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London, Whitechapel, June 1871
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“This is your lucky night, guv,” the girl said.

“I’m taking the egg, no fear,” the man at her side said. He grinned at her, showing yellow-stained teeth with several gaps where their brethren had once been. He was an ill-favored fellow, cheeks pockmarked and scarred, and he stank.

The girl nestled closer to him at the faro table, leaning against his arm. She smiled brightly and tried not to breathe through her nose. The gambling hall was dark, dingy, and smoky. She herself was the most colorful thing in the place; she was wearing her red satin, the better to attract attention.

The dress was serving its purpose. The ugly lout could scarcely keep his eyes off her. She appeared to be everything he was not: young, pretty, and innocent of face. He was old by the standards of London’s lower classes; forty at least. He was ugly, and certainly not innocent. But he was winning at cards, his stack of coins twice as high as it had been when he had approached the gaming table, and while the girl was obviously a harlot, that was a point in her favor as far as he was concerned.

“I’m Barney,” he said. “Who might you be?”

“Round here they call me Coventry,” she said.

“Like the city?”

“Just like,” she said with a slight giggle, as if he had made a witticism.

Barney guffawed, spraying spittle onto the green baize tabletop. “Ain’t that quite a thing,” he said.

She expressed no opinion, but smiled brightly.

“Bets, gentlemen,” the dealer said.

Barney slid his copper betting token onto the jack which sat in front of him. Coventry watched his movements carefully. She was no gambler, knowing all too well how heavily the odds favored the house. She also knew the dealer in this particular establishment to be a cheater. Barney was doing well at the moment, but the dealer was simply leading him to slaughter.

Coventry did not wish that to happen. The more coin in Barney’s pockets, the happier she would be. So she slipped her little hand under his arm and gave it a light squeeze. As she did so, her other hand went inside his outer shirt and caressed him.

“I’d love to hang around and watch you play,” she said. “You’ve a fine, confident way with your hands. But I’ve got to be working. I’d best run along. Ta, love.”

She went up on tiptoes and brushed the stubble on his unshaven cheek with her lips, the barest hint of a kiss, letting her breath tickle his face with warm promise. Then she stepped away from him and walked to the door, making her hips sway beneath her skirt.

It was a calculated risk. She did not know whether he would follow her or not. But as in fishing, when stringing a lad along, it was wise to give him room to run. It made him feel in control of the situation. Blind confidence, like anger, made men stupid. When coupled with lust, it was a potent mixture.

She was almost at the door when she heard him call to her and knew she had him. “Coventry!” he shouted. “Hold up, lass!”

Coventry pretended not to hear him. She stepped out into the alley and the Whitechapel night, drawing in a deep breath. The air still held unmentionable stenches, but it was preferable to the stuffy confines of the gambling den. She walked quickly toward the corner, passing a slender man muffled in a heavy overcoat, hat pulled low over his eyes. She gave him the barest nod as she went by.

Heavy footfalls pursued her. She smelled Barney even before his heavy hand came down on her shoulder. Her flesh shrank from the touch, but she mastered the impulse to fight or flee. He spun her about to face him. The alley was narrow and their noses were barely five inches apart.

“Don’t go running off like that,” Barney said. “We were just starting to get on well. Here’s me with coin in my pockets and you with your living to earn. How much?”

“How much for what, guv?” she asked with feigned innocence that fooled neither of them.

“Just a quick tumble,” he said. “Hay-penny for a quick knee-trembler?”

He pressed closer to her, forcing her back against the soot-stained bricks. The reek of his breath and the dirty male smell of him was overpowering. He planted a hand on the wall to one side of her, half-trapping her.

Coventry’s heart was pounding, but she put a sly smile on her lips. “I don’t come that cheap, guv,” she said. “A shilling’s my price, and I’m worth it.”

“All right,” he said, already fumbling at his trousers. “Shilling it is.” He was in too much of a hurry to haggle overmuch.

“Half a moment,” she said. “Let’s see the color of your coin, Barnabas Cowling.”

He hauled a silver coin out of his pocket and dropped it on the cobbles. Almost before it clinked on the stone, he was groping eagerly for her. Then he froze. His wits, fogged though they were by lust and cheap grog, sounded a belated alarm.

“How do you know my name?” he asked.

“Barnabas Cowling,” another voice said from just behind the man. It was the young fellow Coventry had passed a moment before. His accent was that of an Irish workingman, but the words were delivered with a firmness and authority that commanded attention.

Barney released Coventry and spun to face the other man, ignoring the girl. She was small and female and clearly no threat to him compared with another man. His hands clenched into instinctive fists.

“What’s this?” he demanded. “She work for you?”

“In a manner of speaking,” the Irishman said. He threw back his coat, revealing the silver badge of the Metropolitan Police. His other hand came out from under the coat holding a stout wooden cudgel. “My name’s Detective Farrell and here’s my authority. Mr. Cowling, it’s my duty to apprehend you for theft and assault. If you’ll come quiet, you’ll take no harm from me.”

“And go meek to Tyburn?” Barney growled. “Or Australia? Not bloody likely. Call your bully-boys, or have a go yourself if you think you’re hard enough.”

“I’m the only copper here, lad,” Farrell said. “But I’ve plenty of force to deal with the likes of you. You’re a coward who strikes from behind. I doubt you’ve the guts to deal with a man face-to-face.”

Barney’s ugly mug twisted into a sneer. “You came down here alone?” he said. “You’re a bloody fool. And tomorrow morn they’ll find a foolish copper face-down in the gutter.”

As he spoke, he reached into his own shirt. Then he paused. His sneer hung on his face like a crooked picture on a boarding-house wall. He felt a slight prick in his side, the point of something sharp.

“I said I was the only copper here,” Farrell said quietly. “I never said I was alone.”

“And you’ll be missing this, I think,” Coventry added. She gave a nudge to the dagger she had stolen when her hand had slipped inside his shirt at the faro table. The point jabbed Barney’s side, just below the ribs. “Best listen to the man and come quiet.”

“You damned bobtail tart,” Barney snarled. Heedless of danger, he swung, aiming a backhanded blow at her head.

Detective Farrell’s cudgel caught his forearm mid-swing with a whistling crack of wood against bone. Barney howled and clutched at his injured arm. Before he could recover, Farrell stepped in close, jabbed him in the belly with the end of his stick, then brought it down sharply on the back of his head as he doubled over. Barnabas Cowling went down hard, making no further sound or movement.

Farrell nudged the fallen man with the toe of his boot. “There’s one of us face-down in the gutter,” he mildly observed. “But it’s not me. Are you all right, Miss Adams?”

“In the pink, Finn,” Coventry said. “And I’ve told you not to bother standing on ceremony. It’s plain Coventry on the street.”

“That’s no way to address a young lady,” Finbar Farrell said. As he spoke, he stooped and closed a pair of manacles around the unconscious man’s wrists.

“I don’t see any young ladies about,” Coventry said, shooting him a warning glance. Finn was the only man in London who had seen through her disguise. He knew her real name and her family history, neither of which she wished to be spoken aloud.

“As you wish,” Finn replied. “We’ve wanted to lay our hands on this scunner for quite some time. And nicely done, getting his knife off him. Perhaps we ought to teach that trick at the Yard.”

“Oh, I’m sure that would go over well with your chief,” Coventry said with a twinkle in her eye. “Teaching coppers to be pickpockets.”

“Damnation, but this lad’s heavy,” Finn grunted. His attempt to heave the recumbent Barney met with little success. The criminal was considerably larger than Finn.

“You really should’ve brought more lads,” Coventry said.

Finn shook his head. “If I’d brought a crew of coppers down here, word would’ve got round and Cowling would’ve done a runner. Quick and quiet was the way to take him. Can you watch him a moment while I hail a cab?”

“Happy to,” Coventry said, and that was the plain truth. Finn’s departure left her ample opportunity to divest Barney of his faro winnings and other pocket money. Was it a sin to rob a man who was himself a thief? That was a question for priests and philosophers, and she was neither.

By the time Finn returned, Barney was coming to. But the prisoner was unable to do more than groan incoherently as Finn and Coventry bundled him into the cab. Finn climbed up to join him.

“I’m sorry we’ve no more room,” the Irishman said. “I fear the hansom won’t take three.”

“That’s quite all right,” Coventry said, smiling. “I’ve got quite as close to him as I wished already. Once you’ve had a few more whiffs of him, you’ll see what I mean. You two fine gentlemen can be on your way.”

“And you can claim your reward at the Old Bailey in the morning,” Finn said.

“Stroke of ten?” she suggested.

“I’ll see you there,” he promised. He tipped his hat politely, closed the cab door, and rolled away into the night.
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Coventry woke to a quiet, rhythmic rasping noise beside her ear. She found herself staring into a pair of enormous green eyes scant inches from her own.

“Good morning, Whisper,” she said.

The black cat leaned in and rubbed his head affectionately against her cheek and neck, purring more loudly. Coventry reached up and stroked him, enjoying the feel of his fur against her hand. Whisper had not been in her little upstairs room when she had returned to it around midnight, but she had left the window ajar. He had slipped in sometime after she had gone to sleep and nestled on the pillow next to her.

Whisper did not precisely belong to her, nor she to him. They shared accommodations and the occasional meal. In return for food and a safe place to sleep, the alley cat provided companionship and kept the place free of vermin. Rats and mice were a constant problem in Whitechapel, but Coventry’s room was devoid of rodents. Devoid of live ones, at any rate; Whisper had the unfortunate habit of leaving his kills on her pillow, proudly displaying them as trophies of his prowess.

Perhaps, Coventry thought, he considered her such an inferior hunter that she might have need of his gifts. Or perhaps he thought of them as his contribution to the rent. Then again, he might merely be showing off. She was grateful for his efforts nonetheless, and the more so for his friendship.

She arose from her narrow little bed and carefully made up the blanket. The room might be a squalid hole down the hall from an upstairs drinking and gambling establishment, but she kept it as tidy as she could. Coventry had grown accustomed to a nomadic, wandering existence, but of late, her room had come to feel more like a home. The once-bare walls now sported numerous notices from the Metropolitan Police. The likenesses of grizzled fugitives festooned her wall where a more prosperous woman might have placed portraits of her ancestors, but the reward notices served a more practical purpose than mere decoration.

Coventry had not gone to the lengths of purchasing wallpaper to cover the bare plaster, nor to do anything so extravagant as marbleizing the plaster, as was the current fashion. She still expected to move out of her current habitation, and it was unwise to grow too attached to a specific place. Besides, overly decorating any Whitechapel dwelling could only be taken as sad mockery of the dingy slum. But now she dared to dream of living somewhere better. She had money in her purse, most of it legally earned, and a hint of stability and security.

Her arrangement with Finn Farrell was responsible for the improvement in her circumstances. It was difficult to credit, but just three months earlier, she herself had been the detective’s quarry. An unfortunate confluence of events had led to her being suspected of the murder of a Minister of Parliament. Coventry, in an effort to clear her name, had first struggled against Finn, then cooperated with him to unravel the mystery. Their unlikely alliance had resulted in the unmasking of a foreign plot to subvert Parliament itself. Both Coventry and Finn had been injured and nearly killed in the process, but they had triumphed. So doing, they had gained an unlikely respect for one another, and the idea of Coventry’s new employment had been hatched.

Thief-takers were not respectable members of society. The distinction between them and the criminals they pursued was a fine one that often vanished altogether. Like the men who carted away night soil, or those who collected the corpses the Thames all too often washed ashore, they served a distasteful but necessary purpose. They went where the police would not or could not, associating with the very dregs of London. They sought out those criminals whose conduct had become so notorious that the government was prepared to pay handsomely for their apprehension.

It was dangerous work. Many of the thief-taker’s prey would kill rather than face arrest and execution or transportation. Members of the London underworld considered them turncoats and traitors. But to Coventry, who had grown accustomed to being called tart, bangtail, night flower, slut, harlot, and three-penny-upright, among even less savory names, it was a step up in the world. If beggars could not be choosers, fallen women had even fewer options.

“At least I’m making money on my feet instead of on my back,” she told Whisper. She went to the washbasin and made her morning toilette, cleansing her face, hands, and arms of the ever-present coal dust that permeated the London air. Behind her on the bed, Whisper licked a paw and performed his own ablutions, washing his face and ears.

Coventry considered her limited wardrobe. A woman was always judged by her appearance. Many men looked no further than a young woman’s attire when considering the woman. She had used this to her advantage more than once, though she was an attractive girl. A journey to the Old Bailey meant she ought to look respectable, but not wealthy.

She selected what she thought of as her bourgeois dress, one she had purchased just last month. It was of pale blue silk, a rather extravagant fabric and a difficult color to keep clean, so she coupled it with an outer shawl of dark grey. She laid it out on the bed, being careful not to disturb the cat, and began the lengthy business of dressing herself.

Cotton drawers and the inevitable corset formed the foundation upon which she built her outer clothing. She was fortunate in that her waist was quite slim to begin with, so the corset need not be as tightly laced as was common. Then came a cage of crinoline to bulk out her skirt and a bustle to enhance the modest curve of her hips. After that came a small profusion of petticoats. Finally, she put on the outer dress. Then she addressed herself to the little mirror over the basin and went to work on her hair.

Coventry’s hair was a tangle of wavy auburn tresses reaching nearly to her waist. It took time to tame it with a complicated arrangement of braids wrapped around her scalp. She knew it was too much for her current occupation, and that she ought to cut it shorter, but she could not bear to part with it. Once, in a long-ago life, she had employed a maid to arrange her hair, but now she must make do with her own hands. This was much more difficult, but her fingers were nimble and skilled. She adjusted the curls at the front to give an attractively tousled look, framing her large and deceptively innocent blue eyes.

“That will do nicely,” she said. The woman who looked back at her from the mirror bore only the slightest resemblance to the sultry harlot of the night before. This girl might be a well-to-do merchant’s daughter, or the young wife of an up-and-coming businessman. Only the troubled look at the very back of those blue eyes hinted at a darker past. Looking deeper into those eyes, she saw a bottomless pain, shame, and loss. As she stared, her vision blurred and her eyes filled.

Coventry turned away, thrusting the image to the back of her mind. Introspection and self-pity were indulgences she could not afford. She had business to transact and a reward to collect.

––––––––
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The Central Criminal Court was an unsightly pile of masonry adjoining Newgate Jail. It had been renamed some forty years earlier, but was still known as the Old Bailey to many Londoners. Unless one was a barrister or policeman, it was among the last places in London one would wish to go. There ought to be a sign over the door, Coventry thought, such as Dante had envisioned at the gates of Hell.

“Abandon hope, all ye who enter here,” she murmured. At least the powers that be had ceased holding public hangings in front of the building in 1868. Perhaps their new restraint heralded the beginnings of a more tasteful sort of law enforcement. If so, she would not hold her breath awaiting its arrival.

This was not Coventry’s first visit. She knew her way around. She threaded her way past coppers, culprits, and barristers, making her way to the clerk’s office to which Finn had previously directed her. There she found a pale wisp of a clerk, eyes lost behind thick spectacles, in the company of Finn himself.

“Here’s the very lass,” Finn said, bowing politely. “A good morning to you, Miss Adams.”

“And a good morning to you, Detective Farrell,” she said, dipping a slight curtsey in reply.

“Good morning, miss,” the clerk said, blinking through his eyeglasses. “I suppose you are here about Mister Cowling.”

“Indeed,” she said. “Unless I am quite mistaken, he is cooling his heels in a cell in yonder prison as we speak, for which privilege the Crown owes me the sum of fifty pounds.”

“Quite so, quite so,” the clerk said. “Detective Farrell has already apprised me of the situation and circumstances. I have a form here for you to sign, or to make your mark, if you prefer.”

“I would be only too glad,” she said. Advancing to the counter, she took the quill he supplied. “If you would witness me, Detective?”

While Finn watched, she dipped the quill and traced an X in the place for her signature. As she handed the pen back to the clerk, she saw Finn’s slight smile. She could read and write at least as well as the little man behind the counter. She could easily have scrawled out a signature instead of making the mark of an unlettered young woman.

However, signing her name would have required her either to sign her true name, or to apply a name not her own to an official legal document. The former would have been unwise and the latter illegal. It would also have been out of character. Few women of her apparent social standing were literate, and to show knowledge of letters might have roused the clerk’s suspicions. It was just possible he might remember a handbill from three years ago, printed by a desperate father seeking his lost daughter and offering a reward much more substantial than the relative pittance she would receive for the luckless Barnabas Cowling. Said lost daughter bore a striking resemblance to Coventry.

“Very good, miss,” the clerk said. He opened a strongbox under the counter and carefully laid out five banknotes, each in the amount of ten pounds. He wrote out a receipt and placed it atop the little pile of notes.

“Thank you,” Coventry said, sweeping them off the counter and into her handbag, where they nestled beside her necessities: a few cosmetics, a handkerchief, a ring of skeleton keys and lockpicks, a folding pocketknife, and a little leather pouch stuffed with lead shot. The last was called a sap or a blackjack; its purpose was to stun a man when forcefully swung against the back of his head. Coventry had acquired it when she had begun her current employment, on the off-chance she might need to incapacitate an opponent without the assistance of Finn’s strong arm and stout cudgel.

“Pleasure doing business with you, miss,” the clerk said. He blinked again, staring owlishly at her face. Coventry felt a thrill of fear. Had he recognized her from the old notices?

Then she felt foolish. He was simply enjoying the spectacle of a pretty girl, an unusual sight in his office. She gave him a bright, pleasant smile and bobbed another curtsey.

As she left the office, Finn fell in step beside her. “Where are you off to now, Miss Adams?” he asked.

“I’ve told you, it’s Coventry when it’s just the two of us,” she said. “And I don’t see how it’s any of your business where I go in my free time.”

“It’s my duty to prevent crimes as much as to see them punished,” he said. “And you’re naught but a wee lass carrying a fair sum with no visible protection. It’s an invitation to unsavory lads.”

“And you’re worried they’d harm me?” she said. “That’s sweet of you, Finn, but I can take care of myself. Don’t you recall? Or are you needing a reminder?”

She put out a hand and patted his cheek. To her delight, he blushed slightly. Finn was a stern man in pursuit of his duty, but he was rather young for a detective and not at all bad to look at. He had a full head of black hair, attractively wavy; a good complexion; a modest and well-trimmed mustache; and eyes the color of the north Atlantic, a stormy blue-grey that could be either warm or icy cold, depending on his mood.

He shook his head. “I’ll be needing no refresher from you,” he said. “That shiner you gave me took near on a month to fade. I had to tell the other lads I’d been in a donnybrook with a great big fellow, arms like the spars on a man-o-war. If I’d told them the truth, they’d never let me live it down. Nay, I’m worried about the lads who might come at you. I’m busy enough without having to deal with the leftovers of a scrap in the streets.”

Coventry laughed. “Fair enough,” she said. “If you must know, I’m going to the bank.”

He was startled. “The bank?” he echoed. “Why?”

“As you pointed out, it’s a lot of money to be carrying on my person,” she said. “I’ve opened an account at the Bank of England. I’m a woman of means now, didn’t you know?”

“Of course,” he said, recovering. “Nay, that’s a fine thought, particularly as you’re still living in that Whitechapel hell-hole.”

“That’s not a kind thing to say of my home,” she said, feigning shock. “Such language, young man. And in the presence of a lady!”

“My apologies,” he said. “I meant no offense.”

She smiled mischievously. “It takes more than that to bother me,” she said. “Tarnation, it takes more than a few cussed ill-chosen words from some lickspittle lad to twist the knickers of a cherry strumpet like me.”

Finn’s mouth dropped open. He was about to remonstrate with her, but caught himself and simply shook his head, recognizing she was baiting him.

“I’ll escort you to the bank,” he said. “Then I’m off to bed.”

“Alone?” she asked, winking.

“A gentleman doesn’t discuss such things, Miss Adams,” he said, pronouncing the name and title with particular emphasis.

“If a fish doesn’t take your bait, it means one of two things,” she said.

“And those are?”

“Either you’re using the wrong bait,” she said, grinning. “Or the fish isn’t hungry enough. Which is it?”

In answer, he simply offered his left arm to her, like a proper gentleman. “Will we be walking all that way?” he asked.

“I was thinking, as a well-to-do woman, I’d take a cab,” she said primly. “You’re welcome to come along, if you wish.”

A short ride later, they alit in front of the Bank of England on Threadneedle Street. Finn climbed down first and offered his hand, which she accepted. She paused outside the bank, looking up at its imposing pillared façade, and felt a thrill of unaccustomed pleasure. It was a fine feeling to be able to walk through its doors with her head held high, to be taken for a woman of substance and unimpeachable reputation. It was all a lie, a piece of play-acting. But it was nonetheless enjoyable.

“Is everything all right?” Finn asked.

“Of course,” she said, taking his arm once more. They strolled into the bank together, like any man escorting any woman. They passed a pair of policemen outside, and the sight of the uniformed Bobbies with their distinctive tall helmets gave her a feeling of security rather than a frisson of fear.

“Oh my,” Coventry said as they stepped inside the bank. While she had enjoyed walking fearlessly past a pair of coppers, she had not wished to see quite so many police as she now beheld. Everywhere she looked she saw dark blue uniforms and serious-faced men. Coppers were talking to bankers on all sides, a bedlam of overlapping conversation. She was suddenly very glad of the detective at her side.

Finn’s arm went tense beneath her fingers. “I’ll see what’s afoot,” he said. “If you’ll wait right here.”

Coventry, ignoring his instructions, followed as he walked quickly to the nearest officer.

“Stebbins, isn’t it?” Finn said.

The copper’s face lit up with recognition as he turned away from the well-dressed old gentleman to whom he had been speaking. “Detective Farrell!” he exclaimed, snapping a salute. “So you’re who they’ve sent? You got here fast. We only sent word to the Yard a few minutes ago.”

“I’m just in the neighborhood,” Finn said. “I’ve heard nothing as yet. What’s happened?”

“Robbed, sir!” the old gentleman beside Stebbins burst out. “The bank has been robbed!”
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Finn took a small leather-bound book from his back pocket and prepared to take notes. “What is your name, sir?” he asked.

“Regis Bloomfield,” the old gentleman said.

“And your position at the bank, Mister Bloomfield?”

“I am the manager, sir.” Bloomfield, without seeming aware of it, raised a hand to his face and began twisting one end of his mustache around his finger. “This is quite dreadful. A calamity, sir. An atrocity.”

“I’m sure it is,” Finn said dryly. As a detective who walked the Whitechapel beat he had, perhaps, more direct experience of atrocities than did Regis Bloomfield.

“A catastrophe,” Bloomfield continued. “An apocalypse. A proper Armageddon.”

“A Biblical plague?” Coventry suggested from behind Finn, unable to help herself.

“Quite so!” Bloomfield exclaimed. “Oh dear me, whatever am I to say to the Board? This is worse than the Panic of Sixty-Six. Worse than the Crisis of Twenty-Five, and where now is the Rothschild to supply the golden lifeline of our salvation?”

Finn clearly had no idea what the man was talking about. “When did the robbery occur, sir?” he asked, trying to keep to the matter at hand.

“I do not know,” Bloomfield said. His forefinger was by now fully encircled by the end of his mustache.

“It’s now Monday morning,” Finn said. “The bank has been closed over the weekend, aye?”

“Yes, that is true,” Bloomfield said.

“And the robbery hadn’t occurred at close of business Friday?”

“Correct.”

“So I’d be right in surmising it happened sometime between then and this morning?”

“Yes, yes,” Bloomfield said distractedly.

“How was it done?” Finn asked.

“We do not know,” Bloomfield said. “Our precious security, the trust of our depositors, gone! Washed away like sand. The rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon that house; and it fell: and great was the fall of it!”

“I beg your pardon, sir?” Finn said.

“Book of Matthew, Finn,” Coventry said quietly. “Chapter Seven, I think, but it’s been a while since I studied my Scripture.”

“And who, precisely, is this young lady?” Bloomfield asked, recovering himself somewhat and giving her a curious look.

“Miss Adams is in the sometime employ of the Metropolitan Police, sir,” Finn said. “She’s in the business of locating criminals and their ill-gotten gains.”

“Really?” Bloomfield asked, looking at her askance. “I daresay, how extraordinary. But she cannot be a day over twenty!”

Coventry was nineteen. “I don’t see what my age has to do with anything, sir,” she said, letting her Cockney accent shine through. “I’ve proved my worth to the coppers more than once. Don’t see as how I need to prove anything to you.”

“A thief-taker,” Bloomfield said, his mouth twisting distastefully. “And such a young, innocent-looking woman, scarcely more than a girl. It strains belief and morality.”

“I’d guess when you came into your office this morning, you didn’t believe anyone could’ve been in your vault, either,” Coventry retorted. “And thieves aren’t overly familiar with morality. But here we are. What’d they make off with?”

“That is the trouble,” Bloomfield sighed, returning his attention to Finn. “We do not know precisely what is held within our vault. Or what was held, I should say, to be regrettably precise. Our depositors value our discretion as much as our security. Our own store of specie is untouched. But the safe-deposit vault has been breached.”

“We’ll be needing to have a look at it,” Finn said.

“Yes, of course,” Bloomfield said. “And this young, ah, lady is currently in your employ?”

“I’m also one of your depositors,” Coventry said cheerfully.

“I see,” Bloomfield said despondently. “Yes, you had best follow me.”

Coventry watched with a calculating eye as the manager led them into the depths of the bank. She counted three heavy doors, two of reinforced wood and one of iron. Bloomfield opened them with keys from a ring he carried on his person.

“How many people have keys to these locks?” Finn asked.

“There are, at present, six,” Bloomfield said. “Including myself.”

“I’ll be needing a list of the men who possess them,” Finn said.

“You surely cannot be suggesting this was... what do you call it, an inside job?” Bloomfield exclaimed with undisguised horror. “Sir! All these gentlemen are beyond, indeed, above reproach or suspicion! They are of unimpeachable character! How can you insinuate such a base betrayal?”

“I’m not suggesting any such thing, sir,” Finn said smoothly. “But it’s possible someone may have taken their keys and made copies without their knowing it.”

“It wouldn’t be hard,” Coventry said. “Get a pair of wax blanks, warm them in your hands a few moments, and you wouldn’t even need to take them out of the house. Just make a quick impression, take the wax to a bent locksmith, and have him cast you a new set.”
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