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I’ll sing you three-O

Green grow the rushes-O

What is your three-O?

Three, three, the rivals

Two, two, the lily-white boys

Clothèd all in green-O

One is one and all alone

And evermore shall be so







Green Grow The Rushes-O, British folk song



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER ONE
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November 1895







It was two o’clock in the morning, and the house should have been silent. 

It had been silent. He’d let himself in, sliding through the door and closing it to keep out the hoots and rustles of other, noisier night-time predators. The house stood half a mile from the nearest human habitation. There had been no sign of life on the riverbank as he’d approached; he’d seen no lights from outside, and saw none now beyond his own dark lantern. There should be no noise except for the creak of old wood settling in a cold November night, and Mr. Montmorency’s snores, and the eventual clicks and cracks when Templeton Lane opened the door of the safe-room and stole the Samsonoff necklace. 

All the same he stood frozen now, his pulse thudding in his ears, because he’d bloody heard something. 

He wasn’t even sure what. Perhaps a sound made in sleep. Perhaps some creature behind the wainscoting, or a cat at work. Perhaps the inadvertent murmur of a policeman waiting in the safe-room to arrest the notorious jewel thieves the Lilywhite Boys. They’d doubtless be irritated when it turned out there was only one present, but not nearly as irritated as Templeton was, because Jerry ought to be here. He had sharp ears to go with his clever fingers and iced nerves; he was just the man one wanted while breaking into a house at two in the morning. 

But Jerry wasn’t here, so Templeton stood, still and silent as a fox caught by moonlight, straining for sound, and enraged at himself for this fuss at what was probably the housekeeper’s dog farting. 

He gave it time anyway. That caution was how he and Jerry had earned their name: the Lilywhite Boys, never so much as arrested. They’d been very neatly trapped indeed this summer, but even then they’d got away with their freedom, and enough jewellery to sink a ship. 

And then given it all back because of Jerry’s new boy friend. The thought was an irritation, a stone in Templeton’s shoe. His once-ruthless partner was hopelessly in love and softening like old leather under the emollience of Alec Pyne, duke’s son, whose big eyes and soft voice were turning Jerry into some sort of respectable citizen. He’d actually insisted they return thirty-four thousand pounds’ worth of perfectly good stolen jewels to their previous owner merely because he was Alec’s brother. Bastard. 

It wasn’t that Templeton had any personal objection to Jerry’s choice of bed-warmer. That wasn’t his affair. But Jerry’s new aversion to risk, the time and energy and focus that were going to his lover rather than his work—those were Templeton’s affair, and he resented them with a smouldering savagery that might possibly have clouded his judgement a little.

For example, this wasn’t a one-man job. The house was big, the security well-considered, the jewel dealer wary. Most of all, the jewels he was after were opals and everyone knew that opals made the Lilywhite Boys’ fingers itch. Diamonds were easier to fence, emeralds more valuable, but opals sang to Templeton and he couldn’t resist their song.

A matched set of black opals, Jerry had said scathingly. Really. Was there also an advertisement placed in the paper for the attention of Templeton Lane? For Christ’s sake, if the Met aren’t waiting for you, the Lazarus firm will be. 

He’d ignored that as he’d ignored their fence Stan Kamarzyn’s more measured words of concern, and his own doubts. He was sick of Jerry’s caution, sick of wondering if the Lazarus firm were on his tail, sick of the way his life seemed to be slipping from his control. Sick to death of Jerry, who’d not just forgiven Alec’s treachery in helping Susan Lazarus but worked, actually worked, with the woman as if she were his friend—

His breath was too fast. He pushed down the anger that had been a clenched fist in his chest since the events of the summer, and set himself to wait again, this time paying attention. 

There was no sound, he concluded after a while. Probably there never had been.

Templeton moved forward. He was a big man, but he knew how to be light on his feet, and his dark lantern was set to the narrowest possible beam. He padded silently through the hall and up the stairs, keeping to the sides to avoid creaks, and stopped at the top to look around. The house was laid out in a rectangular shape around a full-height central atrium that went all the way to the roof. He could see every door on the first floor. No lights shone through any cracks. There was no movement. 

The first door in front of him was Mr. Montmorency’s, Templeton knew from the plans he’d studied. The dealer had had a safe-room installed in a windowless corner of his bedroom, which he locked when he retired at night. Templeton had come prepared with skeleton keys, pliers, and tiny oil-dropper to let himself in silently. But the bedroom door was open.

He had to look twice to be sure that the dark crack wasn’t a misleading shadow. It wasn’t. The always-locked door was without question ajar. 

He ought to have left then. He ought to have slipped away as he’d come, silent and stealthy, to have made his way to the riverbank unnoticed, crossed the Thames and vanished into the night. He ought to have gone, but...

...a necklace of eight black opals of the most vibrant colour and superb clarity, each between fifteen and twenty-two carats, cut to matched ovals at a medium cabochon and set in gold, surrounding the forty-carat fire opal known as the Great Nebula...

Doors weren’t left open for the convenience of jewel thieves. Anything out of the ordinary during a job should be treated as a warning, not a gift. But the Samsonoff necklace was so close to being his, and the opals were singing. 

Templeton slipped his cosh from his pocket, just in case, and pushed the door wider. The hinges barely whispered. 

He could smell the wrongness at once. The room reeked of it. And he should have run then, that very moment, but he beamed his dark lantern onto what lay on the floor—a huddled form, white hair matted dark and glistening, head surrounded by a wet, gleaming puddle—and up to the door of the safe-room which gaped wide and black. 

Templeton stood and stared for too long, and then he stepped forward. He knelt by the body, shone his lantern onto the face, touched the skin, saw that the eyes glared in death. He rose to his feet again. Opals to his left, escape to his right.

He really should have run. 







***
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TWO DAYS LATER, TEMPLETON Lane headed eastward along the Hackney Road, under the cover of night and the shadow of the gasworks. His hat was pulled down over his brow, and he wore a thin coat despite the icy drizzle. The hue and cry was up for a large man; he couldn’t afford to emphasise his bulk. He couldn’t afford to be noticed at all. 

He kept to the walls, twisting politely out of the way of anyone who passed, and made no eye contact. A policeman in a rainproof cape stood on one corner. Templeton walked past, looking neither at him nor away, just as an innocent man would. His shoulders were hunched, but so were everyone else’s, and the constable was doubtless too busy being wet and miserable to look out for suspected murderers. He told himself that, but his muscles didn’t slacken until he was a hundred yards away. 

Every breath hurting, every heartbeat a thud of panic, he walked down ill-lit streets into smoke-black damp-dark Bethnal Green and the little row of shops on Florida Street. 

It was past ten at night and the bulls-eye windows of Kamarzyn Repairs were dark. Templeton didn’t look around because he didn’t have to: he’d been aware of everything on the street from the first step he took onto it. He unlocked the door and slipped in, relocked it from the inside, and made his way to the back of the shop and the door behind a curtain.

Light spilled through the cracks. Templeton manoeuvred himself behind the curtain to ensure none would be visible through the shop windows, opened the door, and went into the kitchen, ducking to avoid the painfully low ceiling. 

“Evening,” he said. 

It was warm in here, and cosy too. The patent stove glowed, the gaslight was bright, the bottle of gin open. It was all entirely welcoming except for the expressions of the two people who sat at the table. 

Stan Kamarzyn had been tinkering with the mechanism of a watch, his usual habit when worried, though his hands stilled as Templeton entered. He had a mop of curly black hair, and very black eyes behind wire-rimmed spectacles; he wore a waistcoat and shirtsleeves, which were rolled up displaying sinewy forearms, despite the cold. His face was smudged and his fingers stained. He looked like an honest artisan, in fact, which went to show you couldn’t trust appearances, because he’d been the Lilywhite Boys’ fence for five years. 

He also looked appalled at Templeton’s bedraggled appearance, which was fair enough. It had been a shitty few days. 

Next to Stan, Jerry Crozier didn’t look appalled, or sympathetic, or anything but pissed off. His mouth was set, his eyes cold, and his eyebrows slanted in a way that usually heralded violence. 

“The fuck, Templeton,” he said. It wasn’t much of a greeting, under the circumstances.

“Good evening to you too.” Templeton grabbed a tumbler and a chair, sat with a thump in the latter, and filled the former with gin. “Nice to feel welcome.”

“My days,” Stan said. “Where’ve you been?”

“I walked from Mortlake. The long way round.”

“Nice weather for it,” Jerry said. “Again: what the fuck?”

“Oh, it’s all an amusing misunderstanding. We’ll laugh about this one day.”

Jerry’s hand flexed. Stan said, “For pity’s sake. This ain’t funny.”

Templeton knocked back a mouthful of gin, oily and juniper-scented. “Not very, no. What do you want, an apology?”

He was being a prick and he knew it, but fear and fury were stifling him. What sort of welcome was this from his best friends after the last two days and the shit he was in? 

“It wouldn’t be misplaced.” Jerry had on his gentleman’s voice, the officer’s drawl that he’d had to learn in the Army because he was nothing more than a jumped-up grammar-school boy. “Considering the stupidity of your actions from start to—I’d say finish but I don’t suppose we’re anywhere near finished. What the devil happened?”

Templeton topped up his glass, slowly. “I’m surprised I need to say anything, if you know so much already.”

“Temp!” Stan slapped his hand on the table, making the watch-pieces jump and roll. “There’s a hue and cry for murder, you and that cursed necklace are all over the papers, and this is no time for you two to be at each other’s throats again. Answer the fucking question!”

Jerry’s brows shot up, as well they might. Stan rarely raised his voice. Templeton had seen him upset on a handful of occasions, angry almost never. He looked angry now. 

“I’m surprised you call the necklace accursed,” he said, playing for time. “I thought you didn’t have truck with superstition of that sort.”

Stan made a strangled noise. Jerry said, “Let me rephrase the question. Did you kill the old man, you stupid cunt?”

Templeton found his mouth open. “What? No, of course I didn’t.”

“It’s hardly ‘of course’,” Jerry snapped. “You’ve been in a hell of a mood for months. I’ve seen you deal with obstacles, and I’ve seen you with opals. So—”

“You’ve never seen me club an old man to death.” Templeton’s lips felt stiff. He was dimly aware of a new anger rising up, a bright spear of insult. “For God’s sake. He was about seventy, and half my size and you think I felt the need to smash his skull in?”

“I don’t know what you did. You tell me.”

“I did tell you. I didn’t kill him.”

“So the housekeeper lied?”

“How should I know? I haven’t had time to read the newspapers. I went in around two, the house was still, his bedroom door was open. I walked in and found his body on the floor.”

“On the floor,” Jerry repeated.

“With his head smashed like an eggshell in a pool of blood.” Templeton remembered the feel of the soft, papery skin, still warm. He rubbed his fingertips on his coat. 

“So who killed him?”

“How the devil should I know?”

“Did you hear or see anything?” Stan asked.

“I’d heard a noise some minutes previously. It might have been the murderer at work, or an owl. I didn’t hear anything else and I didn’t see anyone at all. I found him as I said, in his bedroom, with the door to the safe-room open.”

“Did you look for the killer?” Stan asked.

Templeton glared at him. “Am I an enquiry agent? I saw the fellow was dead, concluded nothing more could be done for him, and went to see about the necklace.”

There was a short silence, then Stan said, “You serious?”

“What?”

“You stepped over a corpse to steal jewels?”

There was no point trying to convey the nightmarish quality of the room: the stink of death, the silence thudding in his ears, the opals’ song. “I was there for jewels,” he said shortly. “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t have done the same.”

Stan’s expression told him exactly that, but Stan got his hands dirty at one remove. Jerry, a practical man, said, “Can’t help the dead. That said, my first thought might have been to search for the murderer.”

“Because you’re so law-abiding these days?”

“Because I’d prefer not to have my skull caved in from behind by some desperate character trying to escape.”

“There was nobody there but the corpse. Nobody in the safe-room. Nobody at all.”

“So he’d killed the old man, taken the necklace, and gone?” 

“No.”

“No, he hadn’t gone?” 

“No, he hadn’t taken the necklace,” Templeton said. “It was still there, on the shelf, along with everything else.”

“Someone killed Montmorency, opened the safe-room, and didn’t rob the place? What was the point of that?”

“No, hold on.” Stan flapped a hand. “The Samsonoff was stolen. It’s in all the papers. If this killer didn’t take it, who did?”

Jerry pinched the bridge of his nose. “Oh God.” 

“Of course I did,” Templeton snapped. “As you just said, what was the point otherwise?”

“So you clambered over a corpse, took the necklace from the conveniently open safe-room, and then what?”

“The housekeeper arrived. Or, at least, an elderly woman in her nightgown.” He’d emerged from the safe-room, opals in one hand and he could almost have sworn they were glowing, dark lantern in the other, as the woman had pushed open the door. He remembered the blaze of light to his dark-adapted eyes, the soundless stretch of her mouth into an O that made her lined face look like that of a child. “She screamed. I took that as my cue to exit and ran like hell, down the stairs and out.” He grimaced at the memory of the desperate chase. “The house was up faster than you would believe. Lights everywhere, people shouting, and one of them had a gun. I made it over the wall and down to the river with a mob on my heels and bullets flying—thank God he was a poor shot—to discover my sodding boat had come unmoored and was gone.” He saw Jerry’s brows rise. “It really wasn’t my night. I had to swim, with the Samsonoff in my pocket, and bloody cold it was too.”

“And what about the valet?”

“What valet?”

Jerry looked oddly at him. “Montmorency’s valet.”

“Never saw him.”

“Did you go in the valet’s room?”

“Of course not. Why would I?”

“Because he might have come in and seen you?”

“Well, he didn’t,” Templeton said. “I didn’t encounter a soul until the woman arrived, after which I was preoccupied. What about the valet?”

Jerry ignored that. “So the old man was killed just before you got there, and the alarm was raised soon after. But nobody found another intruder. Nobody saw anyone who wasn’t meant to be there, except a very large man standing over the body with a necklace in his hand.”

“What do you want me to do about that? I wasn’t looking for murderers.”

“Yeah, well, the police are,” Stan said. “They want the big man who clubbed Montmorency to death, cut his valet’s throat, and stole the Samsonoff.” 

“What?”

“Valet. Throat. Weltering in pool of blood in the next room.” Jerry raised his eyebrows expectantly. 

“But— That wasn’t me,” Templeton said blankly. 

“Do you realise how bad this sounds?” Stan demanded. “Someone killed two men and opened the safe-room just before you got there, but he didn’t steal anything, and nobody saw him?”

“And you just happened to turn up at the very moment a murderer had done all the work for you,” Jerry said. “It makes perfect sense.” 

Templeton looked from one to the other. “Are you calling me a liar?”

“I’m calling your story nonsense. Why would someone murder a jewel dealer and open his safe-room, but not take anything?”

“Presumably I interrupted him.” 

“Then presumably he’d have been in the damned room along with the jewels and the corpse and you,” Jerry snapped. “Except that you told us there was nobody there.”

“So he did it before I got there, had an attack of conscience, and went off to drown himself in remorse. I don’t sodding know.”

“If you think a jury’s going to accept that, you’re mad,” Stan said. “You need to run, Temp. You need to run far, fast, and right now.”

“The papers haven’t named you yet but it’s a matter of days if not hours,” Jerry added. “Get out of the country or you’ll swing. Stan, what have you got in the way of an identity?”

“Are you trying to get rid of me?” Templeton demanded.

“To save your life, you stupid fuck.” Jerry’s brows were twitching with tension. “Two men dead, a witness who can identify you, and you, with your stupid bloody obsession with opals and the fucking Samsonoff in your pocket, have nothing to offer but this? Christ. If you are arrested, you will hang.” 

Templeton’s jaw felt oddly awkward. “I didn’t kill him.”

Jerry’s breath hissed. “It doesn’t matter. Can you not grasp that? It makes no difference at all, because you were burgling the place, you were seen, and your story isn’t worth the breath it took to tell it. Come out with that in court and the judge will laugh his black cap off. We need to get you out of the country before your name and face are pasted up on every street. And, indeed, before Stan and I are taken down with you. Stan!”

“William Hertford character. Bank details and pocketbook.” Stan put a brown-paper bundle on the table. “The earliest boat train leaves from Cannon Street at twenty past seven tomorrow morning. Though if you ask me you should go up to Harwich, avoid the London stations and southern ports. They’re more likely to be watched.”

“You can’t just bundle me off to the Continent,” Templeton said. “I didn’t kill him. I’m not going to be blamed for someone else’s crime.”

“Yeah, but you are,” Stan said. “That’s already happening.”

“This isn’t a debate,” Jerry added. “We don’t have time to play the fool. Stan needs to get our affairs cleaned up fast, and I have to make sure none of this touches Alec.”

Templeton snorted. He didn’t mean to: it was a reflex, a stupid habit he’d got into at mention of Alec because it annoyed Jerry. He wouldn’t have done it if he’d been thinking. But he wasn’t, and he did, and cold anger lit Jerry’s eyes. “Yes, Alec, the Duke of Ilvar’s brother, with his own murder scandal only just died down. If anyone links the Lilywhite Boys to the Ilvar affair, Christ alone knows what might happen. And if you think I’m risking him for your sake— Fuck you, Temp. Fuck you, and fuck this horseshit you expect us to swallow.”

“Jerry,” Stan said. “Stop it.”

“No.” Jerry’s fingers were flexing. “You’ve been an arsehole for months; you went off on this job in a stupid reckless mood. You will not bring us all down because your self-esteem has been dented.”

“My self-esteem?” Templeton said. “What the devil is that meant to mean?”

“It means,” Jerry said icily, “that you sulk like a schoolboy at the very mention of Alec, as though you resent every iota of time I give to him rather than you, and it is frankly embarrassing.”

“You can’t be serious. What I resent isn’t your boy friend, it’s your work ethic. You’ve done fuck all in three months, because every damn job is too risky now. You’ve lost your nerve.”

“I’ll show you my nerve,” Jerry snarled. He shoved his chair back with a clatter. Templeton matched the action. “And if your idea of nerve is smashing an old man’s skull—”

“I didn’t kill him, damn you!”

Stan clutched his hair. “Oh my days. Shut up, sit down, and stop it. This is not the time!”

“It’s precisely the time,” Templeton said. “If Jerry’s priority now, with all of us at hazard, is bloody Alec—”

“Alec didn’t kill anyone,” Jerry said. “You are a danger to all of us, and every minute you stand here, the danger grows. I am not going to be prosecuted as an accessory to murder because you won’t piss off, or see Stan in the dock, still less Alec, and by Christ if you make it necessary for me to deliver you to the Met, don’t think I won’t!”

“You think I did it,” Templeton said. “That I murdered that man, two men, for opals. Don’t you?”

“I’d find it easier not to if you’d come up with a marginally less ridiculous story. Or if I hadn’t seen you drop a man out of a window in a fit of pique, or if you hadn’t been in an increasing rage for three months, or if you were being remotely reasonable now. As it is...” He gave a slight shrug. It carried all the insult of a foul-mouthed tirade. 

“I believe you, Temp,” Stan said. “I’ll believe whatever you like as long as you clear off, because Jerry’s not wrong. Come on, be reasonable.”

“I did not kill him,” Templeton said, enunciating every word. “Either of them. Not the old man, not the valet.” 

“Fine. I don’t care.”

“I do. And I will not allow my name to be smeared like this.”

“For Christ’s sake.” Jerry actually laughed. “Your name?”

Templeton straightened to his full height, and inevitably cracked his skull on a ceiling beam. “I used to have one, and I still retain some regard for it. You might not understand that.”

“Nope,” Stan said. “Common as muck. What I do understand is seven years for receiving stolen goods and who knows what for accessory to murder. There’s fifty quid in there. Write me when you’ve got an address and I’ll send you more, now will you please fuck off?”

He shoved the paper bundle further across the table. Templeton took it. “This is a devil of a way to end five years’ friendship.”

“At least I didn’t do it with a razor,” Jerry said. “Give it ten minutes after we leave, and use the front door. We are going out the back.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Susan Lazarus glared at the remnants of the kipper on her plate as though the fish had done her an injury for which being gutted, smoked, and eaten was insufficient penance. The kipper looked back with a single blank-white eye. 

It wasn’t the kipper’s fault. It was the newspaper slapped next to her breakfast that had curdled any milk of human kindness she might have possessed.

The Illustrated London News had gone to town. That was only to be expected. It had illustrations of the house at Mortlake—which here looked like some sort of Gothic mansion in the depths of an Italian forest—the accursed Samsonoff necklace itself, and, largest of all, the Bloody Scene. In the picture Mr. Montmorency lay dead and a brutish ogre stood astride the corpse with the necklace clutched in one hand and a cosh in the other. The housekeeper stared in horror from the doorway. 

Susan wondered who’d drawn it. Surely not Alec Pyne. He worked for the Illustrated, but she couldn’t imagine he’d touch this subject. Alec’s ill-judged love affair with Jerry Crozier seemed to be progressing with an unexpected lack of disaster, but Crozier was partner-in-crime to the man who called himself Templeton Lane. The man in the illustration, who was a murderer. 

It didn’t matter who’d drawn the pictures. She did, however, want to slap whoever had written the words. She read the text again, carefully, taking in every detail.







Mortlake Opal Murder: a Man is Named







The tragic demise of Mr. Joshua Montmorency which appalled the nation six days ago remains a matter of horror and bewilderment. The Police wish to speak to the following individual: Templeton Lane, also known as William Hertford or Maurice White. Lane is around 6 foot 5 inches tall and broad-shouldered, with thick brown hair of a deep hue, blue eyes, and a substantial moustache. Detective Inspector Wilby begs that anyone with knowledge of his whereabouts will not confront this man, who is considered a danger to the public, but rather contact the Police at once. 

A reward of £100 is offered for any individual who lays information leading to the conviction of Mr. Montmorency’s murderer. 







There was a supplementary piece to update any reader who’d somehow missed the story. Clearly the Illustrated intended to milk the tragedy for all it was worth. 







Mr. Joshua Montmorency, an elderly bachelor of solitary habits, resided in Sorley House, an isolated building some distance from Mortlake town on the south bank of the Thames. A dealer in precious stones, Mr. Montmorency kept his jewel holdings in a safe-room which he had caused to be constructed in a corner of his bedroom. The door to this was reinforced, and secured by the most up-to-date locks. Moreover, three servants slept on the premises, all doors were locked and bolted nightly, and all casements were shuttered. 

Mr. Montmorency’s nephew and sole living relative, Mr. Harrison Stroud, was living with his uncle, having come to England from India three months ago. Mr. Cecil Brayton, Mr. Montmorency’s solicitor and friend of many years’ standing, was also a guest on the night of the tragedy. 

The three gentlemen dined together on the fatal evening. Mr. Montmorency invited his guests to admire his recent acquisition, the Samsonoff black opal necklace, a gem of exquisite beauty, immeasurable value, and ominous reputation. (At the Inquest, Mr. Stroud recalled his uncle explaining that the necklace was said to labour under a curse, and repeating with great amusement, “If even a tenth of the so-called cursed gems that passed through my hands had any effect, I should have been in my grave twenty years ago!” The Jury was deeply struck by the melancholic irony.)

The gentlemen retired to bed by eleven o’clock, and the doors were locked and bolted as usual. 

The housekeeper Mrs. Hendrick woke in the small hours of Tuesday morning, concerned she had heard an unusual noise. She crept along the corridor to her master’s door, hoping to see for herself that all was well. 

The bedroom door stood ajar, against all habit. Fearing Mr. Montmorency was unwell, Mrs. Hendrick peered within. What a sight met her eyes! Her master lay on the floor, the white hair that should have protected him from insult splashed with his own gore, and over him stood a hulking form, clutching in one hand a club stained with guilty blood, and in the other a glittering gem. 

“I looked into the monster’s face,” Mrs. Hendrick told the jury, “and I saw the crime writ on it like the very mark of Cain.”

The housekeeper cried for help as the brute pushed her out of the way and fled. Mr. Stroud and Mr. Brayton, disturbed by the cries, quickly emerged from their rooms and Mr. Stroud, having taken the precaution to arm himself with a revolver, joined several men of the household in pursuit of the murderer. They followed the villain to the bank of the Thames, only to discover that their quarry had plunged into the great river. It is not known if the murderer’s efforts to cross were successful or if he met his deserved fate in the freezing waters; there have been various reports of sightings across the country in the days since, but none have been confirmed.

Returning to the house, the pursuers made a horrid discovery. Mr. Montmorency’s valet, Francis Peevy, slept in an adjoining room to his master. His absence from the chase had been noted, for he of all men should have heard the commotion. Any blame that Mr. Brayton might have thought to cast on an idle servant was most sadly stifled on finding Peevy dead on the floor of his own room, his throat cut. 

The safe-room was examined and it was discovered that only one piece was missing from the glittering ranks of treasure: the Samsonoff necklace. 

The opal displayed on this necklace as centrepiece to eight perfectly matched lesser stones is known as the Great Nebula. It has been said that to desire the Great Nebula brings madness, but to possess it, death. The tragedy of Mr. Montmorency’s demise at the hands of a criminal who would stop at nothing to obtain the jewel will only confirm the worst fears of those who believe in the Samsonoff curse. 







Susan closed the newspaper, shaking the pages to tidy them. She folded it in equal halves with precision, folded it again, smoothed out an invisible wrinkle, threw it at the wall as hard as she could, and said, “Balls.” Nobody replied, not even the kipper. 

She wanted to talk to someone. She hated it when that happened.

There were her guvnors, of course. Her boarding house on Beauchamp Street was halfway between Nathaniel’s lodgings in Baldwin’s Gardens, and Robin Hood Yard where Justin lived. She could go north to find Nathaniel or south to seek Justin, and it scarcely mattered which because both of them would tell her the same thing. They agreed on very little on a day-to-day basis, but they’d agree that Templeton Lane deserved to hang if he wasn’t already dead. He was a thief, a villain, a coward, and a killer. The only difference would be that Nathaniel would call it justice, whereas Justin would revel in vengeance. 

She didn’t want to talk to the guvnors right now. 

She readied herself for the day, wondering who, if anyone, she did want to see. Susan was a woman to whom people brought problems rather than the reverse; she wasn’t in the habit of pouring out her soul, and particularly not on a subject as stupid as this. After all, what was there to say? A villain will receive his just deserts. He had plenty of warnings and every chance in life but has come to a bad end. What could anyone reply except Serve him right? None of her family would wish James Vane, under whatever ridiculous alias, any good; none of them would waste compassion on someone who didn’t deserve it. Susan wasn’t wasting any compassion on him either. To hell with James-Vane-Templeton-Lane-whoever. 

Only, she wanted someone to help her unpick why this all felt so...she wasn’t even sure how it felt. Miserable. Peculiar. Stupid. 

She was thirty-four, a professional woman, an enquiry agent. She knew plenty of criminals and a few of them had hanged thanks to her. What difference did it make that she’d known this one seventeen years ago, when his path hadn’t seemed to head so steeply downwards? 

Cara would have let her talk it out and asked good questions, but Cara was dead. Susan missed her brutally all the time, but especially now. Cara would have understood why she needed to talk about this and helped her unpick it. It would be nice if someone did. 

Alec might. Cara’s little brother, now Jerry Crozier’s lover, Alec was thoughtful, sensitive, and far too kind for his own good. He understood unpleasant, complicated layers of feelings because he was a decent man in love with a criminal. And Crozier would have surely talked to him about the business, so maybe Susan could learn something useful while she was wallowing in sentiment. 

She would talk to Alec. After she’d finished the report on her current case, and the invoice that would go with it, and delivered them both to the client. Those things were important, unlike James bloody Vane. 







***
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SUSAN DIDN’T MAKE IT to Mincing Lane until five that evening, by which time she was in a thoroughly bad mood. Alec’s landlady gave her the usual disapproving look when she announced she was going up, but as a duke’s brother he was a law unto himself in the building, a fact he didn’t exploit nearly as much as he could have.

Alec answered the door to her knock after a few moments, with a questioning expression that dissolved at once into a smile so warm that Susan found herself smiling back. He was an attractive man in a gentle sort of way: soft-spoken, open-hearted to a fault, with a vulnerable air that had used to make Cara fret because it had seemed inevitable such a lamb would attract predators. She would have been relieved by Jerry Crozier. There was no need to worry about dogs now that Alec had leashed a wolf. 

“Hello, Alec. Can I come in?”

“How lovely to see you.” Alec stepped back. His room was lit with both gas and oil lamps, and a pen lay on the large desk together with a lot of papers. 

“You aren’t trying to draw in this light, are you?”

“Just sketching,” Alec said apologetically. “I have rather a tight deadline before Christmas. Would you like tea? I just put the kettle on the fire.”

It was pleasantly warm in here after the relentless dark cold drizzle outside. Susan seated herself. “Thanks.”

“Bad day?”

“Grim.” She caught his look of concern. “Not for me, for the client. I’d like to deliver good news more often, you know. Discover the missing person or the valuables safe and sound and return them to a loving family. It must be nice to hand people pictures that make them happy.”

“I’m sure it would be,” Alec said, with a comically rueful look at his desk. “My last revision letter was three pages. So you were giving bad news today?”

“Mmm. I was hired by a woman to find her long-lost daughter. Got into trouble, family threw her out, fled to London.”

“That’s not usually a story that ends well.” 

“And it didn’t this time. She ended up working for a man called Kammy Grizzard.”

“The fence?”

“You oughtn’t know who he is,” Susan said severely. “And an honest person would say ‘receiver of stolen goods’ and don’t you forget it. Yes, the fence, but he’s got a sideline in selling flesh as well. He buys debts, trains up girls, puts them in the way of wealthy gentleman friends—or ladies—and sells what they steal.”

“I know,” Alec said surprisingly. “He did it to a friend of mine, a few years ago. She’s well out of his clutches now.”

“Glad to hear it. So Kammy takes the profit, his tools take the risks. But when this one got caught in the act and had the police called on her, she decided to squeal. To lay information against him.”

Alec winced. “What happened?”

“She was ready to testify what Kammy was doing and that he had forced her into the life. But she was held in Holloway, and before the trial another inmate threw vitriol in her face.”

“My God!”

“She took the hint and withdrew her allegations. That annoyed the judge, and she got six years for theft. Needless to say her mother had known none of this when she decided to find out what had become of her daughter. I tracked her down and went to see her—it wasn’t pretty—and reported to the mother today, and...ugh.”

“Was the mother very distraught?” Alec said sympathetically. 

Susan rolled her eyes. “You really are far too kind for this world. Of course she wasn’t; she was disgusted. She’d wanted to hear her daughter had repented through hardship and was waiting to beg her mother’s forgiveness, not that she was sitting in gaol with a ruined face. Not real consequences. I told her, if you didn’t want your daughter living a desperate life, you shouldn’t have driven her to desperation. That didn’t go down well.”

“I expect not,” Alec said. “Goodness, Susan.” 

“Well, it was true. But she took umbrage and said she wasn’t going to pay me, and the whole thing was a blasted nuisance.”

“Did she pay in the end?”

“Obviously. So it wasn’t a pleasant day, but never mind. How are you?” 

Alec accepted the change of subject. “Oh, very good. My brother has settled that lawsuit, the baby has got over colic, and we’re expecting my sister to announce her engagement soon.”

“Congratulations,” Susan said. “I asked how you are, though.”

“Work’s going awfully well.”

“Alec. Do I need to have Crozier’s legs broken?”

“No, no, no, good God! Don’t be silly. Jerry is marvellous. I know you don’t believe a word I say on this subject, but—” 

“All right, all right,” Susan said grumpily. “Why the long face then?” 

Alec spooned tea into the pot as the kettle began to whistle. “He’s not terribly happy at the moment. Not with me, but in general, and I’m quite sure you know why.”

“What does he know about this Mortlake business?”

Alec shot her a look. “Why? That is, is this a professional question?”

“Crozier’s rubbing off on you,” Susan observed. “You used not to be suspicious.”

“I used not to realise I needed to be. And?”

“It’s not professional. I’d like to know, that’s all.”

Alec filled the teapot before he answered. “Again, why? Because if you’re here to discuss Jerry’s business, that seems to me more than a casual chat.”

He’d used to be significantly easier to push around as well. Susan added a grudging tally mark to her very short list of Crozier’s worthwhile qualities. “I’m not professionally involved; I don’t need to be. If Templeton Lane is still alive the police will pick him up soon enough, and he’ll hang.”

“That seems to be everyone’s conclusion.”

“What does Crozier have to say about it?”

Alec took a moment getting out a couple of chipped cups, scarcely the sort of thing for Lord Alexander Pyne-ffoulkes, brother to the Duke of Ilvar, then poured the tea. Finally he said, “Is this for you?”

“The tea?”

That earned her a look. “The information.”

“I told you—”

“You’re not professionally involved. Is this for you, personally?”

“I’m not asking for information, just opinions. I... Damn. You know I used to know him, when he was James Vane?”

“Well, I’d grasped you’d met,” Alec said. “You tried to shoot him, yes?”

“We were childhood friends.”

Alec’s mouth dropped open. “You were what? How did that happen? I thought you were a spiritualist’s assistant! How—but—why didn’t you tell me? You arrested him!”

“I was a spiritualist’s assistant. My guvnor took me off the streets to work for him when I was eight or so. I was probably twelve when he met Nathaniel and turned reputable, and he had to find something to do with me. He sent me to school, but I was a foul-mouthed professional cheat with a lot of tricks. Got myself kicked out after three days the first time. The next one took eight. I told him if he made me go to boarding school I’d burn it to the ground, and he believed me, as well he might.” 

“I see,” Alec said faintly. 

“But Nathaniel had a friend, lady called Miss Rawling who was all about educating girls. She’d retired from being a headmistress herself, so she taught me privately. Lessons, deportment, speech, and manners. I dug my heels in about that, until she sat me down and explained that I’d be a far better kiter if I could pass for a wealthy flat, so she was actually teaching me my trade.” Susan grinned at the memory. “Brilliant woman. By the time I was fifteen I was more or less civilised, and then her nephew came to stay. I say nephew, he was a second cousin of some sort, but he called her Aunt. Her mother had been a Vane, of the Cirencester family, and they’d asked her for help with him because young James was a troublemaker. He’d been expelled from school, not for the first time, and they wanted her to take him in hand. We hit it off at once.”

“Really?”

“Well, he asked if I could pick pockets, so I kicked him in the shins. When he stopped swearing he explained that he wanted me to teach him, and after that we were inseparable.”

“I may need a moment to picture this,” Alec said. “Good Lord.”

“I was a scrawny, skinny scrapper, and James was about five foot ten. I taught him to pick pockets and jimmy locks—you needn’t say anything—and he taught me boxing. We used to sit on the roof and smoke and talk.” And that was quite far enough down Memory Lane for anyone’s good. “The point is, he was my friend once. That’s long gone, but even so...”

“You don’t want to think he’s a murderer.”

“No, I don’t.” Susan turned the cup, pressing her hands to its sides. She felt chilled and weary. “I know he’s a thief, a villain, and a selfish swine. I despise everything he’s done with his life. I did try to shoot him, and I didn’t miss on purpose. And he has an unhealthy fascination with opals. But I didn’t imagine he—not the boy I knew, not even the man he’s become—would smash an old man’s skull and cut another’s throat for the sake of jewels.”
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