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Chapter 1
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London, June 1785

“Flaming June, my arse,” I muttered, scurrying towards Long Acre through a persistent rain shower.

A spell of hot weather in May had reverted to the usual downpour, making the cobbled streets treacherous underfoot. If I only endured mud-splashed stockings like the coves I passed, that would be the least of my troubles.

I didn’t dare to contemplate the contents of the odorous muck I was wading through.

This was hardly the outing I’d anticipated for my new summer togs. Well, I say new, but third-hand from a market stall was closer to the truth. The linen coat and breeches were priced cheaply considering the attractive shade of blue and the impeccable cut that could pass for current fashions if you squinted.

Since clothes were mainly made from brocade or satin, I reckoned that some sprig of fashion must have ordered this linen set for their Grand Tour some years back in anticipation of balmy Mediterranean climes.

The reason for the discount was obvious.

A dirty-brown stain marred the front of the coat. I carefully inspected the garment for tell-tale knife marks, and finding none, I remained optimistic as to the source of the blemish.

Most likely a spillage of port wine by the previous owner.

I countered the price of the coat against my laundry bill and decided the outfit was worth the expense as opposed to sweltering during the summer in my trusty emerald green brocade.

That’s if the sunshine ever returns.

The laundress had regarded the stain as a challenge, with the result that it was barely perceivable. Since I would be wearing the item of an evening around the dimly-lit taverns and coffee houses of Covent Garden and Seven Dials, not a soul would notice. The gentlemen I entertained would be more interested in the general effect and how the coat displayed my masculine charms.

I grimaced as the rain grew heavier within sight of the tavern where I had a tryst with Mr. Philby. I sped up for the last few yards, slithering on the cobbles and almost tumbling on my bony backside. I steadied myself against a handy window ledge, not wanting to ruin my new breeches or, heavens forfend, break a limb, taking me out of circulation for several weeks.

Once inside the tavern, I straightened my damp coat in hopeful anticipation that it would dry soon enough in the close atmosphere. Amongst the crowd supping and sheltering from the rain, I spotted my quarry. I wasn’t very late, so he must have been early.

And therefore, keen.

I swept off my hat, allowing my queue of long red hair to escape. I fondly imagined that the damp tendrils fell fetchingly around my face rather than making me resemble a drowned rat.

“You’re a sight for sore eyes, Sheba,” my paramour said, looking me up and down.

I smiled and sat close to Mr. Philby, laying my hand on his arm. “A little rain wouldn’t keep me from you.”

“That sentiment deserves a drink.” He smiled broadly, his eyes almost disappearing in folds of flesh. “Let’s get you warmed up, my dear.”

I settled back in my chair and unbuttoned my coat to reveal my patterned waistcoat, partly so my shirt didn’t get soaked through and also to give a foretaste of the delights beneath.

The cove had a passing familiarity with the goods I offered, and with gentle persuasion, he might consider a regular assignation. I still had a gap in my schedule following the sudden and violent demise of Mr. Briggs several weeks before.

Mr. Philby ordered a copious measure of brandy for us both, proving that he was worth cultivating. He was my ideal as far as customers go; middle-aged, comfortably situated, and inclined to be generous.

Such gentlemen were the plough to my furrow, if you’ll forgive the expression.

They didn’t make outrageous demands or cause histrionical scenes worthy of the Theatre Royal but appreciated the use of my person and paid promptly.

Beyond my professional role, my personal taste couldn’t have been more different, currently lingering over a clever, quietly handsome lawyer in his middle twenties.

But partiality don’t pay the rent.

Talking of which, my intrigue with the lawyer had provided me with a second line of work. Since we met a few months previously, Mr. Valentine Lee had occasionally hired me when my local knowledge was required, which was proving to be a useful addition to my income.

“To you, dear Sheba, and your lovely blue eyes,” Mr. Philby said huskily.

I dragged my thoughts away from Valentine’s glowing green-gold orbs and smiled fetchingly.

“La, sir, you do flatter me.”

I tried not to wince as Mr. Philby’s meaty hand rested on my rain-damp breeches so that they stuck to my skin.

But his attentiveness made me thankful I’d braved the inclement weather and a wetting of my new and becoming clothes.

The plan for the evening was set fair.

A couple of drinks that I didn’t have to pay for, followed by a trip to a nearby coffee house where the rooms above could be discreetly hired for the hour, with no questions asked.

After which, my customer would be gratified and grateful and I could top up my savings.

A profitable excursion for both parties.

I placed my hand over Mr. Philby’s so he could relish the firm muscles of my slim thigh.

“Oh, I reckon the pleasure will be yours, too, if I have my way.”

* * * *
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Bright and early the next morning, after donning my sober daytime clothes, I made my way to Lincoln’s Inn and Valentine’s place of work.

By bright and early, I mean mid-morning, which is soon enough for someone who works nights. Being charming to aging roués take its toll, I’ll have you know.

Although the streets were busy, as always in the great city, at least I’d missed the heaviest traffic of the morning rush with scurrying clerks clogging the pavements and carts, hired coaches, and sedan chairs filling the roads. I merely passed shoppers and fine gentlemen as I ambled along Drury Lane.

In contrast, Lincoln’s Inn was peaceful, the old buildings standing amongst green lawns. When I reached New Square, I went up the back stair as usual to find Gifford, Valentine’s clerk, in the outer office.

He was elderly and stooped and looked like a strong wind would blow him over. But his apparent frailty belied his competence and a sharp mind.

“Is himself free?”

“Depends on what you mean by free,” Gifford grimaced. “No one’s with Mr. Lee at present but he’s up to his oxters in paperwork. Mr. Garrow needs all hands on deck for this particular case.” He cocked his head. “Mr. Lee could do with a break. He was here well before me this morning. He’ll be pleased to see you.”

I’d grown accustomed to Mr. Gifford’s equanimity.

Gifford had been entirely unperturbed on our first meeting, when I’d arrived at Lincoln’s Inn at dawn having narrowly escaped a vicious attack on my life. I’d since learned he had a sharp sense of humour beneath that grizzled visage and I suspected he found me amusing.

He seemed to approve of my connection with Valentine, at least on a professional basis, if only to distract the lawyer from spending every hour the Almighty provided over endless ledgers and casework.

Mr. Gifford’s prediction proved correct. When I entered the inner sanctum, Valentine’s slight irritation at being interrupted evaporated instantly.

“Sheba,” he said, laying down his pen with a smile, his hazel eyes alight with warmth. “Is that the time already? I quite forgot that you were due to call this morning. I’ve been a trifle occupied.”

He gestured to the mounds of scrolls littering his desk.

“So I see. How long have you been at your labours?”

Valentine stretched and rolled his shoulders.

“A few hours.”

“Hah. Since first light, I reckon. And I wager you went out for a run beforehand.”

Valentine laughed at my accusatory tone.

His propensity for early morning exercise was confined to running along the country lanes, putting the fear of God into the livestock rather than the horizontal kind. This custom was a source of humorous contention between us.

When I stayed at his house in Clerkenwell, I might object to him leaving our warm bed before dawn but I did appreciate his honed form, maintained by such regular exercise. That, and his clean cut-features, revealed by his cropped dark hair. Let alone his keen intellect and air of reliability.

Valentine rummaged in a pile of papers.

I can read and write to a certain degree, but I have no claims to being learned. I always marvel how Valentine can find precisely what he’s looking for in a muddle of parchment.

“Ah,” he said, lifting up the correct papers. “I have a witness for you to find, Sheba.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“I can ask for no more.” Valentine’s smile deepened, making him appear younger and less serious.

When he smiled, he resembled the relaxed man I visited at his Clerkenwell home rather than the harried Lincoln’s Inn lawyer.

“We’re seeking a Mr. Henry Mitchell. According to John Adler, the accused, they were drinking together at the Rose tavern in Covent Garden when the crime of assault and robbery was committed on the Strand on the evening of May the twelfth. If you can find him, or any other corroborating witnesses, Mr. Garrow can apply for his acquittal. He could argue the impossibility for the accused to be in two places at once.”

When Valentine had first asked me to help in such a capacity, despite my liking for him, I’d remained cautious. We mollies are wary of the law, for obvious reasons, and moreover, we despise informers with a vengeance.

But Valentine proved true to his word. He only asked me to approach a person to help with a case for the defence. After I approached a possible witness, the decision remained theirs as to whether they chose to go on record.

As Valentine explained, I could venture where he couldn’t.

A regular at a Covent Garden tavern like the Rose would know me by sight, or might even be a passing acquaintance. They had nothing to fear from me.

Whereas Valentine, comely though he might be, was clearly an officer of the law by his demeanour and would have them slipping out of the back door and into the warrens of St. Giles before you could whistle.

“I’ll go at once. I’m friendly with some of the servers at the Rose. They might know the man, or they could even have seen them drinking together that night. I’ll report back as soon as I have some findings.”

Valentine frowned.

“Gifford will be here and as you know, he is my eyes and ears. I will be engaged with Mr. Garrow this afternoon.”

“Then I’ll tell Mr. Gifford what I have learned. Makes no odds to me.”

I admit that I might have been telling a fib.

I looked forward to these brief meetings with Valentine, fleeting and methodical though they were. They kept me going between the nights we spent together. And those could be frustratingly infrequent depending on our combined business.

Valentine regarded me keenly.

“I like to see you,” he said. “I got used to having you around the house for those few weeks in May. The house feels empty without you.”

* * * *
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The sudden burst of heat in early May had caught the citizens of London unawares. After the interminable dampness of spring, the combination caused a short, sharp outbreak of fever, burgeoning in the meanest districts. I live only a few streets away from the stews of St. Giles and sickness is no respecter of relative means.

As the fever spread, I braced myself for a dip in trade in case my gentlemen remained at home, wary of venturing into potentially plague-infested environs. I was resigned to sweltering in my poky garret room for the duration, only escaping to fetch a quick meal from an ordinary or even a pie stall, if the eateries closed until the contagion passed.

In the end, the decision was taken out of my hands. I’d called into Valentine’s office to report a failure in discovering a witness who lived in the street next to mine, since they and their entire family were sick.

“I’ll try again in a few days to see if they’ve recovered. That’s if I don’t succumb to the fever myself.”

I didn’t expect Valentine to upbraid me for circumstances beyond my control but I was taken aback by his consternation.

“Indeed you will not,” he said firmly. “You cannot remain in Seven Dials while this outbreak rages. What if you become ill and there’s no one to care for you? I insist you stay with me in Clerkenwell for the duration.”

If a cove tries to tell me what to do, that’s my cue to assert the opposite. I can’t help myself. It’s how the Good Lord made me, and entirely His divine will.

Yet on this occasion, I was slow to disagree. Exchanging confinement in my cramped quarters without company or income for the healthful air of a semi-rural village was too tempting. Along with Valentine’s presence.

Naturally, I quibbled for argument’s sake.

I daresay that Valentine, a lawyer to his bones, enjoyed countering my half-hearted protests. But I was already prepared to enjoy the sunshine in Valentine’s pretty garden, sitting next to him on the back step as the day faded into evening, not forgetting regular meals provided by his housekeeper Peggy, whose life’s mission was to fatten me up.
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