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Prologue

Tapping his pen against the paper, Charlie Munson left small dots that quickly turned into fat splodges of ink as his fountain pen began to resist the sudden jerking motion of his frustration. Ink began to splatter from the tip, ruining the blank featureless page below his hard work. The words and paragraphs he had been trying to construct began to blur in his vision, becoming a meaningless clutter of nouns and verbs. His foot tapped against the floor, accompanying the angry tapping of his inky pen until he could take no more. Tearing the page up from the table, he scrunched it into a ball and threw it into the roaring fire in front of him, already fuelled by his previous failed attempts at creating a masterpiece.


‘Throw any more paper on that fire and you’re buyin’ the night’s round at the bar, alroight? I can barely think it’s so hot in here from the amount you’ve stoked the bastard up!’ Alex Drayson exclaimed in his thick Australian accent from the other side of the room. His best friend and writing partner, Alex was always honest.


Charlie sighed and scratched his brown hair, exasperated. ‘Of all the things I could’ve got a job in, why did I choose to be a writer? We wrote that one book together that turned out to be good and now I’ve got to live out the rest of my career waiting for ideas. Christ, I’ve got enough fuck’n blocks to make a church wall jealous.’


Alex smiled as he got up from the table to open the window of their office with sweat rolling down his face; his long sideburns feeling matted. His shirt had stuck to his back and the patches under his arms were widespread. Charlie wasn’t the only one feeling the blocks, he had been too; a sheer lack of inspiration had gripped him and whenever he looked down to a blank sheet of paper, instead of seeing a story through his mind’s eye, he saw menial jobs he had to do around his house and what to eat for dinner. Anything and everything decided to enter his working mind to keep it distracted; procrastination caging his focus in bars wrought of unbreakable boredom. As he breathed in the cool air, one idea suddenly came to mind: the best idea they’d had in hours. ‘You know what a series of blocks call for,’ he turned around to Charlie’s tired eyes, knowing they were about to lighten up. ‘Beer!’


No persuasion was needed. Slipping their jackets on to fend off the evening’s chill, they locked the door behind them and passed horses and carriages as they headed down to the local pub where the candles on the tables were already alight and the punters were already stumbling. All types of personnel were enjoying themselves, from workers to dockers, businessmen to brokers; one of the only places in town where all social classes could share a common interest: the intoxicating contents swilling in a pint glass.


The two writers slowly jostled their way through the crowd to reach the bar where Charlie ordered them two pints of the good stuff. They found a spare table and drank and laughed, giving their blocks a good rinsing; lubricating the cogs of their minds to get them whirring as soon as sobriety had dug in its solemn claws and made them care of things again. It was not long before three more pint glasses stood foaming and empty on their table with ruddy faces looking at them with bloodshot eyes. It was then, heeding their merry spirit, that they decided it was time for another round.


The evening turned into night and the night turned into morning, and in gradual trickles the pub began to empty of its swooning drunkards and the raucous din was replaced by a sobering chatter around candles running short of wax and wick. With his shirt half unbuttoned and his hair, usually combed with a parting, tousled drunkenly, Charlie leaned back in his chair and finished his last pint. ‘So, how’re you and Marie gettin’ along now? Getting used to the married life?’ he asked, wiping the foam from his lips.


Alex looked down into the foamy dregs of his last pint glass before gazing up into the distance, deep in thought.


‘I know that look. What is it? What’ve you thought of?’


He gently shook his head. ‘Not thinking. Listening.’ In a subtle motion, he turned his head and looked at the table behind them where a group sat in silence, listening to a man with dirt on his shirt and a golden tooth flashing in the candlelight. He looked to be a prospector, and the words coming from his mouth made those at the table feel like they’d struck gold too. 


‘They trudged through the jungle, they told me, trudged through seeing monkeys and bats, butterflies and wonderous things until they got to this crack that led deep down into the bowels of the earth. None of them wanted to enter but they had no choice and so they walked in, worried and confused, following a boy that spoke barely any English, until they came through into a cavern. Through cracks in the roof of the cave, daylight speared and lit up this mysterious cavern; a cavern filled, packed to the brim, they saw, with diamonds bright and colourful and twinklin’. The most beautiful thing any of ‘em had ever seen. Why, just hearin’ about it sent my old digger’s hands shaking! Although, some told me they saw even more beauty than that, with one saying that it stirred somethin’ deep inside and “awakened a part of his soul he didn’t even know was there”, he’d told me. “Jack,” says he, “beauty is always there. You’ve just got to know where to look, and when to appreciate.”’ He took a swig from his pint glass. From the look in his eyes, Alex could tell he was being honest; this wasn’t the ramblings of a drunken man nor the brags of one being boastful. This man was sober and was telling the truth.


‘It’s incredible what they did, what they saw,’ he continued, ‘half o’ me didn’t believe it, I mean, how often is it that you hear of people doin’ something like that? A group of hopeless backstreet urchins from the big smoky city managin’ to get themselves out and away, seekin’ fortunes and freedom. I still run it all through my mind, rattled as it may be, and I’m still baffled by it all. If anything, it gives me hope where there wasn’t any before.’ He paused, ‘I feel honoured to be a part of their journey, their tale, if it is only a small part: they’ve had such an impact on me. I’ve never known people like ‘em, and I doubt I ever will again. Determination, or endurance, I should say, can pay off.’ He picked up his glass and drained the rest of his beer.


Alex turned back to Charlie, completely sober and with eyes alight with wonder and fascination. ‘Did you hear any of that?!’


Charlie’s chin was resting on his chest as it rose and lowered in relaxing rolls with a small string of dribble hanging from the corner of his mouth, but Alex was too excited to be angry. He turned back to find the man, only to see an empty chair and an empty pint glass. The man had left, and the group he was with was getting to their feet and beginning to leave.


Getting to his feet, he hurried over to one of the men. ‘Excuse me, sorry to be a bother, but who was that man? I need to talk to him.’


The man looked barely awake with his eyes squinting and bloodshot. The few too many had taken their toll. The next man helping him toward the door, though, fared a little better. ‘Jack Potts is who he is. Why? He owes you money too?’


‘No. I need to meet him. Where can I find him?’


‘Ah, he lives a few streets along in one of them new houses. Look for the green door, he’ll most probably be in if he isn’t out diggin’. Old Jackie loves a dig, just as much as he loves tellin’ that fuck’n story. I mustah heard it four times now.’


He nodded a quick thanks before turning back to Charlie sleeping in his chair. Rousing him gently, Alex realised Charlie was worse for wear and required a helping shoulder to drape from to get him through the door. The fresh air was revitalising, though, and helped to sober Charlie enough to ask, ‘what was it you were sayin’ in there?’


With determined eyes, Alex looked straight ahead. ‘We’re going to meet someone tomorrow, ol’ cobber. Best clean yourself up before we do.’

The morning air was warm and bright with a clear blue sky. The day had barely begun and already workers were closing their doors and heading out for the next shift, including two writers who had donned their jackets, waistcoats and bowler hats. They’d also brought along their leather cases full of blank paper ready to be filled. Charlie shielded his eyes from the bright sunlight, as pale as a passing cloud. ‘What are we doing up at this ungodly hour?’ he groaned, feeling the burden of the night’s shenanigans weighing heavily.


‘We’re going to find Jack Potts. I’ve got a feeling he’s got the answers that’ll get rid of our blocks.’ Replied Alex with a keen stride and firm grip on the handle of his case.


‘And what answer moight that be?’ 


‘Inspiration.’


Charlie nodded, trying to resist the urge to retch.


They didn’t have to look far before they spotted a green door on a house that had been newly built along the expanding street; recently repainted, it was bold and bright against the dusty coloured brick. At once, Alex approached and knocked.


They stood waiting, before he knocked again.


The door opened a slither and an eye peeped out, then narrowed in confusion, before the door opened entirely. A tall man looked out to them wearing a loose untucked shirt and braces that were lopsided having been slipped on only a moment before. His face was handsome and narrow with dark stubble peppering his jawline, yet his bloodshot eyes appeared redder upon his ashen complexion; Charlie was not the only one struggling this morning, it seemed. He squinted as he tried to recognise them, then rubbed his eyes tiredly, before giving them a smile. ‘G’day to you foine lookin’ gentlemen. I would ask who you are, but I think a more important question to ask roight now is what on earth you call this hour?’ Picking out a strip of paper and a pinch of tobacco, he began rolling a cigarette.


Charlie looked to Alex, ‘I’ve been thinkin’ the same thing myself mate.’


Alex pulled out his pocket watch, ‘seven o’ clock. Sorry to wake you, Mister Potts, but I was wondering whether we could talk?’


A passing look of confusion moulded Jack’s face, turning into concern. He put the cigarette between his lips and lit it with a lighter. ‘To talk about what, kind sirs?’


‘We were at the bar last night and I couldn’t help overhearing you talkin’ about a tale you played a part in, an adventure of sorts concerning a group of people. It sounded fascinating and we’re intrigued to know more. We’re writers, you see, and telling tales is part of our job description.’


A strange smile spread over Jack’s face. ‘Writers, y’ say? Well then. If a grand tale for eager ears is what you’re after, that’s exactly what you’ll get. An adventure of fates and freedom to reach a fabled chest called the Lost Loot.’


‘Lost Loot? I heard that was only a bedtime story you tell your kids.’


Jack smiled, ‘exactly. A fabled chest, indeed. Or so I thought. By the end though, you’ll understand what I mean when I say it gives hope where none seemed possible. A rekindling of faith. The amount they saw and endured; it’s a remarkable journey.’ He paused, blowing out smoke, ‘I’m sorry to disappoint you though, but I’m not the man to tell this, not how it should be told. The man you’re looking for is Joseph Winter. He’s the one that set it all off, that got the journey on its feet. He’s the one you need.’


‘Joseph Winter.’ He said, remembering the name. ‘Where can we find him?’


Jack pointed, ‘next town along. Ask around and people can point you the way to their house.’


‘Their house?’


He nodded, ‘oh yeah, he’s a married man now. Lives with his wife. What a good couple too; they do eiverythin’ together. Actually, you moight want to talk with her as well.’


Alex and Charlie nodded and held out their hands, excited to get going. ‘Thank you, Mister Potts. You’ve been a great help. Sorry again for the early start.’


Shaking their hands, he shrugged lightly, ‘Ah no dramas. I had to face the hangover sooner or later. You’ll loike old Joseph, as honest as the sky’s blue. Safe journey boys. G’day to you’s both.’ He said, waving after them as they walked down the street, heading in the direction of his pointing finger.


Before they left, they hurried to their homes to let their wives know their plans and, for Charlie, to bid his children goodbye. At the edge of the town, they found all the hansom cabs were busy and, as Charlie adamantly said, ‘I will walk over hot coals before I walk to the next town in this state,’ they looked for an alternative. Soon, they found a man with his horse and a full cart packed with goods who was heading in their direction, and they paid him well for a seat on the back which he happily agreed to.


Taking off their hats and jackets, they sat on the back of the bumbling cart with the morning heat beating through their shirts. Taking off their neckties, they popped open the first few buttons and adopted the appearance of casual travellers instead of wealthy businessmen. Amid the clopping of hooves, rumbling of the cartwheels and creaking of the goods they sat against, Alex asked Charlie, ‘what do you think then, cobber? Worth the early start, eh?’


Charlie gave a smile with a red flustered face, ‘definitely; there’s somethin’ there. Thank god you were soberin’ up last night to catch Jackie talking about it. I just hope I feel better by the time we get to their house, the rockin’ of this cart isn’t doin’ the old insides much good.’


The horse and cart rumbled on down the dirt-track road for the next four hours, passing fellow travellers and couriers as well as a lush green meadow filled with the native bouncing fauna. At last, civilisation came into view and the town was in walking distance. ‘Ee-yar, fellas. There’s the town.’ Their driver said with a nod of his head.


They collected their belongings and jumped off, thanking their driver for the ride, before setting off for the town. Thankfully, the distance didn’t take too long to travel, and they entered the town in the afternoon, stopping off at the local eatery for a meal and to refresh themselves.


As it turned out, Joseph’s house wasn’t too hard to find as nearly all the townspeople knew of him and his wife, with all the people they asked having nothing but kind words to say about them despite not knowing where they came from. ‘It’s loike they dropped from the sky,’ one shop owner confessed, ‘they just appeared and bought a lovely little house with a lagoon at the back without a quibble about the price. I mean, it was an expensive property, a proice people would’ve scoffed at, but they agreed to it straight away. They didn’t look loike people of business or wealth, but they mustah had somethin’ stashed away, I guess. Don’t get me wrong though, they’re a lovely couple; always happy, always smilin’, perfectly content, you know.’ Walking out of the shop, the two writers found the case of Joseph Winter even more intriguing and shrouded in mystery, only adding to their burning desire to meet him.


Eventually, they found the abode on the outskirts of the town down a dusty road and saw it to be a small house with a large beautiful tree standing out the front. Their house looked moderately new, not a mansion by any means, just a simple, humble home. It was tidy, appearing to be well looked after; cosy and inviting with flowers and plants potted around the base of the house’s front. Upon a latticework trellis standing before the porch, honeysuckle flourished, growing through to the porch where their colourful vines and blooming flowers overhung the top of the front door where Charlie and Alex approached. With a buzzing anticipation, Alex knocked.


The door opened a moment later, and a woman stood smiling. She was tall, youthful, and had a slender, pretty face with luscious light brown hair tied up to get air to her neck after this hot day. She wore a bright floral dress covering a modest pregnancy bump. ‘Hello,’ she started, ‘can I help you gentlemen?’


‘G’day. We were hoping to talk with a Mister Joseph Winter, does he live here?’


She nodded, ‘he does. Although he’s at work right now, but he’ll be back later. Is everything alright?’


They nodded. ‘Everything’s fine, Missus Winter, no need to worry. We’ll come back later if that’s alright?’ Charlie said.


‘Of course,’ she smiled, ‘see you later.’ She closed the door and both men walked away, already eager to return.


A few hours passed where they visited the bar in town and had a drink, and as the afternoon turned into evening, they decided they’d try again. A strange nervousness crept up on them as they approached the front door and it was with a clammy fist that Charlie knocked upon it. 


There was a moment’s delay before the door opened to reveal a man who looked to be in his thirties. He had a healthy glow of tanned skin from working outside and a slight hint of weathering upon his face in the form of crow’s feet wrinkles, but that wasn’t to say he didn’t take care of himself. His brown beard was cropped and neat and his hair was short and tidy, with small patches of grey around his temples and flecks within his beard showing signs of former stress. He wore a cotton vest, but from his exposed shoulders and arms they saw he was muscular and had lived an active life, which was also what his eyes told. Those greens were clear and sharp, honest and attentive; they had seen much, and, right now, those eyes looked at the two writers patiently, curiously. At last, Charlie began. ‘G’d evening sir, moight you be a Mister Joseph Winter? My name is Charlie Munson and he’s Alex Drayson, and we’d loike to ask a few questions about some things to do with a remarkable journey you’ve been on; we were told it had the power to give hope where none seemed possible.’


The man gave them a look of passing confusion. ‘I am Joseph Winter, but might I know who told you all this?’


‘A Mister Jack Potts.’


A smile found its way to Joseph’s lips, as if the memory of Jack were a pleasant one. They noticed then that he had a golden tooth in amongst his molars. ‘I might know of the man. Come in. We’re just eating, so if you wouldn’t mind waiting, we can talk about this after.’


‘Of course.’ They followed him through the front door and into his home which was, indeed, as cosy as they’d guessed. Straight down the corridor was a kitchen illuminated by the evening sunlight spilling through the window, and a dining table where Joseph’s wife sat eating. Along the wall were framed photographs of their most recent travels and people they’d met. In the corner between the room to their left and the kitchen ahead was a potted houseplant with large fronds, and it was this left room that Joseph led them to. 


The drawing room was large with a comfy sofa against the wall facing the window with a large fireplace and oaken mantlepiece to the sofa’s right. Beautiful jewels and ornaments lined the mantlepiece and a piano sat against the wall opposite the hearth with a framed photograph standing upon its top next to a small purple orchid. Joseph offered them a seat on the sofa and quickly made a small fire and lit it for them to fend off the evening chills, before leaving them to finish his meal. Whilst he was gone, they inspected a photograph of their wedding day and the incredible jewels upon the mantlepiece; they were unlike anything the two men had ever seen, especially one which was long and smooth and seemed to glow purple and move from within. Although, this one was perplexing and they quickly moved away from it, unsure of what to make of it.


Soon, the scraping of cutlery finished, and Joseph entered the room and sat on a chair under the window where the last light of day poured through. ‘Is your wife available for a chat too? We were told Missus Winter had a part to play as well.’


He nodded, ‘of course.’ He then called to her and she walked in a moment later.


‘Hello again sirs. Sorry about the mess, I’d have tidied up beforehand.’ She smiled her radiant smile that made Charlie and Alex agree that these two were a fitting couple.


‘Don’t worry yourself, there’s nothing to tidy.’ They smiled in the glow of the flames as the evening darkened outside, where Charlie then began. ‘Now you’re both here, we were wondering if we could talk to you about an adventure; a journey you both, and others, endured, to find a fabled chest; a Lost Loot, I think it was called, that turned out to be very much real. Is this correct?’


They nodded, ‘why do you ask?’


‘We’re extremely interested in your tale. Mister Potts tells us it’s a tale of fates, and a passage to freedom. We are writers and we were hoping to take notes and eventually write a novel about it, with both of your permissions, of course? It would be a work of fiction, written in third person perspective, yet it would be authentic and visceral, as if the reader were there.’ Alex Drayson asked politely.


Joseph looked to his wife who lightly shrugged, and they nodded, ‘I can’t see a problem with that,’ he replied, ‘it’s a . . .’ he paused and took a breath; they could see events, memories unfolding from his eyes like reflections upon the surface of a pool of clear water. He was going to struggle with some parts of this, they knew, but they were prepared to wait. They would wait for as long as it took, however long he needed. In the pause, they wondered if he was considering what this was to be: a story, a biography, or maybe even a confession. Joseph blinked, before making his decision. ‘It’s a long tale to tell. Have you the time?’


They reached into their leather cases, reaching for their paper and pens. Alex smiled at them, ‘all the time in the world . . .’


Joseph nodded, then went to collect the table for them to work on. Once everyone was settled, he pulled his chair up and reflected, wondering where to start. ‘I’d heard of the Lost Loot, Scott’s Trove, but had never believed in it.’ He began, ‘it was just a story, a fantasy to give excitement and wonder to those who ever dared to dream. Little did I know what it would become to me, who it would influence, what fates it would shape.


‘Before it all began though, before the adventures and the legends, I was a different man. A man of London’s streets, born and bred. A man that never left a trace . . .’

		
		

Chapter One

Victorian London


Heaving in cold morning breaths, Joseph Winter bolted through the dirty cobbled streets; one hand clutching his bulging jacket pocket, the other gripping a felt black bowler hat. He ran fast, his pace constant– endurance was key in desperate times like these; the body had to be ready for a quick dash, a swift escape, if he wanted to stay out of that godawful place again. By now, Joseph didn’t mind the running; after years of it he quite enjoyed the exercise. One thing he enjoyed more though was the thrill of the pursuit, and even better, the art of the steal.


‘Stop!’ they called out behind him. ‘Stop right there, criminal!’ 


Joseph shot a glance behind. The peelers were close but were not as fast as him; clearly, they were not expecting such a flying response when they’d spotted what he’d done. He would’ve chuckled to himself if he had the air to. Quickly dashing around a corner, he slipped down an alley choked with strewn litter and waste.


That job had been easy, almost too easy. You’ve been in this game long enough, old boy, maybe you’re used to it. Or perhaps their security just wasn’t tight enough, especially for things so valuable; he’d have thought they would’ve been more guarded. Not that he complained, if anything, he took it as a compliment. It was just as Mad Vinny had said when they’d met in prison all those years ago: “yer only as good as the things you steal, and yer only as fast as yer feet can carry you. Don’t go stealin’ pretty things if you can’t outrun the people tryin’ to chase you!” Truer words had never been spoken. Mad Vinny had been right, as always, and it was advice that Joseph had held biblically close ever since. There was irony in it, he found, that the one place meant to “redeem” and “rehabilitate” him was the sole place that inspired him into a life of more crime.


In all honesty, his attraction to pretty things couldn’t be helped. Things of worth, of value, anything that had a high price; he had the eye of a magpie you could say, spotting the shiny and glittering from afar. It was natural. It was a skill he took pride in; that, as well as being able to read and write, giving him advantages many did not have. Surprisingly, he even had a mild interest in law– the wrong side of the law, no doubt, but its obstacles kept him sharp and constantly needed jumping over– or running from. Intelligent and quick on his feet, Joseph loved these horrid streets; despite their usual abhorrent stench of decay and faeces and the sweeping swathing clouds of pollution, they were his rat-runs and he knew almost all of them. Very handy when in need of a quick getaway. 


His boots clopped against the undulating stone, pressing into the patches of soft London Mud until he burst out onto a road before a busy market, nearly colliding with the trunk-like thigh of a horse pulling a hansom cab. Eyes darting and sweat running down his blushed cheeks, he narrowly skipped around it feeling the scornful glare from the driver and ran into the market square where he stopped. Stalls were set up in a crowd with the owners loudly flogging their wares, competing with the cacophony of a busy urban market. People walked, bought, browsed, talked; an endless stream of bartering, it was too crowded to run through, but he needed to keep pace. He could hear his heart thundering; he had no choice. Hide! I need to hide! 


Breathing heavily, Joseph looked at the detail within the frontal scene, scouring anything that gave an opportunity. Stalls were propped up everywhere, parting often to let customers wander through the narrow paths. He spied tables of vegetables, tables of apples, tables of fish; eels; nuts; tables selling meats, pork; beef; lamb; chicken. Tables watched by onlookers, customers bartering, buying and pointing and laughing. Beady-eyed children with a light touch and no money slithering through the thrum waiting for vulnerable pockets. Open boxes brimming with food, large upturned empty wooden boxes no longer needed by the owner of stalls; wicker baskets hanging from women’s arms. Suddenly, he saw his answer.


Glancing back, he saw the peelers were entering the market.


There’s your answer. It was a risk, but he was used to taking them.


Joseph jumped around a pile of dirty cloths next to a stall, turned over an empty box and sat against it. He ruffled his hair, muddied his fingers and rubbed his face, wrapped one of the cloths around his head covering an eye, opened a few of his shirt buttons and started chewing tobacco to blacken his teeth. He was in the centre of the marketplace; his eye peering, heart thumping, waiting.


A range of people walked by; kitchen-maids, mothers, a few men and couples browsing for their supper that evening and buying goods from trusted sellers. Out of everyone though, his eye was drawn to the poverty-stricken children; thin with dirty, tattered clothes scampering around wandering legs begging for money with open palms streaked brown from skulking in the grime of the cobbles. Sometimes not begging; finding money for themselves without permission. He watched on as three children took the attention of a well-dressed couple whilst the other two snaked around their pockets and bags. Joseph smiled faintly, remembering the days of his youth when he was just an average pick-pocketer. A pang of sympathy rushed to him, a rare feeling indeed. Ever since old Robert Peel had become Home Secretary and remade the police force, thieving was not as easy as it used to be. It had certainly eliminated majority of the weaklings; over half would probably end up in those overcrowded prisons now. Joseph, however, had been there and was not a weakling anymore; he couldn’t help but smile at the better jobs and new opportunities he’d been getting because of the arrests. That’s right Mister Peel, you keep clearing up the streets, get the old trouts out the way to make way for the bigger fish.


His eye moved on through the crowd, sifting, waiting. Suddenly the children disappeared, darting away like a pack of rats that had just been discovered skulking around the dinner table. Joseph looked on eagerly and heard the approach of heavy black boots.


The peelers slowed to a stop near his box, completely out of breath. People bustled by them, not giving them any mind. ‘Where’d he go?’ one asked the other irritably.


‘He came this way, I’m sure! I saw ‘im!’ the policeman huffed, ‘come on, let’s keep looking.’ They both trudged on through the busy square, passing him completely.


Exhaling, Joseph smiled with pride and knew the law had passed him by once more. Peelers were a problem in his line of work, but with a light foot and a little initiative one could easily blend into a crowd, especially with these streets full of people. After years of honing, he’d learned the tricks of the trade. Camouflage, rendezvous and sanctuaries were a must, as well as a fast wit and light feet– that, and a large empty wooden box. Reaching into his pocket he pulled out a handful of jewellery a man of his social status wasn’t meant to have.


The collection glittered and twinkled, appearing even more bright against the grubby background. Necklaces and diamonds and rubies and rings, all perfectly crafted; a wonder to behold. His scheming and timing had paid well as he marvelled with a twinkle in his eye. All the jobs paid well, mind; his career had been a successful trajectory with an abundance of money and rare ornaments he fancied for himself. This stunt had been almost too easy, but nevertheless he knew Mad Vinny would be pleased with the result.


Slowly rising from his crouch, he stood and surveyed, making sure the policemen had truly gone. Fortunately, they had but the children were still hidden up and, he noticed, were now watching him from under the tables. This’ll give the poor robins something to look at. He took off the cloth, winked and slid off his dirty pockmarked jacket. He brushed it down . . . and folded it inside out.


The children watched in amazement as his old jacket, aged and faded with stitches in places, stains brown and smears green, turned into a black expensive-looking tailor-made garment with a velvet collar. Removing a clean handkerchief from his pocket, he rubbed the dirt and sweat from his face, quickly smoothed down his sideburns and brushed his trousers, boots and waistcoat and combed his hair to a parted wavy bounce. He whipped out a length of fine material and tied a necktie to his starched high collar before picking up a matching black bowler hat that was at his feet and placing it gently on his head.


In that one minute, Joseph Winter transformed from a lower-class vagabond criminal to a wealthy-looking businessman, and nobody had even noticed. Except the wide eyes underneath the tablecloths. He raised a finger to his lips and shook his head; a secret they had to share. The children nodded, smiling and giggling. Joseph smiled back, tipped his hat politely and strolled on through the market heading for the Back House, his hands dug deep into his pockets to avoid any loud jingling.


In some respects, Joseph Winter was a master of his trade. A lifetime of stealing, burglaries, gaining contacts and rising through the ranks had honed his skills into that of an expert thief, a burglar whose tastes varied beyond the simple coin– indeed, he was interested in finer things than that. Jewels, horses, women, expensive clothing and other things a working-class man shouldn’t even be seeing– these were his forte, his main level of expertise. Shops were raided, stocks were swayed, businesses were hijacked all in the name of prosperity. Money was a material he was in contact with frequently; enough to love it rather than depend on it, toying with it in ways to develop its growth. Gambling it and laundering it to earn from it; he played a big game. To a horticulturalist, money was his plant and he spent his days watering it regularly. He wasn’t a wealthy man, yet his wallet was far from empty. He wasn’t a famous man, but he was sought after. At thirty years old, at the top of his chain, Joseph had become widely known around the backstreets as Trace– because he never left one.


Taking an exit from the market, he walked the streets with his nose in the air as a man of wealth would do, acting as if the only things in life that should be taken care of was how full a man’s pocket was and how grand he can keep his property. People reacted differently instantly, keeping their heads down with those of a higher class beginning to sniff a new fish in their small pond. Let them look, let them all look, but whatever you do, do not roll up here. Already he could feel his chest beginning to tense and his fingers jitter; the temptation to pick out his tobacco and light a strip of yesterday’s newspaper was almost too much. Keep it together, wearing this jacket I should be smoking a cigar– not a strip of yesterday’s news.


His pace was brisk as he marched past a bakery, inhaling as he did so; the smell was bliss compared to the hazy concocted mist of coal smoke and horse and human waste alike. Moving hastily past a pair of women strolling and nattering, he crossed the road, narrowly dodging a hansom as it trotted along the cobbles beside him. Onto the pavement, he strode with an air of wealth, politely nodding to others who knew the game who passed by, knowing to keep quiet when he was working. A pair of peelers then approached– they wouldn’t recognise him of course, his disguise offered him a false appearance of importance that the peelers dared not to touch but then a sudden panic gripped him as one slowed, eyed him up . . . then walked past giving a polite nod. Joseph nodded back. If only they knew who they’d just walked past. Not for the first time this morning he could have laughed, but then his attitude changed as he felt eyes prying– eyes he could not see but could see him. Anxious, this façade was tiresome. I’ve got to get off the streets.


Spotting the next turn off, Joseph darted down another street off the main thoroughfare but this one was even more cramped full of people going about their daily business. He walked around a trio of men rolling barrels full of beer to the brewery and skirted around a woman selling barely edible fish. Children ran around, ducking and dodging and disappearing into the crowd, past the workers playing dice and crabs in their break. Women passed by with baskets laden with groceries and gypsies sat smoking in their patterned bandanas, watching the lively street with a keen eye.


Sounds of London life filled his ears; there was no escaping it. It was everywhere. Around every corner, every shop, every street there were people bustling and moving; he gently shook his head, he could remember a time when the influx of people was just an inkling, a steady stream before this industrial boom had turned the stream into a fast-flowing current as more people abandoned their rural setting in search of new work in the developing city. Joseph shrugged to himself; more people, more belongings, more work for me. In all honesty, he wasn’t complaining; he liked his job– it gave him a thrill. He didn’t need to do it, but in a way, he did. 


A left, right and left again brought him to his destination: The Back House. The central hub of activity for people like Joseph– a place to trade, exchange and gain insight into likely hotspots vulnerable for a pilfering. Joseph peered up at the wide wooden warehouse squeezed between two other buildings; to the flaking white paint peeling off the sliding doors, to the old wood that needed a varnish. It certainly didn’t look like much, but to Joseph this place was a second home. He knew too well not to use the front door– it was only a ruse that led into a storage facility for the local wool factory. The actual place of importance lay below ground, down a hidden staircase around the back wherein lay large vaulted wine cellar; the doors to which were concealed by a thicket of holly bushes.


Excited to be back, Joseph hurried between the buildings away from the drone of sound and came to the back of the warehouse where rubble lay strewn. Weeds poked from the ground here and rats skirted through the mess. It was perfect. It looked awful, which paradoxically was great. The less attention, the better.


He found the holly bushes growing up against the back wall and moved the boards beside them, another distraction, to find the wooden doors underneath. Lifting the doors outwards, he walked down the first few steps before closing the doors behind him. Descending, he came to the door at the bottom where he knocked, was inspected, then allowed to enter the Back House.


Dense stagnant air clogged his nose at first and a fusty aroma of cheap beer, cider, wine and mildew lay heavy in his lungs and but after a few breaths the smell was comforting, like stepping through your front door at the end of a long day. He breathed it in deeply and listened to the constant noise that the Back House always came with. Men and women alike talked business in private booths and on the tables with beauties on their laps, laughed with old friends over pints of cheap ale and either had their fortune read behind one curtain or briefly loved an open-legged woman behind another. A sandy pit in the centre of the floor made grand entertainment for cockfighting as well as a makeshift unlicensed boxing ring. Today, boxing was on the stubs and crowds were gathered around the ring, cheering on the bareknuckle punters to win their bets.


Despite the hubbub and cloying smells, the atmosphere was always merry, like an extended family gathering welcoming strangers and old-timers alike. True, the Back House wasn’t much, but it was a secret place to lie low for a while to recuperate and relax from the watchful eye of the ever-growing laws. Everyone was in the same boat here, it was an equal playing field; no one was rich, anyone was welcome, and everyone knew how to make the best of things. People knew how to get by. Joseph gave time to let his eyes adjust to the dim orange glow of the candles, setting the scene in a faint mellow hue.


A cheer went up, ‘Eyy! Trace’s ‘ere!’ Men and women sitting at the tables over to the far right were looking at him raising their jugs of ale in greeting, calling to be heard above the din from the fight. Joseph smiled. The “usuals” were always here, although he wouldn’t exactly call them reliable; they were criminals just as he was: crafty and meticulous, light of hand, they were the magpies of London in their constant search for the silky and the shiny. Either way though, they were friendly characters. He didn’t trust a single one.


He lifted his hat and called back, ‘good to see you.’ Even though it wasn’t. None of them questioned his fine-looking attire, nearly all knew of his little jacket trick just as he knew some of their tricks too. As in the gaol, this place was common ground to share ideas, yet Joseph rarely shared. You didn’t get far by doing that often. His eyes were drawn to the fight in the ring. It was bloody, and the topless boxers were tiring; their fists bleeding, hearts beating to the shouts and cries of the forceful gamblers. 


‘Come over ‘ere, my man! My old possum, eh? Let us get you a pint o’ the strong stuff, get some neck oil down yer!’ A man cried to him, beckoning him over. Joseph considered; he was strictly here on business as he scoured the large cellar, past the brick pillars in search for the man he had to see, the man with the brand Mister Vinny Jenkins. Unfortunately, he wasn’t at the tables and as Joseph scoured the main floor, he saw he wasn’t there either, neither was he in the crowd of gamblers nor at the kegs filling a pint. He huffed, glancing around to the left where beds of straw had been made for vagabonds in need of comfort. Not there either. Might as well have one. He skulked over to the table where John sat, his tight-corseted prostitute on his lap. Other friends were around the table too, punters pretending to be hard cases. Joseph pulled up a chair. ‘Alright, John? How are we all?’


John nodded; he had a square chin, flat face and a scar and had a lopsided grin that showed he was up the pole. Despite sitting on his lap, the fancy girl kept her gaze on Joseph and licked her lips, twiddling the loose curls from her chignon. Joseph didn’t know of John’s friends, but he nodded to them all from under his bowler hat. Keeping the peace. ‘Ah, you know, keeping free, Trace, keeping free.’ John replied, ‘beer and skittles, mate. By the by, thank’ee for sorting out that hit. Done us a real favour, and it looked like a perfick accident! That old codger’s dead and gone, out o’ my hair at last. Done to a bloody turn, I don’t know how yer do it!’


He shrugged and smiled, picking out his tobacco and strips of newspaper, rolling up and lighting it with a match from his book. He took a drag, a beautiful drag, and billowed out the smoke. ‘I do what I can, just trying to raise as little question as possible. Whilst we’re on the subject, by the by, you still owe me some shin plasters for that.’


‘Yes, yes. Course. I an’t forgot, old John never forgets. Yer’ll be getting yer sovereigns soon enough me ol’ possum! What brings you down ‘ere?’ John asked, nodding to the ring as he lit a cigarette of his own. ‘Fancying a fight?’


‘Nah, you know I only fight when I drink. I’m here to see the Old Boy himself. Got some things he might like. You don’t know if he’s about, do you?’ He looked around to the ring and felt his stomach clenching with an unquenchable thirst for a brawl.


‘Oh, course, course. Forgot. The Mad Vin is busy, but the lovely girl here can let you know when he’s free.’ He took a swig and a drag, ‘well it’s a shame yer not up for a fight; bets a’ flowing today and I got a drink right here to tickle one’s innards.’ He slid over a pint of cheap cider with a sly glint in his eye. ‘I tell you what, if you get in that ring, I’ll set me stubs on you to win and all the winnings are yours. If you lose-’


‘-then you’ll pay me double. I an’t here to be bonneted, John.’


A pause, ‘Yes. Yes. Course.’


‘And if you don’t pay up, my skilmalink friend, a couple of hornets will be coming your way, sending your rotten soul down to the Old Scratch.’ He faked a smile, and picked up his pint, smelling the strong cider as it neared his nose.


Don’t do it, Lucy will know. Just put it back down. The edge touched his lips and he took a long gulp, then put the cigarette back to the crook of his mouth and inhaled with a smile, taking off his hat.

Loosely moving his fists, his feet were light on the sand as his ears were filled with cries and cheers of the hardy outlaws banging the wood of the ring. His face throbbed and he felt blood trickling warmly down the side of his face, mixing with his sweat. Eyes ahead, he watched the movement of fists from his dancing opponent: a brute of a fellow with a barrelled chest and a head like a potato. Already his nose was crooked from his other fights, although Joseph had made it bleed as well as his lip.


The man came at him, swinging his fists in powerful practised arcs; experience played on his part and his bare knuckles delivered blow after crunching blow to Trace’s stomach and ribs, pulverising his muscles, making him wince and cry, then another hook around the head sent showers of stars raining down his vision. Trace backed up, falling to the border with pain licking its flaming tongues around his body; his head spinning wildly. He grabbed the wood and pulled himself up, his hands quivering as he put his cigarette to his lips and took a deep drag. When he took it away, blood was on the butt. The ratbag’s bloodied my fag. Turning, he jumped to his attacker and blew the smoke in his face before using his smaller frame to his advantage and landing blow after blow with rapid pace.


One to the head, two, three, four. One to the stomach, another to the ribs; antagonising his lungs, then another to his stomach. A slap came next, then a punch, cracking the cheek bone. Blocking wild desperate swings from the barrel, his eyes darted down to stop his leg from raising to a kick, then hooked an uppercut to his chin that clamped shut his jaws like a safe door. His balance amuck, Trace shoved him hard sending them both to the ground where he straddled him and delivered a volley of violence using fist and elbow to the man’s head, mashing the potato to the thrum of the onlookers banging the side of the wood until his knuckles were cracked and bleeding.


Once the man was unconscious, Trace got to his feet and coolly bowed like a showman to the cheering crowd, his sweaty brown hair falling over his forehead. He placed his cigarette in his lips and took a drag, watching the orange ember shrink. It was one of the few times he loved these people, when often he thought of them only with contempt. They were, after all, competition in this unruly game of street life scrounging. ‘Trace! Trace! Trace!’ The crowd cried as he walked out the ring brushing himself down and collected his pile of paper winnings from under the squinting brow and hooked nose of the judging umpire.


Slipping past the excited crowd, he pocketed his wad and walked over to the table, slipped on his shirt, buttoning it halfway before clipping his braces back on and adorning his waistcoat. With his jacket under an arm, he shook his head at the missing chairs. John was nowhere to be seen. Well would you look at that, the hornswoggler. Johnny boy’s done a runner. Looks like you’ve opened the hall my pigeon-livered friend. His eyes squinting angrily, he made his way over to the makeshift bar, ‘pint of the apple lady, George. As tender as you can tame her.’ He ordered, wincing at his sore muscles. A glass was placed in front of him brimming with a sweet cider.


‘This ‘uns on the house, for the win.’ The barman said with a wink.


Do one thing to entertain them and they love you. Trace gave a bloodied smile and lifted the glass to his lips and took a long swig. ‘George, you’re a diamond.’ He said, wiping the froth away. A tap on the shoulder then made him turn and he was greeted by a pretty woman with whom he knew of very well, knew of very . . . intimately. ‘Surely Trace hasn’t come all the way here just to drink and smoke and fight?’ Charlotte said coolly as she slipped beside him, his lover’s eyes lighting up. He never had the heart to tell her he was already courting a woman, but she didn’t need to know that. Honestly, he wondered if she’d even care. All she wants is a fat purse at the end of the night, and a few privy moments with the mighty Trace, he reminded himself as he felt his loins stir at her smile and low-set corset revealing the top of her petite rounded bosoms. ‘Or were there other things on his mind?’


He leaned against the bar and looked the other way, ‘I’m waiting to see Vinny, love.’ 


She leaned against the bar beside him, her long brown curls falling past her shoulders. ‘Perhaps I could offer some horizontal refreshments to go with that cider whilst you wait?’ Charlotte suggested softly, stroking his chin and neck seductively. A wagtail: she knew how to play him.


‘I an’t really got much time to spare, my dear.’ Although his loins told a different story.


Turning to him, her smile was like melting butter. She took his hand, ‘don’t worry, there’s more time to spare than you think.’

Pulling the curtain aside, Trace exited the booth buttoning his shirt once again and slipped his braces and waistcoat on, out of breath. Wiping the sweat from his forehead, he turned and spoke into the candlelit gloom, ‘lovely to see you again, my dear.’


‘The pleasure’s all mine. See you soon.’ Came the reply and he smiled, pulling the curtain closed. Taking another gulp of his drink, he walked over to another closed curtain, blimey, busy man today Vincent. He stood by waiting for a minute, watching the wretches of this industrial city drink, gamble, whore and smoke. Midgets and dwarves were here too, he spotted, alongside other crutch-bound people with amputated limbs from the Crimean war and shrivelled limbs from episodes of polio. There were black people with skin like soot and bushy-bearded Indians; people of all races and religions enjoying the buzz of the Back House. Joseph held his tongue, tiring of the crowd, beginning to long for something else, something more. 


The curtain was pulled aside, and two gentlemen walked out putting their hats back on. Quickly, Trace slipped inside the dingy booth and closed the curtain, where a big man sat at a table with a pint in his hand and a cigar between his lips, a branded V flickering in the candlelight. Everyone in this part of London knew the tale, knew why Vincent Jenkins had earned his title– and very few could forget it. Back when he was a young man, a lowlife vagabond, Vincent had got involved with a gang of thugs who ran the streets bullying and thieving until he got caught by a peeler by mistake. On the way to prison however, he knocked the policeman unconscious, took his uniform and roamed the streets for four days pretending to be a man of the law. Upon his capture, Vinny had been whipped through the streets and burned through the ear as punishment. After gaining leadership over the gang a few years later, he almost strangled a peeler who tried to arrest him for stealing food for a helpless child, and then wore his uniform through the streets until he was captured again, flogged and branded with a V on his forehead. V for vagabond so no one could mistake him as a lowlife, but others who respected him thought of it as V for Vinny– the man who defied the law to help the poor, the man who was utterly and loveably mad.


Trace sat on one of the chairs and looked at the bald stocky man in an old and faded chequered jacket sitting opposite. Despite his waistcoat buttons desperately struggling to hold together, his weight had never concerned him. A stern look crossed his rounded face, ‘Well, well. In ‘ere he comes; uppity Trace, swaggering with that fancy jacket to come and see me: the frousy jollock.’ Slowly the sternness morphed into a friendly smile. He chuckled, ‘Dash my bloody wig. Do yer really think yer gonna come in ‘ere and not greet an old friend properly?!’ He stood and walked around the table, minding his rotund waist, and held out his hand.


Trace grinned and stood up, grabbed his hand and pulled himself in to give a half embrace and a slap on the back. Choking his nostrils, Vinny smelled of sweat, ale and tobacco– the usual fragrance. ‘Good to see you, old cod. Cheers for that tip on the jewellers. Quite a haul I got there. And speaking of big hauls, that’s quite a belt you’ve got, big man Jollocks.’ He smiled.


Mad Vinny laughed heartily, ‘you leave a man and his appetites alone! You should be thanking me, not insulting me Mister Winter! I heard about it and thought it might be a job for a slippery-fingered crook like yourself, so I sent the word out. Plus, you an’t been ‘ere in a while and I wanted to see my old chuckaboo in the flesh, and to know he was still in business.’


‘Oh, well an’t you the sweetest!’ Trace sat back down, and Vinny did also with a sigh. ‘Prices for selling this stuff have risen, then, I hear.’ He said with a sly look.


He took a swig from his pint and almost spurted it out in laughter, ‘Risen! The cheek of it, yer bastard!’ he calmed himself, ‘Ah. Nah. Business can wait a few, I want to know how yer’ve been getting on out there in the runs?’


‘Not too bad, keeping busy as always. Few jigs set up, coins made, coins lost. You know what it’s like.’


He nodded, sucking on the cigar, ‘too well I’m afraid. You mustn’t have been doin’ too badly mate, you an’t been back ‘ere in a day and an age! And from the looks of it you’ve had yourself a good time. Win a match, did yer?’ He looked to the cuts and the lipstick haphazardly rubbed off, ‘And riding with a Dutch gal, I see.’ He smiled, ‘thing’s an’t going too well with the ol’ gel Lucy then? No rings given or promises made, bumps under a blouse?’


Trace smiled and looked away, ‘nah. Not yet. Blimey, I’m already chained to a life on the streets, why would I want to clamp myself in another manacle? I do love her; we both work hard but I . . . I don’t know, I just think sometimes we don’t understand each other.’ He spoke the truth, yet the details were finer than that. He loved and hated her simultaneously, just as he loved and hated his career and reputation, as he loved and hated himself. To give the job up meant a dull life doing what everyone else did, buying the same things and joining society as a valued honest member. Christ, I couldn’t imagine anything worse. The whole charade of society’s whims was a disgusting repetition, following the norm to look the same as everyone else to keep the status quo, until it became a mindless flop of wasted days and a lifetime of recycled glob. In a way, he was running from society’s pressures as well as the law. Where was the raised pulses? Where was the spontaneity? The streets are where I belong, not in a marriage, no matter how many people pester me about it.


Vinny shrugged, ‘that’s courting for yer. There’s love and there’s hate, then in between there’s a balance; it can take a while to find.’


Trace opened his palms, ‘alright Mister Gypsy, put down your crystal ball. I thought we were here to talk about business and a few fine things you might like, but if you wanted to talk about courting and the like then I guess I can take my deep pockets elsewhere.’ He feigned turning and getting to his feet.


The big man laughed, ‘Walk-er! Sit down yer ratbag! Alright, alright. Let’s get to it. Two necklaces, five rings and four rubies and some diamonds. You manage to get ‘em all?’ 


Reaching into his pocket, Trace pulled out his shining haul and laid it on the table. Even in the light of the dip, the colours twinkled and gleamed as if he has just pulled out a handful of fallen stars. Their beautiful light sparkled in Vinny’s face. He stared at them; transfixed and bewildered as if he’d never seen anything so clean and pure before– and never had it so within reach. It’d always been behind glass, around a porcelain neck or stuck on a soft finger, not on a table in front of him. He looks like this every time he sees jewels and diamonds, Trace observed, even though he deals in pawning these off every day.


Eventually, Vinny smiled. His own thieves were good, but they left traces. This man did not. ‘Trace . . . you really are one skilful little bugger. Those fingers of yours might as well be feathers, and those feet might as well be wings. Well done, my man!’ He plucked his case from beside him and placed it on the table, unclasped it and handled the stolen jewellery, tucking it all inside, ready for the next step along the pawning chain. He pulled out a large pouch from the case and laid it in front of Joseph to take, as well as a banded roll of sheets. The jingle of the pouch was different from the pocket full of jewellery, but it played the same lovely note. ‘That’s as much as I ‘ave. And if all this sells well, you’ll be getting more of where that comes from.’


‘Hunky dorey.’ Trace took the pouch and noted its heavy weight. This, combined with his winnings, was to be a very profitable day. The money was one reason why he liked this line of work, but it was more for the rush; in other words, he had found his place in the underbelly of London: the money wasn’t legal but it was well-earned and rates seemed to be rising. His earnings today would tide him and his girlfriend over for quite a while, yet that wouldn’t stop his fingers from getting itchy. He tucked the pouch and band away in his pocket. ‘Now that’s out the way, how’ve things been with you Mister Jenkins?’


Vinny shrugged, exhaling out cigar smoke. ‘Mad, as always.’ He tilted his head back and chortled loudly, then took another gulp of ale and rubbed his rounded face. Trace noticed the scarred V on his forehead seemed to shine in the candlelight. ‘Nah things have been good, just the same old life of a same old vagabond. Business’ slackened a bit, especially after the rise in the peelers roamin’ the streets picking off the foozlers, but they can’t get rid of us all and I doubt they ever will.’


Trace raised his glass to that, and they clinked. ‘Well it’s still good to see you’re still up and going.’


‘Course I bloody well am, Jesus, Trace I an’t that old y’ know!’ he laughed again, but then his laughter died down and he went quiet. A serious tone found his voice. ‘I’ve ‘eard of a new job that’s come about though if you’re interested?’


Trace’s ears pricked up. A new job? From Mad Vinny himself? This one must be good. Usually jobs were passed through the grapevine, tips of where to raid next. To hear it come from Vinny’s own lips though was odd. After a pause, he nodded. ‘Where?’


‘A house. Big one. Big district.’


He nodded, knowing where that meant.


‘The price?’


‘Same as the jewellery. Its valuable.’


Trace’s interest spiked; his fingers twitched. He leaned closer, ‘What’s on offer?’


The big man pulled a fold of curtain and peeked through the gap to make sure no one was eavesdropping. Satisfied, he faced forward and spoke in a soft tone. ‘Believe what you will, but I’ve ‘eard there’s a treasure map hidden inside. A treasure map leading to the Lost Loot itself. Scott’s Trove . . .’


A pause. ‘Balls to that! Walk-er! You could make a stuffed bird laugh with things like that.’ Trace exclaimed and sat back and laughed, ‘treasure maps? Those times are gone, Vinny. They were about when my old grandfather was alive! No way they’re about nowadays. All the treasure there is now is hanging around the necks of fine rich ladies or stuck around the fingers of fat rich gentlemen: those are the treasures we hunt, Vinny.’ He chuckled, ‘If you want to believe in maps and lost treasures, you really must be as mad as everyone says.’


Mad Vinny pointed a fat finger at him, ‘Oi, ‘nough of that. Do you want this tip or not? If not, I’ll just give it to someone else and they can go and find it.’


Incredulous, Trace huffed, ‘you really believe there’s a treasure map in there leading to the Lost Loot?’


Vinny seemed to give it some thought before answering, ‘I do. The house is an old one y’ know, and old houses keep old secrets. Secrets even the owner may not know about.’ He paused, ‘plus, it’s an interestin’ thought, an’t it, that somewhere out there there’s that chest o’ treasure waiting to be found.’


‘Well, yeah, it’s an interesting thought, Vinny, I’ll give you that, but come on, these are just thoughts; that’s all they’ll ever be. How did you even find out about it?’ Trace sipped his oil of gladness. The apple lady was sweet to him this evening. Despite his disbelief there was still a side of him that desperately wanted to believe– for what man could say no to a treasure hunt? Yet his fear was more convincing, and the caution was too great. It was a leap of faith that he wasn’t sure he was ready for. This wasn’t burgling jewels or valuable expenses; this was for a mystery map leading to a treasure that he couldn’t be sure was even there. It was called the lost loot for a reason.


‘I’ve heard whisperings down the line, Trace, whisperings tellin’ me of the map.’


‘Reliable whisperings?’


‘From the maid that works in the house, yes, I’d say they’re bloody reliable. What’s all the dilly-dallyin’ about anyway? I thought you of all cons would jump out at a chance like this, especially with your family history an’ that.’


Sighing, Trace gazed down at the foaming dregs of cider in his glass. Everyone in his family had had to live with that burden, and near enough everyone in the lower-working classes knew the tale of his grandfather; the explorer who sought fame and fortune like James Cook, hunting endlessly for his own land to claim but never finding it. Even though the hot climates of the far-off countries did not melt Frederick Winter’s passion, his desperation, hopelessness and lack of satisfaction eventually did and after years of searching his health deteriorated until he could explore no more and in time, Winter turned bitterly cold; forever tormented by the failure of his lost and fruitless expeditions.


Trace looked back up to the brand on his forehead, then to Vinny’s hazel eyes looking at him intently. ‘It’s just a risk. A big risk. Say I do go to this house, break in and find the map, who knows if there’s going to be any treasure at the other end anyway? Someone might’ve stumbled across it first without the need of the map. It is a lost loot anyway. I don’t know. I just don’t want to jump into it only to find out the X has already been marked and spotted.’


There was a pause.


Vinny shook his head, ‘you don’t ken the tale of it, do yer?’


Trace tilted his head curiously, ‘what tale?’


The old vagabond cleared his throat, taking the cigar from his lips. ‘Back in the olden days of pirates and seadogs sailing the seven seas, a man and woman met and fell in love, then suddenly found a treasure chest and kept it. Took it with them wherever they went. They weren’t only a mister and missus; they were partners who kept the treasure hidden with them so well that those who knew them rarely heard them speak of it, yet alone see it.


‘Their love for the sea kept them riding the waves and over the years they sailed on many ships across many oceans, exploring and travelling, lookin’ for the perfect place to bury their treasure. Then one day their ship hits some rocks and wrecks, taking half of the crew with it. They were some of the lucky survivors but the land they got shipwrecked on was so vast and empty I doubt whether I’d call them lucky at all with the suffering they must ‘a went through.’ He took a gulp of cider, ‘legend says they died in that mysterious land, along with the other survivors, but not before they buried their treasure . . . and left a map for it to be rediscovered one day. No one’s ever found it though, earning it the name of the Lost Loot. Some people believe it, some don’t. What say you?’


‘Hmm.’ Trace frowned and sat back in his chair. ‘How come they never spent their treasure? Why’d they keep it to bury?’


‘Apparently it must’ve been too good to spend, but just think Trace; how much money d’ you think that chest would be worth? It was worth a lot then, just imagine what it would be now! Sometimes age does come with benefits. An old penny is worth more than a new one.’


Trace agreed, knowing the trade too well. ‘So, what does this have to do with the map? Is this the map from the legend?’


‘It might well be Trace, but I was just using that as an example that not all treasure in history is found so soon. Some of it is still out there, buried somewhere.’


He sighed, unable to deny that the persuasion was working. He finished his cider and spun the edge of the glass on his finger in thought. It could still be out there, buried somewhere in London, in England, in some other exotic country. It was a possibility that he was acquainting himself with, the idea sounding preposterous, as well as dangerous and stupid. 


. . . and yet . . . there was a part of him that wanted to believe.


‘What yer say then, Trace? Fancy being part of a legend?’ Vinny spied him eagerly. It was no wonder the old coot had managed to get out of some sticky situations– his skills in persuasion were slick as oil.


Eventually Trace looked up. ‘I have some questions. What’s the house like? Is it tight? Secure?’


‘Trace, you’ve just come in ‘ere with a handful of stolen jewellery from the famously secure jewellers and you’re asking me if this house is alright to burgle?’


‘Point taken but I’m serious! I need to know mate, come on.’


Mad Vinny sighed, ‘it’s not too bad. I’ve had a gander past it once or twice. There’s gates out the front with a padlock then stairs leading up to the front door.’


‘What about people? Who lives there?’


‘Old couple; must be in their sixties, wealthy; she likes her tea parties and knitting clubs and he has the average gentleman’s interests of port, cigars and fancy girls who like a few pennies in her little back pocket. They’re home Monday to Thursday. Come Friday they’re both out and it’s only her that returns at night– whilst he stays out a little later enjoying what he shouldn’t.’


Trace nodded. Sometimes the wealthy were even more coy with their hobbies than the criminals. ‘Is the front door the only way in?’


Vinny shook his head. ‘I hear there’s a hidden entrance in the alley nearby– leads down a tunnel to a trap door somewhere in the house. You can get in from there.’


‘What am I looking for in the alley?’


‘There’s a metal grate in the ground near the wall. Looks like a small drain but I hear there’s some small hidden handles in the ground around it that you can lift to fit through.’


‘Right. Any other tips?’


‘Hmm.’ He leaned back and scratched the first of his chins. ‘Maids and butlers are workin’ there every day, they might spot yer so be careful.’


‘Vinny. Come on. What am I known for?’ A smile spread across his face.


Mad Vinny smiled and laughed. ‘I don’t know why I even bother tellin’ yer anymore.’


He laughed, ‘You’re getting soft, you mad ol’ crook.’ 


Vinny belted a chortle before quieting and rising to a stand, holding out his four-fingered hand, ‘Good luck to you, Mister Winter. Keep those feet o’ yours light and your fingers lighter.’


Trace stood and shook his friend’s hand, smiling. ‘And you stay out of trouble, Mister Jenkins. Good-bye.’ He pulled the curtain to one side and made his way for the exit, tilting his hat to Charlotte as he passed.


Once outside, he looked out to the rubble with steam billowing from his mouth. The evening was chilly, the air sharp to breathe. Digging his hands in his pockets, he brought his left hand out again and opened it up . . . to look at the shine of the diamonds and silver rings he’d intentionally kept in there. He couldn’t help but chuckle, ‘I always do keep my fingers lighter.’

		
		

Chapter Two


Dusk brought light to the links that dotted along the streets, yet their illumination was barely enough to penetrate a thick swathe of smoky mist that had crept in. Joseph slowly walked back to his through-house, mulling over the conversation again and the possibilities of what might occur. Concerns always nagged at him when he took on a job but never like this; usually he thought about timings and escape routes, refuges and prices– this time he had to contemplate whether the goal even existed. Even sitting at their dining table, staring at his plate of food, he contemplated, seeing but not taking it in. His mind was elsewhere. Vinny wouldn’t make things like this up, an honest man he is. A trusted friend, too. I’ve said yes now anyway, there’s no backing out. Once Joseph Winter took on a job, he never quit from it. On the outside he presented an air of confidence, but behind the façade he was an overly cautious man; meticulous and prepared– it was one of the reasons why he was so good at his job. That, and the reversible jacket Lucy had made for him.
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