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PROLOGUE


“It’s a damned shame,” proclaimed Lord Wickard, Earl of Ebbechester, and a power in the land, “when a feller can’t feel safe in his own country.” He glared at his companions, who, having just finished an eight-course dinner by Francois, the Frog chef at the Albion Club, were now meditating upon the mellowness of the port and the age of the Stilton provided by the same establishment. The earl drew vigorously on a Romeo y Julieta and breathed smoke on his fellows.


“A damned shame,” he reiterated, more forcefully this time for the sake of old General Woodcliff, who was deaf as a post. “What the devil is the government doing letting in all these bloody foreigners? They’re a menace.”


The men round the fire stirred themselves to mutter pensively.


General Woodcliff stroked his magnificent moustache and said, “Venice? Venice? Lovely town and all that, what with those deuced odd boats and those grenadiers with the funny hats, poling them along.”


“You mean gondoliers,” corrected one of the diners.


“Impractical design, of course,” added the general. “Hate to attempt a landing under fire in those tubs.”


“Anarchists!” boomed the earl. “Every one of them anarchists. Tell me why Scotland Yard hasn’t packed up the lot of them and marched them down to the cliffs of Dover and kicked them over the edge?”


A diffident voice was heard to murmur that this activity would surely constitute murder, and not even a Tory government could countenance such behavior on the part of the police.


The earl plunged on, bitterly. “I wouldn’t scruple at murder. After all, that’s what these fellers are doing. They cut down poor Carrington the other day when he was out for a ride. Killed the horse, too. Damned shame, that. Had all the makings of a good stud.”


This aroused much indignation among the group. One fellow had to summon the waiter for more port.


“They’ve made threats, you know, to wipe out the entire aristocratic class of England,” the earl continued.


The general had by now deciphered the conversation. “Balls!” he said. “Thing to do is send in the Scarlet Lancers. Mow ’em down, like we did the Sikhs at Goojerat in ’49.”


“Not quite as simple as it sounds,” contributed one of the diners, a minor government official and cool fellow known as Carsty. “Apparently these chaps—”


“And women,” interjected the earl. “Some of these chaps are women.”


“And women,” added Carsty. “The point is that the government has allowed in so many Macaronis and Frogs and Russkis that you can’t tell friend from foe.”


“Send ’em all back,” said the earl. “Why should we allow a pack of Russians to settle down in the East End?”


Carsty cracked a walnut. “There is some concern that if they were returned to Russia, they’d be murdered. You know, because they’re Jews, or revolutionaries who want to assassinate the tsar. Sometimes”—Carsty pried the sweetmeat from the shell—“they’re both.”


“Proves my point,” said the earl. “If the Russians don’t want these troublemakers, I don’t see why we should be forced to put up with ’em.”


“Hear, hear,” said the general, waving his glass. “Ought to put ’em down like we did the blasted Indians who mutinied in ’57. Catch a few of the crafty bastards and tie ’em to the barrel of an artillery piece. Makes a hell of an example for the others, when the bugger’s fired.”


There was universal approbation among the group. The general might be edging toward senility, but he still had his wits about him when it came to crushing rebellions.


“I suppose,” said Carsty, “that we’ll all have to keep a sharp eye out for threats. These anarchists do seem fixed on the idea of destroying our finest families.”


“What have we ever done to them?” asked young Arbuthnot.


The others looked at him pityingly. A good chap, but not a first-class intellect. A deuced fine shot, though, and always useful at making up the numbers for a game of polo.


The earl deigned to enlighten him. “They’re lunatics, Arbuthnot. They seem to think that every man is fit to rule himself, and governments aren’t needed. They want to kill off the old guard and the monarchs and let the common man and the workers have a go at running things.” He paused. “Or not running things. For the life of me, I don’t know how they expect things to happen unless someone’s around to make sure they do. Do they really think a coal miner could manage British foreign policy? Confusing business.” He shook his head briskly. “Anyway, what they believe is of no importance because it’s all balderdash.”


“Balderdash for which they’re willing to commit murder,” said Carsty.


“Put ’em on the firing line,” the general urged. “We’ll see if they’re willing to die for that balderdash. Most of these rebel types are cowards at heart. Most of ’em not fit to polish your boots.”


The group concurred with this assessment, and then conversation turned to more important matters, such as whether Romeo y Julietas or Partagás gave the finer smoke, and would the impending war between the Russians and the Turks mean a disruption in the supply of caviar from the Caspian Sea?


Shortly after midnight, the earl rose and took his leave.


“Wash out for anarchists,” Arbuthnot called gaily after him. Arbuthnot was very, very drunk.


The earl looked fierce. “Just let them try me. They’ll soon find they’ve meddled with the wrong man.”


“That’s the spirit,” said the general.


A yawning cloakroom attendant bundled the earl into his coat and muffler and handed him his hat. The earl dropped a coin into the man’s hand. Word had already been delivered to the mews that the Earl of Ebbechester desired his carriage to be sent round.


The driver touched his whip to his brim as the earl came down the steps. A footman opened the door, and the earl stepped up into his carriage, subsiding gratefully into the rich leather seats. The footman draped a woolen blanket over the earl’s knees, shut the door and rapped on the carriage. The horses stepped out and the earl sighed contentedly. A fine dinner, amiable conversation, excellent port. The simple pleasures of life. And now home to bed, to crawl between freshly ironed sheets while his valet placed two hot water bottles at his feet.


The door of the carriage was jerked open and a rough voice said, “Here, guv.” Something round and heavy and metallic rolled across the carriage floor, crashing into the earl’s feet. The earl smelled a familiar smell, which took him back to delightful days on the moor, with the pheasants whirring into the air as the beaters drove them along. Gunpowder. The carriage rolled a few feet forward, and exploded.
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Ah, springtime in England. Fleecy lambs frolic on the green hills, their white wool sparkling in the sunlight. Apple blossoms float like snowflakes across the fields. Crocuses and daffodils dot the landscape. Warm zephyrs caress the pastures, and the pale blue sky gleams with promise.


But not in bloody London. Not this year. This spring, the citizens of the Big Smoke were being treated to daily deluges from the heavens. Thick clouds roiled overhead, and the crack of thunder punctuated every conversation. You might think that London could do with a bath and sheets of rain are just the thing to accomplish that task, but you’d be forgetting the voluminous coils of smoke that issue from every hearth and home and the reeking fumes from the factories. When the rain comes down in this city, it comes down as brown sludge, ruining bonnets and cloaks and covering the houses with a layer of silt. The streets had become rushing torrents as the drainage system filled to overflowing. A stroll to the pub meant wading through clumps of straw, fruit peels, and bits and bobs of human waste. The stench was overpowering; the whole city smelled fetid and sour, like a vast sewer.


It had rained so much and so often that any day now I expected to hear a stentorian voice issue from the sky: “Here, Noah! Get moving, you lazy bugger! I want fleas, a pair of ’em. And make sure it’s male and female this time. That last lot you brought in was both ladies, and we won’t be getting any baby fleas from those two. What’s that? Rats? Of course I want rats. Two of every kind you’ve got. And don’t forget the lice. They’re thick on the ground over in the East End.” Lightning flashed and thunder rolled. “Eh? Couldn’t hear you, Noah. Sorry about that, only time’s wasting and if I’m going to get this flood under way, I’ve got to keep the weather on schedule. Tarts? You want to know if you should bring some tarts? I’m beginning to think I should have entrusted this job to someone else, Noah. Hell, no, we don’t want any tarts on board. They’ll contaminate the whole ark with their wanton ways. Besides, it’s their kind we’re trying to eliminate with this exercise. So get back to work and find me some parasites. Politicians? I said parasites, didn’t I? Of course politicians qualify.”


Well, I had to amuse myself somehow, even if I was in danger of provoking the Ancient Bearded Bloke in the process. The blasted squalls were keeping customers from the door, and my bints were growing sullen from lack of trade. I suppose I should take half a mo and introduce myself. I’m India Black, proprietress of Lotus House brothel and occasionally, when the mood suits me and the prime minister asks me politely, a secret agent in service to the British government. I don’t care if you don’t believe it; it doesn’t make it any less true. But just so you’ll understand, I’ll explain how I found myself chasing Russian spies and saving Vicky from a Scottish assassin.


Until a few months ago, I’d been minding my own business and running Lotus House. I have a head for business, if I do say so myself, and the bordello was raking in cash from the military officers, government clerks and secretaries, and the minor aristocracy who compose my clientele. I run a refined establishment, with clean whores, Cuban cigars and good liquor. The girls are well fed, and I’m mostly successful at keeping them away from the gin, and as a result they’re plump, rosy and inviting. It costs a bit more to take care of the sluts, especially when, if left to their own devices, they’d be lying in the gutter with their lips glued to a bottle, but I don’t stint when it comes to expenses. On the other hand, I don’t hesitate to charge a stiff price for the services on offer at Lotus House. Why shouldn’t I, if the gents are willing to pay?


So things were rolling along merrily, until one Sunday afternoon a pudgy cove named Latham slipped his cable at Lotus House and departed this life. I could have dealt easily enough with the fellow’s death, but for the fact that he turned out to be a clerk in the War Office carrying around a secret memo discussing the state of Britain’s military (dire, I suppose, would best describe it). I was unaware of this, of course, and thought I had only to worry about disposing of the body, when a poncy bastard named French entered the picture. He was a special agent for the prime minister, that dear old queen Disraeli, and wanted to get his mitts on Latham’s memo. I would have obliged him, but the confounded document had disappeared. It seems the Russians (treacherous Slavs) also wanted to lay hands on the memo, as they had a mind to invade the Ottoman Empire if they thought they could get away with it, and the strength of the British Army was just the kind of information they needed to know. Latham’s document ended up at the Russian embassy, and I found myself roped into retrieving it. French affects to be a gentleman, but there was nothing nice about the way he blackmailed me into recovering the War Office memo. It was a wild ride, I tell you, with me ending up as a prisoner of the Russians not once, but twice, and a fair amount of swordplay and gunplay and bumps and bruises. We made a good fist of it, but in the end the memo disappeared into the sea off Calais, along with the wily and wolfish Russian agent, Major Ivanov.


Whenever French is around, I complain loudly about the experience, but the truth is that I found the whole scenario a good bit more thrilling than umpiring spats between whores and paying the butcher. I’ve always had a taste for adventure (who’d run a brothel if they didn’t?), and careering around England, trailing Russian spies and shooting Cossack guards turns out to be my cup of tea. And there’s the added bonus of consorting with the most powerful men of the land, who are prepared to grovel charmingly when they ask for my help. What more could a woman want?


Consequently, when French came calling again, asking for my help in protecting the Queen from a group of Scottish nationalists, I was only too pleased to assist. We caught the leader of that crowd of assassins, but not before blood was spilled (oh, not Vicky’s of course, or we’d still be hearing about it) and yours truly stared death in the face. I still shiver when I think of looking down the barrel of that revolver and seeing the bloody murder in the eyes behind it. I admit that after that adventure I’d been content to put up my feet for a bit and drink tea while my tarts did the heavy lifting. But inactivity palls, and between the lack of espionage missions, the blasted weather and the venomous atmosphere of a cathouse with too many pussies and not enough mice to play with, I was getting bored.


French, you see, had disappeared. I hadn’t seen him for weeks. The last I’d heard of him was a note I received the day after our return from Scotland. Two words, scribbled in pencil on a piece of grubby notepaper: “Called away.” There was no mention of where he’d gone or why, or how long he’d be away. I can tell you, I was chapped.


Aside from the fact that he is often brutally oblivious to his need for my help, there could be only two reasons why French would bolt and not take me along. First and foremost, he has an exaggerated notion of my feminine vulnerability. If his current mission was a dangerous one, he might have felt compelled to go it alone. I found that a bit hard. I mean, the bloke’s exposed me to the clutches of the Russians, for God’s sake, who don’t hesitate to apply the whip to their own poor serfs in the name of national security and surely wouldn’t baulk at doing the same to the odd British agent who’d landed in their midst. Not to mention the fact that it was me who had saved French from being cut down by a Cossack guard wielding a bloody great sword. I’d felled the man with one shot from my .442 Webley British Bulldog. In short, I could take care of myself and French, and had proved it. If French thought he was protecting me by heading off to do a bit of spying without me, there’d be an unpleasant surprise waiting for him when he returned.


But there was a second reason I thought French had vanished without seeing me. He knew I was waiting for the first opportunity to tackle him about his family. I’m only surmising that he has one, of course, as he’s never said a word about them. I have only the prime minister’s casual slip when he sent us off to Balmoral, enquiring about French’s “fa—,” causing French to change the subject faster than an Irishman can down a pint of Guinness. To be fair (and this is likely the last time I will be, so take note), I hadn’t disclosed much of my own past to French, but that’s because I don’t know much about the old pedigree. Given French’s guilty outburst when Dizzy spilled the beans (you may recall from that previous adventure that French interjected the word “father” to put me off the scent), I’d wager that somewhere in a London suburb is a rosy-cheeked blonde with a litter of rosy-cheeked moppets, all waiting for dear Papa to return to his family’s bosom. Of course, it’s French’s prerogative to have as many little sprats as he wants, and if he wants an insipid little wife, jolly good for him. He should, however, let his fellow agents know in the event, for example, that the fellow agent fails to save him from a Cossack guard with a bloody great sword and has to deliver the distressing news to his poor spouse.


Between French’s disappearance and his avoiding any explanation of his clan and the blasted weather and the annoying tarts mooching around Lotus House, cleaning out the pantry and not earning a shilling, I was in a sullen frame of mind. I’d been brooding for weeks, and I fear my looks were beginning to suffer. A little of the gloss had gone from my raven black locks, and my blue eyes were now a little dull, having nothing to spark a flame of excitement in them. Worst of all, I’d grown a little pinched about the eyes and mouth, from frowning at the thought of the high old time French must be having, dodging bullets and matching wits with sinister foreign types with thick moustaches and heavy accents while I rotted away in St. James, riding herd on a bevy of unruly sluts.


So it was that I was moping by the fire one April afternoon in 1877, while the wind blew the shingles loose on the roof, the rain bucketed down and the whores lounged about stuffing their faces with Mrs. Drinkwater’s comestibles, though how they managed to bolt down a hunk of gingerbread that weighed as much as a cannonball, I do not know. It’s no excuse to say that Mrs. Drinkwater was drunk when she baked it, for she’s always drunk. I’ve no idea if her cooking would improve if she were sober. I have wondered whether, if she weren’t drunk most of the time, she’d have the initiative to find a position that did not require her to consort with half-naked bints and elegant wastrels. I stabbed my piece of gingerbread with the tines of my fork and was not surprised to see that they left no impression. I sipped the watery tea Mrs. Drinkwater had provided and grimaced. Thinking of my cook inspired me to rise and rummage through my drinks cabinet. I located a bottle of brandy and poured a generous dose into my cup, returning to the fire and the French novel I’d been paging through idly. I could hear Mrs. Drinkwater humming tunelessly as she rootled around the hall, bringing fresh tea and muffins to the tarts while they giggled and gossiped in the parlor. Rain fell in sheets against the window, and the coal fire hissed at my feet.


Someone hammered at the front door so violently that it shook. In the hallway, Mrs. Drinkwater staggered against the wall and dropped her tray, which clanged like a fire bell as it skittered over the marble tiles. The whores shrieked and spilled their tea, and I stormed into the foyer to bring some order to the house. Mrs. Drinkwater was collecting muffins and bemoaning the fact that “they won’t be eatable now, having fallen on the floor.” As they hadn’t been edible to begin with, I felt certain the loss would be minimal. Indeed, the customer at the door had probably saved the girls massive indigestion, it being difficult for the human body to process lumps of iron. The girls had abandoned their tea and raced upstairs, elbowing each other and claiming first dibs on the fellow at the door. Bless their wee hearts; it had been so long since a chap had braved the elements that the bints had all forgotten who was next up to the wicket. No worries, though, as I remembered (being a madam requires that you excel at that sort of thing) that it was the turn of Clara Swansdown (or Bridget Brodie, as she was known when she was at home in Ballykelly), although it might be a regular out there in the rain who already had a favorite in mind.


Mrs. Drinkwater was on her hands and knees on the floor chasing down an errant muffin, so I went to the door myself. I flung it open, smiling broadly and ignoring the rain in my face, for I truly was glad for a bit of custom. Only there’d be no shilling earned at Lotus House from this fellow. I took in his stiff posture, sober black suit and immobile countenance and knew at a glance he was not here to be jollied into smiling by a winsome tart with gooseberries for brains.


“Miss Black?” He didn’t wait for my confirmation of this fact. “I’ve a message for you from Lord Beaconsfield.”


“From Dizzy?”


The officious bloke frowned faintly. “The prime minister, yes. He wishes you to accompany me at once to his rooms at the Langham.”


“Now?”


“It is a matter of some urgency. I have a carriage waiting.”


Well, when the prime minister of this sceptred isle deigned to summon one, what could one do but go? Besides, something interesting might be afoot.


“One moment, please, while I fetch my cloak.”


I left the dour bloke in the foyer with the water puddling around his feet and found Mrs. Drinkwater in the kitchen, where she was consoling herself over the ruined muffins with a generous tumbler of sherry. I informed her that I would be out for dinner, but to make up some sandwiches for me before she had anything more to drink. She sniffed a bit, no doubt thinking me brusque, but I knew that if she waited much later she’d be pickled to the gills and asleep under the table when I got home. I collected a hooded cloak and an umbrella from the stand in the hall and was ushered into the waiting carriage by the somber messenger.


He didn’t look the type for idle conversation, nor, indeed, for divulging even so much as his name, so I sat back and contented myself with pondering why the British prime minister had sent directly for his sporadically willing servant, India Black. My previous meetings with Dizzy had always been arranged by French. Well, that was not quite an accurate statement. Usually French scheduled the meeting and dragged me along to it, just to be sure that I’d fall at the feet of the old charmer and agree to steal into the Russian embassy or masquerade as a maid at Balmoral.


My first thought, of course, was that French had cocked up his latest mission and needed my help to straighten out the affair. I felt the urge to fluff my feathers and preen a bit, to be followed by some well-deserved indulgence in the pride of sin (one can always ask forgiveness later), when a dreadful thought struck me like a blow. What if French had been injured, or worse, had gotten himself scragged? I could see it, I really could, given the poncy bastard’s ridiculous commitment to the standards of conduct he’d learned at Eton or Winchester or wherever he’d spent his youth. It would be just like the man to offer his opponent the chance to get off the floor and recover his knife before the fight continued. My stomach clenched and I felt a faint palpitation near what I assumed to be the location of my heart. Damn Mrs. Drinkwater’s wretched food; I must find a proper cook someday.


I cast a glance at my traveling companion, to see if the news of French’s fate might be discerned from his expression, but deuced if it wasn’t like staring at the Sphinx’s profile. There was nothing to do but watch the rain drench the few pedestrians on the sidewalks, and drum my fingers on my knee until the Egyptian statue cast me a sidelong glance and I dispensed with that diversion. It wasn’t far to the Langham, but it felt like we had journeyed to Edinburgh by the time we arrived. I piled out of the carriage, ignoring Dizzy’s messenger, and made for the door.


I set a sharpish pace to the prime minister’s suite, and my chum just managed to maneuver around me to knock on the door and announce our presence before I burst into the room like a schoolmaster smelling smoke in the dormitory.




[image: image]


Benjamin Disraeli, prime minister of Great Britain and her colonies, was lounging before the fire, wrapped in a paisley shawl and paging slowly through a thick sheaf of papers. He looked the very picture of an aging libertine from the Levant, with his hooked nose and olive skin, reclining on the sofa in a canary yellow dressing gown of velvet with a sable collar and a bottle green silk fez covering his thinning black curls. All that was missing was a hookah and the ladies from the seraglio.


“Miss Black is here,” said his minion, quite unnecessarily as Dizzy had looked up from his papers and bestowed a charming smile on me.


“Thank you, Barnard. Please wait until we are finished, and then you may escort Miss Black home.” The fellow bowed himself out, and I was alone with the prime minister.


He started to rise, but I hurried forward and gave him my hand. He bent over it with a kindly expression. “I’m so pleased to see you, my dear. Sit next to me if you will. We have much to discuss, but I would be remiss if I didn’t offer you some refreshment before we begin. I believe you are fond of whisky?”


While I waited for a glass, Dizzy made small talk about the weather and the Russians (he’s a great one for discussing the Russians, and at the moment they were kicking up a fuss in the Ottoman Empire again and Dizzy was having a spot of trouble with the rascals). I nodded sympathetically while he railed about Ivan, but I was studying him carefully. He hadn’t been at all well while we were up at Balmoral, and the place is not exactly a health spa, what with the winds whistling down into the valley off the snow-covered Cairngorms and the Queen refusing to allow fires in any of the rooms. The prime minister was pale (a difficult feat to achieve with that swarthy complexion), and now and then a dry cough interrupted the flow of his conversation, but it would take more than a cold to stop Dizzy once he’s got the bit between his teeth, and so I listened to a lengthy diatribe about the perfidious Russkis. I had to force myself to sit quietly and hear him out, though I was champing at my own bit to find out what had happened to French. I was as nervous as a curate accused of sodomy, but I nodded and smiled and made appropriate noises while Dizzy blathered away. I derived some small consolation from the thought that if things had indeed gone wrong for French, Dizzy would have gone straight to the point. Then I remembered that Dizzy was a politician and constitutionally incapable of direct speech.


The old boy finally ran out of steam. He pushed back a ringlet of hair from his forehead and grinned wryly. “Forgive me, my dear, for rattling on about my present concerns. You must be wondering why I’ve asked you here.”


“Yes,” I replied. Sometimes I marvel at my sangfroid.


There was a light rap at the door and Barnard pushed it open. “Superintendent Stoke has arrived.”


“Ah,” said Dizzy. “Be so kind, Barnard, as to show him in.” He turned to me. “Superintendent Stoke is with Scotland Yard. He has some information about the matter we’ll be discussing.”


I really don’t enjoy meeting Yard men. Sooner or later one of them is bound to remember me from a previous encounter, and I can assure you that any such meeting would not redound to the benefit of India Black.


Stoke shuffled in, removing his hat and bowing to the prime minister, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I’d never met the man. He was of the elderly statesman type, with a high, bald forehead, a gaunt face and a moist yellow moustache badly in need of a trim. He nodded at me and at Dizzy’s invitation, seated himself near the fire. I sipped my whisky and waited, for Dizzy’s lengthy peroration on the subject of the Eastern Question had obviously been a means of passing the time until Stoke appeared.


A manservant provided the superintendent with a brandy and refilled my glass with some fine Scotch whisky. I do so enjoy good spirits, especially when they are free. And how many people can say they’ve imbibed with the prime minister in his dressing gown? However, it occurred to me that I’d likely find myself paying for the whisky in some fashion before the night was over, and it would be best to keep my wits about me. I took a demure sip.


“And now, Miss Black, we’ll get down to brass tacks.” The prime minister rearranged his fez. “Have you been reading about these dreadful anarchists in the newspapers?”


“I have. They seem to be popping up everywhere.”


“Like bloody weeds,” growled Stoke. “Shut down one cell and another appears overnight.”


“That is the issue we’d like to discuss with you, Miss Black. The government is concerned at the number of terrorist incidents perpetrated by these cowardly devils.”


“The assassinations?” I asked, for unless you were blind and deaf, you couldn’t have missed the uproar caused by the murder of several of Britain’s leading luminaries. (Or so the newspaper johnnies called them, but I was willing to bet that more than half of them were just the sort of inbred aristocratic bloodsuckers the country could do without. Naturally, I did not share this view with Lord Beaconsfield and Superintendent Stoke.)


“Indeed,” said Dizzy. “Lord Carrington was murdered on his daily ride by a bomb planted in a rhododendron bush. Sir William Tetford’s greenhouse was blown up and Sir William and his wife were killed. Last night, the Earl of Ebbechester was cut down when someone threw a bomb into his carriage. These are just the atrocities perpetrated in Superintendent Stoke’s area of authority. There have been others, all over England.”


“And you have no idea who is behind these acts?” I asked.


Stoke sucked his moustache and squinted at me. “Foreigners for the most part. Ashamed to say a few misguided English men and women seem to have joined these bands of ruffians. Heard of the Paris Commune?”


I had not, but resigned myself to doing so. Fortunately, Stoke proved to be excellent at brief summaries.


“Name they use for the radical government formed in Paris in 1871, just after the Frenchies got pummeled by the Prussians. Supposed to be a movement of the people, the working man in particular. Real French government feeling a bit battered and let the people try their hand at running the place for a bit. Proceeded to make a hash of things, passing daft laws that abolished interest on debts and night shifts for the bakery workers. Took over all the property of the Catholic Church. Ended badly, of course. These things often do. French officials finally pulled themselves together and threw out the extremists. Bloody business, that. Lots of the ne’er-do-wells chucked out of Paris ended up here, still burning to put down the ancien régime, only now they’ve got their eyes on our aristocrats and our government.”


“You mean that gaggle of foreigners they call the Communards?” I said. “Those poor folk in Seven Dials?”


If you’re not familiar with the Seven Dials area of London, let me acquaint you with its principal features: filth, sewage, cramped rooms, diseased beggars, loathsome shops, ragged urchins and fallen women of the lowest type. I don’t detest my sisters who live and ply their trade in that slum, but I’m jolly well glad I don’t.


Stoke nodded grimly. “After the Commune disintegrated, wasn’t safe for the radicals to stay in France. Moved here in droves and congregated in Seven Dials. Joined now by their compatriots from Italy, Germany, Poland, Russia. Every bloody anarchist who’s had to hare it out of his own country has found a home in London.”


“Any reason we shouldn’t send them back?”


“Requires careful handling,” said Stoke, savoring the taste of his moustache. He glanced at Dizzy. “Political issues and what have you. Mr. Gladstone—”


Dizzy growled. You had only to mention the name of William Gladstone, former prime minister, leading light of the Liberal Party and Dizzy’s greatest and most detested political enemy, for Dizzy to lay back his ears and show his teeth.


“That self-righteous prig. He’s marching about the country, pontificating on our duty to protect the rights of men to speak freely and engage in political discourse without being shot for their efforts. He says we can’t possibly force these people back to their own countries where the authorities will imprison them or torture them or kill them.”


“Would happen, of course,” said Stoke.


“Of course,” echoed Dizzy. “But the pious old fool seems to forget that in offering a safe harbor for these radicals, he’s created a nest of vipers. These zealots did not give up their ideals when they came to London. They still want to destroy aristocrats and monarchs and bring down governments, and they’re not particular about which country they destabilize. While they enjoy our English hospitality, they’re planning to demolish our nation. The newspapers are clamoring for the arrest and prosecution of the killers of Carrington and Ebbechester and the rest. Every editor in this city has challenged the government to do something. Our citizens are afraid to walk the streets for fear they’ll be caught up in an assassination attempt. The situation has become untenable, and we must do something about it.”


Dizzy quirked an eyebrow in my direction, and I took a hasty draught of my whisky to fortify myself for what was to come.


“That is the reason I have called you here tonight, Miss Black. Superintendent Stoke and I would be most grateful for your assistance.”


“What is it that you wish me to do?” I already had an inkling, knowing as I did how the pretty young French girls supported themselves and their families in the Communard community. The authorities have so little imagination. If there’s a prostitute in the mix, well, let’s call in our own resident slut to deal with the matter. It was likely that Dizzy and Stoke wanted me to strike up an acquaintance with some of these girls to learn what they knew of anarchist plans brewing in the Seven Dials. I’d hear what the two men had to say, but I wasn’t about to go slumming in the vague hope of picking up gossip.


“Need counterintelligence operatives,” Stoke said wetly through his moustache. “Not enough fellows on the force to spare the men myself. Prime minister’s fellows all engaged on other matters.”


So presumably French had gone away on a mission for Dizzy.


The prime minister spoke. “We were most favorably impressed by your performances during the affair of the War Office memo and the resolution of the matter at Balmoral.” His voice was smooth as treacle and his smile saintly. I girded my loins and waited to see what he proposed.


“We’d like you to infiltrate one of these anarchist groups and report to us on their activities.” The saintly smile grew grim. “It will be dangerous.”


“Will I be the only agent on this mission?” I asked with what I thought was a remarkable display of coolness, considering that the idea of penetrating a group of nihilists who played with gunpowder and dynamite without French by my side was, shall we say, daunting.


Dizzy nodded. “You have always worked with Mr. French in the past. Unfortunately, I have assigned him to another matter and he is unavailable at the moment. You would act alone, but of course Superintendent Stoke and I will be available for advice and counsel.”


A fat lot of good that would do when the bullets were flying or the dynamite was exploding, but I refrained from giving expression to the thought. The prime minister and Stoke were eyeing me steadily, their faces deliberately blank. If I said no, would I ever get another opportunity to strike out on my own? Or would I be consigned to the part of French’s lieutenant, forever destined to play a subordinate role in these affairs of state? If I failed, I could wave goodbye to any future other than madam of Lotus House, but if I succeeded, well, who knows what vistas might open up to India Black? I entertained a brief image of an audience with the Queen and French looking on admiringly as I collected a gaudy medal from the old trout. I do believe it was that vision of French humbly applauding my achievement that decided me.


“I’ll do it,” I said.


Stoke expelled a breath, and Dizzy nodded gravely. “I felt sure that you would. Now, the superintendent will inform you of what you need to know.”


There was a pause while Stoke extracted the ends of his moustache from his mouth. “Rumors all over the city,” he said. “New group formed. Call themselves the Dark Legion. Silly name, of course, but these anarchist groups go in for such drivel. Black Banner, Black Flag and similar rot. Dark Legion is new, formed by chaps who were active in the Paris Commune. Implicated in bombings and assassinations in Europe. Got a bit hot for them there, and they’ve moved operations to England. Been operating north in Manchester and out in Liverpool. Now they’ve come to London. Word on the street is that the leader is one of the most influential men in the anarchist community. Chap named “Grigori.” Find him and we cut the head off the snake.”


He paused to slurp his moustache. “Need the leader,” he repeated. “Here’s what we want you to do. Join the Dark Legion. Find out who’s behind them. Description, address, anything. My men take it from there.” He looked lugubriously at me. “Got to be careful. Anarchists infiltrated routinely by intelligence agencies and police. Paranoid lot. Kill you quick if they think you’re a government agent.”


Bugger. This would be tricky. I’d be spying on a group of people who suspected everyone of being a spy. I was beginning to wish my first individual assignment had been trailing some Turkish diplomat to the opera and seducing him afterward. I find Turkish men remarkably attractive. There was a fellow once, reminded me a bit of French, actually—


Superintendent Stoke interrupted my reverie. “Informant tells me there’s a French prostitute named Martine. Supposed to be affiliated with the Dark Legion. Maybe a member, maybe not.”


“Here is where your special skills will be useful, my dear,” said Dizzy, as if I hadn’t already figured that out on my own.


“Martine works for old Mother Edding. Know her?”


“I’ve heard of her,” I said. “Runs a brothel in the rookery at St. Giles, near Seven Dials. Squalid place.” Curse it, I thought. I’ve only been around Stoke for half an hour, and already I’d forgotten how to speak in complete sentences.


“Want you to hire Martine, take her to your place,” said Stoke.


That brought me up short. “I’m not sure about that. Mother Edding runs a very different establishment from mine. My customers are used to an immaculate house and first-rate toffers, not dirty baggage. I’ll have to see this Martine first, to see if she can pass muster. I can’t ruin my business by bringing in some unwashed bint who’s used to servicing common sailors and such.”


“Bathe her,” said Stoke. It did not appear to be a suggestion. “Pretty girl. Jump at the chance to get out of Mother Edding’s. Suit your customers just fine.”


I dismissed the disturbing thought that Stoke might know what my customers liked. There were more important issues at hand.


“I’ll look at her,” I said. “If I don’t think she’ll work, I shall have to find another way into the Dark Legion. I have to earn a living, you know. I can’t put my business at risk.”


Stoke’s face darkened. “Thought you said she was your agent, Prime Minister.”


“Yes, yes,” said Dizzy smoothly. “I’m sure Miss Black will find a way to accommodate your suggestions, Superintendent, while retaining her own, er, professional integrity.” A meaningless piece of twaddle, that, but Stoke seemed soothed, and I’d worked with Dizzy before, so I knew not to put much stock into what he said. I felt confident I’d find a way to wriggle into the Dark Legion if this Martine girl couldn’t cut the mustard. They were men, after all, and if I do say so myself, there are very few of Adam’s sons who can resist India Black.


Stoke had brought a case with him, and now he unloaded a stack of papers and handed them to me. “Background material. Read it tonight. See Martine tomorrow.”


I tried to disguise the irritation I felt at his peremptory tone. No doubt I failed; I’m not much good at standing to attention just because some bloke has barked an order.


“How am I to reach you, Superintendent?”


“Address is on the papers. Send a messenger. Someone you trust.”


“Then it will be a young fellow named Vincent.”


Dizzy nodded approvingly. “A good lad. Not, er, the most dapper in appearance, but very useful.”


“You’ll have to instruct your men to watch for him. He’s a street Arab, so they’ll probably toss him out on his ear if he tries to approach you.”


“Tell him to say that he comes from India Black. Be sure to reach me, then.” Stoke extracted his hunter from his pocket. “Must run. Any questions?”


“No. I’ll be in touch,” I said. I stood, prepared to also take my leave of Dizzy.


He put out a hand. “If you can remain with me a minute longer, Miss Black, I’ve something to say to you.”


My heart contracted. Had I been wrong? Had Dizzy been saving the news that French had been abducted by Russian agents and found in the Thames?


Stoke bowed himself out, and Dizzy waited until the door had closed behind him. The old man looked at me searchingly. “Are you ready, my dear?”


“Ready?”


“To venture out on your own? I certainly think you are, as does Mr. French. But it is entirely up to you.”


“You consulted French?”


“Briefly. Communications are difficult, but I did manage to get word to him. He seemed to think you capable.”


Damned faint praise, that, but I admit to feeling a ridiculously warm glow at the confirmation of my skills from his nibs.


“You needn’t worry, sir. I’m ready.” God help me, I sounded positively eager.


* * *


I returned to Lotus House to find Mrs. Drinkwater retired to her room (for the remainder of the night, if the volume of snores and the empty bottle in the hall outside her door were any indication). She had in fact prepared a plate of sandwiches and left them on the deal table in the kitchen. I carried them into the study and, once I had pared off the hardened crusts and the curling edges of the roast beef, settled down to this unsatisfactory repast while I scanned the documents Superintendent Stoke had sent home with me. For the most part, these consisted of reports written in the impenetrable lingo that civil servants love, be they government ministers or police constables. I resigned myself to wading through it and spent two hours perusing the papers. At the end of this session, I was not much wiser than I had been after Stoke’s seminar in the prime minister’s room. The Dark Legion was a shadowy organization, rumored to include among its members an expert in the construction of explosive devices (referred to as “infernal machines” in the reports) and various brands of foreigners, all of whom had been deported from or fled their native countries due to their avowed pledge to overthrow the governments of said countries. The French girl, Martine, was thought by police informants to be the daughter of a prominent Communard who had died when the French government had attacked the forces of the Paris Commune, ending that particular utopian idyll. Like many other young girls in the expatriate community, she had found herself required to earn a crust as a whore, but this had apparently only fired her enthusiasm for anarchist causes.


The connection between her and the Dark Legion was vague. Stoke’s men had heard talk on the street that Martine had a relationship of some sort with one of the men who had formed the cabal. The man might be a friend of her dead father, or her lover. Some of the memos made for interesting reading, as some lucky detective had been given the task of appearing at Mother Edding’s establishment and requesting a quarter of an hour with Martine on numerous occasions. Unsurprisingly, the detective had been unable to pry any information out of the girl. I snorted when I read that, for I reckon Martine had sussed out immediately that the bloke was a copper. That skill is one of the first you learn in this business, or you don’t last long. I expect Martine had gleefully passed along the information that the Dark Legion was under investigation to her friends in that organization, which made my assignment all the more difficult, as the members would really be on guard now.


I put away the papers and spent a bit of time ruminating about how to approach Martine. I fancied I’d do a better job than the plod who had enjoyed Martine’s charms, but I’d have to provide the girl with a plausible story to avoid arousing suspicion myself. After all, it wasn’t every day that a madam of one of the best (well, nearly one of the best) brothels in London condescended to visit the rookery of St. Giles to hire a prostitute. Then there was the issue of Mother Edding. I had never met the woman and didn’t consider her a rival, but I knew how I’d feel if some other abbess came prowling around, enticing my girls to up stakes and move. Running a brothel is just like any other business: you’ve got to protect your assets. Mother Edding might prove troublesome.


I spared a moment to savor the situation. This very morning I had been lounging about, bored as a regiment between battles, and here I was now, ready to take on a rival madam and a collection of dangerous radicals. It should prove interesting, I thought. In retrospect, that is not the word I would have chosen.




[image: image]


The next morning I sent for Vincent. While I waited for the young cub to appear, I attended to some household matters, paying the outstanding accounts, prying Mrs. Drinkwater out of bed, and dragging her to the kitchen to feed the girls. Then I unlocked the top right-hand drawer of my desk and took out my Bulldog revolver. I swabbed the barrel, rotated and cleaned the cylinder, and loaded the weapon. I wrapped a handful of extra cartridges in a handkerchief to add to my purse. In my line of work, it pays to have a bit of protection. Dreadful times we live in, when a lady has to carry a weapon when she ventures into certain parishes of the city. I intended to have the Bulldog on my person when I made my foray in search of Martine. Seven Dials was no place for a woman of quality traveling alone, but I didn’t hesitate to venture there with the revolver in hand. Anyone who trifled with me would end up with powder burns on his bollocks.


I went into the kitchen to wash my hands and found Mrs. Drinkwater slumbering at the table with her chin propped in her hand. I prodded her chair with my foot as I went past and enjoyed the satisfaction of seeing her head flop forward and her eyes spring open. She looked wildly about the room.


“It’s only me, Mrs. Drinkwater. Please have lunch ready at one o’clock. I’ll eat in my study.”


I took her surly growl as acquiescence and retired to my study. There I sat down at the desk and drew forth a sheet of plain cream stock, with my name embossed upon it in ebony ink. I unscrewed the cap of my sterling silver pen (a present from an admirer; I do so love admirers) and flipped open the lid of the inkwell. Preparations complete, I sat and stared at the paper. In truth, I’m not a great one for writing letters. Oh, I write the odd note to the greengrocer or the wine merchant, but one can hardly call that correspondence. There are no maiden aunts in my life, nor kindly vicars who’ve taken an interest in my education (at least, not in the generally accepted sense of that phrase). I admit that my skill in the art of drafting missives is nonexistent. I don’t mind making such an admission, as there are dozens of other skills at which I excel. I disclose the foregoing, of course, to explain why it took such a long time for me to set pen to paper.


I’d another consideration weighing on my mind, and that was the recipient of the letter. I have mentioned the Balmoral affair previously, and if you’ve read my account of the threat against the Queen’s life, then you’ll remember a withered narcoleptic with a taste for snuff and tales of deceit and treachery by the female of the species. I refer, of course, to the Dowager Marchioness of Tullibardine, in whose employ I masqueraded as a lady’s maid at Balmoral. I can’t say I enjoyed the experience, having to launder the old lady each time she snorted a quantity of snuff and then expectorated it by way of an explosive sneeze. Nor did I appreciate her preference for sleeping during the day and remaining as alert as a fox vixen during the hours of the night. As I had never met the woman before our visit to Balmoral, and had no expectations whatsoever that I would ever set eyes on the dilapidated wreck again, it came as quite a shock to me when she acknowledged knowing my mother. Worse, the old bag had shouted out this revelation as her train pulled out of the station at Perth, leaving me agog on the platform. I was disconcerted, as you can imagine. I vowed then and there to track down the marchioness and pry from her whatever information she might possess. But it was a long way to Scotland, and I wasn’t keen about making the trip before ascertaining that Her Ladyship had something of value to tell me, which explains why I was chewing on the top of my pen at my desk and staring out the window at the rain this spring morning.


After a quarter hour or so, I issued a stern injunction to myself to stop dithering and get on with it, for Christ’s sake, and so I applied myself laboriously to my task.


“Forever in your debt—”


No, strike that. God knows how the marchioness would interpret such a phrase. She’d probably expect me to move to Tullibardine and live out my days reading her to sleep at night.


“Urgent that I know—”


What was I thinking? That sounded desperate, and India Black was never desperate. I chewed the pen and muttered and tried half a dozen sentences, wasting a ream of paper (and the cursed stuff was expensive) and splattering ink all over the desk, until I finally settled on the following:


The Dowager Marchioness of Tullibardine
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