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  Dedication


For Tacy, my raison d'être. Special thanks to Anthony Romano, Patrick Sealy, and Marie Ito for their valuable help, support and guidance.
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Act 1: The Hunt Begins


It’s been ten long months since the blast that tore through my life, leaving only pain and ashes in its wake. They said it wasn’t my fault, nothing I coulda done, but the guilt sits on my shoulders like a lead weight. 
Frank Donovan, my partner and friend, vanished in the smoke and flames that engulfed our office. They never found his body. Our secretary, Mary Parker, was killed too. Quiet funerals for friends that I could not attend.
My recovery was a slow crawl through the wreckage of shattered bones and flash-burned skin. The surgeries, the opiate highs, and finally, the detox from the drugs and their artificial solace were behind me.
Now, here I am, back on the rain-sodden streets that echo with memories. Irongate, my little piece of Solomon City, sprawls out in front of me, a landscape of towering buildings and dark alleyways where secrets linger in the shadows.
My name’s Jake Bishop, private investigator.
Bailey’s Diner, a neon-bedecked refuge in this urban jungle, beckons with the promise of hot coffee and cool quiet, a welcome respite from the miserable rain. The waitress, an old soul in a young face with eyes that have seen too much, greets me.
“Hiya Bishop,” she says, as if routine can bring back what’s lost. “Anything to eat?”
“Just coffee,” I reply. “Waiting on someone.”
The familiar booth, the warm light, and hot coffee soothe me as I watch rivulets of rain run down the window, obscuring the skyline. Memories flicker—Frank’s laughter, the hum of the city outside our office window, and then the blinding light of the explosion. It’s all there, etched in the lines on my face and the ache in my bones. I flinch involuntarily at the memory.
Recovery, they call it. But some wounds never truly heal. The window reflects a man I barely recognize, a man who’s tasted the darkness and come back changed.
Frank and I had been running a routine case. Bail jumper. Pretty big bounty on him. Neither of us knew the kid was connected. It just never twigged. Turns out, his aunt is married to a boss in the Italian outfit. Morelli. Vito Morelli. We were working late that night. Our secretary had rolled up her sleeves to work right alongside. Apparently, we’d gotten a little too close. Morelli had bombed the office. Somehow, I survived. I awoke in the street staring into Mary’s lifeless eyes.
The bell on the door jingles, a dissonant note in the hum of the diner. In she walks—Portia Vance, a name as sultry as the lady herself. She was a stunner. The kind of dame men would fight over.
“Jake Bishop?” her voice as silky as a sunset in summer.
“What’s left of him,” I smile.
She slides into the booth, a coy smile playing on lips that spoke of temptation. “Portia Vance. I’m here about the job.”
The smoke from my cigarette curls lazily between us. She’s tall and graceful, her clear blue eyes sparkle with quick wit and intelligence. Her figure makes it hard to avoid staring. “The job’s not hard, Miss Vance. Typing, filing, running errands, that sort of thing. You know how to use a datatype?”
She shoots me a look that says she can do more than type. “Comes with the territory, doesn’t it?”
I grunt in amusement. “Alright, sweetheart, the job ain’t glamorous, the pay’s nothing to get excited about, and the hours stink, but it’s yours if you want it.”
She blinks in surprise. “That’s it?”
“Why complicate things?” I fish a key from my pocket and place it on the table as I rise. “Start tomorrow. 442B Cooke Street.”
She smiles. “I’ll be there at seven sharp.”
“Suit yourself, I’ll be there at ten.”
As I leave the joint, the rain finally stops, leaving only a steamy hot night.
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I’m awake before the alarm. Nothing strange about that. I do it almost every day. Outside, the city is dark and quiet save for those other souls who, like me, have things to do at this hour. The air-brakes of a bus making it’s rounds, a distant siren, a ship’s horn out on the harbor. I swing my feet to the floor, grunting with the effort. Potluck, my English bulldog, casts an expectant look at me, knowing I’ll fill his bowl before I even make my coffee.
A soft morning breeze wafts through the window I’d left cracked overnight, stirring the curtains and throwing odd shadows on the wall. I run a hand through my hair and stretch my aching muscles. The air, thick with summer, wraps around me as I pad to the kitchen.
Potluck follows me, his claws tapping softly on the worn-out linoleum. He does his happy dance as the kibble hits his bowl with a familiar sound. Soon he is grunting and crunching with delight.
The coffee maker comes to life, the gurgling a welcome companion in the quiet apartment. I pour myself a cup before the brew is even finished and light the day’s first smoke. I boot up my datatype to check messages, its cool blue light painful to look at in the dim room. I chew a couple of aspirin absently, chasing them down with hot coffee and wait for them to go to work.
Potluck laps loudly from his water dish. His breakfast is done. I head off to the shower to wash away the last vestiges of sleep and get ready for the day. Today is the day. Today, I start the hunt for Morelli. Training, experience, intuition—they’re the tools of my trade. And then there’s the other thing: I’m magic. I’m what’s called a ditch wizard, meaning no one really trained me, but like all wizards I can draw on power from The Elsewhere and shape it to my will. Handy stuff.
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I leave Potluck in the car as I enter Bailey’s. The smells of coffee and bacon welcome me as I make my way to my favorite booth. Ms. Betty, my usual waitress, brings me a hot cup of coffee and the daily crossword. “Usual?” she asks. Not to be outdone, I nod. Laconic. That’s me. I dislike idle chatter before breakfast and I’ve always tipped her well for providing the silence.
I light a smoke and focus on my crossword, blocking out the muted conversations of the other regulars. None of my business. Just as I am pondering a five letter word for, “Deposits at the bottom of a liquid,” Ms. Betty returns with a plate of bacon, a single boiled egg, and dry white toast. She refills my coffee and shuffles back to the kitchen. If they ever hand out medals for waitresses, Ms. Betty will take home the gold.
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My new office is a ground floor space in what used to be a storefront of some sort. Getting blown out of a fourth story window kinda soured me on heights. The front door used to squeak something awful, but I’d taken care of that, so I enter silently. A pleasant mixture of coffee and perfume greet me. Portia, true to her word, is already in. Potluck dutifully ignores her and waddles into my private office and over to his padded bed. I walk over to where my new secretary is working.
“Settled in?” I ask. She smiles at me.
“I suppose. Kinda sparse, isn’t it?”, she asks.
I look around. We have electricity and light. We have a phone. Heat in the winter and cool in the summer. There were chairs, desks and filing cabinets. What more did we need? Still.
“Maybe,” I allow.
“So, what’s first boss?” She looks at me with an expectant sincerity.
One of Morelli’s legitimate businesses is a dry cleaner ten blocks away. I hand her one of their business cards.
“This place, and several others, are owned by Mr. Vito Morelli. I want you to dig around, surf the electrosphere, find as many of his businesses as you can. Find out where they’re located, who runs each place, and where they do their banking. Can you handle that?”
She raises an eyebrow, “That’s a lot of searching, but shouldn’t be too hard.”
I grunt and walk into my personal office, closing the door behind me. I have my own datatype in here and I start digging into Morelli’s socials. I want to get a feel for his family, his friends, and his haunts. My time in Naval Intelligence had taught me that the key to successful investigation was research. It ain’t glamorous but it is necessary.
My fingers hunt and peck slowly on the keyboard. The soft hum of the datatype becomes my backdrop, Portia’s distant, rapid staccato typing adds to the rhythm. A possible lead, a name—Agnes Lux. Morelli’s rumored mistress. By anyone’s standards, she’s a knockout. Not the kind of dame a man would run off into hiding and leave behind.
The glow of the screen casts a pale light on my face as I delve into the depths of Agnes’s digital life. Social media, she’s fond of it. Her Sharespace page a treasure trove of information. Her profile reveals a carefully curated world—snapshots of a life intertwined with, but safely distant from Morelli.
There she is, a sultry gaze in a dimly lit restaurant, a tag revealing the location, but the entries are from before the explosion. Interesting. She went dark the same time Morelli dropped off the radar. No coincidence.
Agnes Lux, rumored mistress, a puzzle piece in Morelli’s clandestine game. The screen flickers as I dig deeper, following the digital breadcrumbs.
I uncover more photos, each one telling a story. Morelli’s arm around her, a stolen glance that speaks volumes. She enjoys the finer things. Upscale shopping and fine dining. A comment, joking about a ‘secret hideaway.’ A smirk plays on my lips.
Suddenly, Portia is looking over my shoulder. Her scent, a mesmerizing distraction.
“Find something, boss?” she inquires, refilling my coffee.
“Add the lovely Ms. Lux to your research,” I instruct, pointing to my screen. “Dig into her. Likes, dislikes, friends, tastes and such. Full profile. Find out everything you can about her.”
She nods, silently returning to her desk. I admire the view, and immediately chastise myself for it.
That way layeth the minefield, Bishop.
I light a smoke and lean back. I figure I’ve got enough funds to keep up the hunt for Morelli without taking on new clients for a few weeks. Morelli has a huge bounty out on him, not only from local PD but also from the Feds. Enough to cover my not earning for a while.
I open a drawer, pulling out a half-empty bottle of scotch and a treat for Potluck. I toss him the treat, which he deftly catches, and pour myself a generous slug. The booze makes a soft landing, the last tendrils of the morning headache finally letting go. I look at the clock. Noon. Damn. Those two hours had slipped by quickly.
“Ms. Vance?” I call.
She pokes her head in. “Yes, Mr. Bishop?”
“Grab some cash and pick up some lunch for us.”
“Anything in particular?”
“I ain’t picky.”
“Back soon,” she calls as she heads out.
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We sit at Portia’s desk, sharing a meal of something Chinese. Portia seems deep in thought, her brows furrowed as she scrolls through her datatype.
“What’s got you all contemplative?” I ask between bites.
Portia looks up, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “You ever notice how women fight online? It’s a special kind of battlefield. Subtle jabs and insults, passive-aggressive memes, the works. I stumbled on something interesting.”
I raise an eyebrow.
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