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        The real voyage of discovery

        consists not in seeking new landscapes,

        but in having new eyes.

      

        

      
        Marcel Proust
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      What do you say the morning after you’ve stuck a knife into a man’s heart, and you and your wife watched him twitch his last in a puddle of his piss? Good morning, dear. Pleasant night?

      No, Sévère wouldn’t expect his wife to appreciate the humour. Not that he had a chance to utter these words in the first place. Alone, he sat staring over an expanse of white tablecloth. Silver platters held muffins, sausages, eggs, honey, jam, and butter. It was as if Cook and Netty expected an army, not a lone man in a wheeling chair.

      He ran a palm over the atrophied muscles of his left thigh, trying to appreciate this weakness as one of the best alibis a murderer could ask for. It was what he’d planned, wasn’t it? Though the charade drifting more and more into harsh reality was…not quite what he’d expected.

      Sévère’s gaze slid to the empty chair across from him.

      Four weeks.

      Four long weeks without a word from her.

      The last time he’d seen her, he’d watched in horror as she dug her thumb deep into the neat knife wound he’d inflicted on Chief Magistrate Linton Frost. One swift and deadly strike to the heart. The man hadn’t even had the chance to cry out before he died.

      The murder kept replaying on the back of his eyelids whenever he dared shut his eyes for more than three heartbeats. It mattered little whether it was day or night.

      He wasn't troubled by remorse, not in the slightest. But the surprise that had seared through him upon discovering his wife had been watching was as fresh now as it had been four weeks before. She had been just as prepared to end Frost's life, just as hungry for it as Sévère himself.

      The sight of his wife approving the deed still unsettled him.

      Although "unsettled" seemed to be an inadequate description of what he'd felt that night. Yes, he’d been deeply shocked, perhaps even a touch horrified, and he still was. The intimacy of that moment robbed him of breath.

      

      A faint cough yanked his gaze away from his wife’s vacant seat. The new maid (what was her name again?) regarded him with a subtle nod towards the teapot.

      ‘What is it?’ he inquired sharply.

      ‘I was wondering if you would like more tea, sir.’

      ‘No, thank you. You may leave.’

      With a demure curtsy, the maid retreated from the room, leaving Sévère to his ruminations.

      His gaze slunk back to the empty chair where Olivia typically sat, his thoughts drifting to that morning when she had slipped away with Rose before the household stirred. No farewell, not even a hastily scribbled note, taking only two meagre bags that seemed scarcely sufficient for their journey to the Isle of Wight. Only Higgins, the coachman, had known of their predawn departure.

      A flicker of resentment flared up. Did she truly hold him in such low regard that she could not entrust him with something as trifling as her travel plans? The question gnawed at him. He didn't even know if she intended to return at all. Was there anything that bound her to this place, to him? No, nothing. The divorce papers had been signed by both of them. And yet, there was the mysterious fact that Olivia refused to file the documents. He didn't know what to make of it.

      One day she chose to stay, seemingly affronted by his assumption that she would be glad to leave. The next, she simply vanished.

      What on earth transpired in the head of that woman?

      Or any woman, for that matter.

      Sévère let out a low groan as he raised his cup and sipped a lukewarm infusion of…was that herbal tea? He grimaced at the taste. Revolting! What the dickens was Netty playing at? He spat the tea back into his cup, slammed the offending vessel onto its saucer, and summoned the maid to remove the scarcely touched breakfast.

      The maid flitted about without making so much as a sound. He requested black tea, emphasising the word black, ensuring she understood that if she dared deliver that hay-infused water ever again, she might as well trade her post for that of the scullery maid.

      Sévère paused. Did he even employ a scullery maid? He’d have to address the matter with Netty. The financial situation wasn’t looking too bright now that every Londoner and their mutt knew the former Coroner of Eastern Middlesex had been accused of a heinous murder and led to a trial (Who knows fer sure if he done it or no!), where it was revealed that his wife had a questionable past as a former — and a notoriously infamous — prostitute (Who knows fer sure if she wasna still working horizonterly!). He’d been promptly stripped of his post as coroner, moved to the dismal pit that was Newgate’s condemned ward, and so robbed of both his freedom and mobility.

      The relentless gossip mill continued to grind feverishly. He’d stopped reading the newspapers three weeks ago.

      

      A dainty silver platter sitting on the tablecloth held the morning mail, a precariously balanced stack of letters. The volume of correspondence in Sévère's office had grown to two sacks in four weeks. Roughly two dozen of these missives had come from extraordinarily daft knuckleheads who deemed their thoughts on his wife's past profession worthy of his attention.

      For seven long years, Olivia had been a prostitute — a fact now known to all of London, thanks to his ill-fated trial for a murder he had not committed. Those opinionated dolts never cared that she’d been abducted at the age of nine and forced to sell her body to men who humiliated her every single night. None of it had been her choice. Yet, in their eyes, she was to shoulder the shame.

      As if a man was incapable of self-control and couldn't be held accountable for his despicable actions. They also chose to overlook the crucial detail that it was Olivia who had apprehended the real murderer and saved Sévère's life.

      Alas, such inconvenient facts did not align with the preferred narrative.

      But strangest of all, it was London’s seedy underbelly that had taken notice. Countless pleas for help from mothers who’d lost a daughter, girls who’d lost a sister, and prostitutes who’d lost a friend, addressed to Sévère & Sévère Private Detective Agency, were waiting to be read.

      

      Sévère raked his fingers through his hair. His infirmity had been made abundantly clear; he had ensured as much when his coachman carried him down the front steps of the Old Bailey. The newspapermen had eagerly devoured the spectacle, peddling the tale to any who could spare a ha’penny. The city was well aware of his limitations, and yet they sought his aid.

      He snorted. He knew well enough that all correspondence directed to their Private Detective Agency was intended for Olivia, not him. In his current condition, he’d be hard-pressed to catch a cab, let alone a criminal.

      Should his wife ever choose to return, she would find a surplus of clientele awaiting her services. As it stood, the household would have to depend on her earnings. He had squandered a considerable portion of his inheritance on a grand townhouse ill-suited to a man of his current standing, purchasing it under the delusion that he was invincible — Solicitor Gavriel Sévère, Coroner of Eastern Middlesex, aspiring expert in forensic medicine.

      Absurd!

      Huffing, he tucked his chin against his chest and shut his eyes. Who would have guessed that a poisoned chemise and a serial killer would snatch away his career, his reputation, and the life of a dear friend?

      Olivia, though, had risen like a phoenix from the ashes. She’d been his beacon of hope.

      Sévère’s hand lifted to his throat, to the tender skin where a noose would have squeezed the life out of him. The rhythm of his pulse throbbed beneath his touch. 'You’ll be done for without her, chap,' he murmured.

      ‘Enough of this.’ He yanked back the wheels of his chair and pushed toward the door.

      His wife was nothing but a miracle. She seemed to possess the uncanny ability to land on her feet, no matter the trials life threw at her. By now, she’d probably set up her apiary on the Isle of Wight, restored her grandfather's former home, and fulfilled the dream she’d had for years.

      Likely, she’d not return.

      Sévère reached for the doorknob as feet clattered down the corridor. The small, swift feet of a nine-year-old. Surprised, he swung the door open and called out, 'Rose? Olivia?' He chose to ignore the hopeful lift of his heartbeat.

      ‘It’s just me, Mr Sévère!’ A voice clear as a bell. Rose came into view, wind in her hair and sunshine on her cheeks.

      ‘Where’s my wife?’

      ‘Said she had to go see someone.’ Rose flashed a smile. ‘Dropped me and the luggage off. Left with Higgins.’

      ‘He had the horses ready?’

      Rose shrugged, giving him an ‘isn’t it obvious?’ look.

      Sévère exhaled a sigh. His gaze touched on the sparkle in Rose’s eyes, her straight-backed posture, the energy that rolled off her. He couldn’t help but say, ‘You seem well.’

      Her gaze cooled. She took a step back as if to say, ‘Yes, but now I’m back here.’

      ‘Where’s Alf?’ she asked.

      ‘Down in the kitchen, perhaps? I haven’t seen him today.’

      She dipped her chin and turned to march off to Olivia’s private quarters. The girl’s hand hesitated over the doorknob. A small nod, as though to brace herself, then she stepped through the door and out of view.

      Sévère cursed himself. He had no clue how to talk to a young girl who’d been violated. Slipping a blade between her assailant’s ribs had been incomparably easier.

      And facing Olivia… He couldn’t think of what to say.

      Sévère pushed himself to his private quarters, locked the door, and stripped down to his undergarments. He affixed his brace, tightened the buckles, and pushed himself to stand. He grabbed his cane, took a step and then another, reminding himself that only two more months remained. He had pledged to feign frailty, to maintain the illusion of confinement to a wheeling chair for at least three months following the murder of Chief Magistrate Frost.

      The perfect alibi.

      And yet, he couldn't suppress the creeping suspicion that his body was succumbing, that the disease was gaining the upper hand. His left leg was gradually losing strength. How much longer until the chair ceased to be a facade?

      Angry, he struck the tip of his cane against the rug. ‘Cease wallowing in self-pity!’

      He reached up and grabbed the metal bar affixed to the doorway between his library and his bedroom. And then he hauled himself up. Again and again, until sweat ran freely down his spine and his muscles were on fire.

      

      After Sévère had washed and donned his attire, he heard the familiar rhythm of Olivia's footsteps echoing down the corridor. Without pausing, she strode past his room. Her door shut with a resolute click.

      Sévère's mood darkened. This simply would not suffice. He promptly vacated his quarters and proceeded down the corridor, rapping once upon her door and barging in without waiting for her invitation.

      She stood by the window, her back to him, her silhouette strangely frail. ‘I need to be alone.’ Her voice was soft, almost begging. Small vibrations ran through her shoulder blades.

      ‘You are back,’ he said.

      Silence.

      Cold prickled down Sévère’s spine. ‘What the deuce happened?’ He pushed his chair farther into the room.

      The sound of creaking wheels snapped Olivia’s spine straight. ‘Sévère, leave. Please,’ she growled in warning.

      ‘Olivia, what happened to you?’

      ‘I will not ask again.’ She turned and lifted her arm.

      At first, Sévère saw only her face, and how…desolate she looked. Her eyes were hollowed out, and her countenance bore an unfamiliar pallor.

      His heart clenched.

      Then his mind registered the straight line from her eye down along her arm to her hand, and finally, the mouth of a revolver.
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      Sévère’s gaze shifted from the maw of the revolver to his wife’s face. He couldn’t quite decide which of the two looked more terrifying. Before words could form in his mind and leave his mouth, a violent shiver ran through Olivia’s arm. She dropped her hand and deposited the gun on the windowsill.

      ‘I've scarcely returned, and you already disregard my wishes,’ she murmured.

      Searching her gaze, he found only emptiness and exhaustion.

      Sévère gave a curt, silent nod, and deftly manoeuvred his wheeling chair out of her room. As soon as the door snicked shut behind him, he barked, ‘Netty!’

      Grinding his teeth, he exhaled a growl. Willed his fists to unfurl. Flexed his fingers and pushed himself forward. ‘Netty!’ he called again, but the housekeeper was already hastening up the stairs and aiming for him.

      As usual when his disgruntled voice reached her, Netty wrung the lifeblood from her hands. ‘Mr Sévère, sir, do you require assistance?’

      ‘Go find Higgins and tell him to meet me in my library at once.’

      ‘But he just⁠—’

      ‘Now!’ He nearly clipped her shoes with the wheels of his chair as he rushed past her and into his private rooms. Sévère wanted to wrap his hands around a throat. He wanted to crush whoever hurt Olivia.

      

      The knock at the door drew his gaze. Higgins stepped inside. Sévère wasted no time. ‘What the bloody hell happened to my wife?’

      Jaw ticking, the coachman pushed one hand into his trouser pocket. He took off his bowler and held it in front of his stomach, tapping his pinky against the rim. ‘Have you spoken to her?’ Higgins asked in a low voice. Upon Sévère’s narrowing gaze he added, ‘Sir.’

      ‘I did. She answered by pointing a gun at me.’

      'I will not betray my mistress' trust,' the coachman uttered with a nervous bob of his Adam's apple, his eyes darting around the room.

      Sévère motioned for him to take a seat.

      ‘I value your discretion,’ Sévère began. 'I will try not to pry into any confidences she may have shared with you. But I want you to point me to the cowardly pig who did this to her so that I may kick his worthless life out of him.'

      Higgins bowed his head, his hat seemingly holding all his attention. 'Mrs Sévère won't appreciate such a course of action.'

      Sévère leaned back in his chair, eying his coachman. ‘Ah, so it's someone familiar to her. Perhaps even someone she holds — or used to hold — in high regard?'

      Higgins remained still, his voice barely above a whisper. 'There's nothing you can do.'

      'Dammit, Higgins! You took her somewhere and put her in danger, for heaven's sake!'

      Higgins's head snapped up, his gaze sharp as a razor. ‘I would never put her at risk, as you very well know!’

      A dangerous glint in the man’s eyes told Sévère that he’d crossed a line. He didn’t care one bit. ‘So you say. What else could have such an effect on her but her past? What have you done, Higgins?’

      Higgins straightened. ‘Are you asking me to resign?’

      Moments ticked by as the two men locked gazes. Higgins had nowhere else to turn, scarcely anyone would employ a man such as him. Sévère understood this and used it as leverage. ‘I am considering it.’ After a tense moment, he added, trying to soften his voice but with little success, ‘I want to help her, goddammit!’

      Higgins puffed out a breath and ran his fingers through his whiskers. ‘She… She went to see her parents.’

      Sévère’s stomach dropped to his knees.

      He watched Higgin's hands as they removed the lint from his bowler with mechanical precision. In the ensuing silence, he could hear the clock ticking on the mantelpiece, the breathing of his coachman, and the scraping of a fingernail against the rough fabric of the man's hat.

      Higgins, his voice low and uncharacteristically subdued, spoke. 'They wouldn't even admit her, sir. I didn't eavesdrop, but their intentions were clear. They did not want her.'

      Something roiled under Sévère’s skin. A furious beast. He could feel the sharp edges of his words on his tongue as he replied. 'Her parents turned her away? The very ones who failed to protect her as a child?'

      Higgins’s gaze darkened. ‘It appears so.’

      Sévère nodded. 'Thank you, Higgins. You may leave.'

      The coachman rose to his feet, his shoulders stiff. 'I don't appreciate being blackmailed, sir, but should you need help with Mrs Sévère's...issue, all you need do is point me to the person that needs a roughing up, and it will be done.' With that, he turned on his heels and left, closing the door with a bang.

      In the silence, Sévère felt the weight of Olivia's sorrow bearing down on him.

      ‘Blast it all!’ His fingers clenched around the armrest of his wheeling chair until the polished wood creaked in protest. Abruptly, he went slack as panic rushed ice-cold across his skin. Olivia had her revolver loaded and ready, but those bullets were certainly not intended for him.

      He wished he could fly. But his arms were as useless for that task as his legs were for running. He hurried his chair toward the door, flung it open, and rushed through. The resounding clatter of the doorknob hitting the wall and the sharp crash of a picture frame shattering barely registered in his mind.

      Olivia’s rooms seemed too far away, the number of pushes of his hands against wheels countless. With his heart in his mouth, Sévère kicked at the door with his good leg. It refused to budge, stoking his fear. With a growl of frustration, he grasped the stubborn doorknob and nearly twisted it from its screws.

      Olivia didn't even turn her head, much less acknowledge him. She was framed by the dim light filtering through fog and drawn lace curtains.

      ‘Give me your revolver.’

      ‘Would that ease your mind?’ Her voice was as crisp as frost.

      ‘Yes. It would.’

      ‘I’d rather keep it.’

      Sévère risked a glance toward Rose’s adjoining room. The door stood ajar. The girl sat on her bed, hairbrush clasped in both hands, her expression undecided about his presence.

      ‘I won’t leave without the gun.’

      ‘You are not to contain me,’ she growled.

      ‘I am not containing you. You may go wherever you wish.’ Catching the softness in his voice, he hardened himself and added, ‘But I won’t allow you to shoot your brains out while Rose is watching.’

      Olivia tilted her head just enough to see him in the corner of her vision. 'I don't plan to kill myself.’

      His wheeling chair creaked as he sagged against the backrest. ‘I’d still prefer to hold on to the gun for a while.'

      She turned fully then, her black eyes smouldering with fury. ‘And take away the one illusion of control I have over my own life? And what will you have me do then, husband?’

      He knew he was moving on precarious terrain, so he whispered a plea, ‘Tell me what happened, Olivia.’

      ‘I learned a lesson. That is all.’ With that, she turned her back on him and continued gazing at the world outside the window.
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      She did not emerge from her rooms for three days. On the fourth day, Sévère had had enough. He placed a tray with coffee and biscuits on his lap, rapped his knuckles against her door, and waited.

      Silence was the only answer.

      He counted to twenty and turned the knob.

      The room was draped in shadows, with only a sliver of light breaching the heavy velvet curtains. An armchair stood by the window, and it was from this spot that her voice emerged. ‘Have my intentions not been sufficiently clear, Gavriel?’ Fatigue and frustration coloured her words.

      He was struck by a sense of intimacy as he heard her use his given name. She rarely addressed him thus.

      'I have brought coffee.'

      ‘You are not my servant.’

      ‘No. But I am your friend.’ At least he was hoping she would see a friend in him one day. If he were honest, he would have to admit that he harboured more profound intentions, ones he had no illusions she would ever accept. He pushed further into the room, halted by her side and poured coffee into two cups. She glanced at his offering for a moment before accepting it from his outstretched hand.

      ‘Why are you here?’ she asked.

      ‘I grew tired of solitary coffee breaks.’

      ‘It is hardly my obligation to provide you with company.’

      ‘I thought we were past that,’ he replied, his tone tinged with gentle reproach.

      She lowered her cup onto her lap, her gaze fixed on the gap in the curtains.

      In the dim light, he noticed the shadows under her eyes. ‘Didn’t you get any sleep?’ he asked.

      ‘Why should it concern you?’ There was a terrifying lack of fight in her voice.

      ‘Please talk to me, Olivia. I want to help.’

      She inhaled deeply before meeting his gaze. ‘For once in my life, I find myself unable to adapt.’ Her eyes returned to the window, the timbre of her voice hollow. ‘For once in my life, I regret all that I am.’

      Sévère felt an unquenchable urge to reach for her hand and intertwine his fingers with hers. She was the most courageous woman he knew. No, not woman. Person. He told her so, and she snorted.

      ‘Why did you return? I thought you were content on the Isle of Wight. Did news travel that far?’ Sévère had hoped the distance to the Isle of Wight would shield her from the tales of the murderous coroner and his infamous wife, but perhaps such hopes were naïve. After all, nothing sold quite like stories of misfortune and shame.

      ‘No one bothered Rose or me.’ She drained her coffee and motioned toward the plate with biscuits. ‘Must I eat those before you will grant me some peace?’

      He moved his chair closer to the heavy curtains and slid his fingers down the midnight blue velvet. ‘You wish to be alone in this dark place?’

      ‘Yes,’ she whispered.

      'I cannot permit that.'

      She scoffed. ‘I couldn’t care less about your notions of what you can or cannot permit me to do. I don’t answer to you. Our marriage is a facade. If you require a reminder, I can show you our contract.’

      With effort, he shifted his chair, its wheels catching on the rug and bunching it up. ‘Do you truly believe that's what this is about? That you, as my wife, owe me anything? Obedience? Servitude?’

      Her gaze flickered coldly. Good. At least there was anger. Better than the dark void staring out of her.

      ‘As your friend, I cannot stand idly by and watch you suffer. Merely a month ago, you pulled me from the darkest pit I ever had the misfortune to find myself in. Did I mention that I contemplated taking my own life in that dreadful cell? It was you who stopped me.' After a pause, he added, 'You are in that same dark place now, and I want to lift you out of it. If you allow.'

      In the soft light, her eyes took on a silver hue. She swallowed and set her chin, yet remained silent.

      ‘I shall return later with supper.’ With that, he manoeuvred his chair out of her quarters, closing the door softly behind him.
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      Should anyone have asked her how she felt, Olivia would have found no words.

      Although the term ‘drowning’ might have matched her best moments, it was a word reserved for the living. She wasn’t sure that applied to her anymore.

      Throughout her years of servitude to this madam or another, this client or that one, she had clung to a single hope: To save up enough funds to establish an apiary on the Isle of Wight, to be entirely independent of the whims of others. The dream of freedom, wild and outrageous, had been her float amidst a sea of despair.

      And now she was sinking.

      She rubbed her right pinky over the smooth silk of her dress, feeling the persistent itch that served as a harsh reminder of her loss. A bee sting had shattered her dream of freedom and independence like fragile glass meeting unyielding stone.

      Cut adrift from what had been the source of her willpower, she did not know who she was any more or what she desired.

      A shudder went through her frame as she recalled the harrowing moment when a bee had nearly ended her life. Beekeepers were all too aware of the potentially fatal consequences of bee stings for some people. Her pinky had swollen, the inflammation spreading up her arm, tightening her throat, stealing her breath for agonising hours. With Rose's help, she struggled to reach the shore, seeking respite in the chill water. When she lay in the surf, with the clouds pressing down on her and the sea tugging her skirts, she knew that a second sting would take her life.

      A profound sense of insignificance settled in her bones then. If a small bee could shatter in a single moment what had been her lifeline for years, what was the meaning of anything she ever hoped for?

      And if her dreams and hopes meant nothing at all, surely her very existence would weigh even less?

      In a blunder of naivete she would forever despise, Olivia had made a solemn journey back to London to see her parents and her little brother for the first time since she’d been abducted from the safety of her childhood home.

      Her mother's harsh words, delivered just before the door slammed in her face, had cut the last vestiges of willpower from Olivia’s soul: ‘Your memory deceives you. You were not taken. You went willingly.’

      Numb, Olivia turned back to the window, tracing the patterns of the heavy brocade curtains. She avoided gazing out onto the streets, where the people and the world freely moved forward.

      Life goes on, they kept telling her.

      But inside of her, life did not go on. Inside, where, for years she had cultivated the fury to drive herself forward, there was now only a void.
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        * * *

      

      Sévère moved to sit behind his desk, once graced by an armchair now deemed redundant. He hated that the thought made him maudlin. He had weightier issues to worry about.

      He selected a cigar from an ornate box, struck a match and sucked fire through the compacted tobacco. Satisfied with the ribbons of smoke trailing toward the ceiling, he rested the cigar on a crystal ashtray and reclined. With an eye on the smouldering tobacco, he forbade himself any thoughts of Olivia while he charted a course through their financial quagmire.

      A snort escaped him. Their economic predicament was uniquely his to bear. The household staff would easily secure new positions. Except for Higgins, of course. Olivia, he wagered, faced with the threat of financial ruin, would relinquish her self-imposed duties and retreat to her beekeeping idyll on the Isle of Wight.

      And himself? Would he wallow in self-pity?

      Another snort punctuated the silence.

      There was a note tucked in his financial ledgers. He retrieved it and studied its contents. Before Johnston’s murder, which had led to Sévère’s infamous trial, his earnings surpassed his expenses by a substantial margin.

      Following his release from Newgate prison, however, his income dwindled to a mere pittance. Only a few days prior he'd been paid one pound sterling for informing a widow that her deceased husband's will was indeed nonexistent and that the only living relative of her late husband — her brother-in-law — would inherit custody of her children unless she remarried promptly. Sévère omitted the brother-in-law's callous plans to rid himself of ‘the brood’ by banishing the seven-, nine-, and eleven-year-old children to an orphanage whenever some ‘harebrained lawman should dump them at his doorstep.’

      Sévère’s solicitor practice had once been bustling with activity. While not quite enough to make him a wealthy man, it was sufficiently busy for him and his officers to occupy each day.

      Then there was the coroner's office. He wavered between a sense of relief at its loss and a twinge of regret. The ceaseless clashes with the constabulary and justices had drained the joy out of unravelling the mysteries behind suspicious deaths. Still, he yearned for the intellectual challenges that came with investigating a case, debating it with Olivia and Johnston, and presenting the jurors with the evidence they had gathered.

      ‘Damn, Johnston. You left too early,’ Sévère murmured. He felt the presence of the chessboard on a side table behind him. Just by the window, next to a small ivory elephant, the chess board he still hadn’t set aside. He and Johnston used to play while dissecting cases.

      But there was no point in getting sentimental now, was there?

      He forced his attention back to the note. The data were unambiguous: Revive his legal practice or sell his townhouse.

      ‘Three months,’ he said, nodding to himself. Three months to reinstate his standing and bolster his income, well before his finances dwindled, leaving him with no choice but to sell the house and start over somewhere else.

      But where to find clients? Nowadays, it was rare that anyone sought counsel from Solicitor Gavriel Sévère, shunned for his ties to a scandalous woman and his trial for the murder of Dr Johnston.

      The fact that he’d been acquitted following the true perpetrator's confession (occasioned by said scandalous woman) mattered little in the eyes of the public.

      Sévère jotted a reminder in the note’s margin: ‘Advertise in all newspapers.’

      Surely, someone must be desperate enough to seek legal counsel from a man with Sévère’s reputation?

      His focus returned to Olivia. He picked up a letter she’d penned when he’d been held at Newgate. Crafted as if discussing a witness rather than revealing her true identity, Olivia's careful wording aimed to obscure their meaning from the watchful gaze of the prison wardens.

      

      On the other case, we recently discussed.

      I talked to Miss M, the woman who was sold into prostitution as a young girl. I’m not sure if her statement is relevant to this particular case, but I believe you should know about it anyway.

      

      Known as Miss Mary in her professional realm, first crossed paths with Sévère under somewhat dubious circumstances. He and Inspector Height had questioned her within the walls of Madame Rosseau's establishment, a high-end brothel catering to society’s upper crust. The memories of that encounter now seemed distant, almost surreal.

      Sévère braced himself for what came next. He would never be able to read the following paragraphs without fury welling up in his guts.

      

      In her own words:

      “Many men told me they loved me. And I hated it. I could predict with some accuracy when they would say those words. Their gaze, their expression would soften. They would look at me as if I were their princess, their saviour, the only woman who understood all their needs. Because it was always their needs they saw, their urges, their body, their wishes. They hid their egoism behind their countless mutterings of “I love you so, my sweet,” because most weren’t dumb or blind enough to completely ignore that they were using a child — and later a young woman — for their pleasure, without ever asking what she needed or wished for herself. Or what she didn’t want. When I saw that expression on my husband’s face — that softening — everything inside me went dead. I felt like a tree that had suddenly lost all its leaves to an autumn gust. And then, everything revolted. Rarely have I been so angry at the wrong man.

      

      It was Sévère who had ignited her anger. He’d peeled back her armour and she resented him for it.

      He squeezed his eyes shut for a tense moment. His fingers quivered as he read the next lines.

      

      I never wish to hear those words again, never wish to see that softening. Please understand that I am not sorry. I have been made to be this way. And I don’t have more in me.

      

      She truly believed she didn’t have more in her. But Sévère would make it his mission to prove her wrong. He had always fancied himself cold-blooded. Maintaining aloofness was a principle he held dear. As a solicitor and coroner, he eschewed the concept of absolute truth, acknowledging only varying perspectives and narratives.

      Who was a victim and who the perpetrators scarcely concerned him outside his profession. Nor did people in general.

      But Olivia… Surprisingly enough, this warrior soul with a tongue as efficient as a guillotine and armour as prickly as a cactus, persistently eroded his exoskeleton of indifference.

      Sévère had never encountered a soul with such ferocity in her compassion, such unyielding protectiveness towards the vulnerable. Her actions spoke volumes. She had broken down the doors of Madame Rosseau’s to rescue Rose, now her nine-year-old ward, from a grim future of relentless exploitation.

      Or what some euphemistically described as ‘work.’

      Rose, a mere child, had been plied with opiates by Madame Rosseau — her own mother — bound to a bed, and subjected to the lechery of Chief Magistrate Linton Frost for a sum of twenty pounds sterling.

      It goes without saying that Rose received no remuneration, then or later, nor did she ever acquiesce to the violation. Yet, that was the false narrative all brothel keepers spun to the authorities when a girl was foolish enough to report the offence. 'She insisted she was thirteen!' they would always claim, regardless of the girl's true age. And, invariably, they evaded justice.

      Sévère's fist collided with the desk, sending the ashtray into a clatter. The smouldering cigar tumbled off its rim and scorched the finish of the mahogany.

      'Enough!' he rumbled. Gathering the cold dinner and a random letter from the disarrayed pile on his desk, he exited his office and made his way towards Olivia's quarters.

      

      Sévère entered his wife's rooms, bearing a platter of cold beef and bread. He cleared his throat and said, 'You have a client.'

      Immediately, he regretted his choice of words, wishing he could take them back. He clumsily pressed on, 'In fact, there are more than two hundred. I selected one for you.'

      Olivia's response was sharp, dripping with mistrust. 'What the dickens are you talking about?'

      Did she think he was trying to prostitute her?

      Of course, she did.

      He calmly extended a letter towards her. 'You run a private detective agency, do you not?'

      Olivia's jaw softened as she looked down at the letter in his hand.

      ‘Each is addressed to Sévère & Sévère, so I took the liberty of opening them. A good number of intriguing cases but I doubt we can ask for more than a guinea each.’

      ‘I’m not interested,’ she replied, turning away, not even acknowledging the dinner he’d brought.

      ‘Your interest is irrelevant. You signed a contract.’ The reason he had asked her to become his wife was that he needed someone with wits to help him solve cases. His former Officer Stripling, competent in administrative tasks and exhumations given a prompt and a clear site, lacked the finesse for interrogations, let alone solving mysteries. Stripling had abandoned his post the day Sévère was arrested for murder. No great loss, as Olivia had all the skills he required in an assistant. The marriage existed on paper per her insistence, though she also surprisingly insisted on consummating it.

      He would never forget that night.

      Olivia straightened her spine and finally shifted her gaze to the letter Sévère proffered.

      Shooting him another suspicious look, she unfurled the letter and began to read. With a disdainful huff, she dropped the missive back onto his lap. ‘I can’t help her. And you can’t, either.’ She turned away to stand by the window.

      Sévère’s eyes lingered on the parchment, the slanted handwriting of a distraught mother whose daughter had been taken by a seductress. The term ‘seduction’ in such a context baffled him. Yet, it was the word everyone used to make rape sound more palatable.

      ‘They are asking for your help and you refuse?’ he asked icily.

      ‘What are they to you, anyway?’ she spat.

      Relief swept through him as he saw anger flash through her posture. He would take her wrath over her bleak hopelessness any day.

      Uncertain how to proceed, he debated between softness and directness. Opting for the latter, he continued, ‘Must they be my wife, daughter, friend, or sister for me to hear their plea? Isn't their desperation enough reason for us to intervene? I can’t do this without you, Olivia. You urged me to amend the law to safeguard girls like her. And now you’ve resigned yourself to staring at the world through a glass pane. Why return to London at all if you have no intentions of helping these girls?’

      Silence.

      ‘Perhaps you should return to your apiary,’ he added.

      No response.

      After a long pause, he asked cautiously, aware that she might shoot him with her gun or throw the heavy brass lamp at his head, ‘What happened between you and your parents?’

      Unspeaking, she shifted her hand to the revolver on the window ledge.

      Sévère held his breath.

      When she finally broke the silence, her voice held a dead emptiness that made his spine crawl. ‘You are exhausting me. Leave me be. There's nothing I can do for those girls. Neither can you. Or anyone.’
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      Sévère sat at his desk, shoulders aching, fists balled, and his mind fresh out of ideas. Another pile of letters had arrived that morning. Seeking Olivia's counsel again had yielded a sharp and sudden response: a porcelain vase hurled at the wall mere inches from his head, her eyes ablaze with ferocity as she warned him that next time she wouldn’t miss.
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