I stood. The room spun while I did it and I ended up back in the chair.

      She turned and left me there. In a minute, she was back with a silver tray carrying a silver coffee pot and a silver cup on a silver saucer. She set it on the table and picked up the empty bottle. She bent and picked the one off the floor too, her eyes never leaving mine while she did. “It’s fresh; let it sit. I’ll be back with cream and sugar,” she said and then she was gone.

      I poured a cup of coffee and immediately took a drink. It tasted like dirt and burnt like hell going down but it was the kick in the gut I needed to move again. She brought the cream and sugar and went about cleaning the place up while I finished the cup and had another. I tried a cigarette and managed not to spit the coffee back up. I was starting to feel human again.

      Euthymios finished cleaning and stood in the doorway to the rest of the house. “Would you like some breakfast?” I shook my head. “Good. Get lost. You’re no longer needed around here.”

      I stood. “Is that so? Which of your mistresses said that?”

      She grinned wickedly at me. “I take care of the mistress and zer madam. You aren’t needed.”

      I shrugged my shoulders and headed for the door. “Yeah, you take great care of them, don’t you?” With my hand on the door, I turned to face her. “Can’t get secrets for your birds if something happens to them, can you?”

      I thought her eyes might pop out of her head when her grin turned to a scowl. I went in for the kill.

      “I don’t get insulted by the staff, Euthymios. If I’ve got business in this house, I’ll come and go as I damn well please. If you’ve got thoughts about that, you keep your mouth shut. I know what you are and I could destroy you with a couple of words, but I won’t. I’m just gonna whip you with the blunt side of my sidearm until you get a clue. We understand each other?”

      I watched her grind her teeth for a moment before she nodded her head into a slight bow and was gone. I let myself have a few moments of smug satisfaction before I turned to leave, which bought Nympha enough time to run into me on my way out. She was walking up the porch steps towards me as I stepped out into the morning air. She was wearing a wide sun hat with a low-cut, short-legged jumpsuit that showed off plenty of that soft skin. Around her neck was a silver pendant of a cypress leaf.

      “Oh, Isadora. I didn’t know you were here,” she said like we hadn’t seen each other in a week.

      “I put the gun in the office, bottom desk drawer,” I replied.

      “Gun?” she asked. Then realization crossed her face. “Oh, last night. It is all a bit of a blur. But I thought you drove home?”

      I shook my head. “No, I got drunk,” I said. “Consciously and without any dignity. Felt lonely, I suppose.”

      “You didn’t have to,” she said with a sparkle in her eyes.

      “I’m not sure I agree,” I replied. I moved past her on the steps. “I’m going now and I don’t think I’ll be back.” I turned around on the bottom stair and said, “You heard what I said about the gun?”

      “You put it in the desk drawer, yes. I suppose I’ll put it somewhere else.” She smiled at me. “Isa, ze didn’t mean to shoot zerself last night, did ze?”

      “Impossible for any of us to know for sure. Might be ze means it next time, though.”

      She shook her head, her beautiful hair cascading around her shoulders. “No, I don’t think so. I think ze wants to live. You were a wonderful help to us last night, Isadora. I wish we could repay you.”

      “You’ve made more than enough attempts at that,” I shot back icily.

      She blushed and then smiled. “I had the strangest dream last night. Someone I hadn’t seen in ages came to my bed.” She blushed more and touched the pendant at her neck. “That’s why I am wearing this. He gave it to me.”

      “I also had a strange dream,” I said. “But I’m keeping mine to myself. Please let me know how Theo is doing and if there’s anything I can do.”

      She tilted her head curiously. “I thought you weren’t coming back?”

      “I don’t think I will, but who knows? I hope I never do, though. There’s something sick in this house and I don’t think it has to do with booze.”

      She raised an eyebrow at me. “What does that mean?”

      “I think you know what it means, Nympha.”

      She thought about it for a few moments, her fingers still brushing along the edge of the cypress leaf. Then she sighed. “There’s always another woman,” she whispered. “Always. It doesn’t have to be fatal for us. I think we might be talking about different things now, though.”

      “It’s possible,” I said as I took the last step off the stairs. “Especially if you think that other woman is Heliodoros’ wife.”

      She stopped touching the pendant and came down another step towards me. “He seems to agree with me about the situation,” she said. “He must know something you do not.”

      “Like you said the night of the party, he’s made that scene with half the women in the Valley.”

      “Did I say that? Well, I suppose it was the right thing to say in the moment.”

      “Just what did you want from me, Nympha? In the beginning, when you tried to hire me to go hunting. Why me? What have I got to offer?”

      She stood very still, two steps above me, again reaching up to the pendant at her neck. “You stayed loyal, to the end. It would have been effortless to do the other thing.”

      “I don’t think that’s the reason.” I paused, “Or if it was, it’s got to be the worst reason a girl could have.”

      She came down another step, her deep blue eyes level with mine. “Why is that, Isa?”

      “Because what I did—my loyalty to Akakios, once xe was gone—it’s the kind of thing not even a fool pulls twice.”

      “This conversation,” she said, a lilt in her voice, “is getting rather philosophical.”

      “Sorry, you’re the kind of woman who makes me think too much. So long and good luck. If you care about Theophanes, you’ll find the right doctor before it's too late.”

      She laughed again. “Oh, last night was nothing. You ought to see zer in a bad way. Ze will be up and painting by this afternoon.”

      “Like hell ze will.” I looked at her for a long moment, then I went for the kill. “You don’t really want to save zer, do you? You just want everyone to know you’re the poor, good widow when ze’s gone.”

      “That,” she said, her voice tightly controlled, “was a very nasty thing to say to me.”

      She stepped past me and walked into the house. I went down the steps and out into the yard. It was a perfect morning in the bright secluded forest of Arcadia. I lit a cigarette and looked up at the dome far above. Every bit of the climate in the city was tightly controlled, but something about this place felt freer, fresher, wilder. Maybe it would warm up later, but it would be a peaceful sort of heat. It was the perfect place to live. Very nice. Nice people with nice homes, nice cars, nice pets, and possibly even nice children.

      And all I wanted from it was out. As fast as possible.
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      I put the Phaeton into auto and slept the whole drive home. I was still asleep fifteen minutes after arriving when Galene came down from the porch and woke me up. She helped me up the steps and I took a shower while she cooked me a breakfast I asked her not to bother with. I put on clean clothes, filled my pipe, and went to sit on the porch and scroll through the blogs. I got a headache immediately, so I shut them off and tried to relax in the last of the morning’s breeze coming up from the Wharf. Except the sound of the trawlers was too loud and mixed with the too loud sound of the rest of the city behind me. I felt like an empty drum that was being hammered on from all sides. I entertained the idea of going into the office for some peace and quiet, but I quickly shelved that idea. All that was in the office was dust and a safe full of memories, the last thing I needed on a day like that was to think about my life through the haze of a hangover.

      So I went inside and poured a few fingers of gin into a glass, then covered it with twice that of water and two cubes of ice. I sat down in my chair and flipped through the blogs. Slow and steady, I nursed the drink to cut the head off the hangover. I found something frivolous and juicy—a self indulgent fiction about a girl being shared between the Lord of the Forge and the Lord of Revels—and had a good chuckle.

      Around noon, I got a call. The ident read “Euanthe”, though I didn’t recall giving her mine.

      “Hello. I tried to contact you through your office, but it says you’ve been offline all morning. I’d like to see you.”

      “Good afternoon, ma’am. I’m having a fine day, thanks for asking,” I said acidly. She sighed heavily on the other end, so I asked, “What can I do for you?”

      “I’d rather explain that in person. You’re sometimes in your office, I hope?”

      “From time to time. There anything shiny in it for me?”

      “I hadn’t given that a thought, but I don’t see why not. I could be at your office in an hour.”

      “Top notch,” I said, too sarcastically.

      “What’s your deal?” she asked, sharp as a dagger.

      “Hungover, but I can be there. Unless you’d rather come here.”

      “Your office would suit me better.”

      “I’ve got a nice quiet place here, above the wharf. The street is a dead-end, no nosey neighbors.”

      “Your implications do not appeal to me, if I understand you.”

      “No one understands me, Euanthe. I’m a fucking enigma. I’ll struggle downtown and see you soon.”

      “Thank you so much,” she said as the call went dead.

      It took too long for me to get to the office because I stopped at Arete’s to get takeout for dinner. I opened the window in my office and opened the door to the outer room, and there she was. Euanthe was sitting in the same chair that Kassandros had delivered all her dire threats from, reading the same damn tabloids. She wore an elegant green suit with a short skirt that didn’t quite reach her crossed knees. She set the paper aside, picked up the matching green bag in the chair beside her, and gave me a serious look.

      “The plant in the corner is dying. It needs more sunlight.”

      I turned and walked back to my desk, the plant be damned. I held the client’s chair for Euanthe as she took the client’s usual look around my space.

      “Not the most extravagant office,” she said as she sat. “Do you seriously not have a secretary?”

      I shrugged, sitting across from her. “It’s a tough life, but I’m fine.”

      “I shouldn’t think this is the most glamorous place to work, so it makes sense.”

      “I don’t know, it’s not that bad. Hey, want to see a Kiss of Death?”

      “A what?” she asked, taken aback.

      I turned and opened the safe behind my desk. “A Kiss of Death. It’s a favor, a very rare one at that. Something the Lord of the Sun sometimes gives to eir favorite supplicants.” I held out the bangle between my thumb and forefinger; it was as big as my palm, but weighed nearly nothing. She held out her hands and I dropped it in. She stared at it with poorly-veiled interest. “The recipient usually ends up mysteriously dead not long after and nearly all of them have been interred with their owners. As favors go, they are extremely rare.” I put on my most confident grin. “I got it doing a job for a very important woman.”

      The end of her mouth quirked into a small, predatory smile. “Akakios’ gave it to you, didn’t xe?” The smile widened as she watched me deflate. “I thought so.”

      “How’d you know?” I asked.

      She set it down on the desk between us. “Akakios had one that xe carried around everywhere xe went. Pelagia gave it to xer on the day that they married, something Mother gave her when she came of age. Xe used to joke about using it to disappear forever into the gutter, when xe was in a bad way. It wasn’t on xer body when they found xer. That piece in particular is half a century old; it’s worth more than nearly any favor traded in the gutter combined and until it found its way to your safe, it has always been with my family.”

      “Could be a different piece,” I offered. I wasn’t convincing either of us.

      “Sure, anything is possible. But how many people have a Kiss of Death sitting in their safe? How many people would trade one to a gutter dick?”

      That wasn’t a question worth answering, so I just nodded knowingly.

      “What did you do for xer, that you earned such a prize? Or is that something you wouldn’t tell a soul? You were the last person to talk to xer alive and you had a whole morning with xer. Last time we spoke, you made a big show about not believing the confession. Did xe give you a list of every person Pelagia fucked, so you could find a murderer among them?”

      That question was worth too much to answer, so I didn’t.

      “And I suppose the name Theophanes might have shown up on that list. If Akakios was innocent, then my sister’s murderer had to have been someone violent and impulsive, either sober or drunk. Only a person like that could have, as you so elegantly put it, ‘rearranged her face’. That’s why you’ve been making yourself so useful to zer family, isn’t it? You’ve become a regular nursemaid for the painter, always there to find zer when ze is lost and helpless.”

      “Let me correct you on a few minor points,” I cleared my throat and sat forward in my chair. “You’re right that Akakios left the jewelry, but xe made it clear that it was from friend to friend. If I had to guess, xe wanted me to remember xer as the audacious heartbeat of the party, always larger than life. There was no list and xe didn’t ask anything of me but to drive xer to the Underworld. Xe didn’t even tell me to keep my mouth shut, that was all my own thick skull. My business with Theophanes and zer wife came through a public image consultant that is quite invested in Theophanes finishing some painting for a Lord. That goal involves trying to keep zer sober, or as sober as one can I suppose, and that involves finding out if there’s a reason ze drinks. If I can remove it, I’ll be up to here in favors.”

      “Anyone in the Valley could tell you why ze drinks,” she said, her voice dripping with contempt. “It’s that vile thing ze is married to.”

      “I’m not sure I would call her vile,” I said.

      Curiosity twinkled in her eyes. “Really? Interesting.”

      I picked the Kiss of Death up off the desk. “Your tone is misplaced. I am not sleeping with Nympha; sorry if that’s disappointing.” I turned and placed it gently back into the safe. I shut the safe and tapped it until the tumblers slid into place.

      “Actually,” she said to the back of my head, “you’re right. That prude couldn’t be sleeping with anyone.”

      I turned back around and lit a cigarette. “You’re letting the bitch out, Euanthe. It’s unbecoming. Are you carrying a torch for a certain painter, maybe?”

      She scowled at me. “I hate comments like that,” she spat. “I suppose I should expect you to insult me, after that scene my idiot husband made. No, despite what you may have heard I had no interest in Theophanes when ze was sober and in control. I have far less interest now.”

      “Fucking Blessed!” I laughed bitterly and she suddenly startled. “You are all the same. You spew endless gossip about each other in hushed voices and you act like your nastiness is your Lord-given right. You sit here and you make shitty remarks about Theo and Nympha to a woman you barely know, but if I trade you back a taste of what you served, you look at me like I just laid one on your chin.”

      She looked like she was going to interject, but I kept going. “Fine, why don’t we just lay it all out? Any drunk is going to turn up with a loose woman eventually; that’s just inertia. Theo is as drunk as they come, but you aren’t loose. That was just a casual and mean-spirited insinuation of one of the more pathetic men I’ve ever met, so we rule you out. Now we still have to find ourselves a loose woman. How far do we have to look for one who would also be important enough that you would drag your pampered self down to my dingy little office for a chat? It’d have to be someone special, wouldn’t it, Euanthe?”

      For the first time since she walked into my office, she had nothing to say. We sat there for a long minute and listened to the air system softly cycle. She sat perfectly still, both hands clutching the bag in her lap. “Well, you don’t waste your time when you work, do you? It’s so fortunate this consultant happened to hire you. So Akakios gave you no names, but your unerring intellect and keen eye still brought you to your mark. What will you do with that information?”

      “Nothing, for now,” I said.

      “Nothing! What an utter waste of your gifts, if you don’t mind my saying. Your friend gives you a favor like that and you decide to just sit on your hands? Do you truly owe xer nothing?”

      “You’re getting rather sentimental,” I groaned, “if you don’t mind my saying. So what if you’ve confirmed that Theophanes was sleeping with your sister; ze was one of dozens the way most people talk about her. That doesn’t mean ze killed her. None of it matters, though: I assume you didn’t drag me down to my office with a hangover just to trade insults.”

      She nodded and stood. “I have a car waiting for us downstairs. Would you be interested in coming home with me and having a cup of tea?”

      “Color me intrigued.” I raised an eyebrow. “What’s the rest?”

      Euanthe scoffed at me. “Surely I am not so suspicious of a person?” I didn’t move from my chair. “Fine, yes. I have a guest who would like to meet you.”

      I grinned and got to my feet. “Old Woman Hesperos, I presume.”

      “I would never call her that,” she said matter-of-factly.

      I chuckled and grabbed my jacket. “Sweetheart, you’re awfully cute sometimes, you know that? Is it alright if I carry my gun on me?”

      She scoffed again as she moved towards the door. “Surely you aren’t afraid of an elderly woman?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be—aren’t you?”

      She nodded and sighed as I locked the door behind us. “Yes. For my entire life, I’ve been afraid of her. I suppose everyone should be.”

      We started out of the building. “I could shoot her for you, if you like,” I joked.

      She wasn’t amused.
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      In the center of Arcadia sat the twinned seat of power of Artemis and Apollo known as the Court of Light. The Court was split in half between the Sun and the Moon, with nearly all of the quiet paradise of the Valley lying outside the Sun Court. Around the lake that Theo lived beside, the leaves of the laurels sparkled with golden light and the sounds of the forest were the peaceful calls of birds and small critters.

      Hesperos’ mansion, on the other hand, was in a clearing where the trees took on the appearance of gnarled and bleached bones. When there were sounds, they were the dire cries of prey fleeing for their lives. Five stories tall, the house had a severe box frame that didn’t taper until it reached the overly-steep roof. Dozens of ornately bordered windows littered the structure in a fashion that had to have been intentionally haphazard. The entrance had two freestanding columns carved from black basalt that felt as out of place as the rest of the thing but the real kicker was an outdoor spiral staircase that led to a balcony on the fifth floor from which one could probably have seen the entire Valley. A place with that sort of opulence should have sat within an enormous estate of its own, but what it had instead was a little more than an acre that was being actively encroached upon by the surrounding forest. It was the last gasp of civilization on the edge of the Lord of the Hunt’s monochromatic wilds.

      Euanthe’s car brought us up the short stone-paved driveway of the home. I wasn’t surprised that she had a driver, but I was surprised to find that it was one of Demeter’s daughters behind the wheel. Most of the Blessed had nymphs to do that sort of thing and the rest of us just drove ourselves: mortal servants, even clone ones, were the true sign of a God’s favor amongst the highest reaches of our society.

      An elderly butler—Charis, Euanthe informed me—stood waiting for us as the car came to a stop. She went to open the door for her; I hopped out first and helped her hold it. We hadn’t shared more than a few words since we left my office and Euanthe didn’t bother to interrupt that streak with a ‘thank you’. Standing in front of that garish insult to architecture, she looked exhausted. Maybe it made her depressed; gods knew it was having that effect on me.

      “Who built this thing,” I said. “And who was it meant to piss off?”

      She tilted her head at me curiously. “You’ve never seen this place before?”

      “I don’t make it out to Arcadia too often,” I offered.

      She led me across the yard and pointed up at one of the windows. “The woman who designed this place threw herself from that window when it was finished. She smashed herself against the pavement right over there. It’s said that she designed some of the spaces in the Lord’s estate and was held in very high esteem for it. Her wife—Demostrate was her name—was big in entertainment, the sort of classical stage shows that were popular a hundred years ago. She was in love with zer, until she found zer in the arms of another woman. She asked the Lord to punish Demostrate and the Lord obliged. The same day her wife was put to death, she ended it. A year later, Mother took up residence here at the Lord’s request. Once I married Heliodoros, we moved onto the third floor.”

      “You don’t sleep here, do you?” I asked incredulously.

      She shrugged her shoulders. “Some of the time, I do. One of her daughters has to pretend to have some stability, if for no other reason than to keep the gossips at bay. Besides, Heliodoros likes it here.”

      “He would,” I muttered. She gave me a harsh look. “The sort of man who’d make the kind of scene your husband did can’t live in a fancy enough house.”

      She laughed softly into one hand. “I appreciate your thoughts on him, Isadora, but I think enough has been said on the subject for one afternoon. Mother does not like to be kept waiting. Shall we go in and meet her?”

      We crossed the rest of the yard and climbed the stone steps to the big doors. A nymph with a small set of antlers stood at the door and bowed deeply at us as a pair of clones pushed the heavy doors open for us to enter. The main hall was enormous; if I had to wager I would say that it stretched to the other end of the large house. An ornate stair led to the second floor and I had to assume that the hall kept going all the way up. I gawked for a few moments before Euanthe gently touched my arm and gestured towards the front room. It was a surprisingly modest receiving room, with four large and comfortable chairs around a short table. In the wall was a large fireplace, a golden and silver flame dancing inside it without putting out any heat. Sitting in the chair closest to the fire was Mother Hesperos, the most enigmatic and influential mortal in Arcadia—nearly in all of Elysium. The city was full of rumors as to how this woman had become so favored by the Lord of the Hunt, but they were all just that. Rumors.

      “I’m sorry we are late, Mother,” Euanthe said hurriedly as we crossed the room. She tilted herself into a small bow before continuing. “This is Isadora, daughter of Eudoxia. Isadora, I would like to introduce you to my mother, Madam Hesperos, Keeper of the Valley.”

      The old woman kept her eyes locked on mine, like she was trying to read something there, and said, “Bring us some tea, darling.” Euanthe bowed a second time and was gone. Hesperos motioned with one hand towards the chair across from her. “Sit down, Isadora.”

      I sat in the chair and folded my hands in front of me. Nobody spoke, we just gave each other hard stares for a few minutes. She studied me like a disappointed scientist studying a failed experiment, cataloguing every flaw she could find and doing nothing to hide her contempt. The silence stretched until Euanthe returned with the tea on a silver tray.

      “Two,” said Hesperos when her daughter was beside the table. “You can take your tea in the other room, dear.”

      “Of course, Mother,” squeaked Euanthe. It was the meekest I had ever seen her. She looked up at me and asked, “How do you like your tea, Isadora?”

      “Usually spiked,” I offered. Euanthe gave me a mortified look and I shrugged. “Two sugars is fine.”

      She made Hesperos a cup first, pouring half cream and five sugars into the cup. When she turned to give me mine, she glared daggers at me. Then she took the tray and silently left us alone. I took a sip of the tea and then pulled a cigarette out of my jacket.

      “Please don’t smoke,” Hesperos said wearily. “I detest the smell. Clings to everything in the room. It would take the girls hours to set it right.”

      I put the stick back in the pack and stared at her. I’d never been in the presence of someone as important as she was, but from where I was sitting she didn’t seem like anything special. I would have expected a century-old woman to be more frail, but I supposed that was what being a Lord’s pet got you in Elysium. She wore a dark grey jacket and slacks to match, with a golden silk blouse beneath. Her hair was as dark as night and tumbled in thick curls around her shoulders. She drank her tea like it was some sort of medicine. When she spoke, she sounded like she had just returned from a memorial.

      “I prefer to cut directly to the quick, Isadora. I believe that you are interfering in my affairs. If that is true, I would like it to stop.”

      I took a sip of my tea. “Madam, I don’t know anything about you or your affairs. I wouldn’t know how to interfere in them even if I wanted to.”

      “I beg to differ.” Hesperos took a sip to match mine and then placed the cup on the table. She sat back in the chair and scoured me with her eyes again. “I know who you are and I know what you do, Isadora. I am aware of your relationship to Akakios and how you helped xer, that you believe xe was innocent and that you have found yourself in the company of a painter who was a friend of my late offspring. What I do not yet know is this: to what end?”

      “If this painter has a name,” I said, “I’ll have you say it.”

      The corner of her mouth twitched, a brief flash of a smile from a face that was made of stone. “Of course. Theophanes, the Lord of the Sun’s most exalted painter. Supposedly the only painter alive who can rival classics.” There was venom in her voice. “I’ve never cared for paintings. What gaudy, needless things they are. The beauty is in the image of the thing, but the painter taints it. Corrupts it. Desecrates it.” Her eyes narrowed slightly. “The painter is a danger to zerself and zer wife. I can imagine that this gives you ideas?”

      “Let me imagine my own ideas, Madam. If you don’t mind, that’s sort of my whole profession.” I finished my tea and placed my cup across from hers. “One, I do not believe Akakios killed your daughter. I don’t think xe would have done it and if xe had, I don’t think xe would have done her like that. It’s that simple. Two, I was contacted by an image consultant named Thaïs whose firm is charged with managing Theo’s publicity. They asked me to live at Theo’s home for a few months, to keep zer sober while ze prepares to paint some masterpiece to capstone zer career. Three, I turned this offer of employment down. Theo’s wife asked me to find zer when ze was after some sort of quack treatment for the drinking. I found zer and I brought zer home. That’s it. Four, I have seen no sign of Theo being a danger. Ze might be an alcoholic, but ze wouldn’t be the only one living around this lake.”

      “You are a very thorough detective,” she said with disinterest.

      “I’m not finished being thorough.” I started to pull a cigarette out of my pocket, then dropped it back in. “Five, you or someone you control instructed an advocate named Antipatros to come when I was being held by the Archon. Ze did not betray your trust; I just happen to know it was you. Six, when I got myself out of Central, a gangster that runs half the fuckhouses in this city named Kassandros came and made some very colorful threats to me that just so happened to rhyme with the warnings that Antipatros gave me to forget anything had ever happened. She—the gangster—spun me a long yarn about how Akakios had saved her life once and she’d always pay xer back. She was sore that xe came to me when things got tough.”

      Mother Hesperos’ eyebrow raised slightly. “You can’t believe that I would involve myself with petty gangsters.”

      “I didn’t say you did, Madam. I have no idea who someone of your stature involves herself with, to become what you’ve become. I’m just visiting the valley; where I work is in the gutter.” I cleared my throat. “Seven, the next person to rattle my cage was your tea girl. We met by accident at Akakios’ favorite bar, both of us drinking xer favorite drink. I told her a bit about my doubts and she implied that it would be in the best interest of my career if I didn’t make you upset with me. Are you upset with me, Hesperos?”

      “When I am upset with you,” she said icily, “you will be certain of it.”

      “That’s what I thought, too. Every step of the way, I’ve half expected a gaggle of gutterrats to throw a black bag over my head, but nothing has happened. The Archon hasn’t bothered me one bit, either. She could have. She could have made my life a hell of a lot less pleasant, but it would have made a lot of noise. If all you want is for some peace and quiet, it would have been terribly inconvenient. Wouldn’t it?”

      She grinned suddenly. It was an anemic grin, but on her face it still stood out like a sore thumb. “That’s an excellent summary, Isadora. I have listened to it in full. Now, you will listen to me. You are correct that my interest in all of this is the peace and tranquility that defines our simple lives here in Arcadia. I believe you when you say that your relationship with Theophanes is incidental to what happened to my daughter. As long as it stays that way, we have an understanding.” She sighed heavily and sank a little into the chair. “All a woman has that matters is family, Isadora. That is what you learn, when you have lived the life I have lived. Tell me, how much of our history do you know?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “As a kid, I paid enough attention when the priests talked to get by.”

      “No, not that history.” She leaned forward and took a sip of her tea, which must have been quite cool by then. She almost looked pleased. “Long before you were born, when I was just a little girl, our city experienced some… tumult that we rarely speak of. Our Lords combined their strength and rid the city of what we will call its corrupted parts. Many of the mortals in the city joined them in this task and were amply rewarded. Some mortals, however, fought against them and were cast out with the corruption. This broke many hearts, but what must have been done was done. When it came time to reshape the city, it came with the charge of escaping the confines of our dome. However, there were some who wanted a different life than that. A peaceful life, where each could simply bask in our Lord’s light. It caused some tension between this small community and the rest of the city. Tensions that could have torn the fragile peace apart. The Lord of the Hunt gave us—my mother and I were amongst these dissenters—a solution: tend her new forests and in return we would be left alone⁠—”

      “And that is how the Valley was born,” I finished for her. “I don’t see why any of this matters.”

      Her lips twitched again. Interrupting was beginning to chip away at her armor. “The oaths,” she said evenly. “That is why any of it matters. We swore oaths of peace between us and the Lords, to restrain ourselves against those who work towards the Lords’ goals. An oath that the Lord of the Hunt also took, that we and our children would be safe from harm. Perhaps you better understand now why it is important to me that things be allowed to lie still. All I have in life that matters is my daughters, the few who still remain. Pelagia went and married a gutterkid who smelled like fish and xe let her waste the best years of her life in worthless immorality. Then, after years of it, Akakios lost xer composure and killed her. I know that you think that is impossible because of how brutal the act was. But it wasn’t brutal: xe shot her in the face with her own pistol. Xe only did what xe did to her face to cover the evidence. Xe might not have meant to kill her; maybe they struggled and the gun went off. It was a small but powerful thing, though; the bullet went clear through her skull and came to rest in the wall of that guest house. That wasn’t something that was ever published, because we didn’t find it until a week later. Now—do you need to go outside and smoke?”

      I looked down at my fingers and found a cigarette. “Sorry, Madam. Took it out without thinking.” I slipped it back into my jacket.

      “Akakios had just shot xer wife. Xe had plenty of motive from the Archon’s perspective, but xe also had an excellent defense. It was her gun, in her room, and xe could easily have said that xe simply tried to take the gun away from her and it went off, entirely by accident. With the advocates I would have sent to help xer, there probably wouldn't even have been a trial. I would have helped xer, Isadora, if xe had just called me first. But making a mess of the body? That made it impossible. Xe needed to disappear and xe couldn’t even manage to pull that off.”

      “You got that right. But Akakios did call you, didn’t xe?”

      She nodded solemnly. “Yes, I told xer to disappear and I would do whatever I could do. I told xer I couldn’t know any details because I couldn’t hide a criminal.”

      “Of course you couldn’t,” I said too dismissively.

      “I do not care for sarcasm, Isadora. You would do well to control it. Can you now understand why I want this matter to die? And also why I used what influence I have to make sure the investigation was as brief and quiet as possible?”

      “Oh, it makes sense, Madam Hesperos. Assuming Akakios killed her.”

      She scowled at me. “Of course xe killed her. None of us can know what xer intent was and it hardly matters at this point. I do not intend to be the subject of public inquiry. I do not abuse my influence; I simply use it to be left alone. I see that twinkle in your eyes, Isadora: perish whatever thought you have. The Lords rule this city, even a mortal like me is an insect in their eyes. All I do is try to be left alone. The bloggers can bleat about truth, but what they mean by it is their freedom to peddle sensational scandals, one after another, so their audience of voyeurs can experience something like emotions. So yes, I’ve tried to convince many in the industry to have some dignity in their work, is that a crime?”

      I got up and slowly walked around my chair. I took the cigarette out, put it back, and then took it out again to twirl between two fingers while I paced. “Fine, you don’t like the city and what it’s become. I get that. You remember whatever dream for the future your mother had and, instead, all you’ve got is a forest full of orgies and a dwindling number of daughters who will talk to you. You’ve spent a hundred years building up your walls and now that you’re here, you can see that it’s done you no good.”

      She pulled a handkerchief from her jacket pocket and dabbed her lips a few times. “And?” she asked acidly.

      “And nothing, that’s it. You’re going to die unfulfilled, a relic of a society that was never born. You don’t care what happened to your daughter because you wrote her off as hopelessly corrupted long ago. Even if Akakios didn’t kill her and her murderer is still out there endangering other women, you wouldn’t care because that means no one is digging around in your business. And hey, if that person happened to off zerself then it would be that much neater for you, wouldn’t it?”

      Her face relaxed and she gave me a curt smile. “What do you want from me, Isadora?”

      “If you mean in exchange for my silence, nothing.” I leaned against the chair and slipped the cigarette behind my ear. “I didn’t come here on my own; I was brought here at your request. I told you the truth about how I came to know Theophanes and zer wife, but ze did know your daughter and ze does have a record of violence, supposedly. Last night, ze tried to shoot zerself in the head. Theo’s a troubled, haunted person if I’ve ever seen one. Ze feels massively guilty: if I were looking for a suspect in your daughter’s murder, ze would definitely fit. I imagine ze is one of a dozen who do, but ze happens to be the only one I know.”

      She stood up. She was really quite tall, solidly built, practically a demigod in her appearance. “One call, Isadora. One call would deprive you of your sanction.”

      “Yeah, one more call after that and I’m lying in the gutter with a hole in the back of my head.”

      She laughed viciously. “That isn’t the way that I do things. I imagine that seems strange to someone in your line of work, but I’ve given you far too much of my time. I’ll call the butler to show you out.”

      I waved her off, taking the cigarette in my fingers again. “No need. Thanks for your time, Madam Hesperos.”

      She held out her hand for me to take. “Thank you for humoring an old crone. Despite our differences, I think you are a good woman, Isadora. Just don’t throw it away to be a hero.” I shook her hand, her grip like iron. “Who knows what the future holds, maybe I can throw some work your way. Goodbye, Isadora.”

      She stood there and watched me leave the room. Euanthe stood at the front door and watched me light the cigarette in the hall with annoyance.

      “Well?” she asked quietly as I closed the distance between us. “Will you live another day?”

      I shrugged. “She’s letting me do my thing a little longer, as long as I let her maintain her quiet peace. If I don’t, she might call a Lord and have me smote.”

      “You’re hopeless,” she said as she turned and opened the door.

      “Hopeless? Have you met your mother? Compared to her I’m the city’s foremost optimist.”

      She saw me down to the car where Charis and Euanthe’s driver—Kleitos, I learned on the drive home—were waiting. It was a quick trip back to my office and I thanked Kleitos for her time. I tried to give her a favor but she waved me off.

      I guess she was pretty well taken care of.
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      A month passed me by and I heard absolutely nothing from Nympha or Theophanes. It looked to be a month not worth remembering until the very end. An enormous battle raged at Wall Caryatid and for a brief moment the city was gripped with fear so tight you could taste it. For a few hours, everywhere you went were people crying and people holding each other. Except the colossus didn’t even manage to reach the wall itself. In the dramatically-angled footage spread on the net by the end of the day, the Cerberus Cadre took it apart piece by piece two dozen meters away from the city. The whole city cheered and Lord Zeus declared a festival in their honor. The Underworld became a place of revelry for a week and everyone who was anyone in the city attended the parties.

      On the last day of the celebration, Theo called me. “Hey, buddy, this is Theo. I guess you already knew that, huh? How are you?”

      Ze sounded pretty normal. “I’m fine,” I said. “You?”

      “Sober, unfortunately. I've been really getting into my work, luckily. Hey, the two of us should talk about the other day. I think I owe you a favor or two.”

      “You don’t owe me anything; I’ve been clear about that.”

      “Okay, well why don’t you come over for lunch? Today? You could be here by one, couldn’t you?”

      I shook my head and threw on my jacket. “Yeah, I guess I can. Euthymios doing alright?”

      “Euthymios?” Ze sounded confused. I wondered how much of that night ze remembered. “Oh, right. She helped you put me to bed that night, didn’t she? Gods, I must have said some wacky shit.”

      “Yeah, she was very helpful. How’s Nympha?”

      “She’s doing very well, thank you for asking. She’s in the Underworld for some dreary party. Took Euthymios with her, of course; it’s just me here.”

      We hung up and I tucked my pistol into its holster. I should have asked zer how the painting was going. One should always ask an artist how zer paintings are going. Of course, maybe ze was sick of people asking how zer paintings are going. Maybe the best way to be a friend was to never ask how zer paintings are going. I locked up the office and got in the Phaeton.

      A call came and I put the car into auto. The idents were hidden and the gruff voice on the other end was unfamiliar to me.

      “My name is Alexios. We have a mutual friend, one of Kleon’s girls. She asked me to speak to you about someone you knew as Akakios.”

      “Yeah, she said she would send anyone else my way. I guess you knew xer as Alcetas, yeah?”

      “I knew that name, yes. We were raised by priests together. We got cypress leaf tattoos when we were teenagers. Xe had chosen the name Leonidas, back then. Different pronouns, too. It was only when I saw xer picture on the blogs that I learned xe had changed it all. Xe wanted to run the trawlers more than anything. We fell out of contact when xe began to go by Alcetas, because xe was on the docks and I was down in the mines. I heard xe finally got on a trawler, and a few years later I heard that xe had drowned.” The voice on the other end broke into a few ugly sobs. “But I guess xe didn’t, ‘cause xe killed that woman. And now xe is dead for real, before I ever got to know xer at all.” There was a short silence. “Does any of that mean anything to you?”

      “Not at all,” I lied. “Never asked xer about xerself, much. Xe said xe was raised by priests once, but that’s it. Anything else?”

      “Xe got married right before xe disappeared the first time. One of those valley women that are always keeping to themselves. I couldn’t tell you her name, though. I remember her face in the blogs when xe was supposed to have drowned. Her hair was like spun silver.”

      I thanked him a few times and he politely wished me luck. We hung up and I had a long thought. I set the auto to slow its pace and called Detective-Sergeant Lycas. Fae was nice enough to take the call.

      “Hey, shitstain,” I started. “I learned some queer stuff about Akakios. I wanted to run it by someone and you’re all I’ve got. Xe had a couple of different names, before xe started working in vids. When you were investigating, how much of that did you track down?”

      “What the fuck is your problem?” I could hear the sound of something fragile smashing against a table or desk on the other end. “Half this city has told you to sit your ass down and you’re calling me about this? The case is closed, Isa. Chained shut. Welded. Might as well be at the bottom of the ocean right now. Do you fucking understand?”

      “I spent some time with Mother Hesperos recently, at her home in the Valley. It was a very enlightening conversation.”

      Lycas was silent for a few moments. Faer voice was controlled when fae said, “Assume I believe you. What have you learned?”

      “That old woman Hesperos thinks I’m swell, for one. So watch your mouth. Unrelated, Pelagia died of a bullet wound to the forehead. It was her own gun and hadn’t been recovered at the scene. Hesperos assumed that Akakios took the gun with xer, but I happen to know that xe didn’t. What do you know about xer scars?”

      Faer sound cut out for a few seconds but I could feel the cursing Lycas was doing from my end. It was quite gratifying. When fae cut back in, Lycas sounded winded. “Very little, actually. Probably a fight xe had in a bar.”

      “Come the fuck off it, Lycas, I know you dug into it. For at least a couple of hours, you had a free hand to look at anything in xer past, before the big shush got dropped over the case. So I’m asking you real nice, dick to stiff: how much do you know about xer time at the wharf?”

      “Who told you xe spent time at the wharf?”

      “You, for one, with a tone like that. But I already knew it. Akakios saved the life of some bigshot named Kassandros while working under the name Alcetas. That's how xe got the scars.”

      “Kassandros? That overstuffed gutter rat? I’d trust Kassandos about as far as I can throw her and you’ve got shit for brains if you’d do otherwise. We didn’t find another name and xe sure wasn't in the wharf registries. Happy now?”

      I chewed on that for a few moments. “Alright. I don’t see why Kassandros would make the whole thing up to warn me off this, though. She said that her and her partner owed it to Akakios to keep the case quiet, now that xe was dead.”

      “No one can understand the criminal element, Isa,” Lycas said acidly. “You of all people should understand that. Maybe Akakios was involved in Kass’ business and she made up the story to keep you off her trail. I did find that xe spent time working at one of her pleasurehouses as a waiter. That’s how xe met the wife, if I understand right. Xe must have been one hell of a talker to bag that one.”

      “Yeah, xe had a lot of charm,” I said. “Sorry, I know they don’t teach you what charm is when you get your badge, but it can get a woman into some interesting situations. Thanks for your time, anyway. Hey, how’s Captain Alexander getting on these days?”

      Lycas laughed on the other end of the line. “Don’t you read the blogs? She barked up the wrong tree and she isn’t with the force anymore.”

      I shrugged as if fae could see me. “I don’t usually read crime news, it's a bit morbid for me. Have a nice day, Lycas.”

      I burned through two sticks as the auto brought me to the little village. It was livelier than I had ever seen it, with revelers in every direction singing, dancing and of course drinking in the name of the victorious Cadre. If I liked anything less than a party, it was a festival. The crowds hardly thinned as I crested the hill and the lake came into view. All manner of boats and rafts were spread around the water, each one carrying its own festival in miniature. As I climbed out of the Phaeton and walked up Theo’s lawn, I watched two boats tow a gaggle of skiers between the rafts. One of the skiers lost control and she went tumbling into the water with a spectacular spray. Everyone laughed and the music got a touch louder.

      “It’s all a bit excessive, if you ask me,” Theo said as ze opened the door and gave me a crooked smirk. Ze was wearing a flowing white linen shirt and silver-threaded long house pants. Zer face had a healthy tan to it that looked good. Ze looked good. In zer hand was an opaque glass. “Come on in.” Once the door was closed and there was a layer of insulation between us and the revelry, ze asked, “You want a drink?”

      I reacted the way that anyone would react when a drunk asks them if they want to drink, and it showed clearly on zer face. Ze chuckled and said, “I’m drinking water, don’t worry.”

      “I’ll have the same, then,” I said. Ze led me past the stairs and into a rather bare sitting room in the back of the house. The back wall was a long window that looked out on the lake, but there was a thick curtain drawn over it. To one side were several chairs and a couch, and to the other was a curtain with more than a dozen lights trained on it. It was the first time I’d been in a private viewing room. Theo motioned for me to take a seat and I did. Ze disappeared for a minute while I studied the curtain. “Did you finish it?” I asked when ze returned with my glass of water. I nodded across the room at the display.

      Ze looked confused for a moment, followed my gaze to the curtain and then laughed. Ze used zer free hand to tap a control and the curtain parted to reveal a painting of a family of swans swimming. The water around each of the birds rippled outward and collided with the ripples from the others, creating complex patterns of overlapping rings that one could get lost in. “No, no, that’s an old piece. Sometimes I look for inspiration in my old pieces. That’s sad, isn’t it? A painter is finished as soon as ze starts looking backwards. You've got to always face the right direction, to truly be an artist. Otherwise, all you’re doing is regurgitating the past onto the canvas. That’s the cheapest, most worthless sort of art, Isadora.” Ze sat heavily next to me.

      “How’s the current work going?” I asked.

      “Fine. Great.” Ze sighed. “Poorly, to be honest. No matter what I do, everything I make feels like it's missing something. That’s fine for your average commission, but not for a Lord. It used to be that I could bring the canvas to life. Now?” Theo shook zer head, zer gaze getting distant. Zer voice got small. “Now it’s like I’m embalming a corpse.”

      “That seems a little dramatic,” I said. “You look like you’re doing alright, Theo. The way you were the last time I was here, I didn’t think you’d make it. You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for.”

      Ze groaned and sunk into the chair, one hand tented over zer eyes and the other holding the cold glass against zer temple. “I need something more than the strength of my character, Isadora. I need to believe in myself again and I don’t think that’s something I can do anymore. I’m trash, no, worse than trash: I’m a worthless layabout. I’m spoiled to the core, pal. I live in a perfect paradise, with the perfect wife and the perfect career. You know there’s plenty of girls who grow up to be sewage engineers or lichen researchers; what the fuck did I do to deserve to be a painter?” Theo lifted a few fingers so that one of zer eyes was visible again. “Nympha said I tried to shoot myself last month.”

      “You forgot?”

      Ze shook zer head. “I don’t remember a damn thing. I fell and hurt my head. At some point I was in bed, and you were there. It’s all a fog. Did she call you?”

      “She didn’t tell you?”

      “She hasn’t been around much this week. I think she’s had it with me, Isadora. Had it up to here—” ze held zer hand up to zer chin. “Scenes like the party haven’t helped.”

      “She told me that meant nothing.”

      Ze smiled crookedly at me. “That’s the truth, but I doubt she believed it. Heliodorus is just overly jealous. You know how men can be: you have a drink or two with a guy’s wife, laugh at her jokes, kiss her goodbye, and suddenly he assumes you’re fucking her. Mostly because he’s not.”

      “What I like about the Valley,” I said, sipping the water, “is that you’re all living such normal, comfortable lives.” I reached into my jacket and tossed a few of the sheets of paper into zer lap. Ze picked one up and studied it. “What does ‘A better woman died’ mean, Theo?”

      “Did Nympha see any of these?” ze asked quietly.

      “I can’t know that. She had plenty of time before I got here, Theo.”

      “Did you keep the painting?” Theo’s voice cracked on the last syllable.

      “Yeah, it’s in my safe at the office.”

      A small grin cracked on zer face. “It’s striking, isn’t it? Best damn thing I’ve painted in a decade. And if I showed it to anyone but you, they’d send me straight to a clinic to have my brain examined.”

      “Theo,” I said forcefully. “Who was the better woman?”

      Ze looked at the papers in zer lap and shrugged. “I don’t know. It must have made sense when I was drunk but it's meaningless now.”

      I stood and walked out into the main hall to finda liquor cabinet. I was done fucking around. I returned to the viewing room with a bottle of whiskey and I dropped it onto the seat next to Theo. “Fine. Get drunk. Maybe you’ll remember what it meant.”

      Theo’s eyes got distant again, staring at the bottle beside zer. Ze looked a decade older, suddenly. “You think that I killed her,” ze said finally. “You probably already know that I went down to her place sometimes; I’m sure half of the Valley knows. She was a slut, okay? Plenty of people are sluts, I can admit it. That’s not a reason to bash a girl’s face in, though.”

      “She was killed with her own gun,” I said.

      Ze tilted zer head and looked at me. “She had a gun?” ze said with the tone of someone dreaming. Most of the color had drained from zer face. I started to worry I might have pushed zer too hard, then, “No, the blogs all said she was beaten to death. That there was… blood everywhere. I don’t think she was shot.”

      “Didn’t think or just can’t remember?”

      “How am I supposed to know that?” Theo shouted as ze stood to zer feet. “I’ve been trying every chance I get to know what happened since the night she died, godsdamnit. And I don’t feel any closer to the answer. What do you want me to do, tell my wife what I am scared of? The Peacekeepers? To what end?”

      “‘The better woman died’? Tell me what it means.”

      “It means Akakios died for no reason!” zer voice was turning to gravel. “If there’d been a real investigation, there would have been a dozen suspects and you and I both know that Akakios wouldn’t have been among them. Sure, xe had proximity and the motive makes sense if you’d never met xer, but scratch the surface and it would fall apart. Then they’d find me.” Theo popped the stopper off the bottle and took a long gulp. It was hard to watch; I didn’t know whether I wanted to stop zer or join in, but I hated just watching. Then ze said, “It would have destroyed my life. It would have destroyed half the Valley. I have no way of knowing why xe did what xe did, but no one can deny that xer death has kept the peace.”

      “I don’t think you killed Pelagia, Theo,” I said, lighting a cigarette and taking a sip of my water. Ze looked at me with a stunned expression. “I think I’m ready to tell you what I’ve learned. The thing that is eating away at you, the reason you can’t sleep and the thing you drink to escape, is this: you think you killed her, or at the very least that you are more likely of a suspect than xe was. You black out when you drink. Everyone thinks you’ve been violent with your wife. You’re right that beating a girl’s face in for being a slut is fucked, but someone did it and you’re a much better suspect than the person that went down for it. And that is eating away at your insides in a way that won’t quit.”

      Ze took another long gulp of the whiskey. It made my chest burn watching it. “You don’t like me very much, do you, Isadora?”

      “I think I’ve made my position on the subject pretty clear. When will Nympha be home?”

      Theo laughed. “You’re a cold bitch, you know that? Utterly ruthless. You’d do anything to get your answer.” Ze hit the bottle again. “You’d even fuck my wife while I was passed out in the other room. She should be home in a few hours; you can stick around and keep her company.”

      I gave zer a long stare. “Do you believe everything the snake tells you?”

      “No, not everything.” Ze held the bottle up like ze meant to drink, but stopped and stared down the neck. “Whiskey is a pretty color, don’t you think? Golden waves. Waves would be so much nicer if they were gold.” Ze was quiet for a few moments and then looked up at me again. Zer eyes were full of undisguised disgust. “Why are you here, Isa? You want me to remember, but all I can think about with you here is the way she looks at you. Get lost, would you?”

      I shook my head and stood. “Fine, I’ll leave you alone. Just throw a bottle at the window when you remember something.” I headed for the door, then I had a sudden thought and asked, “Where’d you get the gun, Theo?”

      “The gun?” ze asked. Then, “Oh, right. The gun. Nympha brought it home a few months ago from one of her parties and gave it to me. She felt bad that I couldn’t come. It has lovely art on it, doesn’t it?”

      “Sure. Where is it now?”

      “I assume she’s hidden it away,” ze offered as ze stared blankly at the bottle in zer hands. “You’re welcome to check yourself.”

      I went out into the hall and into the office. The gun wasn’t where I left it, so I went upstairs and checked Theo’s closet and studio without finding it. Nympha must have hidden it, I thought. Fine.

      I took myself out the back porch and dragged a lounging chair onto the terrace. The heavy curtain was still drawn in the viewing room, keeping Theo’s misery in containment for now. I debated going back in and taking the bottle away; the booze was an excuse, it had always been. If ze remembered anything, it would be filtered through half a bottle of whiskey and be completely useless. My need to know won out in the end, though. I didn’t think Theo was violent; I figured the worst ze could do was fall and hit zer head again. Nympha would be home in a few hours to clean up the mess and we could all just put this thing to bed.

      I stretched myself out on the lounger and watched the boats for a half hour doing my damndest not to think about Akakios or Theo or Nympha or anything else besides the way that the water on the lake rippled away from each object on its surface. All the rafts had been moved towards the shore and the center of the lake was a dance of boat-assisted water sports, skiers and boarders crisscrossing back and forth as everyone cheered. My mind was still wrapped up in the house behind me, though. Theo was alone in a room with a painting; what harm could ze manage to do to zerself?

      I got up and went into the house. I refilled my glass of water and peeked into the viewing room. Ze was just sitting on the couch in the corner staring quietly at nothing, the bottle of whiskey now more than half empty. There was a small frown on zer face. Slowly, ze looked at me like a beast regards the woman that cleans out its shit.

      “What do you need?” ze said without a slur in zer words.

      “Nothing from you. How are you doing?”

      Ze waved a hand and took a quick nip at the bottle. “Shut up. I’ve got a little bird right here telling me a juicy story.”

      “Anything worth sharing?”

      “I should have taken an apprentice,” ze said softly. “Thaïs said it would be good for my reputation if I did. They even lined up a suitable match, some young girl they found painting portraits of Aphrodite. I can’t remember the name; Mel something or other. The art was good, she was an incredibly promising girl. Maybe I should have taken her on, gotten a fresh eye. I could look her up, still.”

      “Why don’t you?” I asked. The look in Theo’s eyes said ze wasn’t in the same room as me.

      “I should,” ze answered quickly. The bottle was nearly empty now. Ze stood up and slipped past me, wandering into the living room. I stood against the wall and sipped my water. I could faintly hear the sound of the revelers on the lake as well as the roar of the boat engines as they skimmed across the water. Theo returned a minute later with a fresh bottle, this time gin. “Melpomene. That was her name. I don’t know where Thaïs found her. The only thing she’d been commissioned for was portraits of Aphrodite, but hers still stood out. It’s not an easy thing to do, mind you. The art-consuming public are so droll, as if the Lord of Desire were the most original request in the world for an artist. To impart her form to canvas in a way that piques my interest is…” Ze trailed off at the last sentence, dropping into the chair closest to where I stood. We were both silent for a few minutes.

      I was the one to speak first. “I don’t think this is working. You aren’t going to drink that whole thing, are you?” I asked.

      “You should fuck off, Isadora. None of us can think as long as you’re here with us.”

      “Alright, fine. Before I go, have you ever heard the name Leonidas before?” Ze looked very far away, but I pressed. “What about Alcetas?”

      I could see Theo trying to focus; it clearly took effort. Ze fought for control—sweat dripping from zer forehead—then won in the end and looked up at me, blank and expressionless.

      “No, who’s he?”
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      An hour later, I stuck my head in the door and found Theophanes asleep, zer mouth hanging open and zer face covered in sweat. The whole room reeked of whiskey and gin. Ze had a grimace on zer face, but otherwise there was a sort of peacefulness to the way ze slept. I collected the empty bottle and slowly tried to pull the gin out from zer arms; it was about half full still but ze held onto it like a pillow. Ze had drunk enough to make the next week hell, but not enough that I felt I should worry. I decided to let Nympha sort that out.

      I did my best to clean up wherever ze had spilled but it was probably a lost cause. It felt a little silly, but for some reason I didn’t like the idea of leaving it for Euthymios. I took the empty bottle into the kitchen and fixed myself a sandwich. Theo had invited me for lunch, but of course ze had forgotten to get around to it—though I suppose I had some guilt in the matter. I dug around and found a cold beer and took my meal back down to the lake’s edge. The sun was beginning to disappear behind the trees and most of the revelers had left the lake for whatever nighttime partying they had planned, but one of the boats still towed a stray athlete on a board, creating wakes that she would fly off of, spinning in the air before gliding back into place on the lake surface. The hum of the boat’s engine became a roar as it came within two dozen meters of the short dock below the terrace, swerving hard as it did and speeding off the way it came. The boarder whipped around in a tight arc, one hand skimming the water as she passed a meter from the dock, laughing the whole way. It seemed like a damn foolish way to get some excitement, but what the hell did I know?

      The water was still battering the piles of the dock when I came up and went into the house. As I crossed into the living room from the hall, Nympha was shutting the front door behind herself. “I got a headache,” she said with her back to me. “And I decided to come home early, darl—oh. Isa, I didn’t know you were here.” She was pulling off fine silver gloves.

      I shrugged at her and leaned against the wall, my arms crossed. “Ze called me.”

      She dropped the gloves at the table by the door and looked at me with concern. “Did something happen?”

      “No, nothing like that. Well, Theo got drunk and passed out in the viewing room, but that was after I got here. Ze invited me to have some lunch, but didn’t have any zerself. Sorry about that.”

      She waved one hand and crossed to a couch. “Perish the thought. You aren’t heading out, are you? Stay and have some tea; I’m going to have some.”

      “Okay,” I said and sat in a chair. I didn’t know why I agreed to stay. I didn’t care for tea. It just felt like the right thing to say.

      She shrugged off her silver coat and stood. “I’m going to check on Theo. One moment.” I watched her go into the hall and waited until she peeked her head back in the doorway. “Ze is fast asleep, probably for the night. I just need to change out of this dress; I’ll be right back down with the tea.”

      She came and grabbed her jacket and went out again. A few moments after she was out of the room, I remembered the bottle of gin in Theo’s arms that I had left for her to deal with. The guilt ate at me, so I crossed into the hall and went into the viewing room to try for it again.
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      With all the lights in the viewing room out, the first thing I noticed in the dim glow from the hall was the splash of blood across the thick curtains behind the couch. The air stunk of gun discharge, and I felt the stillness in my bones. I crossed into the room and immediately knew there was a corpse on that couch.

      Ze was pitched over to one side, zer face pressed into the armrest, one arm bent underneath zer girth and the other lying off to the side limply. Zer chest was covered in blood, the back of the couch was covered in blood, and the curtains were covered in blood. In the pool in zer lap sat the silver gun with its beautiful art.

      I quickly tapped the curtain controls and light flooded into the room. Just as quick, I sent a few words of text to Detective-Sergeant Lycas—Theo’s place, corpse—then blocked myself out of the net. I had at most thirty minutes before the home was crawling with Peacekeepers. I bent over the corpse, studying the hole where the back of the head once was. Blood oozed and covered the wound, but it looked like it fit the kind of wound that would be caused by the gun in zer lap. I touched zer wrist for a few moments, not shocked to find no pulse. It was still warm, but the painter was quite dead.

      I did a quick check of the room for any kind of scribble but the only thing was the sheets I had thrown at zer earlier, each of which was quite unchanged. I pocketed them anyway. A suicide doesn’t necessarily leave a note, I told myself. They prepare themselves in all sorts of ways, sometimes with sex and sometimes with booze and other times with a wild party. People in this city have killed themselves by jumping off of something high, leaping into traffic, eating poison, or just wandering into a forest and never emerging. Just because the Lords provided everything a person needed didn’t mean that everyone makes the right choice. We’re all human, after all.

      The scene seemed simple enough to me. I hadn’t heard the gunshot so it had to have happened while I was down at the dock; there had been more than enough noise with the boat on the water. Maybe I woke zer up when I tried to take the bottle the first time, but ze played asleep. Maybe ze invited me already knowing that ze would do it and went along with the drink because why the hell not? It made enough sense, though why ze would time it with the boat ate away at me. Theo would have wanted me to find zer before Nympha. Leaving it up to chance didn’t feel right.

      I drew the curtains again and walked out, closing the door. Adrenaline coursed through my veins and everything stood out. I shut my eyes and I listened to the house; sounds came from the kitchen. I found Nympha with a sky-blue apron tied around her waist and a kettle on an open flame. It started to whistle and she lowered the flame with the dial and glanced casually at me.

      “How do you like your tea, Isadora?”

      “With just enough sugar, not too much,” I said as I leaned against the wall and took out a cigarette. I didn’t light it, just twirled it around to have something to do with my hands.

      She laughed and dropped two sugars in one cup before pouring cream into the other. “I drink my tea with cream and lots of sugar. That’s odd, with how I drink my coffee, isn’t it?” She smiled warmly at me and dropped the bag in the pot. “I picked it up from my first husband, I think. That’s how he liked it.”

      “When you lived in Piraeus?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Yes, in my silly youth. I left Arcadia over my parents’ protests. I worked there, too. Can you imagine it?” she asked with a giggle. “Me as an engineer, trying to pry fish guts out of a thresher.”

      “It’s far out, yeah. Did you meet Theo at the docks, too?” I popped the stick in my mouth and lit it.

      “No, we met here at the lake. I came back when my father died and took over his house here. Theo and I met the next year at a party.” She tilted her head at me. “Why do you ask?”

      “Just making small talk while the tea steeps, Nympha.”

      She studied my face for a few moments and then sighed and leaned heavily on the counter. “This can’t go on, can it?” she asked with a hint of tears in the corner of her eye. “I’m just so scared of what that will mean. I can’t see myself forcing zer into treatment. Can you?”

      “Ze can do it any time ze wants to,” I said. Then, “Could have.”

      The timer in the kettle pinged and she turned back to it and poured the tea from the pot into each cup. She put both on a tray and walked it to the living room and set it on the table between the chairs and the couch. She set one cup in front of the couch and then tasted the other before turning to me.

      “What did you mean by that?” she asked. “Could have?”

      “The other day, when I left here and told you the gun was in the desk. What did you do with it? Did you hide it?”

      “Hide it? Why would I hide it?”

      “How’s the headache you had, when you came home? It didn’t seem to slow you down much, even though you came home early with it.”

      “What?” she asked. “You’re asking such strange questions, like you did the other morning.”

      “I keep having strange experiences in this house, Nympha. Drunks in the bushes, guns firing in the dead of night, doctors who refuse to treat the sick. Women wrapping their arms around me and calling me someone else’s name. Nymphs with knives. It’s a damn weird house you live in. But, gods, it’s a damn pity you didn’t hide the gun. You just didn’t care too much about your spouse, did you?”

      She set the cup down slowly, her wrist and lips trembling. Her eyes were sharp and her face had drained of some of its color. “What has happened, Isadora?” Before I could speak, she was in the hall and bolting for the viewing room.

      As I rounded into the hall, she threw open the door and flew into the dark room. I expected to hear a scream, but that was a foolish thing to expect. There wasn’t a sound. She was on the floor with Theo’s head in her lap and she was slowly rocking back and forth with her eyes held shut. I should have kept her out of the room. I should have kept my mouth shut and waited for the cops. I should have told her softly and held her still while she cried. I’m sorry, ma’am, but something has happened. Please, sit here, I need to ask some questions. That’s what a responsible detective would have done, one that had a heart that was powered by something more than dark suspicion and hubristic curiosity. I was an independent dick, though. The only instinct I had was to kick while she was down, tightening the noose bit by little bit.

      Once a heel, always a heel.
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      I was standing on the porch when Detective Kosmas pulled into the drive and parked behind the Phaeton. I smoked a cigarette while I explained to him what was inside and finished it off while he called in for a scene detail. I took him into the study where Nympha was still kneeling with what Theo had left behind.

      Kosmas bent over a meter away from her. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I understand how you must feel right now, but you really shouldn’t be touching anything.”

      She looked down at her lap and then jumped to her feet, stumbling towards Kosmas. “My spouse has been shot.”

      Kosmas nodded. “I know, ma’am. The dick has already explained the situation.”

      “Zer name is Theophanes, the painter. I think the dick may have shot zer.”

      Kosmas looked back at me. I kept my face stone. “Why don’t you wait on the porch, Isadora? I’ll come talk to you in a minute.”

      Fifteen minutes later, a dozen Peacekeepers were in the house with the body. Lycas was among them, but fae didn’t even look at me when ze went in. I chainsmoked, leaning against Kosmas’ cruiser, until finally he came out to talk to me. “You a friend of the family, Isadora?”

      I replied, “Nympha sure didn’t seem to think I was, I imagine.”

      “You got a gun on you?” He asked casually.

      “Yeah, under my right arm. The magazine is in my belt. Do you want me to take them out for you?”

      He waved me off, looking pretty relaxed. “Nah, don’t worry about it. Hold onto it, though. If ballistics doesn’t like the gun next to zer, we might give you a call.”

      I finished my latest cigarette and dropped it at my feet. “You aren’t bringing me in?” I asked.

      “We’re just gonna wait around for a little bit. The Captain-Detective will be down here in a few minutes to talk, but it certainly looks like suicide right now. A corpse with a gun in zer lap who was a known violent drunk? This isn’t astrophysics. Give me a stick.”

      We smoked against the cruiser, didn’t exchange any more words and waited for Lycas. In the end, fae didn’t even speak to me. Fae came out when the body did and told Kosmas to let me go. Faer face was an unreadable but undeniably hard surface. I finished smoking one last cigarette then climbed into the Phaeton and followed faer cruiser away from the lake. I lost faem before getting out of the Valley, but I wasn’t trying too hard to keep up. The last thing I wanted at that moment was to speak to Galene, so instead I headed for the office. I hit the auto and watched the moon begin to rise between the city spires. The minutes blurred.

      I don’t remember climbing the stairs in the building, but I was at my desk with a glass in my hand and a bottle of single-malt sitting in front of me. I had no way of knowing how much time had passed. The safe behind me was open with its contents spilled out in front of it. Around the neck of the bottle was the bangle—the Kiss of Death—glinting in the light above the desk.

      The outer door wasn’t locked. I knew this because Captain-Detective Lycas was standing in the doorway next to the empty secretary’s desk, a scowl on faer face.

      “Well?” fae asked.

      “Congratulations on the promotion,” I replied, taking a sip from the glass. I barely felt it in my mouth but it got hot halfway down. I wasn’t entirely numb yet.

      Lycas closed the distance and slid the bottle away from me. I watched faer face as fae recognized the Kiss, debated mentioning it, then tabled the idea. “I told you not to drink when I called you, Isa. Whatever. I just need you to listen, alright?” I waved my assent with the glass and Lycas rolled faer eyes. “The Archon has ruled it a suicide. The bullet matches the gun, the angle of the shot checks out. When the nymph and the wife agreed that ze had tried once before, that was enough for her. Ze isn’t the first depressed painter to shoot zerself.”

      I tried to care about what fae was saying but couldn’t manage it. “That checks out,” I offered.

      “Except I don’t like it,” Lycas said curtly. Fae dropped a datapad on the desk. An autopsy report stared at me. “Before the Archon was convinced, I had zer blood tested. The lab tech still ran it even after it was ruled a suicide. The results came in twenty minutes ago, right before I called you. Notice anything?”

      I scrolled the pad with my free hand, skimming the information until I found the blood. The alcohol wasn’t a surprise. The sedatives were. “Were there patches on zer arms?”

      Lycas shook faer head. “Nowhere on the corpse. There were enough sedatives in zer bloodstream to knock out a demigod when zer heart stopped pumping. Ze would have been so far gone, it’s impossible for zer to have pulled the trigger.” Fae sat heavily in the client’s chair and took a short nip straight from the bottle. “The Assistant Archon told me to shut it down.”

      I raised an eyebrow and took a second glass out from behind the desk for faer. “Do you think I killed zer, Lycas?”

      Fae poured three fingers into the glass and laughed. “You underestimate the esteem I hold you in, Isa.” Lycas took a sip from the glass and smiled at me. “If you wanted to kill your friend, you’d probably do it in a less obvious way. No, I wouldn’t begin to have a suspect. The wife and nymph were out of the house. You were there, sure, but what’s your motive to kill zer?” Fae shook faer head. “Maybe ze had more tolerance to the patches than we think. It doesn’t matter, though. The case is closed.”

      We both drank and refilled our glasses and drank again. I told Lycas where I got the Kiss and fae had a long laugh about it. I laid on the ground for a while. Fae complained about the Assistant Archon and the recent rise in crime and how much Kosmas annoyed faem. I talked about pankration for a half hour without stopping; Lycas’ shirt was undone and I watched the sweat roll down faer chest while fae chuckled. Ten minutes later both our shirts were off while we wrestled in the outer room, the half empty bottle on the secretary’s desk.

      I was the one that went for faer lips first. I had Lycas pinned to the ground and the smell of the sweat made my head swim. There was surprise on faer face for a moment, but faer hunger took over and seconds later I was on my back, fae yanking at my belt with a wild look in faer eyes. I started to speak, but faer free hand was at my lips immediately. Fingertips brushed against my bottom lip, then my top, before three of them pushed past my teeth and pressed against my tongue. Faer other hand was down the front of my pants, two fingers pressing roughly against my clit.

      “Not a word,” Lycas said, pulling both hands away from me and removing faer belt. Fae bound my hands to a chair above my head and then unceremoniously exposed as much of my flesh as fae could. Fae looked at me like a piece of meat and that thought set me on fire. I watched as Lycas slowly stripped faer own clothes off. I wasn’t surprised that faer body was perfect beneath the uniform, but it still made my breathing ragged. Fae smirked down at me as fae peeled off faer final layer; I needed to taste. I opened my mouth to ask for it and fae stuffed the cloth between my teeth.

      “There. That’s better.” Lycas straddled my hips and looked down at me with a sadistic grin. Fae slapped both sides of my face; I barely felt it, but I moaned through the cloth without thinking. Fae was hard against my stomach. Two fingers probed between my legs and found me wet and ready. “Good girl, Isa. I expected to have to hit you a few more times.” Fae bent to bite my neck. White hot pain shot through the haze of the booze and I moaned louder than before.

      We rutted like beasts, then. Lycas took me in every way that fae felt like, on every surface in the office, and then did it all a second time for good measure. Faer capacity for agony was without end and I pushed faem every chance I could, squeezing tighter with every pinch, bite, scratch, and slap. Every part of me screamed in pain and ecstasy as I let fae do it all and then kept riding when fae was spent.

      In the end, I lay on the couch in the inner office—a scratchy blanket I kept for long nights tossed over my nude and bruised form—and smoked a cigarette while Lycas stood in my mirror and put the finishing touches on faer uniform. Neither of us had spoken in some time.

      “What now?” I asked finally, when fae turned to grab faer jacket.

      Lycas hovered faer hand over the jacket for a beat. “Nothing,” fae said quietly, picking it up. Fae turned to face me solemnly. “We both know this was a mistake.”

      I shrugged. “I make nothing but mistakes, Lycas. At least this one felt good for a little while.”

      “Good,” fae replied with a sad smile. “At least there’s that.”

      “It doesn’t have to be the only time,” I said after a few moments. My head was still swimming from the drink. “Doesn’t have to be anything more than what it is. Two people feeling good, that’s it.”

      Lycas sighed and walked over to the door with the expression of a doctor delivering a hard diagnosis. “Look⁠—”

      “Eat my ass, Lycas,” I interrupted. “I’m not some acolyte you just deflowered. Who cares if two professionals fuck around sometimes? Worried you’ll get the guttermuck on your boots?”

      Fae crossed faer arms and leaned against the doorframe. “My superiors would, for one. I know that you think you’re hot shit down here, but, up in the towers, they’ve got rather fragile dignity. Fraternizing with elements that they view as an obstacle at best? That’s about the worst thing, in their books.”

      I stood suddenly, dropped the blanket, and walked to my desk. I silently grabbed a half-empty glass of single-malt and knocked the whole thing back. I leveled a cold glare at Lycas from the desk. “What about in your book? Am I just another gutter obstacle, Lycas? An asset to be positioned? A tool to be used? If we aren’t equals, what the fuck are we?”

      Fae held faer hands up, “That’s not what I⁠—”

      I smashed the glass as hard as I could onto the edge of the desk, sending slivers of glass shooting across the floor. Blood started flowing down my arm, though I didn’t feel anything. “Get the fuck out, Captain-Detective. Before I break some laws.” Lycas stood there for a few moments, then turned and was gone. I opened a drawer of my desk and cracked the seal on a fresh bottle of whiskey. I drank until I forgot, then I drank some more.

      It would be years before I stopped again.
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      It was a half hour until noon when Galene woke me. She shook my shoulders and shouted “Isa!” in my face in a way that told me she’d been at it for a while.

      “I’m up, I’m up,” I said, pushing the girl’s hands away from me. I went to sit up and then realized I was already propped against the couch, sitting on the floor in nothing but my pants. “At least I put on the pants,” I mumbled. I was still kind of numb, but I could feel the hangover coming on. I did my best impression of rising, but I didn’t go anywhere. I looked up at the nymph in her pretty green summer dress. She had a smile on her face. With a sigh, I asked, “Can you get me a drink, Galene?”

      She nodded and bent to pick up the nearly empty bottle of whiskey at my feet. She took it to the desk, dug around in it until she found a glass, and then poured a finger. She dug some more and found fresh water, then mixed that with the whiskey.

      I languished on the ground—pitying myself quite fiercely, until she came back to my side and held the glass down to me. I thanked her and nursed it until I felt decent enough to drag myself up onto the couch itself. I remembered more of the night before than I wanted, but I decided that I deserved to. I was gutter trash, the bottom shit of Elysium. What did I expect from fucking a cop?

      While I went on kicking myself, Galene cleaned up the office. She opened the blinds until I told her to shut them and cleaned up the empty bottles and glasses that I’d left strewn about. She moved into the waiting room and opened the blinds in there, moving the plants in front of the sunlight. When she came back into the inner office, I had drunk half the hangover knife and was standing by the mirror, buttoning my shirt.

      “Isa?” she asked in that sweet, warm voice in which she said everything. I scowled at her but gestured for her to continue. “You keep telling me to do whatever I want to do; that I’m not a servant. It is very sweet of you.” She fidgeted with her dress for a moment. “Well, what I want is to be your secretary.”

      I blinked a few times and then I let out a chuckle that became a loud laugh. Galene politely waited until I was finished. “Yeah, Galene. That sounds great.” She clapped her hands excitedly. I threw a jacket over my shoulder and walked towards the door. “If someone shows up today, get their information; tell them that I’m out and will call them back tomorrow. Unless it’s a cop, in which case you should tell them I say to eat shit and die.”

      I went down and climbed into the Phaeton. I had a lot of wild thoughts going through my mind right then, a dozen potential routes to take. Before I could make a choice, though, I got a call. The ident said it was Thaïs.

      “Isadora, I hope the day finds you well.” I opened my mouth to respond but they kept talking. “We heard about Theophanes this morning. It has been a rather difficult time for us, ze was quite important. I have yet to finish reading all the details, but I spotted your name and thought to give you a call.”

      “I was at the house yesterday. Ze got drunk and just did it. Nympha came home and found zer. Their nymph was loaned out to some party in the Underworld.”

      “You were there when ze… did it?” they said with surprise.

      “Not with zer, no. I was down by the lake, hanging around waiting for Nympha to come home.”

      “I see.” Ze sighed. “I suppose there will be an inquest, now?”

      “No, it’s all over. The Archon has ruled it a suicide. I don’t even see much about it on the net.”

      “Truly? Ze was very popular, I would have thought—” they stopped speaking for a few moments. Then, “Well, never mind that. I guess I should head down to the house sometime soon. There’s bound to be unfinished work ze had stashed away, something to soothe over zer client list. Whatever it lacks in style, we will make up for with the vague scandal of it all.” They cleared their throat. “I assume that you, in fact, took up Nympha’s offer of employment.”

      “No, though Theo ended up asking me to zerself. I was there as a friend, but I couldn’t do the work. I told zer there was nothing I could do to stop zer drinking.”

      “It seems to me that you didn’t even try,” Thaïs said coldly.

      I dug a cigarette out of my pocket and lit it. “Sure, you don’t know the first thing about the situation, but get your kicks in. Who cares what the facts are?” I sighed heavily. “I do blame myself some, though. I know it’s inevitable to feel guilty when you’re the girl that’s around when it happens.”

      There were a few moments of awkward silence then they said, “Sorry, that comment was uncalled for. I don’t know why I made it. Say, can we meet for lunch? I’d like to talk more to someone about all of this, before I head up to Nympha’s place.”

      “Sure thing. Why don’t we get something at Arete’s? I could use the fried food right now.” We said goodbye and I got out of the Phaeton to walk. A block away from Arete’s, I got another call. This time, the idents were blocked.

      “Hey, cheapie.” It was Kassandros, one of the last people I wanted to speak to. “You've been keeping your nose clean lately, huh?”

      “I’m surprised word hasn’t gotten around to you,” I said to the open air. “Another one of my friends knocked zerself off. I’m a regular good luck charm.”

      “That supposed to be funny?”

      “Nah, it’s not. This is, though: I had a chat with Mother Hesperos the other day. She invited me down to her home for tea.”

      “Not much to chuckle about, but congratulations. You’re moving up in the world.”

      “She told me that you should butt out of my business.”

      “Yeah, I bet she did,” Kassandros said with a chuckle. “As long as you wipe your ass, you and I are at peace, alright?”

      “I’d never want to fight with you. Hey, before you go, have you ever heard the name Alcetas before?”

      Her next syllable was delivered with finality. “No.”

      “Pretend to think about it next time, it’ll sound more believable.”

      “Listen here, shitstain—” she started. A loud knock cut her off. “Hold on, fuckface.” I walked the next block in smug silence. It was starting to feel like a pretty good day. When Kassandros clicked back into the conversation, she sounded like a kicked puppy. “Pretend I know something. Be real specific with your next question.”

      I ducked into the alley between two spires to get away from the foot traffic. “Alright. I know Akakios went by the name Alcetas when xe worked down at the wharf. Leonidas before that. I’m pretty sure I believe your story about being out on the ocean when xe saved your life and that xe was taken away by priests. I just want to know who the priests were.”

      She sighed heavily and I could hear her fingertips drumming whatever she was sitting next to. Then, “Fine. I don’t know the name of the temple, but it’s a cypress cult in the Underworld. Antigonos looked into the place—when Akakios was first taken—and they are pretty radical. There’s no shortage of places that will change the body you were born with in this city, but these priests wouldn’t stop there. That’s why it took so long for us to find xer; they gave xer a whole new life, just like they had when xe became Alcetas.”

      “If I had to guess, that’s what Akakios was doing the last time I saw xer. Thanks for being honest, Kassandros. You aren’t half bad.”

      “Don’t go spreading that sort of slander, cheapie. One more thing.” There was a ping as I received a data packet. “Read the blog I just sent you. Crazy stuff happening around this city lately; you never know who is tough enough to hack it. Sometimes a person runs their mouth the wrong way and wakes up with knees that don’t work so well. Read it and remember, alright, cheapie? I’d hate for anything like that to happen to you.”

      She cut the connection and I brought up the story she had sent. I recognized the mountain of meat in the picture as Pamphilos, the drunk Peacekeeper from Nympha’s party. It seemed xe was just as corrupt as I’d guessed. While running in a park in the early morning last week, xe was jumped by three assailants and left with two caved in knees. The gossip said it would be a month before the whole thing had healed and that the treatments were quite painful. The Peacekeepers had ruled it a ‘personal conflict’ and referred Pamphilos and the thugs to mediation. One of their own, tossed to the wolves.

      I leaned against the alley wall, brooded, and smoked a cigarette. Then I called Antikleia at the Kleon Group and started walking for Arete’s again. We exchanged some pleasant words and then she asked cheerfully:

      “You really mucked up in the valley, haven’t you? You ever considered a more peaceful career, like maybe a priesthood?”

      “Too hard on my knees. Listen, I called for a reason. I need something from you and I need it damn quick. Can you track down an obscure cult for me?”

      “Hm, I’d have to talk to Kleon if you want to be a client, bud.”

      “Come off it,” I said. “It’s a simple thing. A favor between colleagues.”

      She laughed. “We’re in different leagues, Isa. But sure, for old time’s sake. What do you have to go on?”

      I explained what I’d learned from Kassandros and my suspicions about Akakios’ previous identities. I kept to myself anything about Nympha and Theophanes.

      “That should be easy enough. I’ll send you what I find.”

      “Thanks, Kleia,” I said as I reached the door to Arete’s. “I owe you one.”

      “Hell of a lot more than one, Isa. Keep it up and the only way you’ll be able to show your face in public is to come work for Kleon.”

      “I’d rather walk outside the dome. Stay safe, pal.”

      I nodded to Arete as I walked across the place to my usual booth. Thaïs hadn’t shown yet, so I got a few minutes to myself and I spent them smoking with my eyes shut, listening to the sounds of the restaurant around me. Time sort of blurred, until:

      “I think I’ll have red wine. Uh… this one. Thank you.”

      I opened my eyes to find the slender public image consultant slipping onto the bench across from me. Arete stood beside them with her head tilted at me and a worried look on her face.

      “Whiskey, neat. Just a single, I need to keep my head clear for a few hours.” She sighed, one hand on her hip, and I gave her my best glare. With a roll of her eyes she was gone and the two of us were alone. “I brought you here under false pretenses,” I said as I turned my gaze on Thaïs.

      They tilted their head. “So you do not intend to tell me what happened?”

      I shook mine. “No, I’m gonna. I’m just not going to tell you in the way that you thought I would. I’d like you to go with me out to Nympha’s, as soon as we finish our drinks.”

      There were a few awkward moments of silence. “I talked to Nympha on my way here, Isadora. I am not convinced that would be a wise course of action.”

      Arete came by and dropped our drinks off. I smiled at her as nice as I could and she scowled back. We had a good thing going, Arete and I. “It isn’t, no. But it’s the course I’ve chosen. I need a way in the front door and you fit the bill just fine. I just want to talk to the lady and I’d rather there be a witness, alright?”

      They leaned back in the seat as I nursed my drink. “I got the distinct impression that Nympha doesn’t want to see you.”

      “Did she say that?”

      “Not in so many words, no. I believe she blames you for Theophane’s death.”

      “I know she does. She told the detectives I killed zer.”

      “Surely, she didn’t mean it literally⁠—”

      “I don’t know what she meant. I’d like to talk to her about it, alright?”

      “What aren’t you telling me? Is there some sort of mystery around Theo’s death?”

      “No, no mystery. Ze was a troubled soul, everyone knows it, and ze shot zerself with zer own gun, right? No, this is about something unrelated but no less interesting to you, I think.”

      Thaïs clicked their tongue and looked down at the glass of red wine on the table like it might try to run away. “Oh, bother.” With a quick motion, they swiped it up and knocked the entire thing back. Their face scrunched up as they set the glass back down. “Alright. Fine. I’ll do it. Say one thing for Thaïs and it is that they could never pass up a good secret.”

      I knocked my own drink back and stood with a grin. “After you.”
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        * * *

      

      Thaïs didn’t stop talking the entire drive. They locked the aggressively nondescript car into auto, swiveled their chair towards me and talked and talked and talked. I nodded and smoked two cigarettes as we went but rarely got a word in myself.

      “I simply cannot stomach the climate in the valley,” they said as we passed into the little village. “It cannot be good for a person to be this warm all the time. It makes people prone to lie about and drink. I think it was a tragedy that Theophanes came to live here, which is what I said when ze first did, and I think I have been quite vindicated by the passage of time. A painter needs inspiration and stimulation, not an endless supply of alcohol and women. Maybe if—ah, we’ve arrived.”

      We marched in silence up the stone path to the house. Despite not saying a word for the first time since we left my office, Thaïs gave off enough nervous energy for the both of us. I worried a little that their heart might leap out of their chest.

      I stopped one step from the porch and let them alert the house. Euthymios opened the door wearing her usual getup. She studied the two of us, let Thaïs into the house and then shut the door behind them. I waited for a minute and no one came out to get me, so I leaned on the buzzer. A few moments later, the door swung open and Euthymios came out growling, “Get lost before the cops have to come get another corpse!”

      “I came to see Nympha,” I said, straightening up.

      “She doesn’t want to see you.”

      “I’m not inclined to care much what you think, nymph. Get the fuck out of my way.”

      She looked about to spit venom at me when Nympha shouted from inside the house, “Euthymios, it’s fine!” The snakewoman glared daggers at me for a moment and then turned and stormed through the house. I came inside and shut the door behind me. Nympha and Thaïs stood by the couch. She wore a golden blouse that flowed past her hips with white slacks underneath and she looked as radiant as the first time I met her. “I am sorry, Euthymios has become rather imperious lately,” she said to Thaïs. “It’s good to see you. I had no idea you would bring company or I may have prepared some lunch.”

      “She asked to come see you,” Thaïs said like a kid who was caught sneaking out.

      When Nympha finally looked at me, it was like one would regard a stubborn stain. “Well?”

      “It might take a few minutes,” I said as I sat on the couch. She sat in the chair across from me. Thaïs, a deep frown on their face, sat next to me.

      “I would rather you have come for lunch,” she told Thaïs warmly.

      “Terribly sorry, perhaps another time. I was hoping I could go through Theo’s backstock, to see if there’s anything in there I can use to mollify zer clients. There were quite a few people who had pulled strings to be next in line for your spouse’s attention, ma’am.”

      She smiled and nodded. “Of course, of course. I’ll show you to the studio; ze kept everything in there.”

      The two of them stood and left me in the room alone. I lit a cigarette and did my best to relax. Failing that, I opened my connection to the net. I had a packet of data from Antikleia. It made for very interesting reading material.

      About fifteen minutes later, Nympha’s head popped back into the room. “What was it you wanted to see me about?” she asked icily.

      “Just some small questions. I see you’re wearing the pendant again today.”

      One hand went up and touched the cypress leaf at her throat. “Yes. I often wear it; it was given to me by a dear friend, long ago.”

      “Yeah, you told me once. It’s a cypress leaf, from his cult?”

      “Cult?” She shook her head. “No, it’s nothing like that; it represented his transition. Have you never seen one of these before?”

      Thais drifted into the room with a large tube slung over their shoulder, no doubt filled with Theo’s best leftovers. They walked back to the couch and sat again, crossing one leg over their knee with a polite smile.

      “Could I look at the pendant closer, Nympha?” I asked.

      She regarded me cautiously for a few moments, then she reached up and unfastened the golden chain. Slowly, she stretched one hand out towards me and dropped the pendant into mine. I held the pendant up and turned it over in the light. “Is there something interesting about it? It’s quite a simple thing. I believe everyone who changes their sex wears one, or at least that’s what he—my friend—said when he gave it to me.” She looked at Thaïs and said, “He was in love with me, the poor soul.”

      “Nympha used to live down by the wharf,” Thaïs said to me wearily.

      “And you were in love with him,” I said, ignoring Thaïs.

      Nympha looked distantly past my shoulder for a few beats. “It was a long time ago,” she said finally. “And we were young.”

      “I think there was a lot more to it than that, ma’am. I guess you forgot our conversation about him. ‘When I was barely a woman’—I’m quoting you here—‘When I was barely a woman, I loved a sailor with everything in me. We married at a little shrine in Piraeus, right by the wharf.’ The way you told it, you’re still more in love with him than you ever were with Theo.”

      “He’s dead,” she said quietly. “What does it matter that I love my dead husband? And what does this have to do with the cypress leaf?”

      “It isn’t a cypress leaf,” I said as I handed the pendant to Thaïs. With my eyes still locked on Nympha’s, I began to unbutton my shirt. “It looks a lot like one, so it’s not a surprise you didn’t know that.” I pulled the neck of my shirt away to reveal a black tattoo of a cypress leaf—a true cypress leaf—a few centimeters above my breast. Thaïs did their best to look anywhere else, but Nympha studied the tattoo intensely. “This is the leaf. You’re right that it represents Lord Hades’ gift to those like me who are born in the wrong body. Thaïs, you notice that the needles on the pendant are fatter, with visible segments, yes?”

      Thaïs studied the pendant for a moment and then gave a small gasp. “What does that mean?” they asked as they looked up at me.

      “It’s known as a false cypress, from a genus of tree that happens to look very similar. In the context of our patron Lord’s cults, it represents a particularly insular group of worshippers. They call their temple Necromanteion and call themselves Thesprotians, believers in the doctrine of Life From Death. To them, molding the body into the shape of the mind isn’t enough. The worshipper must sacrifice all of their life before taking their new name, including their mind. Your husband was built from the ruin of the person who came before him.”

      “And then he died,” Nympha said sharply. “He was taken by the sea and I never got him back. All I had was the pendant he left with me every time he left the shore. I knew that he had a life before we met. I didn’t care. Why would I?” She relaxed into the chair. “Does that satisfy your twisted curiosity?”

      “What was his name?” I asked.

      Nympha sat straighter. The room was so quiet and tense for a moment that I could hear my own heartbeat. “He’s dead,” she said to Thaïs.

      “Alcetas,” I hissed. “His name was Alcetas. He belonged to a cult that gave him a new face and a new life and then, once he got what he wanted, he got out. He met a nice girl and got married in a little wedding and then he had a terrible accident.” I drew a cigarette from my jacket and stuck it between my teeth.

      “He was dead!” she shouted at me. “I let him go long before I met Theo. Not that it matters. I told Theo all about him, before we even married. I had to prove that I was a widow to get married the second time,” she turned back to Thaïs, “I still have all the documentation. I could get⁠—”

      I waved her off. “I’ve seen it already, don’t bother. I’m not here to accuse you of fraud.”

      “Just what are you accusing her of?” Thaïs said as they turned to me. They dropped the pendant onto the table. “I still don’t understand why her first spouse matters at all.” They turned back to Nympha and nervously chuckled. “I’m sorry, my dear. When I said I would bring her, she sounded like it was a big ordeal, not some clerical nonsense.”

      “Isadora,” she said with a wolfish smile, “has a habit of making things into a big ordeal. The only thing she didn’t blow out of proportion was my poor Theo’s drinking.”

      “So you never saw Alcetas after that?” I asked.

      “How could she?” Thaïs barked. “He’s dead.”

      “You didn’t know he’d died, did you, Nympha? They never recovered a body; all you knew was that he was lost.”

      “You are a horrible, mean woman, Isadora,” Nympha said coldly. She picked the pendant up and took her time clasping it back into place. “Of course he is dead. Why would you force me to relive the worst time of my life?”

      “You don’t seem too beat up about it,” I said acidly.

      “I need a drink,” Thaïs said quietly. “I need a drink right now. May I have one, Nympha?”

      Nympha clapped her hands and Euthymios appeared in the doorway. The nymph bowed beside the couch. “What would you like?” She asked politely, still bowing.

      “Single malt, straight. Lots of it.”

      “Of course.” She straightened herself up and glared at me for a second before walking across the room to the liquor cabinet. With a tap to a panel on its side, a bar rose from the floor. She swiftly poured the whiskey and then came back and set it in front of Thaïs.

      As she turned to leave, Nympha asked, “Maybe you’d like a drink too, Isa?” The nymph stopped and glared at me again.

      “No, thanks,” I said, holding a hand up. Euthymios snorted and stormed out of the room. Thaïs placed their glass onto the table with two fingers less whiskey.

      Without looking away from the glass, they said, “I think it is probably for the best if you left, Isadora. You can take my car; I will retrieve it later.”

      “Yeah, alright,” I said and stood up with a sigh. “I was naive to try and play it like this. I thought you’d have the brains to see what she was saying, that you would know that I didn’t come here just to push around a twice-widow for the fun of it. I didn’t investigate Alcetas’ past because of Nympha, Thaïs. When I started looking into it, I didn’t even have the name Alcetas. All I had was the mug of a dead friend. Do you know how I found the name?”

      “Someone told you, I would assume,” Thaïs said with an annoyed tone.

      “Yes. Someone who knew the name Alcetas and recognized xer face in the tabloids when xe died the second time. Someone who connected the two ends of a mystery that’s been eating at me for a long time.” I finished my cigarette and dropped the butt in Nympha’s ashtray. “Because Alcetas didn’t drown that night on the sea. Xer crew pulled xer out of the water and got xer into clean atmo. When they got back to the Wharf, xe was taken by Thesprotians and it was years before xer old friends found xer again, because xe was a new person now. When the priests rebuilt xer face, to repair the damage of the incident, Alcetas was dead; just not in the conventional sense of the word. Now xe was Akakios.”

      Thaïs’ jaw was on the floor. No one in the room spoke, nothing made a single sound, but I knew that I had it right. The atmosphere around us screamed that I had it right. Thaïs and I both turned to look at Nympha and found her bent forward, both of her hands clasped in front of her. Her eyes said she wasn’t entirely in the room anymore. When she finally spoke, her voice was calm and controlled, entirely monotone.

      “I only saw him—xer once. Just once, Thaïs. Xe was so different, with shocking white hair and xer face mangled the way it was. But I knew xer, and xe knew me. It was at Pelagia’s engagement party, at the Vine. We looked at each other and we both knew. That was it. Xe left the room and the next day the marriage was called off. I was there with Theo, I think you were there with us too, Thaïs. Do you remember xer?”

      “I was introduced to xer briefly, yes,” Thaïs said cautiously. “Everyone knew Pelagia, so we all met her intended.”

      Nympha rolled her eyes. “Yes, of course they did. Xe was gone for months and I tried to just forget. Then that harlot found xer and dragged xer back in. They got married; Lords only know why xe would do it. I suppose it didn’t matter anymore to xer. I was married to Theo now; we could never be together.”

      “Why not?” Thaïs asked. “It’s not as if you’d be the first to marry others.”

      Nympha slowly shook her head. “You wouldn’t understand. What we had, that passion and love? It drowned at sea that day. There was no way to recover it. I used to dream of finding my husband, the way he was all those years ago. Not this shell with a new name who wasted xerself on the Valley’s loosest woman. It was disgusting. Repulsive. I already knew that Theo and her had the occasional fling, here and there. I could forgive zer: ze drank, didn’t know what ze was doing. All ze thought about was how much of a hack ze was, painting the sort of uninspired things that get an artist noticed by our gracious lords. You wonder why I didn’t crawl back to Alcetas? Theo was just a spouse, a thing that gave me status and security. A thing I understood. My husband? Xe was nothing to me anymore.”

      I sat back on the couch and glanced at Thaïs; they had finished their drink. “Xe was a little more than nothing,” I said.

      “No, nothing,” Nympha hissed. “Xe knew what she was and xe still married her. Then xe killed her when xe couldn’t take it anymore, and xe killed xerself when xe was unable to face it. Alcetas doesn’t deserve whatever misguided loyalty you hold for xer, Isadora.”

      “Xe didn’t kill her,” I said calmly. “Theo did. And you know it.”

      Nympha sat up straight as a rail.

      Thaïs let out a tiny squeak. “Did ze tell you that?”

      “Ze didn’t need to. Ze gave me plenty of clues, ze probably would have confessed it to me eventually. The guilt was eating zer from the inside out.”

      “No, Isa,” Nympha said, her head slowly shaking. “No, that wasn’t what was eating at zer. Theo didn’t know that ze killed her; ze was completely blacked out. Ze knew that something terrible had happened, of course, but the shock of the thing must have destroyed the memory. Maybe ze remembered just before ze pulled the trigger, but no sooner.”

      “I don’t believe that,” Thaïs sputtered. “Theo was as sane as I am.”

      “Ze did black out when ze drank too much,” I said.

      Nympha calmly said, “I know it, Thaïs. I saw zer do it.”

      "Pay attention now." I leaned over to Thaïs and gave them a wicked sort of grin. "She's gonna tell us everything. Look at her, she can't help but confess now. It's automatic."

      “All that woman was to zer was something to brag about,” she said calmly. “The first time they rolled around, ze told half the Valley zerself. You would have been proud, Thaïs: it was all for zer career. Pelagia knew everyone; it followed that ze wanted everyone to know that the two of them were a thing. Of course, she found out and was mortified. Even a harlot doesn’t want to be the topic of gossip. She made a huge show of giving zer the boot.” She frowned bitterly at her hands. “Except ze didn’t want to be the heel. So ze went back to her, again and again, even after she married Alcetas. Of course she took zer back; Theo was great to be around if you didn’t know zer too well. So she wrapped zer around her finger and kept on playing.”

      “What happened that night,” Thaïs said quietly.

      “I had been spying on them for a few weeks. I suppose one should feel ashamed to admit that sort of thing, but I don’t. I saw the entire thing play out. There was a guest house where she lived and she used it for all of her affairs. It had its own driveway, so as to not bother her spouse’s sensibilities. It was easy enough to hide in the trees nearby where I had a full view. Theo was getting old; we all know that. Maybe ze couldn’t please her anymore, maybe ze was too drunk, I don’t know. They both came out of the guest house shouting at each other. Pelagia was so nasty when she wanted to be. She struck zer where it hurt, over and over again. When that didn’t get a rise out of zer, she picked up a statuette from the yard and swung it at Theo’s head. Ze was drunk, ze was full of adrenaline. Ze took the statue out of her hands. And then…”

      “There must have been so much blood,” I said dispassionately. I was still grinning.

      “Blood? You should have seen zer.” She laughed like one laughs at the executioner. “Before I ran, ze was just standing over her. I watched zer pick her up and carry her back into the guest house. I knew that the act had sobered zer up, but ze was still in a daze. That’s when I ran home. Ze came in an hour later, walking like a living corpse. When ze saw me waiting, ze didn’t say anything and just laid down in my lap. I took zer up to zer bathroom and got zer into the shower and then into bed. I collected all the bloody clothes and towels and put them in a case and sank it in the lake. It’s probably still down there.”

      She looked at Thaïs. The image consultant was fidgeting with zer fingernails nervously but froze in her gaze. “When I came back in, ze had gotten up and drank a whole bottle of whiskey. The next morning, ze didn’t remember a thing. Ze complained about the hangover, that was all. And I said nothing.”

      “Ze must have noticed the clothes go missing,” I said.

      She shrugged. “I suppose ze could have, but ze never mentioned it. Everything after that happened rather quickly. All the blogs were about the murder, then they were about Alcetas being missing, and then suddenly xe turns up dead having left a full confession. I couldn’t have known xe would do that. Why would xe? From xer view, Theo stole me just as much as that slut stole Alcetas. Theo read the gossips; everyone does. Ze only made the sorts of comments you’d expect a casual reader to make, nothing more.”

      “Weren’t you afraid of zer?” Thaïs asked.

      “Of course I was, Thaïs. I was so afraid, it made me ill. I knew that if ze remembered what ze had done, if ze knew that I knew, ze would kill me in my sleep. For all I knew, ze already did and was just waiting for the right moment. I had no way to know. And nothing mattered anymore, because Alcetas was dead.”

      We sat in silence thick enough to cut with a knife. After a few moments, Thaïs cleared their throat. “What was Isadora’s purpose here? Not today, before that. It was your idea to make the offer to her. You talked me into doing it, remember? And then you talked her into helping when she said no to me.”

      “I was terrified, Thaïs. I didn’t know what Theo was capable of, what ze could do to me, yes, but also what ze could do to zerself. Isa was friends with Alcetas. I thought maybe xe had told her something. I needed to know if she posed a threat to us, to Theo. More importantly, if she could piece together what ze had done, maybe she could find a way to still save zer before it was too late.”

      I opened my mouth to say something, but, surprisingly, Thaïs beat me to the punch. Suddenly, they had chosen that moment to get mean. They leaned forward as they spoke, flecks of anger in their voice, “Let me see if I understand what you’re saying. You watched your spouse beat to death the wife of someone you believed to be your dead spouse. That person then winds up dead, a confession you knew was false in xer hand. So you went and hired xer best friend, the last person who probably saw xer alive, a woman who the cops were looking at for aiding a fugitive. If she had tracked down everything that you said, she had in her hands the evidence to exonerate not just herself but also her dead friend, and you’re telling me that you expected her to do, what? Sit on the evidence to protect a dangerous drunk? That was your plan?”

      “I was afraid!” she shouted. “I was living in a house with a murderer. We were alone most of the time.”

      “Sure,” Thaïs said, their voice still hard. “But she didn’t take the job. You were still alone, that whole time. Then Theo shot that gun off and for a month you were alone with zer. Everything was fine, that whole month, and then Theo just decides to end it all on the one day you’re out of the house, with Isadora down by the lake?”

      “That is what happened,” Nympha said curtly.

      “Maybe,” Thaïs said with venom in their voice. “But maybe not. Maybe you thought Isadora would figure out the truth and she wouldn’t try to save your spouse. Maybe you thought instead that she would take that gun and put it in zer hand and demand that ze do the right thing. ‘Akakios and Pelagia deserve it, Theo. Everyone will just assume that the old drunk was done living, it won’t even cause a ripple. So here’s a gun, it’s loaded. I’m going to step out and have a smoke, pal.’”

      “I can’t believe you’d think that of me, Thaïs,” Nympha said.

      “Do you think I sound like that?” I said.

      Thaïs ignored me. “You told the detective that Isadora killed zer.”

      She glanced at me shyly, then at her hands. “I was wrong to say that. I was in shock.”

      “I think you needed the Peacekeepers looking somewhere else,” they said icily, going straight for the killshot. “They would have suspected the wife; all they needed from you was a motive. I imagine now they will be able to put one together.”

      She was on her feet in an instant. “Get out of my house, both of you,” she spat angrily.

      “Did you do it, Nympha?” Thaïs asked as we both stood.

      “Do what?”

      “Did you shoot Theo?”

      Nympha stood frozen, staring at them. Her skin was drained of color.

      Thaïs pushed on, “I’m simply asking the kind of questions the Peacekeepers will ask you, Nympha.”

      “Thank you, Thaïs, for such a wonderful ending to our long friendship. Wonderful. Goodbye. I have a headache; I’m going upstairs to lie down. As for you, Isadora, I can only say that if you didn’t kill Theo in the literal sense, you drove zer to zer death. Theo’s blood is on your hands.”

      She turned to leave but I gave a curt whistle. “No, not yet. Let’s finish this thing. All of us here are trying to get at the truth, so let’s get down to it already. Was the case heavy? The one you tossed in the lake, full of bloody clothes.”

      She turned and tilted her head at me. “Of course it was, yes. It was very heavy.”

      “What did you weigh it down with, to make it heavy?”

      “What? I can’t remember; I grabbed anything that would weigh it down. To sink, it needed to be heavy.”

      “I don’t think it was, Nympha,” I said calmly.

      She threw her hands up. “Fine, sure, it wasn’t heavy. Does that please you, now?”

      “There wasn’t any case,” I said, drawing out another cigarette.

      “What?” both of them asked in unison.

      “There wasn’t a case tossed in the lake. There wasn’t blood all over Theo’s clothes, either. Pelagia wasn’t murdered outside the guest house, she was killed inside on the bed. Theo was passed out beside her in the bed, not from the alcohol but because Pelagia’s killer had drugged zer, the same way she drugged zer again so ze couldn’t resist while zer ‘suicide’ was staged. “There was hardly any blood when the statuette was used to fuck up her face because she was already dead from a gun. The person who beat her face in was beating a dead woman. The dead don’t bleed much do they, Nympha?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “You weren’t there,” she said quietly. Then she turned and slowly left the room. We listened to her go up the stairs and heard the sound of her bedroom door slamming shut. Then silence.

      Thaïs looked around the room in a daze, their face flushed and sweaty. “I’m lost. What was that bit about the case?”

      “It’s called a feint,” I said. “A bluff.”

      “I see,” they said. “I suppose the point of it was that she was lying?”

      I nodded my head and lit the cigarette between my teeth. “Of course she was. She killed both of them.”
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      Suddenly, Euthymios was standing beside me with a knife in her hand and a dark look in her serpentine eyes.

      “I was wrong about you,” she said calmly. “She… She killed my mistress. Murdered zer in my home.” Her grip on the knife tightened.

      “Give me the knife,” I said, holding out my hand. “You can’t touch her. They would destroy you without thinking twice. Let her rest upstairs. She’s been under an immense amount of pressure for a long time; she won’t be going anywhere soon. Leave this to the cops and give me the knife.” Euthymios slowly nodded her head and placed the knife in my hand.

      “We have to call the Peacekeepers,” Thaïs said darkly.

      “Do we?” I asked with a shrug.

      Thaïs looked like I’d shot someone. “Zeus’ tits, Isadora. We have an obligation!”

      “Tomorrow. She’s not going anywhere.” I started for the door.

      Thaïs stood their ground. “A good person was murdered in this house. Ze was my client and a brilliant painter, but more than that ze was a person. We all know who killed zer; we have to call. Justice demands it.”

      “Justice doesn’t demand anything,” I said bitterly as I turned. I took a deep drag from the stick. “There isn’t any justice in this godsdamned city, Thaïs. Justice would have meant finding Pelagia’s killer from the word go. The cops buried justice when they buried Akakios and I can promise you that when I wake up tomorrow morning and call Detective Kosmas, justice is going to get tossed into the dark with Theophanes’ body. The cops already ruled it a suicide; the Archon gave it her seal of approval. Maybe they’ll drop Nympha in the same place, maybe they won’t, but you could bet your life that whatever choice they make, it will be to make them look good—not for justice. So come on, drive me back to the office and tomorrow I’ll make the call. The system will do what it is meant to do. Tomorrow.”

      They stood there for a few moments, the gears in their head turning at breakneck speed. Then, all at once, they deflated. A white handkerchief appeared from within their jacket and they wiped the sweat from their forehead.

      “I’m sorry,” they said weakly. “This has been a rather rough week for me. I had a hard enough time accepting that Theo killed zerself. Knowing that she did it, doing nothing… It makes me feel filthy.” They sighed heavily and looked up at me. “I trust you, Isadora.”

      “Good. Let’s go, then.” Euthymios opened the front door and Thaïs gave her a short bow before quickly walking out into the afternoon light. I stopped in front of her and looked her in the eyes. “No funny business, yeah?”

      “No funny business,” she repeated. “I will let the madam sleep. She won’t be disturbed.”

      I held the knife out to her by the point and she took it. She bared a fang at me with what I believed was a smile. “Nobody trusts me, Euthymios, but I trust you. When the Peacekeepers do their thing, you’ll go somewhere nice. If you don’t, come look me up. I know people who take care of lost nymphs, especially when those nymphs have keen eyes.”

      She bowed her head to me and I went out and down the path. When I climbed into Thaïs' car, it was already purring. They drove us back to my building in silence.

      “I’ve been thinking,” they said as I opened the door to get out. “The way she acted, Nympha is a broken woman. She might not have been in control during either murder. The Lords will be merciful to her, surely.”

      “Surely,” I said as I got out of the car. “I don’t think she knows that, though.” I watched their car disappear around the corner and then turned to head into the building. It was the last time I saw Thaïs the Image Consultant.
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        * * *

      

      I had a few drinks at the office. The first time my glass emptied, Galene tried to pour me another and I had to set her straight. At the office, she had to be my secretary and my secretary didn't serve me drinks. She looked hurt and I felt bad, but I shooed her anyway and brooded the night away. I paced the floor until my knees hurt, then I took to glaring out the window at the moon. The bitch had a nest of vipers outside her estate and hadn’t lifted a godsdamned finger. I thought about the first time I’d seen Nympha, then the last, then all the times in between. She didn’t seem quite real in any of my memories, like she was made of mist and smoke. Everything she said had a sinister tone to it, every glance laced with intent. I couldn’t be sure she wasn’t always like that: perhaps once I knew what she was, the spell had been broken.

      Perhaps I was trying to justify myself, just more elaborately than Euanthe had once accused me of. I called Euanthe but she didn’t pick up. I realized it was after midnight. So I poured another drink.

      It was ten in the morning when I woke to the ping of a call. I rolled off the couch and propped myself up on the desk before I checked that the idents said Euthymios. “Hold on,” I said and then paused the call. I dragged myself into the office bathroom and splashed water on my face. I felt like a slaughtered bull. I went back into the room and took a small gulp from the bottle of whiskey still on my desk. “Alright, speak.”

      “It’s Euthymios,” she said. I let it slide. “The madam is dead.”

      “You didn’t?” I asked quietly.

      “No. Yesterday, she went into my… into Theophanes’ room. She put all the patches on her arms, ma’am. Twenty-one of them. I found her this morning and she was cold as ice.”

      “Did you call anyone?” I asked.

      “I called Dr. Heliodoros, ma’am. He called the Peacekeepers. Neither of them are here yet, I called you second.”

      I rolled my eyes. “How like Doc Helio to show up late.”

      “I’ve hidden the letter from him,” Euthymios added.

      “Letter?”

      “For Thaïs, it says. I haven’t read it.”

      “Give it to the cops, Euthymios, and don’t let the Doc see it. Good chance he’d call the gossips first thing. I want you to tell him nothing but tell the cops everything, okay? Don’t lie, not one detail. Tell them all about me, alright?”

      There was a long pause. Then in a quiet voice she said, “Okay. I will talk to you another time, Isadora.”

      I hung up and I paced the floor for about an hour before I got another call. This one was Lycas.

      “Alright, shitstain,” fae said acidly. “Get in my office in the next twenty minutes or else.”
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        * * *

      

      Captain-Detective Lycas sat behind faer desk with Detective Kosmas standing just to faer right. To faer left was a priest of Hades whose name I didn’t pay attention to the first time around. She looked like she’d been up for two days. Beside her was the very pale Dr. Heliodoros, then me, the Assistant Archon’s Assistant Kyrillos, a bit of space, and then back around to Detective Kosmas. The space was where Assistant Archon Laodike would have been if she hadn’t been running late. Lycas was scribbling notes on a pad of paper with a look of annoyance on faer face.

      The door flew open and the second most legally empowered mortal in Elysium came briskly into the room. “Excuse my tardiness, I just finished briefing the Archon.” She sat in the empty chair and nodded at Lycas, “Captain-Detective, please proceed.”

      Lycas finished scribbling and then set the pad and pen on the desk in front of faem. For the first time since I arrived, fae made eye contact with me, then looked around the room as fae said, “This is not a formal inquest. None of you may take written notes, but my office can provide most of you with copies of our notes if you or your superiors desire. I encourage you all to speak your minds. Sister Hypatia? Please present your report.”

      The priest stood from the chair slowly and nodded politely at the Captain-Detective. She had the pride of years of experience on her face. “I am of the opinion that no inquest is called for at this time. I am confident that the cause of death was a narcotic overdose. When medics reached her, she had very shallow breaths and was already in a coma with absolutely no response to any attempts to revive. Her body temperature was well below the point of permanent damage. At that stage, even if she had been in a medcenter, I would have given her a one in one hundred chance of ever waking up again. The nymph thought she was already dead, but she actually died in the medevac. The narcotic was applied through patches that were spread all over her body. Again, the nymph believed there were twenty-one patches, but in total there were actually forty-six. The nymph had not stripped her and most of the patches were applied to her inner thighs, where they would have the most immediate effects.”

      “How much of the narcotic is that?” Lycas asked.

      “More than a fatal dose,” she said with a dry smile. “Without knowing the specifics of her natural tolerance and history of narcotics use, it is an educated guess. However, with the number of patches she had on, we are looking at potentially ten times a fatal dose. The amounts would fit the timeline of her death, as well.”

      Lycas turned faer attention on Dr. Heliodoros. “Doc, tell me about the prescription.”

      Heliodoros had a sour look on his face and stayed in his seat. “I prescribed her a dose of one patch as needed for help with insomnia two years ago. I wrote in the prescription that she was not to exceed two patches within a single twenty-four-hour span.” He inflated his chest a little, which did very little for his stature.

      “Why would you give her so many of them?” Lycas asked sharply. “They were prescribed two years ago and this week she still had enough for ten times the lethal dose?”

      He glared at Lycas, puffing his chest even more. “I stayed within the designated limits of the medical code,” he said weakly. “Nympha was not prone to depressive episodes nor any form of suicidal ideation. She was a very intelligent woman; I would place her at the lowest risk assessment for an overdose.”

      Lycas looked back at Sister Hypatia, who still stood with her soft smile. She nodded politely once more before speaking. “If we assume the note didn’t exist and we had no other evidence, I could call this an accidental overdose. The narcotic in question has a relatively tight margin of risk, so it is possible. Are you planning to suppress the note?”

      Lycas turned to address the Assistant Archon next. She raised an eyebrow at faer and cut faem off. “I think this room is too full to finish this discussion, Captain-Detective,” she said, turning to look at me.

      Lycas waved her off. “I told her to come.”

      She studied my face like a hunter studies its quarry. “I do not like the idea of unknowns,” she said finally as she turned back to Lycas. “How can I trust that she won’t immediately go to the blogs with this?”

      Lycas and Kosmas both gave the Assistant Archon incredulous looks. “She’s sort of infamous for not talking, Laodike,” Lycas offered her. “I think we all have experience to back that up.”

      Laodike shook her head with a grimace. “Fine,” she said as she stood. “I’ve read the letter. I do not believe it to be anything more than the rantings of an unwell woman. She had a background of emotional turmoil, the strain of her first marriage’s end and the spouse reappearing and then dying, plus the difficulties of her second spouse’s situation. The Archon and I agree that she developed feelings of guilt about the fates of her lovers and she clearly developed a psychosis at the end and invented a narrative that fed that guilt.”

      The whole room stared blankly at her as she spoke. Kyrillos was the only one who looked like he believed her. “Our feelings are that this confession would not be grounds to haul her in if she had survived. Now that she’s dead, there is very little to gain.”

      “And plenty to lose, since your office already pinned it on the first person to kill xerself,” Lycas said with an acidic smirk.

      The Assistant Archon narrowed her eyes. “My superior would appreciate it immensely if our offices could cooperate on this matter, Captain-Detective. It is in our shared interest to continue to keep the peace.”

      Lycas shrugged and turned away from her. “Alright. I’ll wash my hands of it. Make sure to sign all the appropriate documents for custody. My secretary can send it all over.” Laodike and Kyrillos stood in unison and gave Lycas very shallow bows. Then they were gone. Lycas looked at Heliodoros and the priest and said, “You’re both excused, thank you.”

      Sister Hypathia dipped at the waist in front of Lycas and smiled warmly. Wordlessly, she left the room. Heliodoros stood but he hesitated in front of faer desk. When Lycas raised faer eyebrow at him, he said, “May I inform our mutual acquaintance that the investigation is being put to bed?” he asked. Lycas grunted. “Need I remind you—” Heliodoros started.

      “Get the fuck out of my office,” Lycas said calmly without looking at him. The doctor stood in shock for a second and then gave a curt bow before walking briskly out of the room. Once the door was shut, the three of us sat in silence for a minute. Lycas drew a cigarette from faer desk and offered it to me, which I took, then fae did the same with Kosmas and faerself. The detective and I lit ours but Lycas just twirled faers in between three fingers. Fae looked at me.

      “Well?” I asked.

      “Well what?” fae responded.

      “You told me to come, Lycas,” I frowned at faem. “It looks like the case is closed. Your buddy in the Archon’s office seems happy with the outcome.”

      “That makes one of us,” Lycas said caustically. “Kosmas?”

      Detective Kosmas glared at me. “The case is closed because Nympha is dead. I spent the entire night preparing to bring her in for questioning. We knew that Theophanes didn’t shoot zerself with that much sedatives and alcohol in zer system. The only thing we hadn’t pieced together was the motive and now we’ve got that in spades. Maybe the details in her confession wouldn’t check out if we looked hard enough, but we know she spied on her spouse. She was aware that the painter was fucking Hesperos’ daughter, knew where they would be and when. The girl had stolen both of her lovers, I’m sure you can piece together what happened. As far as I’m concerned, Theophanes either thought ze had killed her or suspected that zer wife had. Ze would have come forward, eventually. She had to tie up loose ends. Speaking of.” He took a long drag of the stick and wolfishly grinned at me. “Did you ever take her out for a spin?”

      I didn’t dignify that with an answer.

      “Come on, cheapie. We already know what happened that night,” Kosmas’s grin got a little wider. He was enjoying this a little too much. “The nymph let us know all the sordid details. You put the wife to bed and she wasn’t wearing a damn thing. Maybe she put you up to acting the tough originally and you turned the whole thing around on her in the end? Pretty tidy job, if you ask me.”

      “She tried to hire me to find her spouse and keep zer sober. I turned her down. After that, I just came when Theo called.”

      “A regular pal, you are. Coming out at all hours of the night, putting them both to bed one by one. Ought to rebrand as a nanny, if you ask me.”

      “Can I go ahead and leave?” I asked sarcastically.

      “Alright, can it,” Lycas snapped. “You knew. Yesterday, when you left that house, you knew what she had done. One call from you and we would have been in that house twelve hours earlier and we’d have a murderer in custody. Instead we found a corpse.”

      “What you would have found was a distraught woman, a confused image rep, and a dick with a handful of hunches. All I’d proven was that her story was false; I couldn’t know for sure she’d done it any more than you would have. Now you’ve got a confession. Even if you won’t show it to anyone, the case is closed. You can all go home and do whatever it is cops do when you’re back in your lairs.” I stamped out my cigarette and stood. “You’ve got a hell of a lot of nerve hassling me, Captain-Detective. If you fucks had gotten your shit together when Pelagia first died, you’d have tracked down Akakios’ records and traced xer back to the first marriage. If you’d looked into Pelagia’s lovers, you’d have found Theophanes. Everyone in the valley knew that they slept together. Nympha’s motives would have stood out like a sore thumb. It wasn’t all that difficult for me to handle it and I had my hands tied the whole time.”

      “You’re right,” Lycas admitted. Kosmas and I both looked struck. “But that’s just not how this shit works, Isa. There’s not a cop in this city that would have opened that case back up. When you’ve got motive, means, and opportunity, it’s looking pretty good. Add to that the suspect fleeing and hiding, then blowing out xer brains and leaving a full confession? You’re a damn liar if you think you’d have done differently when the only evidence against xer was that some gutter rat thinks xe was a good friend and the victim had other lovers. Big fucking deal. I’ve dragged in my fair share of murderers; I’m sorry to tell you that most of the time the people who are pushed to the edge are people that are known as good friends. It didn’t stop them when the moment came. No murderer is someone capable of murder until the moment their first victim’s heart stops beating. Like you said, all you had were hunches. That’s all we ever had, too.”

      Lycas reached down and pulled a white folder out of faer desk. “I’ve got five copies of the suicide note here in this folder. Kosmas and I are gonna walk down the hall and have a chat with Detective Gaiane. When I come back, there better be five copies of the suicide note still in this folder.” Fae looked at Kosmas and stood. “Hey, come talk to Gigi with me.”

      Then I was alone. I got up and sat in Lycas’ chair and opened the folder. Sure enough, there was a stack of packets, each of them several pages clipped together. I counted the clips with the tip of one of my fingers and there were six. Quickly, I pulled the sixth one out and slipped it into my jacket. Then I leaned back in the chair and read the packet that was at the top of the stack. None of it came as a surprise, except maybe how honest she was. She detailed how she spied on and then killed Pelagia with Theo passed out in the bed beside her. Then each step of how she framed and poisoned and then killed Theophanes. She was very frank about how much the Peacekeepers and Archon had aided her in hiding her crimes. Tons of cops had frequented her parties, and parties she had attended. She saw how much they could be manipulated and took advantage of it. Assistant Archon Laodike was right: if this thing went public, it would destroy the reputation of every mortal servant of the law. Metaphorically, heads would roll for this. Possibly literally.

      I read the letter a second time and then moved back to the other side of the desk and waited ten minutes. Finally, Lycas came back by faerself. Fae walked over to the desk, sat down heavily in the chair, and counted the five packets still in the folder. Then fae looked up at me and said, “Well?”

      “I thought you signed everything over to the Archon’s office in a gesture of interagency cooperation,” I asked.

      Fae smiled wickedly, “I had Kosmas make a couple copies, just in case. One never knows when information might become vital.”

      “What would happen to your reputation, if one of these got loose?”

      Lycas shrugged, lit a cigarette and leaned back in faer chair. “No one knows I have them but you and Kosmas. I think I’ve demonstrated plenty that I trust you.” We let a silence fall on that comment. Then Lycas cleared faer throat and said, “You should get out of here. I imagine you’re exhausted.”

      I stood and offered the Captain-Detective my hand. Fae took it professionally and smiled. We said our farewells and I left the building without talking to another person. In the Phaeton, I told myself if I ever found myself in Lycas’ office again, it would be too soon.
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      As soon as I climbed into the car, I called Demokritos.

      “Hey, buddy,” she said with a smile in her voice. “What can I do for you today?”

      “I think it’ll be the other way around this time. I got something for you.”

      There was the squeak of a chair as Demokritos sat straight on the other end. “What is it?”

      “A double homicide,” I said. “No other details over the net. Meet me at my office, yeah?”

      Half an hour later, the two of us stood next to my desk with the door shut. I was smoking a cigarette while Demokritos finished reading the note for the second time. Finally, she looked up at me. “Where did you get it? My boss will want me to verify this.”

      “I got it from the local homicide squad. Verification is gonna be rough; it belongs to the Archon’s office and I’m not exactly supposed to have my hands on it. If you call them, they’ll either deny everything or give the letter to all your competitors before you can publish, just to be petty. Pretty sure homicide will just deny it, too.”

      She laughed and winked at me. “I have my own methods, don’t worry. What are you asking from us, in return?”

      “The whole document has to be uploaded. I don’t want this to be hearsay; I want everyone to read exactly what Nympha wrote. You will also print that my investigation corroborates the letter and that I stand by it. The whole truth, or nothing.”

      Demokritos nodded and looked back down at the pages. “You know they are just going to censor this, right? It will be on the net for maybe fifteen minutes before it gets taken down.”

      “I know,” I said as I stamped my stick out in the ashtray and walked around the desk. I bent and pulled out a glass and a bottle of whiskey. I held up a second glass but Demokritos waved me off. “I have to do this, Demo. You remember when you brought me home from Central, when I was being held over that friend of mine? You told me that I should put my friend to rest? Well, I never did it. I couldn’t say goodbye and let xer have some peace. When this is done, I’ll be ready. It’ll be time. But xe deserves the truth to be told, first. Okay?”

      Demokritos studied my face for nearly a minute, biting her lip with an intense look in her eyes. Finally, she said, “Alright. I’ll take it to my manager and get approval. If I get the ok, it’ll appear on the blog tomorrow at nine. Like I said before, I give it fifteen minutes tops before it gets taken down.” She flashed a confident smirk and turned to leave. “Make sure you don’t miss it.”

      I sat down behind the desk and poured two fingers into the glass as she went. “Thanks, Demo. I owe you.”

      “Not for long, in our business. We never stop passing the ladle back and forth. See you around, thunder-tits.”

      I tried to relax for the rest of the afternoon and found it impossible. I caught up on the blogs, confirming my suspicion that nothing interesting ever happened on them. I spent the better part of an hour watching fights on the net, but watching a woman getting her ribs snapped didn’t have the appeal it usually did. I didn’t care for the taste of the whiskey, either, but that didn’t stop me from sipping. I felt like a piece of broken down machinery waiting for repairs. Except no one came.

      So it was that I found myself down at Timaios’ after work. It was a crowded night, but the stools at the bar were mostly empty. Akakios would have hated it, but somehow that night it was a comfort to me to have people around. After a half hour, a barkeep that knew my name came around to take my order.

      “A eutych. Make it a double. And that’ll be all for the night.”

      She nodded and smiled at me the way that barkeeps always did. “Bitters?”

      “Not usually, but tonight I will. Thanks.”

      She left me to brood on the stool. I thought about Akakios. I tried to imagine what xe would say if xe were here. You look like you’ve been through the ass end of a thresher, pal. You need a drink. Yeah. That’s why I’m here, buddy. That’s always why I’m here. The bartender came back and slid the glass to me. I thanked her. She placed a second glass beside me in front of the empty stool. It was full of ice but was otherwise empty. I raised an eyebrow at her.

      “You just lost someone,” she said with a soft smile. “I can tell. Sometimes people want to talk about it, but you’ve been coming here long enough that I know better than that.”

      “So why the glass?” I asked.

      “No one sits down next to a woman with an unattended glass one seat over. Either your date just walked out on you, and you don’t want to be disturbed, or else a jealous woman could come back and have something to say about the hussy who is sitting too close to her woman.” She winked and went down the bar to take someone’s order.

      She was right, too. I almost got through the whole eutych in peace. It wasn’t until I was swirling the dregs at the bottom of the glass that a slender woman placed her own nearly empty eutych on the bar and clicked her tongue at me.

      “I thought I might find you here,” Euanthe said in singsong. She wore a green dress that seemed to sway like tall grass in a breeze and golden makeup on her face. I bowed my head at her. She pointed a finger at my glass. “I see you had the same idea I had. The last time, it didn’t feel like I much put xer to rest. Now I have.” She finished her own drink and placed it beside the glass of mostly melted ice.

      “I tried to,” I said as I stared at mine. “I don’t know if it worked. A little too much on my mind, I guess.” I gave her a pathetic glance. She was radiant that night. “I’m not sure I’m the best company for drinking tonight, Euanthe.”

      She placed a thinly gloved hand on my arm. I could feel the warmth of her skin through it. “I didn’t have a lot of drinking in mind,” she said with a coy smile. Then she lit the fire. “Heliodoros and I are finished. Mother approves, but I can’t stand to be in the house right now. The memories are too loud.”

      Her hand moved up my arm a little. There was a hungry look in her eyes. “I’ve heard you’ve got a pretty quiet place, down by the wharf. No nosy neighbors, right?” My brain caught up to my ears and it clicked into place. With my most confident smile, I tossed the rest of the eutych back.

      I grabbed my jacket and nodded towards the door. “After you.”
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      Thirty seconds after I flicked on the auto, she was in my lap.

      I tapped a control and the windows of the Phaeton tinted darker to give us some privacy. She hiked up her dress and showed me that she had nothing beneath it, then grabbed my hand and guided it between her thighs. She gasped when I brushed a knuckle along her lips and took hold of the back of her head with my other hand.

      “I wanted you inside me—the first time I saw you,” she said, her hot breath on my face. I pulled her closer and bit her throat softly. “It didn’t—feel very appropriate—that night. Nor after you met—with Mother. It felt wrong. Even—now, it feels—wrong. But I want it.”

      I pulled away from her neck and said, “Euanthe, I never expected to find a slut in you.” I smirked at her coyly before kissing her neck again.

      Euanthe pouted. “Shut up, idiot.” Then she gave up the charade and moaned as she rocked her hips in my lap. I reached my hand up and put two fingers in her mouth; she moaned onto them, too.

      “You make delightful noises, you know that?” I traced a wet finger down her dress and then between her legs. She squeaked as I pushed past her lips and then purred as I went deeper. She squeezed around my knuckle and gripped the headrest with both hands as I slowly moved inside her. I smirked, knowing I had already found a spot. I let go of her neck and pulled the dress away from one of her breasts. Her nipple was hard and it tasted like honey.

      “Gods—Isa—yes, there, yes!” She screamed wordlessly in my ear as she spasmed on top of me. Sweat had begun to bead on her face as she pressed our foreheads together and brayed like an animal in heat. She shivered and shook and then both her legs went limp and she collapsed in my arms.

      I chuckled deep in my throat. “Has it truly been that long for you?” I asked.

      Euanthe buried her face in my chest. I could feel her smile into my shirt. “Shut up, you brute.” We shifted so that I held her in my lap. I gently kissed her neck. When I looked back up at her, there was a serious look on her flushed face. “I’m going to spend the night with you, Isa. I don’t want to talk about the future until tomorrow. Just one night.” She licked her lips and moved her face toward mine. “Can we do that?”

      I smiled and briefly kissed her. “We can do that,” I said as I traced my finger up one of her thighs. I felt her shiver.

      We stayed in the car long after we reached my street.
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      We finally climbed the long path to my bungalow hours after Apollo had disappeared for the night, sharing short kisses as we went. I left her sitting in one of the porch chairs and went to fetch us tea. Galene was either out of the house—doing whatever it was she did when she wasn’t around—or else she was in her room. It took me longer than I’d have liked to find where she kept the tea, but, ten minutes later, we were both sitting and watching a trawler lumber towards the docks with mugs in our hands.

      Euanthe laughed. “You should have seen Mother’s face when she found us. Pelagia blamed the whole thing on me and since I was the one that was up the tree, of course Mother believed her!” Her laughter stilled and her smile grew sad. “It was years before Mother stopped seeing the best in her all the time. Even then, it took until the second time she ran around on a fiancé that Mother gave up.”

      We both listened to the enormous restraints as they locked into place on the trawler. I lit a cigarette and glanced at her. Her emerald eyes were enthralled by the action on the docks, twinkling in the darkness as a handful of sailors released a mass of sealife onto the platform. She almost seemed to be glowing.

      When I’d finished the smoke, without turning her head, Euanthe spoke in a low voice, “I want you to fuck me out here.” Her eyes turned on me like a predator sighting its prey. “Against the railing. Where they all can see.”

      I reached a hand over and grabbed the back of her neck; she gasped. I pulled her close and kissed her deep and hard until she moaned in my mouth. Then I moved to her neck and pulled her out of the chair. I growled against her skin and pushed her back into one of the two columns that held my little porch up. We both stripped her dress off—panting against each other like beasts in the dirt—and I pressed myself between her legs. One of my hands found her breast, the other snaked between us and found her wet and waiting.

      Below us, the sailors laughed and talked as they went about their work. I plucked at her nipple as two fingers slipped inside her. Her head was tilted to the side, her eyes watching those below us as she gripped my shoulders and mewled with pleasure. Sweat began to bead on her breast and I bent to lap at it, nipping with my teeth at the gooseflesh forming everywhere on her body. I found the spot inside that made her sing and I played it again and again until she was biting down on her own hand to muffle the sounds. Finally she used both hands to grip my head and pull me close and she screamed my name at the top of her lungs.

      A sailor far below whistled up at us, followed by her compatriots. I did not slow, keeping the rhythm that was taking her apart. Euanthe kept her eyes below and she squeezed around my fingers and her whole body shuddered for what felt like eternity.

      “Carry me inside,” she said as she panted against my chest after. The heat in my belly was a bonfire. I lifted her up before she even said, “Fuck me in your bed.”

      I didn’t hesitate. There were shouts of protest from below as we disappeared from the porch, but the performance hadn’t been for them. I carried her into the room and set her on the bed gently and then buried my face between her thighs. Both of her hands curled in my hair as I explored every inch of her with my tongue and then did it again just to watch the rapture in her eyes. She stripped off my clothes and gasped when I drew my leather strap from the nightstand. She took her lips to the hilt while I told her how good she was.

      I laid my back on the bed and she rode me until her legs wouldn’t move. The strap’s feedback was simple, barbaric, direct, but it was enough to make me come with her before we both collapsed in a heap. It was two in the morning when we finally stirred and she climbed off my hips and cuddled into one arm. Even drenched in both our sweat she smelled sweet, like honey.

      “I would like to break my rule,” she said into my armpit before lifting herself onto her elbows. “Is it completely absurd for us to have a future together?”

      I pushed myself up against the pillow and ran my fingers gently through her curls. She watched me with big, earnest eyes. I wanted to kiss her. “It wouldn’t last more than a year, I think,” I said, finally. I pulled my hand away from her hair. “You’ll hate the way I snore and your mother will never like me.”

      “And?” Euanthe asked as she smirked and shook her curls softly. “I think you underestimate my mother’s esteem for you, but what does it matter if it doesn’t work out? Neither of us needs a wife, just good company. I can be excellent company for a little while, Isa.”

      “I do not doubt that in the least,” I laughed. “But you’ll just hate me in the end. If all we are is two lonely ships meeting for a moment, you’ll remember the fond things about me.”

      She continued to study my face and then bent to kiss my elbow. “Maybe I want the experiences, not the memories.”

      “But that’s all I would be,” I said, “a string of occurrences, a linear progression that goes from the best sex in your life to hating the woman who gave it to you in no time. You’ll remember that husband of yours, as trash as the man is, because one always remembers the marriage. You’ve got emotional casualties in the marriage, scars that won’t heal right and you’ll always remember. Me? I’m an affair, a fling at best. If I’m to be your first affair, I’d rather be a one-off. Best remembered fondly.”

      “You are such a conceited bitch, Isadora.” she said, still smiling. “Who is to say that you’re my first?”

      “I’m thirty-five years old, Euanthe, and I’m damn good at what I do. We both know that I’m your first. We wouldn’t last six months.”

      Euanthe sighed and relaxed back into my arm. “Alright,” she said quietly. I waited until her breathing was slow and regular before I let myself drift off with her. We would have that one night. At least we’d always have that.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke, Euanthe was dressed and standing beside the bedroom door. She looked like she’d found shit in her shoes. I checked the time and found it was ten minutes past nine.

      “Was it you?” she asked as her emerald eyes smoldered.

      I tapped into the net and the blog was still up. Demo had come through: the entire confession was uploaded. It was accompanied by a factual timeline of the crimes that pretty well matched up with my experiences. If there was one thing that she was, it was a damn good reporter. “What would you like me to say?” I asked as I sat up in bed.

      “It doesn’t matter now!” Euanthe shouted. There were tears in her eyes. “You’re such a fucking idiot, Isadora. Mother only gave you one request. You could have had anything you wanted.” She walked over and slapped me hard on the cheek, then sat on the edge of the bed and tried to hold back the tears.

      I thought about reaching out to comfort her, but I didn’t. I didn’t deserve to. She was right: Hesperos had been quite clear, as had Kassandros and Antipatros and damn near every other person who knew anything about anything. Fit myself into the puzzle and don’t make a fuss; I could have anything I want if I could just do that. All they had asked me to do was ignore the way my dead friend looked at me in my dreams.

      “Akakios deserved to be heard,” I said. “Xe deserved justice. Actual justice, not that shit the Archon peddles. Xe was the best person I’ve ever known and xe died just so that your Mother could avoid some bad press.”

      “You are such an idiot, Isadora,” Euanthe repeated. She swallowed hard and looked up at me. “You’ve been too busy patting yourself on the back for being so damn smart to listen. You went through and unraveled everything without ever stopping to look at the tapestry it made. You think that Akakios killed xerself because xer life wasn’t worth the bad press Mother would get? Mother loved Akakios, more than she loved Pelagia, more than she loves any of her daughters. Before Pelagia’s death, she saw xer as the true vessel of her legacy.”

      She dried her eyes with one hand and looked down at her lap. “To her, Akakios was the only person who understood why the dissenters lived the way they did. That is why xe killed xerself. Blood for Blood, a Life for a Life. A dissenter had been murdered at the hand of an outsider. The only way to maintain the oaths was for an outsider to die. Xe killed xerself to save Mother’s way of life and that sacrifice only made Mother love xer more. That sacrifice was xer legacy, Isadora.”

      And I had destroyed it.

      She stood and shook her curls. “The peace is still secure: Nympha’s crimes don’t threaten the oaths. Mother will never forgive you, though, for making Akakios’ sacrifice meaningless. She isn’t a vindictive woman: if you spend the rest of your life never darkening any place she can see, you will live in perfect peace.” Her emerald eyes met mine. Her gaze was colder than a corpse locker. “So now you know all of Akakios’ secrets, Isadora. Was it worth the cost?”

      I reached to the nightstand and fumbled for a cigarette. It was lit as soon as it was in my mouth. I let the smoke drain from my nose and closed my eyes. “It never is.”

      When I opened my eyes again, she was gone.
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      Around noon, my front door pinged a visitor. Galene was at the office and I weighed whether to just leave it unanswered for a few moments, but my guest leaned on the control and the next ping turned into a continuous buzzer. I dragged myself and the bottle out of bed and went to the door without putting on a shirt. I tapped the screen and saw that it was Lycas in a civilian jacket. I let the door open.

      “You got a real quiet home out here, Isa,” fae mused, walking past me into the house. “This has got to be one of the most isolated places in this part of the city.”

      “It’s the last thing before the docks. Not many people want to listen to sailors work all day.” I turned and crossed my arms across my chest. “What the fuck do you want, Lycas?”

      “You read the blogs this morning, I’m guessing.” Fae sat in my chair and gave me a confident smirk. “I thought we could have a chat over some coffee.”

      I went into the kitchen to brew the coffee. While it bubbled, I thought about the penalty for murdering a cop. I came back with two of my ugliest mugs and found Lycas smoking one of my cigarettes. Unceremoniously, I dropped the uglier one on the table beside faer and then leaned against the far wall.

      Lycas took a drag of the stick and made a face. Fae stamped it out half-smoked. “I’ve been thinking about quitting. It just doesn’t take the edge off like it used to.” Fae took a deep breath and sat back in the chair. “So, you read the blogs?”

      I nodded my head. “Yeah, I got tipped off by a friend of mine. She writes a blog herself. How’s the Archon taking it?”

      “With a smile, of course. She’s hunting through the ranks of her office and probably cutting out half of them trying to find the one that leaked. I hear that Laodike took it hard on the lip, but is still standing. Can’t say the same for her assistant, though.”

      I didn’t respond and took a sip of my coffee.

      “No one seems to think it could have come from anywhere else. I’ve had Kosmas monitoring every channel we’ve got and our tracks were entirely covered. If Laodike suspects anything, she sure isn’t acting like it.”

      “Why are you here, Lycas?” I asked for the second time. “I thought I’d been clear about where we stood. We used to be friends, or something like friends, but I’ve got nothing but bile for you now and you sure as fuck don’t like me. So what is it?”

      Fae looked at me like a cut of meat on a hook. “There’s not a cop in this city that likes when some private dick does faer work behind faer back. If you’d worked with me all those months ago instead of taking the piss, things could have been so different. Maybe you’d have connected Pelagia to Theophanes, you might have kept Akakios from eating xer own gun. At the very least, Theophanes and Nympha would still be alive if you’d told me a damn thing about them. I could have had her in the palm of my fucking hand, Isadora. If you’d come to me from the start, they’d both be alive right now. You’ve got to live with that, sure, but now so do I.”

      I finished my coffee and placed it on the counter. “That it?”

      “You had to put your fucking name on it, didn’t you?” fae growled.

      “Someone had to verify it, otherwise it’d just be gossip. A hell of a lot easier to deny that way.”

      Faer eyes burned into me. “Well, now it doesn’t matter if no one knows where the leak came from because you’re the girl who just painted a big red ‘scapegoat’ on herself. There’s more than one tough in this city who just got a message with your face and name. According to my sources, any protections you once had from being tied to Hesperos have been cut. You’ve been burned, Isa. It’s over.”

      “Fine, you’ve warned me,” I said, walking to the door control. “Thanks a lot.”

      Lycas sank a little into the chair and made no move to get up. “I can protect you,” fae said so quietly it was only a whisper. “We can change your face and name. You could join my team, make the city a better place.”

      I stared at faem in disbelief. Then I laughed cruelly and tapped the control. The door slid open. “Get the fuck out of my house, Lycas.”

      The Captain-Detective sighed wearily and stood. Fae gave the room a once over with faer eyes. “Quiet, lonely place you got out here, Isadora. Quiet enough that no one will find you for a week. Goodbye.”

      And then I was alone. I felt like breaking some things, but I didn’t. Instead I just collapsed into my chair and turned on the legendary fight between Ireneus and Nicodemos. Both fighters were long before my time, but any serious fan of pankration had the fight memorized before she took her first steps. Nicodemos was a beast with an almost three meter span but Ireneus’ footwork and ability to squirm out of a hold made it the match-up of the century. It was fifteen minutes before Nico finally landed a decent punch on xer opponent and ten more before Ireneus had exhausted xer. Even then, it wasn’t until her knees were on xer shoulders—xer face a bloody mess—that xer trainer threw in the towel. A lesser athlete wouldn’t have lasted as long against Ireneus’ onslaught and they didn’t make fighters like either of them anymore.

      When Galene came home, I sent her away. I expected I wouldn’t live through the night and I didn’t want her to be around to clean it up or get caught in the crossfire. So I told her about a place in the Underworld that took care of lost nymphs. I told her not to use my name, cause my name would be dirt by then, but to watch the blogs. I’d call her if I was still alive in a few days.

      Once she was gone, I went into my bedroom and dug around under the bed. I had a collection of smokables—rare gifts from clients that I decided to save for a really shitty day. The prize of the collection was a cigar rolled with leaves from both the Lord of Revelries and the Lord of Desire and sealed in a golden tube. I took the cigar and replaced the box and then I walked out on the porch and sat in a chair with a bottle of single-malt. I left my guns inside and kept my jacket off so that it didn’t look like I was hiding anything. I lit the cigar.

      And then I waited.
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        * * *

      

      An hour after the sun went down, they arrived.

      Three goons came up the path that wrapped around the building my bungalow clung to. They had their weapons in the holsters but they were still on display. Their clothes were plain, but each of them had the walk of a cop and not a good one. The one in front, a woman with blonde hair and a large scar across one of her eyes, nodded politely to me.

      “Let’s go inside, cheapie,” she said in a voice that sounded like thick syrup. Maybe she had something in her mouth. “The boss will be with you in a few moments.”

      “How nice of her,” I said back without moving. “What if I just sit here?”

      The two goons behind her grinned wickedly at me. One of them chuckled. “Then we get to do this the fun way,” the blonde one said. “It’s more fun for us, probably less for you.”

      “Yeah, I kind of figured that,” I said as I stood and opened the door for them. I sat in my chair and motioned for them to sit across from me on the couch. The leader introduced herself as a Hunter as she sat but forgot to mention her name. She didn’t introduce or even speak to her compatriots, both of whom were dressed in plain black street clothes with close-shaved heads and an ominous androgyny that I might have found attractive a few weeks earlier. They took up positions on either side of the door.

      We waited for fifteen minutes in silence until there was a soft rap at the door. One of the goons tapped the control and it slid open. The figure on the porch stepped into the light of my living room and straightened the white suit jacket she wore over her oxblood shirt. She took in the humble room and said, “Your place smells like fish, cheapie.”

      “It keeps out all kinds of pests, Kassandros,” I responded with my hands folded in my lap. I was as cool as an iced treat. “To what do I owe the honor of your visit?”

      Kassandros grinned wickedly and held her hand out to one of the two goons. They produced a sleek looking sidearm and gave it to her. Her eyes sparkled as she tapped the ammo display. “Alright, cheapie,” she said without looking up from the gun. “Where would you like to be shot first?”

      There wasn’t a right answer to that question, so I didn’t offer one.

      “I’m not a very patient woman,” she snarled.

      “Where’s Irene?” I asked. “You remember her, yeah? She carries your guns.”

      Kassandros flashed her teeth and took a few casual steps toward where I sat. The hand with the gun swung out fast and caught me hard at the top of the shoulder. There was a blinding shot of pain, followed by a stinging numbness that spread all the way to my fingers. “Irene couldn’t keep up. Had to put her down, the poor pup.”

      “So much for gutter loyalty,” I said before the pistol whipped across my cheek. It burned immediately and I felt hot blood dripping down my chin.

      “You don’t know shit about shit, cheapie,” she said, turning away from me and doing a small circuit of the room. I realized the Hunter had a gun in her hand now, too. I sat very still. “I told you exactly what the score was. I told you twice, at that. I don’t tell anyone anything twice, but I did you the courtesy of making sure you knew exactly what would happen if you ran that big fucking mouth of yours. Now you have and I’m here to demonstrate that Kassandros always means what she says. There’s not a godsdamn person in this city who gets to do what you did. Pamphilos did me so much less dirty than you, and I had my girls turn xer knees backwards. That was all business. With you? This is personal. I want to enjoy it.”

      “What did I ever do to you that was personal, Kass?”

      She punched me in the gut with her free hand. It was perfunctory, devoid of passion. Almost soft. “You made me look bad in front of my girls, cheapie. No one makes me look bad in front of my girls. When I tell some nobody to get her ass in line, she gets it in line. If she doesn’t, and I let her get away with it, people start to think that I’m a pushover.”

      “It’s got to be more than that,” I said. If there was one thing I could do, it was keep a girl talking. I looked down and saw the blood in my lap. “Can I get a towel or something?”

      “You’re the cheapest dick in the city, cheapie. They made you out of recycled paper.” She spit in my lap. “Think you can just do whatever the fuck you want in my business? I should use a blade on you. Make you squeal while I cut the bacon out.”

      “Akakios was your friend,” I said, leaning on her sore spots. “Xe didn’t come to you and xe got dead because of it. No one of consequence came to get xer ashes, though. Buried nameless, in a temple. Did you actually care, then? Xe was accused of killing Pelagia when we both knew xe wouldn’t and couldn’t have, not like that. I had something to do with proving xer innocence. Me. The cheapest dick in the city was more of a friend to the person who saved your ass before you were worth more than the sweat on your chest. You didn’t give a shit about Akakios and you don’t give a shit about xer now. All that you’ve ever cared about was pretending to be big and powerful when all you are is a glorified party planner who has all the best chems, the loosest women, and the fanciest suits. And that’s what you are. An empty suit with hookups.”

      Her eyes looked like they would pop out of her head. She pulled her fist back to punch the bloody cheek and she had the strength to make it count. I shut off my mind and acted on instinct. I reached out and grabbed the gun and yanked hard, pulling her off-balance and forward on one foot. My other hand came out in a fist as I rose from the chair, catching her on the chin hard enough I heard a crack. She let go of the gun and fell backwards, howling as she clutched her jaw. I was on my feet with the gun in my hand the right way round and a wild expression on my face.

      The Hunter laughed, harsh and loud, and knocked me out of the trance I was in. She stood and pointed her gun at Kassandros. “Don’t kill her,” she said calmly. Then, she tapped her sleeve. “We’ve got her, skipper.”

      The door slid open and Captain-Detective Lycas stepped into my living room for the second time that day. Fae had a wicked grin on faer face as fae took three steps and kicked Kassandros hard in the side. She groaned and curled into a ball. Then the cop’s eyes trained on me.

      “You look like shit,” Lycas said with a sneer as one of the goons reached down to help Kassandros to her feet. “Hey, thanks for playing the part of the dupe so damn well. I needed the gutter rat to run her mouth and I got exactly that. A bit of an added delight that I got to watch you get your mug rearranged, too.”

      Kass was on her feet, albeit unsteadily. Lycas got up in her face. “And run your mouth you certainly did, Kassandros. It’s too bad you didn’t bring someone who could help you keep it shut. ‘That was all business’, I believe were your words. You’ve come to the end of your leash and your Lord isn’t impressed by the performance. You’re damn lucky that Antigonos has a soft spot for you, or we’d just put you down here and now.”

      Kass licked her lip and spit blood on the floor. She looked at me, then at the Hunter, then back at Lycas. Then there was a knife in her hand and she lunged at faer. Fae redirected Kass's knife hand with the back of faer own then swiveled it to grab her wrist. Stepping smoothly to the side, Lycas pulled Kass's arm while hooking the back of faer leg behind Kass' knee. The gangster slammed on the floor again, and now, somewhat magically, the knife was in Lycas' hand.

      “Come the fuck off it,” Lycas hissed down at her. “It’s already over. You called for three toughs to back you up and Antigonos knew exactly what you were doing. Instead of your girls, it was three of mine, and you didn’t even fucking notice.” Fae reached out toward me and I hesitantly dropped the gun in faer hand. With a flourish, the clip was out. “The bullets were duds, by the way. You just believe everything you read on a fancy display, don’t you?’

      The two Peacekeeper goons bent and lifted Kassandros to her feet. Lycas nodded at the Hunter and she chuckled and headed out the door with the three of them in tow. Then it was just me and the Captain-Detective standing in my living room giving each other nasty looks.

      I walked into the kitchen and rinsed the blood off my face and patted my shirt with a towel to soak up what I could. Lycas followed me and leaned in the doorway.

      “Hey, shithead,” fae said while I fussed with the shirt. I gave faem a glare. “I got a message from a mutual acquaintance. She says that the scales are currently balanced. If you ever step foot in her home again, that will change.”

      I laughed harshly and leaned against the counter. “Fine. Anything else before I never see you again?”

      “We could have worked together, Isa.” Lycas chewed on faer lip and shook faer head slowly. “None of it had to be this way.”

      I opened the cupboard and pulled down a bottle of whiskey and slid the cap off of it. “No one works with a cop, Lycas. We’re all pieces on a board to you. Your entire job is finding just the right screws to turn on every person you speak to and that’s the reason you sleep alone at night. I would know; with the work I do, I’m half-cop myself. But not even the Twelve Lords of this city could make me surrender the other half to become one of your pieces. As far as you are concerned, I’m all used up.”

      Lycas straightened and nodded faer head. “Alright. I’ll see you around, Isadora,” fae said as fae turned to leave.

      “Hey, Lycas!” I shouted. Fae turned faer face and regarded me with one cold eye. “You better be dead the next time I see you.”

      And that was the last thing I said to faem.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I moved on.

      I left everything behind in the bungalow except my clothes and my gun. The place wasn’t a home anymore, too many ghosts. Or maybe the smell of fish had finally gotten to me. It took a week but I found a nice enough place in a spire a few blocks away from the office. It had a spartan feel to it, but had a balcony and a serviceable kitchenette. And a room for Galene, of course.

      At the office, I threw myself into my work. True to her word, Hesperos left me alone, but anyone with any ties to her wouldn’t come within ten meters of me. I was untouchable to all but the least savory of the Blessed, but I didn’t much care. The gutter never had a shortage of work for an enterprising woman. I got my knuckles bloody as often as I could and always made sure I came away clean.

      I wanted to forget the Painted Murders—as the ghouls in the blogs would call it—but it became the leading reason people came looking for my help. I leaned into it and was known as the woman one talked to when one needed something, or someone, found. On the outside, I flourished.

      The thing is? None of it mattered. I drowned myself to sleep every night with a handful of cigarettes and three glasses of whiskey. In every dream, Akakios and Theophanes silently judged me with their stares.

      The hardest thing about surviving is knowing that the only people who understand are gone.
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