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Violet leaned back against the railing of  the bridge and con-
templated the pale brown crystals in the old Ziploc bag. The two 
dopey shruggers who had traded it for safe passage to Union 
Station had called the stuff “croke,” which was just about the 
stupidest name she’d heard for a fake drug in her entire life. The 
crystals were coffee grounds; that much was obvious…or they 
had been coffee grounds, in a former life. Back before some de-
mented coffee addict had gotten hold of  them and sucked their 
very essence into oblivion.

“Croke,” she said to herself, shaking her head. She’d made 
the tall, skinny one snort damn near a whole ounce of  the stuff 
to prove it was really a drug. The look on his face as his sinuses 
exploded and his blood vessels clogged with blonde roast…that 
look alone was priceless, and well worth the escort to the station. 

Besides, over the last two months, she’d turned the coffee into 
gold. At her instruction, and with her unceasing oversight, the 
valets had pulverized the crystals into powder, cut the grounds 
with just enough cayenne to give it a long-tail burn, tossed it all 
with flour to turn the whole mess pure white, and portioned it all 
out into one-sixteenth-ounce bumps. She’d taken the coffee from 
that skinny idiot at 50 units, renamed it “alley white,” and sent 
it out to the streets, where it had already generated over 12,000 
units’ worth of  revenue. And there were still about four ounces 
left in the bag.

Violet, of  course, had redirected a portion of  the wealth into 
her own private store. Millard paid her, yes, but not as much as 
she was worth. Not nearly. So she’d built up her own tidy nest egg 
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over the last three years, taking what she wanted, always within 
reason…and her diversion of  alley white revenue had turned 
that quail egg into an ostrich egg in pleasantly short order. It had 
also provided a few ancillary benefits, like the pink OPI Bubble 
Bath nail polish that currently armored her nails and made her 
shine like a goddamn warrior goddess. 

A fool and his money are soon parted, Violet thought with a smirk. 
And a junkie’s nose is the biggest fool of  all. She pursed her ruby lips 
and whistled as she sealed the Ziploc bag. Hearing the call, a 
valet dressed in crisp black slacks, a pressed white shirt, a trim 
black vest, and a black tie with white paisley stitching left his post 
near the hostess stand on La Salle and walked quickly across the 
bridge. He approached Violet with his hands clasped at his chest, 
his cheeks tinged pink from the cold of  the world pressing in 
against his hustle and breath. “Ma’am?” he said, bowing slightly.

She pushed the bag of  white into his hands. “Get this to Miles 
and his crew. Tell him to I want the rest of  it gone by noon.”

The valet’s eye twitched, briefly, but Violet caught it. She 
made a mental note that the valet was getting close to something 
that she could consider insolence. “All of  it?” the valet asked.

“Repetition is exhausting,” Violet sighed. “Get it done. Store 
the units in the wine cellar. Do not send them to Millard. Don’t 
ask me questions. Indicate whether you understand.”

The valet nodded, slowly at first, and then gaining steam as 
he processed the order. “Yes, ma’am,” he said, nodding so fast 
now that his chin was a blur.

“Good. And send Thomas over.”
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The valet shifted uncomfortably. “The head valet isn’t on the 
schedule until this afternoon,” he said.

“Fortunately, I didn’t ask when he was scheduled,” Violet 
snapped. “Wake him up and send him over.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the valet said, bowing deeply in supplication.
“Don’t dally,” she warned him gently, brushing her hands 

down her trim waist, feeling for the fit of  her dress. 
“Will you be having a morning merlot?” the valet asked, pre-

paring to scamper away.
“No. Coffee today. Strong as you’ve got,” Violet replied. 

“The sun’s been up for an hour, and we have so much work to 
do.”

·

Violet stood before the McCormick Bridgehouse and took a 
deep breath. She knocked on the door. 

 3…2…1...
The door opened, and a sleepy-eyed redhead glared out 

through the crack, squinting against the morning sun. “What do 
you want, slut?”

“I think my favorite thing about you, Anna, is your unshake-
able class,” Violet decided. 

“Did you wake up stupid? You’re not welcome here.” She 
moved to slam the door, but Violet stuck her foot in the gap to 
block it. 

“These are real Louboutins,” she said with a sharp grin, nod-
ding down at her foot and the four-inch heel that she’d wedged 



4

between the door and its jamb. “Now open the door, sweetie, 
before I get upset.”

“Ugh!” Anna huffed, yanking the door back open. She 
stomped one foot and punched down in frustration with her free 
hand. “What do you want?”

“I’d be lying if  I said ‘your head on a stick’ hadn’t crossed my 
mind. But we’re not quite there yet. So for now, an audience with 
the king would suffice.”

Anna huffed, and she gripped the door with both hands as 
she stuck her head through the gap. “You don’t get an audience,” 
she hissed, keeping her voice low. “He is mine, this is my world, 
and he does not want to see you!”

Violet leaned in close, so close that their lips were almost 
touching. “Then why are you whispering?” she said softly. She 
reached up with a perfectly manicured hand and brushed the 
backs of  her nails against the younger girl’s cheek. Then she 
pinched it as she pulled her head back and shouted into the 
doorway, over Anna’s head, “Mommar, do you have two minutes 
for a virtuous girl?”

Anna snarled and gave Violet a shove. “You bitch,” she spat.
“So young,” Violet smirked. Then she smacked the girl 

across the face, drawing strips of  blood along her cheek with her 
nails. “Don’t stand between me and anything, ever again,” she 
warned. 

Anna gasped as she clutched at the wound. “You—you—!” 
Before she could fully express her indignation, a deep, rich 

voice floated out of  the darkness behind her: “I’m afraid I do 
not. But I do have two minutes for you, Violet-love.”
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Violet raised an eyebrow as she pushed open the door and 
strode into the Bridgehouse. “You’re sitting for the minors, and 
I’m batting clean-up in the pros,” she said, patting Anna on the 
shoulder as she passed. “Get in my way again, and I’ll smash 
in that horse-tooth smile with a bat. Capisce?” Anna opened 
her mouth to respond, but Violet gave her a violent shove out 
the door and into the street. “Wait outside while the adults are 
talking,” she said, and she slammed the door shut, and locked it 
from the inside. 

This structure was a strange place to find respite, Violet de-
cided as she surveyed the interior of  the small tower. She’d only 
been inside a few times before, always with Millard, and Mom-
mar had changed it little over the years. Drab, light-brown brick 
on the inside, with stairs leading down to the basement floor with 
a giant, yellow gear mechanism, the Bridgehouse was a squat 
obelisk perched on the southern edge of  the Chicago River, at 
Michigan Avenue. The massive gears on the lower level had once 
been responsible for raising and lowering the Michigan Avenue 
bridge, allowing the sailboats to pass through the river and into 
Lake Michigan in the spring, and then letting them ferry back to 
the dry docks downriver in the fall. But no one brought sailboats 
to the lake anymore, and besides, Violet had blown up the bridge 
a few months ago. So the Bridgehouse was just a stubborn but 
impotent reminder of  days long gone. The huge circular port-
hole window in the northern wall now looked out over nothing 
but rusted wreckage and jagged concrete jutting out from a yel-
low-crusted river.
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But from the proper angle, Violet could see her La Salle 
bridge, still standing strong to the west, and that warmed some-
thing in her locked-up heart. 

“Downstairs.” Mommar’s voice drifted up from the lower 
level of  the tower. Violet had always liked that voice; hard, but 
rich, like a silk scarf  dragged over porous rock, with just a hint of  
an accent, something Middle Eastern that was almost certainly 
affected. But it worked.

She stepped carefully down the concrete staircase, declining 
the assistance of  the old metal railing, with its black paint discol-
oring and peeling from lack of  care and the constant light abra-
sion of  Monkey Dust in the air. It was no small feat to descend 
a clunky staircase in four-inch heels. But Violet had made grace 
into a fine art.

Mommar had transformed the basement of  the Bridgehouse 
into a ridiculous approximation of  some sort of  post-world opi-
um den. Large, mismatched cushions were splayed about the 
floor, and a few beanbags, too, completely out of  place. Thin, 
patterned fabrics were tacked to the walls, but they draped down 
haphazardly, and did little to actually cover the bland brick be-
hind them. Candles were propped everywhere along the floor, 
with no particular regard for design or flow, which made crossing 
the room a grand acrobatic feat. 

The man himself  reclined on the largest cushion. He wore 
a purple silk robe that had fallen open, revealing his bare chest 
and the yellow-and-green-striped silk pants he wore beneath it. 
And he was barefoot. He was always barefoot, a habit that always 
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struck Violet as somewhat nauseating, given the current state of  
the outside world. 

The outfit was ridiculous. And the manufactured curls in his 
hair were absurd. But they, like his accent, just worked.

“Off your master’s leash, are you?” he asked, his voice thick 
with honey.

Violet bristled, but only on the inside; outside, she main-
tained perfect composure. She’d spent most of  her life staring 
down glancing comments from lecherous men. 

“I’ve never been one to stay on a leash,” she replied, smooth-
ing her hands down the sides of  her black dress. “It’s not the kind 
of  strap I prefer.”

Mommar grinned. “Violet, Violet. Alone in my lair.” He 
scratched the thick hair on his chest, then absently gestured to a 
cushion against the wall. “Sit.”

Violet raised an eyebrow at the labyrinth of  candles burning 
on the floor between her and the pillow. “I’ll stand,” she replied. 

Mommar clicked his tongue. “Always on guard. Unable to 
relax. Even here, where you see you have nothing to fear.” He 
spread his hands wide in a show of  innocence. “You are wel-
come here. But you will not let down your wall.”

“No,” she decided. “I don’t think I will.”
“What is it Millard calls you? Ah, yes…Viola Canina. Did you 

know he calls you that?”
Violet gritted her teeth. “No.”
“Do you know what that means?” 
Viola Canina. Something inside her chest prickled. The idea 

that Millard, her Millard, to whom she had shown nothing but 
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absolute loyalty, had a name for her that he kept secret…not a 
pet name, but a joke, a private tease that he reserved for himself, 
and for this man Mommar, his one-time enemy. It caught her 
off-guard, and she suddenly felt naked, exposed. 

“It is a flower,” Mommar continued. “A small and beautiful 
violet that appears delicate, but it grows in dry, cruel places, and 
so it is strong. You see, Millard prizes you for your beauty and 
strength. This is why he calls you Viola Canina. But it is not the 
only reason. This is a play on words. Viola Canina means ‘dog 
violet.’ Is that what you are? Violet, the dog of  Millard?”

Violet felt her face become hard. “Is that what you think I 
am?”

“In truth, I do not know.” Mommar rose from his cushion 
and crossed the floor, deftly avoiding the burning candles. He 
moved like lace through the air, and he brought himself  close 
to Violet, so close she could smell the seed oil in his hair.  “Is 
that why you have come alone? Has Millard sent you to end our 
agreement, once and for all? Did he command his pet to rip out 
my throat, like a mongrel dog?”

“No,” Violet said, her voice like stone. “I’ve come alone, with-
out Millard, so I can rip out his heart, like a mongrel woman.” 

Mommar furrowed his brow, and his composure. He laughed, 
a short, hard grunt of  surprise. “Well, now you have my atten-
tion,” he said. He eased backward and found the wall, leaning 
back thoughtfully against the bricks and silk. “Treason is always 
interesting.”

“I prefer to think of  it as a change in employment.”
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“Employment is a thing of  the past. There is no more ‘Who 
works for whom?’ Now there is only ‘What are you willing to do, 
and for whom are you willing to do it?’”

“Then I’m afraid I find myself  no longer willing to provide 
my services on behalf  of  Millard.”

Mommar smirked. “I doubt there is anything you are truly 
afraid of, Dog-Violet.” He tapped his fingers against the bricks 
behind him. “But what has Millard done to deserve such treat-
ment?”

Violet considered the question. She stepped carefully over to 
the porthole window. “Why do you stay here?” she asked, look-
ing out over the wreckage and the river. “There’s no point to it. 
The bridge is gone.”

“Thank you for that, by the way,” Mommar interjected. “For 
destroying two of  my bridges, and blocking the river to ship-
ments from the south.”

“Believe me, it was my pleasure,” Violet said, reveling in the 
memory once more. The glorious, world-breaking sound of  half  
a dozen bridges exploding at once. God, it had made her feel 
alive. 

“I planned to have your throat cut after that. I would have, 
you know. If  not for Millard.”

“If  not for Millard,” Violet replied absently, gazing down at 
the swirling green water. 

If  not for Millard…
She pulled herself  back from her thoughts. “You kept Lake 

Shore Drive,” she pointed out.
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“I did. I kept Lake Shore Drive.”
“I wanted to blow that one, too.”
“I know. Then I would have cut your throat for sure.”
“Not a chance. You would have lost everything if  you lost 

Lake Shore. You’d be powerless.”
“I would have lost everything,” he agreed. “If  not for Mil-

lard.”
“If  not for Millard,” she sighed again. 
“So I ask you again: why would you abandon him to come 

to me?”
“And I ask you again: why do you stay in the Bridgehouse?”
Mommar tilted his head to one side as he considered the 

question. “Because it is mine, I suppose. It is something I have 
left. It is not very comfortable, it is not spacious, and it is a full 
six blocks away from my bridge. Each time I walk there, I walk 
a gauntlet. Many accidents can befall a man in the space of  
six blocks.” He lifted his eyes to the small tower, watching the 
greenish dust motes floating through the watery light. “I should 
leave this place and live on the Riverwalk, or perhaps on a boat, 
moored where the lake meets the river. But I am fond of  this 
tower. I have lived here almost since the End of  Things, since 
the beginning of  my new life. This room has been kind to me.” 
Mommar turned and ran his hand slowly over the rough surface 
of  the bricks. He smiled at some hidden memory. “I suppose I 
cherish it for the part it has played in my story.”

Violet nodded. “Millard has forgotten the part I’ve played in 
his story,” she said. “And it really fucking pisses me off.”
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Mommar snorted at that. “I see.” He pushed himself  up 
from against the wall and crossed his arms. He began to slowly 
pace the floor. “And why do you think I will not tell Millard of  
this betrayal?”

“Because there’s more for you to gain by taking the offer.” 
Violet bit her bottom lip and leaned forward, just a few degrees, 
just enough to give Mommar a glimpse of  her cleavage. “Much, 
much more.”

Mommar smirked and waved her off. “Spare me your simple 
tricks. I have girls for sex. I need a woman for…what? Tell me.”

Violet pouted, but she straightened up and began to walk 
slowly around the room. “You need a woman who can reorga-
nize your network. Who can spot the flaws in your service staff 
from ten blocks away. A woman who knows the Loop, inside and 
out, above and below, every square inch. You need a woman 
who can open doors for you. A woman who can vouch for you 
to the Lower Wacker gangs, the tent city settlers, and all those 
stupid Amtrak assholes. Who can get you in at the theatres and 
the brothels. You need a woman with some goddamn chutzpah.” 

“And you should be this woman?” he asked.
“Mm. Yes. I should be.” Violet smiled. “I am the head con-

cierge of  this city. And I have more power than you can possibly 
imagine.” 

Mommar made a show of  thoughtfully stroking his chin. 
“Perhaps this is true…” he mused, playing with indecisiveness. 

Violet pulled up the hem of  her dress, revealing the top of  
her black stocking high on her thigh. From inside the elastic, she 
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plucked a small, flat square of  folded paper, about the size of  a 
sugar packet. She held it between two fingers and offered it to 
Mommar. “My resume,” she purred. 

Mommar eyed the packet suspiciously, but he reached out 
and took it from her anyway. He unfolded it carefully; hidden in-
side was a small pile of  aqua-blue powder. He examined it close-
ly, squinting in the dim light. He picked up one of  the candles 
from the floor and held it near the paper. After several seconds 
of  close scrutiny, he finally said, “I give up. What is it?”

“It’s new,” she said with a hint of  pride in her voice. She 
smoothed down the hem of  her dress. “It’s mine.”

He looked at her doubtfully. “You made this?”
“I’m branching out,” she teased. She gripped the metal rail-

ing of  the staircase and spun playfully around it, jumping up 
onto the bottom step and propping her elbows on the bannister. 
She set her chin in her hands and said, “I think I’m going to call 
it ‘madeleine.’”

Mommar wriggled his nose. “Like the girl?”
“Like the pastry.”
“Hm.” He dabbed a finger into the powder, then held the 

coated fingertip to his nose. He sniffed it gently. “It smells sweet.”
“It is sweet,” Violet said with a wicked gleam in her eye. “It’s 

sweet, and unbelievably relaxing.”
“Violet, love, you understand that ‘nose candy’ is just an ex-

pression,” he said.
Violet clucked her tongue and waved her finger back and 

forth. “It’s not for your nose.”
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“Then indulge me. I am losing patience.”
Violet hopped off the stair and took the paper packet from 

Mommar’s hands. She carried it toward the weathered table in 
the corner of  the room that served as the makeshift dining area. 
“Do you have any tea? Oh!” She set the madeleine powder on the 
table and whirled around excitedly. “Lapsang souchong! Tell me 
you have some...it’s absolutely perfect with Lapsang souchong.”

Mommar rolled his eyes. “Look around this place, Dog-Vi-
olet, and tell me if  you think I might have something called 
Lapsang souchong.” 

“It is the perfect flavor profile for my madeleine,” she chirped, 
gliding across the floor. She pressed her hands against Mom-
mar’s chest. “Just the right bit of  smoke to bring out the nuance 
of  the sweet. You must have it with Lapsang souchong!”

“Your drug is served with a side of  tea?” he asked, confused.
“The drug goes into the tea,” she said. “Madeleine is made to 

be ingested. Before, we might have put it into a capsule, but now, 
I’ve had to get creative, and Mommar, I’m telling you, this is such 
a gimmick.” She pushed off of  his chest and began to pace the 
room excitedly, rubbing her hands together and knocking over 
a few candles as she turned. “The powder is added to tea. You 
drink it, and it takes you down, better than Ambien, down to a 
warm, comfortable place. But when you do madeleine, you’re 
not a junkie; you’re refined. Picture it: sterling silver tea service...
lemon cookies on a plate; society friends sitting together in fine 
clothes, sipping tea and blissing out on madeleine. Drugs aren’t 
low anymore; drugs are sophisticated. People get to dress up and 
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play Downton Abbey while getting high. You’ll climb to the top of  
this tower and look out the windows, and you’ll see my valets, 
in pressed tuxedos, swarming across the Loop, pushing tea carts 
to the hotels and the whorehouses, to the high rises and the gut-
ters, everywhere, to everyone, and anyone who’s not on madeleine 
will look at the penguins zipping around with their white gloves 
and silver teapots and think, ‘My God, what am I missing out 
on?’ Madeleine will be a revolution!” She ended her speech with a 
flourish, and realized she was out of  breath. She panted happily 
and brushed back a loose curl, tucking it behind her ear. “It’s the 
future. And it’s just one of  many, many things I have to offer.”

“Very industrious,” Mommar admitted, planting one hand 
on his hip and rubbing his jaw with the other. “A drug with its 
own theme party.”

“A drug that is its own theme party,” Violet corrected him. 
“My people make it. My people distribute it. And I’m offering 
you exclusive rights.”

Mommar nodded thoughtfully. He crossed the room slowly, 
closing the gap between Violet and himself. She nearly gasped 
when he reached out and gripped her biceps, pinning her arms 
to her side. “But there is a problem,” he said quietly, looking past 
her at the little pile of  blue powder on the table. He brought his 
lips close to her ears and whispered, “I don’t have any tea.”

Violet exhaled. “Don’t you worry,” she said with a smile. “I 
can get you that, too.” Mommar relaxed his grip, and he pushed 
past Violet, inspecting the powder on the table carefully. “I’ll 
send along a valet with the full service after lunch. Do you think 
you can wait that long?” she added with a wry smirk.
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“I have nothing but time,” Mommar replied softly, caught up 
in the blue glow of  the fine crystals. 

“Afternoon tea, then. You won’t be disappointed.”
“I had better not be.”
Violet smiled. “Tomorrow, we’ll discuss the terms of  our ar-

rangement.”
“And what will you do about Millard when you break his 

heart? A man will not stand for a dog that turns. He will kill you, 
and he will kill me for stealing his pet.”

“You let me handle Millard,” Violet said, baring her teeth, 
her eyes flashing dangerously. “He’s forgotten exactly what he 
has on the end of  his leash.”

“I do believe that he has,” Mommar agreed solemnly. “I do 
believe that he has.”

·

The end of  the world had drastically changed most of  Amer-
ica’s topography. In Chicago, the world below the ground was 
different, too. 

Violet descended the concrete stairs carefully, searching for 
the shapes of  the steps in the torchlight, trying to avoid the hard-
ened pools of  crusted melt that had once been humans who were 
unlucky enough to die on M-Day in the stairwell of  the Red 
Line. She was greeted at the bottom of  the stairs by two guards, 
one armed with a machete, the other flexing his fingers through 
a pair of  brass knuckles. “Looking fearsome as ever,” Violet 
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said slyly as they stepped aside to let her pass onto the platform. 
She patted the bulging, solid arm of  the one with the knuckles. 
“Shave that stubble before I have to move you to bedroom duty 
in my personal house guard,” she said. The man winked, and 
she patted his cheek. She jerked a thumb at the other guard. “We 
might have to bring your friend, too.”

The guards closed behind her as she passed onto the plat-
form. “Oh,” she said, remembering. She waved to the small army 
of  valets struggling behind her down the stairwell. “They’re with 
me.”

There were twelve valets in all, easing themselves carefully 
down the steps in pairs. Between them, each pair struggled with 
a heavy wooden crate with rope-loop handles. The boxes were 
Violet’s own design; the cargo could have easily been carried 
in any old sturdy receptacle, but something about the look of  
the slat-wood crates made her happy, so she’d had them built 
by a transient who’d spent the last few weeks camped outside 
the Roosevelt wall. She had sent her hostesses looking for a car-
penter out among the filthy tent city, where not a single person 
was on Millard’s books. It was a senseless risk, bringing an un-
washed into the Loop and putting him to work on an errand 
that required such desperate secrecy, but goddamn it, the look of  
the crates made her happy, made her practically giddy, and she 
deserved some giddiness in her miserable life. The last few weeks 
had been nothing but careful planning and paranoia, sleeping in 
fits, jumping at every sound, living with her heart halfway up her 
throat, and she just wanted six crates that looked like they be-
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longed in an old movie about the Gold Rush, for fuck’s sake. So 
she took a chance, found the carpenter, and brought him inside 
the wall. And he’d built her six beautiful crates. 

It was a way for her to pin a flower on the shit-can shit pile 
that this day was always destined to be. And she hadn’t gotten 
caught, so fuck it.

“Don’t drop those crates, boys,” she commanded. “The first 
one to scratch the wood gets set on fire and thrown over the 
wall.”

“What do you want us to do with the second one who scratch-
es the wood?” the guard with the machete asked.

“Hell, I don’t know,” Violet shrugged. “Get creative.”
But the valets were consummate professionals, recruited and 

trained by Violet herself, and their descent was flawless. They 
reached the concrete platform and set the boxes gently down 
without even a scuff, much to the guards’ disappointment. 

In the time before M-Day, the underground “L” stations had 
been lit with horrible fluorescent light that ran the length of  the 
concrete ceiling. Now, flickering torches were fixed to the pillars, 
and oil-fueled chandeliers hung down from the ceiling every five 
or six feet. Lighting and maintaining the fires on the platforms 
took an amount of  time and attention that was disproportionate 
to the tunnels’ use, but there were so few subway stations left 
whole by now that Millard allowed each station a staff of  three 
torch wardens to tend the luminary opulence.

A woman wearing a hand-cut tin badge on her blouse and 
a whistle around her neck melted forward from the shadows. 
“How far today?” she asked.
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“All the way to Roosevelt,” Violet replied.
The woman frowned. “There have been a lot of  skirmishes 

outside the wall this week. The tent people seem to be getting 
antsy.”

 “Antsy for what?” Violet asked, raising an eyebrow.
The woman shrugged. “We don’t know. That’s what worries 

me.”
“Good thing we’re on the safe side of  the wall, then,” she 

said. “Call the train.” The woman nodded and blew the whistle, 
three short, sharp blasts. Something rumbled to life in the dark-
ness ahead, down the subway tunnel. Soon a large wooden plank 
rolled into view in the flickering light, approaching the platform 
from the south.

The old CTA train cars were less than useless, now that there 
was no electric to power the third rail. Three years earlier, the 
onslaught of  monkey bombs had started falling during rush hour, 
and in the aftermath, the rail system was clogged with the havoc 
of  giant metal cars. Many of  the “L” operators survived, being 
from the Midwest and more or less inoculated from the monkey 
dust…but plenty didn’t. More than three dozen train operators 
melted at the controls that day. Some of  those driverless trains 
came to a slow, easy stop. They were, by and large, the lucky 
ones. Others had ramped up to full speed when the massacre 
began, and they tipped off the rails at the next curve. For some, 
this meant crashing over into the sides of  huge cement tunnels. 
But Chicago was home to the world’s most famous elevated sys-
tem, so for many more, it meant the entire set of  cars crashed 
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through the guardrails and plunged down onto the streets below, 
all over the city, instantly killing hundreds of  would-be survivors, 
crushing them flat under almost 30 tons of  steel. 

Here in the Loop, the Red Line ran underground until it got 
past Roosevelt, so derailment damage from this line was min-
imal. When Millard secured the Loop, he focused first on the 
street level, and it wasn’t until year two that he and his team even 
had the bandwidth to begin salvaging the tunnels. What they 
found there in the darkness was unsettling; entire tribes of  survi-
vors, gaunt, hollow, dehydrated, and malnourished, but terrified 
to leave the darkness, afraid of  what they’d see if  they crept up 
into the light. Millard’s vanguard team had euthanized most of  
them, and even Violet, who had a strong distaste for pointless 
murder, understood that the swift deaths were a kindness. A bat 
to the skull was more merciful than the slow death of  starvation. 
Most of  them had actually begged for it. 

It had been Violet’s idea to block off the tunnels from the 
north and the south with powered-down “L” cars.  Millard had 
argued that clogging the tunnels would make future expansion 
to the north difficult, but Violet knew, even then, that expansion 
would be foolish. Power had been tenuous enough when there 
were entire institutions built up to support it; one man’s illegiti-
mate claim on one-and-a-half  square miles of  prime downtown 
space would be all but impossible to hold onto in this new post-
world. Better to focus on building a power structure in the Loop 
than to stretch the claim thin by getting greedy. In the end, Mil-
lard saw the sense of  Violet’s persuasions, and he agreed to the 
blockage of  the tunnels.
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It had taken an extraordinary amount of  effort to maneuver 
the dead cars, but ultimately, persistence and motivated violence 
held sway. The old cars now jammed the Red Line tracks be-
tween Lake and Grand to the north, and Roosevelt and China-
town to the south. The Blue Line was blocked on both ends just 
west of  the river. Between the jackknifed cars and the end-of-
world rubble Millard’s army had packed into the empty spaces 
between concrete and metal, getting through to the Loop system 
via the underground was almost impossible. A handful of  deter-
mined mongrels still clawed their way in through the barriers 
every now and then, but they were minimal in number, and most 
of  the ones who got through were beaten away by tunnel securi-
ty. The ones who did manage to slip by the guards were generally 
left alone, to drift down to the unused platforms and live out 
whatever remained of  their lives in silence, unless the guards got 
drunk on moonshine while on duty and decided to play stickball 
with the tunnel trash, which didn’t happen often enough to raise 
any eyebrows.

The end result of  all these efforts was a mostly-private stretch 
of  subway tunnel, reaching from Lake to Roosevelt. Between 
them, Jackson was the only other station still in operation. The 
entrances to the Monroe station had caved in during the gener-
al destruction of  Armageddon, and no one had bothered dig-
ging them out. The Harrison station was left mostly unscathed, 
but the blocks between Congress and Polk now made up a good 
portion of  the Loop’s red light district, which, while permissible 
under Millard’s law, tended to cater to the more unsavory types, 
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the ones who might get drunk or high and blaze their way into 
the station, where they’d have to be put down. And murder was 
bothersome for business, even if  it was in the name of  preserva-
tion, so they’d bricked up the Harrison stop altogether, just to be 
safe. 

With the old trains forever powered down, a new type of  con-
traption was needed to shuttle staff and approved guests along 
the line, so one of  Millard’s engineers rigged up a wooden floor, 
set on giant casters that rolled along the tracks, propelled by a 
lever that the driver could set into a mechanism on the platform 
on either end of  the flatbed and pump away, pushing the new 
post-apocalyptic subway car up and down the tracks. 

It did the trick, but God, it was slow.
Violet waved impatiently at the wooden plank as it crept into 

the station. “Come on, come on, I’ve got a schedule,” she said.  
“Well, this thing wasn’t built for speed,” the operator com-

plained. Then he added a polite, “Ma’am.” 
He pumped the lever until the wooden panel drew even with 

the crates piled up on the concrete platform. “Stop,” Violet com-
manded, and he did. She prepared to step onto the modified 
train car and held out a hand to the conductor. He stood at the 
end of  the plank, looking at her outstretched hand, confused.

“What’s happening right now?” he asked uncertainly. “Why 
is your hand doing that?”

 “Because I’m about to step onto your rickety-shit apple cart 
in four-inch heels, and you’re supposed to be a fucking gentle-
man about it,” she snapped.  She dropped her hand and stepped 
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carefully onto the plank with slow and practiced ease. “Fortu-
nately for you, I’m fucking flawless,” she grumbled. She turned 
to the valets on the platform and snapped her fingers. “Load ’em 
up. Carefully. Anyone who dings a crate…”

“I get to get creative,” the guard with the machete smiled.
Violet snapped her fingers. “Bingo.”
The valets silently resumed their work, struggling with the 

heavy boxes and lifting them gingerly onto the train car. When 
Violet was satisfied with the security of  the crates, she raised a 
finger into the air, twirled it three times, and said, “Giddyup.” 
The conductor pulled the giant metal lever out of  the hole in 
the floor at the front of  the wooden cart and hauled it back to 
the rear end, holding it clumsily and nearly knocking a few va-
lets onto the tracks in the process. But they were trained profes-
sionals, so they said nothing about being nearly brained by the 
indiscreet oaf. 

They just glowered and vowed silent vengeance instead.
Violet was proud.
The operator jammed the end of  the lever into the hole at 

the back of  the car. “All aboard, arms and legs, hold tight, and all 
that,” he said disinterestedly. Then he began to pump the lever, 
and the car slowly rumbled to life.

The woman with the whistle had huddled against the far side 
of  the station, speaking quietly into her radio. She returned now, 
and walked slowly along the subway platform to keep pace with 
the slowly moving shuttle. “The reports are quiet on our side of  
the wall in the South Loop just now. No reports of  any distur-
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bances so far today. I still recommend caution, but the unrest in 
the tent city is low this morning. You should be safe enough.”

“Sweetie, I know that,” Violet said with a look of  something 
like pity crossing her face. “Don’t you know? I’m the cause, not 
the effect.”

And with that, the train car rumbled past the platform and 
into the black mouth of  the tunnel.

The sheer darkness of  the Monroe station always made Vio-
let shiver. She knew she was well-protected—the valets were pre-
pared to fight like demons and give up their lives before allowing 
someone close enough to even scratch Violet’s skin, and even 
if  they weren’t, she was no lightweight herself—but something 
about the way the pitch-black tunnel could be cool and damp, 
yet close and stifling, all at the same time…it was unnerving. The 
entire assembly was silent as they passed the Monroe platform, 
and Violet’s eyes had adjusted enough that in the gloom, she 
could just make out the gray forms of  knobby shoulders and 
patchy scalps, huddled and watching as the shuttle rolled by, with 
its one flickering torch and its uneasy crew. A strange thought 
floated through Violet’s mind like a dark cloud as they wheeled 
past the forgotten creatures in the darkness: 

Are they the ghosts, or are we? 
The whisper in her mind sent goosebumps prickling down 

her arms. She closed her eyes and pushed the question down, 
locked it away. 

Philosophy had no place outside of  cocktail hour anymore.
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·

The car rolled into Roosevelt, and the station manager 
stowed her Billy club and offered Violet a hand. She took it with 
a smirk and stepped onto the platform.

“A true gentleman,” she teased, giving the girl’s cheek a ten-
der pat.

“Heels in the subway,” the girl replied. “You should get a 
medal.”

“Preach.”
The valets set to work, carefully lifting the crates off the 

shuttle and hauling them toward the stairs. Violet walked be-
hind them, watching their progress closely. She waved away the 
guards at the foot of  the stairs, and they stepped aside to allow 
the valets their long, arduous climb up the stairs of  the Roosevelt 
station. As the last pair of  valets neared the steps, Violet snapped 
her fingers, and the two men stopped. Violet approached the 
guard on the left and laid a hand tenderly on his wrist. “How’s 
your son?” she asked with genuine concern.

“Living,” the guard replied with a curt nod. “Thank you, 
ma’am.”

“Still in pain?”
“Every day.”
“Still walking?”
The guard took a moment and a breath before he replied. 

“No, ma’am. Not for two weeks now.”



25

Violet sighed. She stepped forward and pried open the crate 
suspended between the two valets. Set right on top, nestled in 
among a thick layer of  oily rags, sat a bold, round orange. She 
lifted it out, polished it on the white sleeve of  the nearest valet, 
and held it out to the guard. “I thought he’d like this. It’s not 
much, but it’s—”

“It’s a greater gift than he’s had in months,” the guard in-
terrupted, his voice breaking. He took the orange carefully and 
held it to his lips, breathing it in. “He’s never had an orange,” he 
whispered. His eyes filmed over with tears. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Violet gave him a sweet, sad smile, and 
she squeezed his wrist once more. Then she turned back to her 
valets and said, “Boys?” They closed the crate and began their 
climb. Violet stepped carefully behind them, ascending slowly 
out of  the darkness.

·

“Where do you want them?” the valet asked, struggling with 
the weight of  the box and trying to hide the tremulous vibration 
of  strain from his voice. Sweat dripped down his forehead—
down all of  their foreheads. But they dared not wipe their brows.

“Quiet. I’m thinking,” Violet snapped. She stood on the side-
walk in front of  the subway entrance and carefully considered 
the massive wall before her. “Don’t put the boxes down.”

The Roosevelt wall was an absolute abomination of  design. 
It was certainly a wall, there was no doubt about that: eight feet 
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at its lowest point, reaching as high as twenty feet in some plac-
es. It stretched from the Chicago River in the west all the way 
to Lake Michigan, running right down the center of  Roosevelt 
until the road dead-ended at Lake Shore Drive. Then the hap-
hazard barricade cut through the museum campus, skirting the 
Field Museum and hitting the water just south of  the land bridge 
leading to Northerly Island. The wall was a massive structure, 
almost a mile and a half  long, and cobbled together out of  what-
ever materials had been handy at the time of  its construction. 
Some stretches were built of  solid stone, pasted together with a 
mud-and-straw mortar; some lengths were wooden boards ham-
mered together to form a sturdy but peculiar latticework. One 
section was just sandbags piled up on each other, hundreds of  
them spanning almost a full city block, reaching nearly ten feet 
in height. One section was just an overturned semi-truck with 
cinder blocks stacked on top. 

It was an ugly thing, and absolutely glorious.
Violet tapped her lips as she contemplated the wall. On her 

side, the north side, the road was quiet, clean, safe. But on the 
south side, tents and tattered lean-tos crammed together and 
stretched along the length of  it, all the way to the river, and be-
yond, a makeshift refugee camp full of  sickness and filth and 
Midwestern survivors with nowhere else to go. They’d come to 
the city looking for safety and salvation. Instead, they’d found 
Millard’s wall, and a complete lack of  empathy. Some would 
always press on, skirting the wall, going around the Amtrak ass-
holes. They would approach the Loop from the north side, and 
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when they did, they were met by Violet and her team, who were 
happy to allow them entrance, for a fee. They could almost never 
pay. And many didn’t even try to make the trip around the Loop. 
They’d worked so hard to make the journey to the city that being 
met with the wall drained their strength and their spirit entirely.

To the north of  the wall, a post-apocalyptic Camelot; to the 
south, a cesspool of  humanity. 

“There,” Violet decided. She pointed to the spot where the 
wall intersected with Michigan Avenue, right at the corner of  
Grant Park. “Set them down there.”

The valets gratefully hurried off, lugging the crates between 
them. One of  them stumbled as he stepped off the curb, and the 
crate dropped to within inches of  scratching the asphalt. “Care-
ful!” Violet snapped. The valet mumbled an apology. 

They stacked the crates according to her direction, three 
boxes stacked on top of  three boxes, set right up against the wall. 

Violet nodded her approval. “Good.”
She dismissed most of  the valets, and they hurried off, walk-

ing quickly up Michigan Avenue. There was much more work 
to be done up north. Violet snapped her fingers, and one of  the 
valets broke off and trotted over to her side. “Yes, ma’am,” he 
said, bowing slightly. 

Violet fished a folded piece of  paper from its secret space in-
side her bra and handed it to the valet. “Run up to the tracks and 
make this proclamation to the tent people,” she said, nodding up 
at the elevated Orange Line tracks above their heads. “Make it 
loud; make sure everyone hears.”
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The valet took the paper, unfolded it carefully, and skimmed 
the words she’d written. His eyes grew large with understanding. 
“That’s what’s in the crates?” he asked, dumbfounded.

“I told you not to drop them,” Violet smirked. Then she 
shooed him away. “Go on, hurry up. And keep an eye on your 
watch. Timing is everything.”

·

Violet stood at the entrance to the skyscraper and sighed. It 
was only just past noon, and already she was weary to her bones. 
Her mask of  composure was unbearably heavy, and her feet hurt 
like a son of  a bitch. 

But she was almost done.
The Aon Center building was, in hindsight, the natural choice 

for Millard’s apartments. He wouldn’t have the tallest building in 
the city…no, nothing quite so ostentatious as that, and besides, 
the Sears Tower—or the Willis Tower, or whatever abominable 
name it went by on M-Day—was squarely in Red Cap territo-
ry. The second- and third-tallest buildings, the Trump and the 
Hancock, were north of  the river, and out-of-bounds, so the Aon 
was literally the tallest building he could get his hands on. At 83 
stories, it was the fourth tallest in the Chicago skyline, and that 
wasn’t bad. Millard often said that even if  he didn’t equate gran-
deur with power, the people always did. But Millard absolutely 
did equate grandeur with power. So the Aon, that soaring mono-
lith with its prime location at the head of  Millennium Park, was 
a perfect seat of  power.
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Plus, it was easily the most phallic structure in sight. How 
could he have chosen anything else? 

Violet stepped toward the building, under the awning of  tres-
tles that used to hold a glass archway, long since shattered away 
by vandals. She strolled past the line of  guards at the door and 
was greeted by Millard’s personal security team. “Gentlemen,” 
she said, giving them a coy salute. She passed through the lobby 
and into the stairwell next to the elevator shafts. What sort of  idiot 
puts his office in a skyscraper when there’s no more power for the elevators? 
she grumbled to herself, as she often did when mounting the 
climb to the seventh floor. But of  course, she knew the answer to 
that: the hopelessly vain sort of  idiot.

She took a few moments to collect herself  and catch her 
breath on the seventh floor landing. She smoothed her dress and 
cursed the beads of  sweat that had popped up on the back of  her 
neck and at the roots of  her hair. Stairs should’ve had no place in 
a post-apocalyptic world.

She pushed her way out of  the stairwell and said hello to 
another security team in the hallway before she was granted en-
trance to Millard’s quarters. 

The seventh floor of  Aon Center served as his home, his of-
fice, his war room, and his gym. He’d removed almost every wall 
that wasn’t load-bearing, leaving an expansive swath of  concrete 
and tile, partially hidden beneath a tasteful mosaic of  colorful 
rugs. The first room held his desk, a massive, ornately carved 
oak behemoth that he’d pilfered from the Board of  Trade last 
year. Violet still had no idea how he’d gotten it to the seventh 
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floor. He’d also installed bookshelves, which lined the far wall 
and were crammed full of  eclectic volumes, everything from 
Voltaire to Klosterman, from Gladwell to Goethe. When Violet 
entered the room, he was standing at that bookshelf, running his 
finger along the spines of  his philosophy collection, musing qui-
etly over the names he saw there, washed in the pale green light 
of  the outside world from the wall of  floor-to-ceiling windows 
overlooking Millennium Park. 

“You’re late,” he said thoughtfully, still focusing his attention 
on the books.

“I’m exactly on time,” Violet countered. “As always.”
“How do you do that? Always arrive everywhere exactly on 

time?”
“I commit,” she replied.
“Hm.” Millard found the volume he was searching for, and 

he slid it off the shelf. He turned away from the wall of  books as 
he began thumbing through the pages. “David Hume,” he mur-
mured, scanning the words. “Do you know his work?”

Millard was older than Violet, by a full decade at least. He 
had dark brown hair that had gone gray at the temples but had 
advanced no further. He was always perfectly clean-shaven, no 
small feat in this new world, and he insisted on being partic-
ular in his dress; he wore cuffed shirts with pressed slacks and 
matching vests, but Violet had never seen him wear a jacket. 
Sometimes he wore a tie; sometimes his shirt was left open at the 
throat. Today was an open-throat kind of  day.

“I think I slept through that one,” Violet said offhandedly, 
falling into an overstuffed leather chair on the other side of  his 
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desk and kicking her legs up over the armrest.  She pushed off 
her Louboutins, and they clattered to the floor. She purred softly 
as she set to work rubbing her feet. 

“Hume was a skeptical man,” Millard said, still flipping 
pages, still not looking up from the book. “He believed that just 
because the sun has risen in the east every day since the dawn 
of  time doesn’t mean it’ll rise in the east tomorrow. Nothing is 
certain; everything can change.” Now he looked up from the 
text, his eyes meeting Violet’s for the first time. He held her in 
his blue-eyed gaze and said, “I wonder what changes today will 
bring.”

“I hope it brings me a cocktail,” Violet countered. “It’s been 
a day.”

“It’s barely noon,” Millard replied with a smirk.
“Better make it a double, then.”
He crossed over to his bar cart and twitched his fingers as he 

searched for the right bottle. There were half  a dozen pre-M-
Day liquors on display—a Tanqueray, a Basil Hayden’s, a John-
nie Walker Blue, and a few others—but most of  the offerings 
were homemade options, distilled by a few talented and thirsty 
post-apocalyptic pioneers. He selected a bottle of  homemade 
gin, from a batch aged over red peppercorn in bourbon barrels, 
and measured out two glasses. He brought one over to Violet 
and toasted her with the other. “Cocktails are for beginners,” he 
said. “To the gods of  a new realm.”

“Gods of  the realm,” she said, tapping her glass against his. 
She sipped the gin and nodded admiringly. “That’ll do.”
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“Yes, it will.” He retreated to his desk and sat behind it, kick-
ing his feet up on the surface and leaning back in the leather 
chair. “What’s the state of  the union today?”

Violet snorted. “Having some delusions of  grandeur?” she 
teased. “The union’s in a state of  absolute shit. But the Loop is 
running like a well-oiled clock.”

“Thanks to you,” he said, unsmiling, tipping his glass in her 
direction.

“Thanks to us,” she corrected him. She drank deeply from 
her gin. Then, more quietly, she repeated, “Thanks to us.”

Millard chuckled softly to himself. “Crazy world, isn’t it?” He 
looked at his watch. “Did we have lunch plans? Remind me,” 
he said as he crossed out of  the office and headed into the next 
room, the space he liked to call the lounge.

Violet pushed herself  up from her chair with a sigh and fol-
lowed after him, the ice clinking in her glass. “No. I have a busy 
afternoon.” She gazed out the windows at the northern view. It 
wasn’t as grand or as sweeping as the southern view of  Millenni-
um Park, but looking to the northeast, she could see across Lake 
Shore East Park, and the wind blew hard enough off the lake 
and down the river that the green mist was thin, allowing her to 
see all the way to DuSable Harbor, where the river met the lake. 

Millard looked up at her questioningly. “Really,” he said.
“Mm.” Violet sipped her gin. “This is just to catch up. State 

of  the union,” she smirked. 
“A well-oiled clock,” he murmured absently. “I don’t think I 

knew you had meetings today. What are you getting up to?” he 
asked.
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“Oh, this and that. Business at the lake,” she said. She 
watched him carefully. “Business on the pier.”

Millard tensed. He set his drink down on the coffee table 
and picked up a pair of  binoculars. “Business on the pier?” he 
asked, his throat tight. He held up the lenses, and through them, 
he scrutinized the harbor. “What sort of  business on the pier?”

Here we go, Violet thought. She took a deep breath, and then 
she smiled. “It’s strange how things change, isn’t it?” she asked 
softly, almost to herself. 

Millard’s grip tightened on the binoculars, so tight that the 
silicone squeaked under his grasp. “What’s happening with my 
boats, Violet?” His voice was cold as lake water. 

Once a week, Millard sent six fishing boats up the coast of  
Lake Michigan, loaded with goods: canned food, homemade ap-
ple wine, sometimes weapons, sometimes drugs. Three days later, 
they would return, filled with various goods of  trade from Wis-
consin and the Upper Peninsula. Usually, when they returned to 
Chicago, they pulled into the harbor, docked in their quays, had 
their stores unloaded, and sat there until the next week, when 
they’d be loaded back up and sent out again. 

Usually, the boat captains followed Millard’s orders.
Usually.
“I used to get so frustrated about the thought of  you,” Violet 

mused, swirling the ice in her glass. “You treated me with such 
care…I used to think it was love, almost. But then you’d raise 
a hand, raise your voice, cut me up, or cut me out. I almost 
thought maybe that was love, too. For a while.”
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“Violet,” Millard said, gritting his teeth. “What’s happening 
with my boats?”

She padded slowly down the length of  the room in her bare 
feet, enjoying the feel of  the plush rug under her toes. “When 
I had the idea to bring down the bridges, I was thrilled. Invigo-
rated. It was a good plan, a vicious plan, and I knew you’d like it. 
I thought, ‘This is the thing. This is what will bind us. Him and 
me. Millard and Violet.’” She crossed her arms then, holding 
up her glass, resting her forehead against the cool condensation. 
“Millard and his pet.”

Millard lowered the binoculars from his eyes. He turned 
to face Violet, his face growing pink with the flush of  blood. 
“Whatever you think is between us,” he said, his words measured 
but trembling with annoyance, “don’t mistake it for love.” He 
clenched his free hand into a fist. The air around his knuckles 
vibrated. “What did you do to my boats?” 

But Violet continued. “It was such a good plan, so simple and 
elegant, wasn’t it? And you told me I could do it, but I couldn’t 
do it all the way. No,” she said, narrowing her eyes and pointing 
in his direction with a finger that dripped cool slips of  water 
from the glass. “No, I couldn’t have Lake Shore Drive, Mom-
mar’s territory, and I thought, why in God’s name would some-
one like you make a deal with someone like him?”

“Think very carefully about the next words you say,” Millard 
advised. 

“I did think about it carefully,” Violet assured him, resuming 
her slow pace along the rug. “I did. I thought about it very care-
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fully. And I just couldn’t crack it. So you know what I did? I put 
my boys to work.”

Millard rolled his head on his neck, cracking the bones like 
twigs. “Violet, I am going to—”

“My valets love me,” she said, trampling on his words. “They 
love me, Millard. I am their queen. Their muse. Their mother. 
Their goddess. I think along the way, you forgot that. Or maybe 
you never truly realized it. They love me, and there is nothing—
nothing—they wouldn’t do for me. That’s power.” She drained the 
rest of  her gin and wiped her mouth on the back of  her hand. 
“I sent them to do some research, and do you know what they 
uncovered? Do you know what they told me you’ve been doing?”

Millard shook his head. He set his glass down on an end table 
and reached behind his back. He slipped his hand beneath his 
vest and pulled out the knife he kept there. He sighed heavily. 
“Violet, I am afraid we’ve suddenly reached a point where your 
services are no longer going to be required,” he said. He began 
to advance toward her. “But before I cut your throat, I would like 
to know what you’ve done to my boats.”

Violet hurled her glass at his head. Millard ducked, and the 
glass barely missed his temple, exploding against the window, 
shattering to the floor. “Why don’t you tell me what you did with 
your boats?” she demanded. “Why don’t you tell me what you’ve 
been bringing back from the north? Why don’t you tell me about 
the women you’ve been packing into the hulls of  your stupid 
little fucking boats and selling for sex in the north side alleys?” 
She stepped up to Millard, knocked the hand holding the knife 
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to the side, and stabbed her finger into his chest. “Why don’t you 
fucking tell me about how you’ve been making us rich in human 
trafficking and sex slavery, or about how you slit the stomachs of  
any of  your malnourished sex slaves who get themselves impreg-
nated by your filthy, diseased clientele?”

“Oh, please,” he spat, “don’t play the innocent. You know 
what kinds of  shit we have to do to survive. Don’t pretend to be 
stupid. It doesn’t suit you.”

“Survive?” she shrieked. “What are those girls doing in order 
to survive?”

“What they have to!” Millard snapped, giving Violet a shove. 
She wheeled backward, bumping her legs against the coffee ta-
ble, but she caught herself  and stepped forward again, shoving 
him back. 

“‘What they have to’—what complete and utter bullshit!” 
she snapped. “Those girls are stolen, Millard. Your friends in 
Canada raid their houses, rip them from their families, and sell 
them to you like fucking cattle, so you can send them out to get 
raped three times a day by a hard-dicked piece of  shit for a can 
of  fucking beans!”

“If  they don’t come here, they die,” Millard shouted, testing 
his grip on the knife.

“When they do come here, they die!” Violet shot back. “They 
are walking ghosts. Hollow on the inside. Sick and rotting. Some of  
them are kids, Millard. Fifteen years old. Fifteen.”

“I think I’ve had enough,” he decided. He pressed the point 
of  the knife against her throat. 
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She swatted away his hand. “No. No.” She raised a finger in 
warning. “Not yet.” Millard, startled, actually took a step back. 
“You cut a deal with Mommar because you needed distribution. 
He has routes to Lakeview and Wicker Park, and God knows 
where else, and you knew you couldn’t peddle your girls in the 
Loop without turning it into a fucking sewer, so you let Mommar 
keep his bridge, and you got knee-deep in this despicable shit on 
your own because you knew I’d find it abhorrent, and you are 
vile, the worst of  what’s still left over from before, and that is why 
your boats are lined up, floating in the lake instead of  pulling into 
their docks. And put those binoculars back up to your eyes,” she 
snarled. She snatched the binoculars from the table and jammed 
them into his startled hand. “Take another look, because any 
second, there are fireworks coming. Those ships don’t belong to 
you, because the people piloting them don’t belong to you. They 
belong to me. They are mine. I am their goddess, and at the flick 
of  my finger, at my absolute fucking say-so, they stopped off and 
unloaded your newest batch of  slaves in Milwaukee, along with 
the dry goods, and all that’s left in those boats is your empty, 
worthless instruction. They follow me,” she said, slamming her 
palm into Millard’s chest. “And you have lost me, because you 
are disgusting.”

Millard’s face slowly drained to a grim pallor. He turned 
back to the window and peered through the lenses of  the binoc-
ulars, out at the boats bobbing on the lake. “You stupid, stupid 
bitch,” he seethed through clenched teeth. “You have no idea 
what you’ve done.”
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“I know exactly what I have done,” Violet snapped back. “Be-
cause I know exactly who I am. And I have come to know exact-
ly who you are.”

“Get me my boats, Violet,” he rasped, not taking his eyes 
away from the lake. “Get me my girls, and get me my fucking 
boats.”

“They don’t belong to you, Millard. The boats aren’t yours. 
The girls are not yours. You have nothing,” she hissed, stepping 
up behind him and whispering into his ear. “And today, right 
now, I’m going to prove that to you in a way that’s so completely 
concrete that even a depraved cretin like you will get it like that.” 
She snapped her fingers in his ear for emphasis, and he flinched.

“What did you—?”
“Shh,” she purred. “Stop talking, Millard. Just watch.”
He opened his mouth to speak again, but before he could 

form the words, a series of  bright flashes flared through the 
binocular lenses. The sound of  it was barely audible through 
the distance and the glass…but Millard watched in disbelief  as 
his four fishing boats exploded, one after the other, in a choreo-
graphed series of  fireballs and debris. 

“Jesus!” He stepped closer to the window and adjusted the 
dial on the binoculars. “What the fuck?” he shrieked. 

“No more trips north, Millard,” Violet smirked. “Your pipe-
line just burst.”

Millard hurled the binoculars across the room. He ran out 
into the office and smashed his hand down on the bell he kept 
there, the one used to call in his guards from the hall. But no 
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guards came. “Goddammit!” he snarled. He picked up the 
bell and threw it at the door. It bounced off with a sad, bro-
ken ding. He rushed over to the doors and yanked them open. 
The guards stood in the hallway, shoulder to shoulder in a line, 
with their backs to Millard’s office. “Get your asses down there!” 
he screamed. He leapt forward and jammed one of  the guards 
in the shoulder. The guard stumbled, but regained his stance 
without turning, and without responding. “Get your men to the 
docks! Our fucking boats are on fire!” he shrieked. But the guards 
didn’t flinch. “Son of  a bitch!”

Millard stormed back into the office and slammed the doors 
behind him. “You are going to rue this fucking day,” he hollered 
to Violet in the other room. “You are going to rue this fucking 
day!” 

Violet padded lightly into the office and leaned her shoulder 
against the entryway. She held the binoculars in her hand, and 
she hefted them gently as she watched Millard scramble. “I told 
you, they aren’t yours anymore.”

“I’ll deal with you in a second.” He ran behind his desk and 
yanked open the top drawer. He pulled a walkie-talkie from the 
disheveled mess inside and clicked it on. “Mommar? Mommar! 
Get off your lazy, doped-up ass and get your people to the docks! 
Salvage what you can of  the boats!” He released the talk button 
and held the walkie up, waiting for a response that didn’t come. 
He jammed his finger back down on the button and shrieked, 
“Goddammit, Mommar, pick up the fucking radio!”

The sound of  static crackled to life. Millard held the radio to 
his ear, holding his breath, waiting for words. “Violet…” Mom-
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mar rasped on the other end. There was a crashing sound, and 
then the radio went dead. Millard slammed his hand down on 
the desk, but two seconds later, the radio kicked back up with 
static, and Mommar’s grainy whisper came through again: “Viola 
canina…” he hissed, then he laughed, the sound tinny and crack-
ling on the flimsy speaker. The laughs devolved into a coughing 
fit, and then Mommar spat…and the radio went dead for good.

“Mommar? Mommar!” Millard screamed. He beat the 
bottom edge of  the walkie on the desk until it shattered, and 
he hurled the fragments of  the radio at the window. Then he 
whirled around to face Violet. He stabbed a finger in her direc-
tion and whispered, “What did you do?” His voice quivered with 
rage.

“He must have tried the madeleine,” she said, pleased. “I tell 
you what, give a junkie some rat poison mixed with Pixy Stix, tell 
him it’s some magical tea-time bullshit drug, and just like that…” 
she snapped her fingers, “…half  your problems are solved.”

Millard’s anger flooded through him so hotly, so thickly, that 
every inch of  his skin trembled red. He stalked out from behind 
the desk, toward Violet, grinding his teeth in rage. “Your prob-
lems are just fucking beginning,” he growled. “I promise you 
that, you stupid—”

“Bitch, right, I got it,” Violet said, sounding bored. “Your 
threats are well-noted. Here, take these.” She tossed him the bin-
oculars. “You’re going to need them in a second.”

He fumbled with the binoculars and stared down at them, 
caught somewhere between anger and curiosity. “What?” he 
asked dumbly.
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Violet pushed herself  away from the wall and sauntered out 
into the office. “So!” she said as she clapped her hands. “Obvi-
ously, when I found out you were into human trafficking and sex 
slavery, I knew I had to end it all, but I didn’t just want to have 
you killed in your sleep. There’s hardly any fun in that, and cer-
tainly no elegance, but more importantly, I thought it would be 
important for you to feel absolute loss. I thought, if  I could bring 
down your entire world, then you might begin to feel just the 
slightest fraction of  what those girls feel. And to make sure you 
really get it, I knew there are three things I needed to take away 
from you.” She began ticking them off on her fingers: “Your 
‘goods’—you know, the girls and the drugs…we took care of  
that with the boats—your alliances—sorry, Mommar—and that 
crucial third thing that you love so much.”

“Let me guess,” Millard snarled. “My pride.”
Violet snorted. “Fuck your pride. I’m taking your city. I’m 

taking it, and I’m burning it to the ground.”
Suddenly, the air in the Loop rumbled with the force of  an 

explosion. A massive ball of  fire and smoke billowed up in the 
south, on the far end of  Grant Park. The blood drained from 
Millard’s face as he ran to the windows and looked out through 
the binoculars. He spun the dial until the world came into focus. 
The smoke was rising from his wall, his beautiful Roosevelt wall. 
A massive hole had been blown right through it, at the point 
where it intersected with Michigan Avenue.

Violet’s crates, loaded down with C-4, Semtex, and as many 
jugs of  fuel as she could find, had gone off perfectly. The gap 
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they’d torn into the wall was over 30 feet wide. And as Millard 
watched in absolute despair, the smoke cleared, the debris fell, 
and through the smoke and the mist, the first cautious tent city 
dwellers stepped through the hole, crossing from their shithole 
in the south into Millard’s utopia of  the north. They came in 
uncertainly at first, stepping carefully over the rubble, gazing 
around the pristine South Loop in wonder…but soon, encour-
aged by the desolation of  the street, they were jostling and run-
ning, flooding in through the gap, spreading like an ocean wave 
breaking on an asphalt shore. Hundreds of  refugees, thousands of  
them, poured into the Loop, dragging their filthy tents and their 
ragged children. On the orders of  Violet’s valet, they stormed 
the buildings along Roosevelt and South Michigan, smashing 
the windows, tipping over post boxes, creating a gleeful melee, 
destroying Millard’s pristine city from the south.

“This is all theatrics,” Violet admitted a little sadly. “They’ve 
been instructed to stop at Jackson. They’ll live up here, on the 
north end of  the Loop, and we want it to be nice for them. 
They’ve certainly earned it. But I want you to watch them de-
stroy the southern edge. It’s symbolic. You know? You tried to 
keep them out, I let them in, they’re destroying everything you 
worked for, et cetera. You probably get it. You’re smart enough.”

Millard lowered the binoculars. The fire faded from his eyes. 
His knees buckled, and he slouched down the window, hitting 
the floor like a rag doll, propped up against the glass by bones 
and sinew and not much else. 
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“I saved your life,” he said, his voice hollow. “I gave you a 
place. I formed an eye in the hurricane, and I invited you into it. 
You are alive because of  me.”

“Oh, honey.” Violet crouched down next to the slumped 
man and stroked his cheek. “Maybe you’re not smart enough. 
I’m not alive because of  you. You’re alive because of  me. Your 
people fell in line because I nudged them into step. The Loop 
sparkles because I guard the bridges and sweep away the dirt. 
I don’t live inside the eye of  the hurricane; I am the eye of  the 
hurricane. And you fucked up, so it’s time for me to move on, 
and let the storm break over you.” She took his chin in her hand 
and pulled it back, forcing him to look her in the eye. “I’m not 
your viola canina. If  I’m a dog, then I’m a dog without a master. I 
am my own. And I bite hard.” She dropped his chin and stood, 
looking down pitifully over his crumpled form. 

“You won’t leave me like this,” he said, rocking on his knees, 
his voice soft. 

“No,” she sighed. “I won’t.” She clapped twice, and the doors 
to the office opened. The guards from the hall filed in. “I vowed 
to take everything you have. And I always keep my promises.” 
She squeezed one of  the guards on the shoulder. “Come to the 
station when you’re done,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am.”
Millard looked up, dazed, as the men closed in around him. 

“Violet…” he whimpered. 
But it was too late. 
She had already left the room.
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The man in the blue cap entered the train car and sighed as 
he plopped down across from Violet. “Rufus,” he said, extending 
his hand. “Conductor.”

“Violet,” she replied, taking his hand. “Charmed.”
He removed his cap and ran a finger through his greasy 

blond hair. “Your people move like the devil’s army,” he said 
grudgingly. “I’ve never seen a train loaded so fast, or so well.”

Violet said nothing, but smiled in response as she raised the 
glass of  prosecco in a silent toast. She sipped the wine and let the 
bubbles fizz across her tongue. 

“Not that I mind you leaving,” the conductor added, peering 
out the window as the Chicago skyline faded in the green mist 
behind them. “We’ll gladly take your bridges. And I never much 
cared for you all, to be honest.”

“Oh, that feeling’s mutual,” Violet assured him.
“But I’ve been all over this damn wasteland, both before 

M-Day and after,” he continued. He gave her a strange look. 
“There aren’t many places as clean or as calm as the Loop. Or 
as safe. Why would you want to give that up?” 

Violet pondered the question. She took another drink as 
she considered her response. Finally, she said, “I set the price 
on cleanliness and calm. The price in the Loop was too high to 
bear.”

The conductor raised an eyebrow. “The hell does that 
mean?” he asked.



Violet sighed. “That means it was just time to move on,” she 
said.

Rufus grunted. “Well.” He put his cap back on, and he stood 
with a groan. “Barring any trouble, we should be in Milwaukee 
in about 90 minutes.”

“Perfect,” Violet purred.
“I gotta warn you, it’s no prize up there. The city fell to shit. 

Controlled by three or four gangs that’re as mean as they are 
stupid. It’s a wild place.”

Violet smiled, baring her teeth in a sharp, wicked grin. “Give 
me six weeks,” she promised. “I’ll turn it into a whole new world.”

And the train rolled on, rumbling to the north, leaving Chi-
cago to be swallowed in the mist.

The End


