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​Chapter 1
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London, Whitechapel, March 1871

––––––––
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The gaslights glowed in the fog like will-o-the-wisps, ghostly and eerie. The fog was a thick, tangible thing. Even in the most crowded streets, it gave the illusion of solitude. And London’s streets were very crowded. One was rarely alone, even now, near midnight. The muffled clop of horse-hooves echoed constantly on the cobbles and the hushed murmur of voices came from the doors and windows of a hundred public-houses.

Coventry sniffed the air. She smelled coal smoke, unwashed bodies, cheap scent, litter, and horse dung. She wondered how many horses lived and worked in London. Too many, toiling in the filthy, stony streets. Would any of them wish to remain, given the choice, when open pastures beckoned?

A rib of whalebone pinched her just below the ribs. She winced and shifted in her corset, trying to find a more comfortable position. She was fortunate she was such a slender girl; she’d hardly any waist to speak of. Some of her heavier colleagues had a terrible time with the tight garments. She took as deep a breath as she could, glancing down at herself to judge the effect. She hadn’t much chest either, not compared to some of the lasses, but what there was had been pushed up and out in a way she knew to be enticing.

This dress was the most expensive thing she owned. Red satin, bright as fresh blood, underlay a web of fine black lace. The cut was scandalously low and the skirt just high enough to hint at her well-turned ankles. Her hair, long and wavy, was carefully and deliberately disheveled, leaving loose auburn curls wandering down her girlish cheeks. Those cheeks were rouged, her lips tinted a shocking crimson.

​She looked, in short, precisely the sort of girl any respectable lady would avoid—and any respectable gentleman would avoid during daylight hours. But after nightfall it was a different song and the gentlemen danced to a darker tune, wandering the cobblestones in search of night flowers to pluck. Coventry appeared to be just such a flower, watching and waiting.

She had to be careful. Whitechapel was no place to forget oneself. She knew, better than most, what sort of men lurked thereabouts. And unlike most of the girls, she had no stout fellow to look after her interests. Coventry Adams worked only for herself, so she’d learned to keep her wits about her.

A pair of horses clop-clopped along the lane to her front. Her keen ear caught the difference at once. These were no plodding cart-horses. This was a carriage team, perfectly matched in size and stride, high-stepping and proud. She heard the creak of springs just behind them and knew they were pulling a gentleman’s coach. Not only that, it was moving slowly. That could mean only one thing. Toffs would scarcely linger in such a neighborhood, not unless they were looking for something. This gentleman was either engaged in some other unsavory business, or he was on the lookout for a girl like her.

Coventry had seen what happened to pedestrians who stumbled in front of carriages. The heavy wheels could crack skulls and shatter bones. She eased forward, taking care to keep her feet up on the curb, but making herself noticeable. She took two paces to her right, so the light of the nearest lamp shone down on her face and décolletage. And she waited.

The coach emerged from the fog scant seconds later, a fine double brougham, drawn by two beautiful coal-black Friesians. The carriage itself was finely ornamented, sporting a coat of arms on the door, though it was impossible to make out in the misty night.

Coventry waited until the carriage was in the act of passing her by. Then she cast a coy glance over her shoulder. She couldn’t see into the darkened interior, of course, but that was not the point. The point was to display herself to the best possible effect, mingling false modesty with the promise of dark delights.

The carriage went only a few paces further. Then it came to a halt as the driver, in answer to some signal from within, pulled the horses up short. The animals stood, champing their bits, the mist of their breath mingling with the fog.

The coachman stood, a towering, shadowy figure in a heavy overcoat and wide-brimmed hat. He jumped down to the cobblestones, but even then, he overtopped Coventry by nearly a foot. She had learned through bitter experience to watch a man’s hands. His held a riding whip. A lash from it might sting, but it was hardly a proper weapon. A cudgel or sword would have been worse. Still, Coventry tensed to run. She knew the alley at her back, every twist and turn of it. Give her half a breath’s start and she would be gone.

The coachman opened the brougham’s door and stood back, respectful.

“My dear young girl, whatever are you doing out so late, in such a dreadful place?”

The voice that came out of the darkened coach was a round, deep, jovial sort of voice, one that could only come from a fat, well-fed belly. It was a voice a frightened girl might run to for comfort. Coventry did not trust it one bit.

“Please, guv’nor,” she said, laying on a strong Cockney accent. “It is so terribly late, and here’s myself, all out on my own. I don’t suppose you’d know where I might find a place to stay, maybe to lay down for a bit?”

“Oh, you poor dear thing,” the man said. “And just look at you, dreadfully exposed to the cold. You must be simply shivering! Why don’t you climb up here and get warm, out of the night air?”

It was the usual dance. Some of the girls laughed at such preliminaries, considering them a waste of valuable time. But Coventry knew better. Rituals were important. They put men at ease. And men at their ease were men off their guard.

“Oh, thanks ever so much, guv,” she said. “If you could just give me a hand?” She raised one hand, clad in a black, elbow-length glove. Her other hand stayed at her side, near a hidden pocket she’d sewn into her dress. Inside that pocket lay a long, slim blade of forged steel, about the size of a knitting needle but sharpened along both edges. One never could tell with gentleman callers, especially those who liked their girls young.

A large, beefy hand enclosed her slender fingers. She put her foot on the step and hoisted herself up into the carriage. The coachman immediately closed the door behind her. Coventry felt a momentary thrill of fear. She embraced it, letting the fear strip years off her voice and demeanor. Genuine fear was much more convincing than any counterfeit. She was nineteen, but could pass for fifteen or twenty-five, as circumstances required. She had the feeling this man would like her to be very young indeed.

“This is awful kind of you, guv,” she said.

“Not at all, dear girl, not at all,” he said cheerfully. In the shadows, his face was still hard to make out, but Coventry was nearly overcome by a sudden, dizzy feeling of familiarity. She was glad of the darkness. She knew this man, or had known him, years ago. Would he remember?

Not bloody likely, she thought. That had been a very different time and place. She forced down memories of long ago: a big house in the country, dinner parties, fashionable events, hunts and picnics. But his name came to her unbidden. Bartleby Horrocks, Minister of Parliament. What had he been worth? Seventy thousand pounds a year?

Coventry smothered a smile. This was a real toff, a man with wealth and position, stooping to demean himself with a sweet young night flower. She was going to enjoy this.

“My darling girl,” he said, still dancing the familiar steps, though they both knew the inevitable outcome. “I shall be only too delighted to place myself at your service. I am merely a visitor in London, but if I might prevail upon you to accompany me to my hotel, you might find such... ah... repose and refreshment as the hour allows.”

This was better than she had allowed herself to hope. Her fear had been he might just want a quick tumble in the carriage. That would force her hand and would require speed and risky action, particularly if she was forced to deal with the coachman as well. But to go to his room was far preferable. It should afford plenty of more leisurely opportunities amidst greater security and comfort.

“Cor, guv, that’s lovely,” she said, placing a hand on his knee and nestling in close beside him. “I just knew some kind gentleman such as yourself would find me.”

He put an arm around her shoulder in a gesture that should have been paternal and comforting but was neither. Coventry felt the trembling hunger in his touch. She cared not a toss. Her close proximity had already told her he had a gold pocketwatch in his silk waistcoat, and she was fair certain in which pocket his pocketbook resided.

This looked to be a very profitable night.

––––––––
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Keeping Mr. Horrocks’s advances at bay during the carriage ride presented no great difficulty. Coventry was an old hand at promising without delivering. She remembered her early classical education. The myth of Tantalus, in particular, was applicable to her trade. The trick was to offer just enough to set the hook. Then a girl could play a man like a fish on a line, letting him wriggle and exhaust himself. The difficulty was, in the end one had to either land the fish or cut the line, and it was sometimes hard to know which.

Bartleby Horrocks, however, was an amateur in such matters. Coventry’s touch set him all aflutter while holding him off. Men were all the same, aiming for the destination with no thought of the journey. Coventry took a certain pride in convincing them to stop and take in the sights along the way.

By the time the carriage stopped outside the hotel, Mr. Horrocks was so much quivering putty in her skillful hands. Now was the time to conclude negotiations. A few whispered words, delivered alongside the delicate application of the tip of her tongue to his earlobe, convinced Mr. Horrocks she was worth a half-crown at the least. Some of the girls were content to settle for a hay-penny knee-trembler in a back alley. Coventry aimed higher. She had learned that a higher price, rather than putting off a would-be purchaser, actually commanded respect, even admiration.

With their bargain amicably struck, Coventry and Mr. Horrocks alighted from the carriage. The driver assisted Mr. Horrocks with his considerable bulk, while Mr. Horrocks gallantly offered a hand to Coventry. The hotel doorman looked askance at them as they approached.

“Your pardon, sir,” he said. “Who is this young... lady?”

“My niece,” Mr. Horrocks said blandly.

“Your... niece,” the doorman repeated, raising a very skeptical eyebrow and letting his eyes travel over Coventry’s face and décolletage.

“Indeed,” Mr. Horrocks said, passing his hand close to the footman’s. There was a clink of coin as money changed hands.

“Yes, quite,” the doorman said. “Welcome, sir. Madam.”

So Coventry passed into a rather nice hotel on the arm of a respectable gentleman. Everyone knew what she was; her clothing and cosmetics trumpeted it. But no one raised an outcry. She might as well have been invisible, for all the notice anyone paid. She idly wondered, as they walked up a carpeted stairway, whether the doorman’s bribe was more than what she had demanded to purchase what remained of her virtue. A shilling normally sufficed for such a man, but perhaps the rates had gone up of late.

Mr. Horrocks unlocked his door and ushered her in with a slight bow. Coventry replied with a half-curtsy.

“You, my dear, are quite remarkable,” Mr. Horrocks said. “Truly a flower among the stones of Whitechapel.”

“It’s right kind of you to say, guv,” she said, taking in the room at a glance. “Near poetry, that was.” The chamber was impressive, if not quite palatial. Bartleby Horrocks was living in somewhat understated style at present. Did that signify he had fallen on hard times? It was so difficult to tell with gentlemen. They were quite skilled at keeping up appearances.

“Your speech marks you as a resident of London’s, ah, lower quarter,” Mr. Horrocks continued. “Yet your fresh and dewy complexion, the paleness of your skin, suggest otherwise. Might I inquire your name?”

“Everyone calls me Coventry, sir,” she said. “Like the city.”

“What a peculiar name for a lovely girl. Would you care for a drop of brandy, Miss Coventry?”

“That’d be lovely, guv. What ought I call you?”

“Mr. Hanover.”

A lie, of course, but Coventry could hardly complain. After all, she was being no more honest than he. None of this was true, none of it was real.

“It’s a pleasure, Mr. Hanover,” she said, taking his hand. He lowered his lips and kissed her hand. Even through her glove, she could feel the hunger in his lips. His mouth was open, his breath hot and moist on her wrist. She suppressed a shudder, turning it to an eager quiver of her own, knowing it would be effective. Men saw what they wished to see.

Mr. Horrocks reluctantly released her hand and turned to a table on which stood a decanter and several glasses. As he filled two cups, Coventry slid a hand into another hidden pocket in her dress and extracted a little packet of powder. She held it neatly between her second and third fingers, hidden from view.

Mr. Horrocks turned, glasses in hand. Coventry started to reach for one, then feigned a stumble and caught at his arm with her left hand. He made a startled noise and nearly spilled the brandy. While he was thus distracted, she passed her opposite hand over the other glass, letting the powder spill from the little packet into the beverage.

“Sorry, guv,” she gasped. “It’s these wee shoes I’m wearing. They do squeeze my ankles so. I don’t suppose you’d mind if I removed them?”

Mr. Horrocks was poleaxed by the thought of Coventry’s dainty little feet and ankles clad in naught but stockings. In that distracted state, he certainly did not notice the powder dissolving into his brandy. One of the most important tricks in sleight-of-hand was drawing the mark’s attention away at the perfect moment.

“Quite all right,” he stammered.

“Thanks ever so, guv,” she said, plucking the other glass from his hand. She wanted to savor it. After all, good brandy was hard to come by on the street. But the main thing was to make sure he drank, so she tossed back her glass in one gulp. It burned pleasantly on the way down, warming her insides marvelously. Mr. Horrocks, naturally, could not allow a young woman to outdo him in the imbibing of drink, so he followed suit. An odd expression crossed his face and he looked down at the glass.

“Rather bitter, that,” he said thoughtfully. “I say, Miss Coventry, did yours taste a trifle off?”

“Don’t know what you mean, guv,” she said. “But if you’re wanting another taste on your lips...”

She stepped in close, tilted her head up, and kissed him, letting him feel the whole length of her. She laid one hand on his cheek, the other against his chest, and nibbled lightly on his lower lip.

He groaned and closed his eyes. “Oh, my dear,” he said. “You really are too much.”

“You’ve no idea,” she whispered, tugging him across the room toward the bedroom. He followed willingly enough. She helped him out of his jacket, hanging it on the back of a nearby chair. Then she turned him about so his back was to the bed and gave him a playful push. He stumbled backward. Then the mattress took him just behind the knees and he fell across a pillow with a soft whoosh.

“Fell over,” he said, his words slurring together. “Most... curious...”

“Not to worry, guv,” Coventry said. “You just need a wee lie-down is all. Just lie quiet and close your eyes, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

Mr. Horrocks obediently did so. Soon he was dreaming, a smile spread across his pudgy face.

Coventry gave the drug another minute to work, counting the seconds by the beat of her own pulse. Then she said quietly, “Mr. Hanover? Sir?”

He made no response.

She leaned in quite close and nipped his ear between her teeth, something sure to make any man jump. He lay perfectly still.

Nodding in satisfaction, Coventry set to work. The tincture of opium had been prepared by a Chinese fellow she knew, a man who ran a den by the docks that catered to sailors. She had used it before, and while its effects were somewhat unpredictable, she could count on at least thirty minutes before Mr. Horrocks returned to wakefulness. Undressing the unconscious man was the work of a few distasteful moments. In the process, she divested him of the gold wedding ring he really did not deserve to wear. She rifled his clothing, acquiring thereby his gold pocketwatch, his pocketbook, three crowns, two shillings, and thruppence in loose coin, and a pair of handsome diamond-stud cufflinks. Those were distinctive, and dangerous to sell, but too valuable to leave behind. The pocketbook was the real prize. A quick glance showed her it held banknotes, rather a lot of them.

Before leaving Mr. Horrocks to his opium-fueled dreams, she thoughtfully draped a sheet over him. It wouldn’t do to have him catching cold, after all. His clothes were of fine make, but the resale of fabric was not really in Coventry’s line, so she left them in a pile on the floor and turned her attention to the hotel room.

She knew better than to steal anything belonging to the hotel. Mr. Horrocks would be unlikely to report a theft, given the nature of the young woman who had come to his room. It would create awkward questions he would have no wish to answer. But if the hotel noticed anything of theirs missing, they would report it to the police. That was a risk not worth the taking.

She settled for pillaging Mr. Horrocks’s personal baggage. The results were a fine silver shaving kit, another two pairs of cufflinks, a second pocketwatch—this one of silver—and a few interesting bits and bobs whose value she could not guess. But Fergie, the fellow who ran the rag and bottle shop, would give her a fair price for them. They went into the deep pockets in her skirt’s lining, together with the rest of the loot.

Before leaving, she went to the washbasin and looked at herself in the mirror. Small details were important. One needed to show others what they expected to see. She tousled her hair and smeared her lipstick. She adjusted her dress to look as if it had been hastily rearranged. She splashed water in her eyes, making sure to leave trails on her cheeks like the ghosts of tears. Then she let herself out of the room.

She knew the trick of working locks with a pair of hairpins, but there seemed little point in locking the door, and it was a needless risk. She let it be and stumbled down the stairs, trailing one hand along the wall to support herself. It was all too easy to put the look on her face of a young girl who had just had something dreadful done to her.

The doorman looked at her coldly. He did not open the door for her.

“P-please, sir,” she whimpered. “May I... may I go?”

His face softened slightly as he took in her state. Then his jaw tightened and his eyes went icy, but his anger was directed elsewhere.

“Bloody bastard,” he muttered under his breath. “If he wasn’t a blooming minister, I’d knock his teeth down his bloody throat.” He held the door for her. “Sorry for your troubles, madam.”

“Th-thank you, sir,” Coventry stammered, even managing to fill her eyes with artificial tears. She felt a very slight twinge of guilt. He seemed a decent chap and it was a shame to play him that way. But it wasn’t as if she was robbing him. He’d already done well out of the night’s adventures, and she noted he made no effort to offer her the coins Mr. Horrocks had given him.

She held to the act all the way to the end of the street. Only once she had turned the corner and was safely enveloped in the fog did she stand upright again. Then, as she considered the long walk back to Whitechapel, a hansom cab appeared in front of her, an answer to her unspoken prayer.

It was an extravagance, surely, but one she could now afford, and it would save her a long and dangerous walk. Coventry raised a hand and waved to the driver. Some nights, one truly was blessed by fortune.
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​Chapter 2
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Coventry took her usual precautions on the way to her bolt-hole, asking the cabbie to drop her a fair distance away, reversing direction several times, and crossing the street twice. Content that she was not being followed, she eased into an alley, up a rickety back stair, and into the foul smell and smoke of a gambling hall. She nodded a cheery greeting to Nick, the burly man who watched the door. She crossed the room, playfully slapping away the hands of a couple of the lads as she danced past them.

“You’re in a right rare mood, Cov,” Slinky McGee observed. “Good night?”

“Best of ‘em, Slinky,” she said, winking.

“If you’re wanting, we could deal you in,” he said. “Or you can sit on my lap and play my cards for me.”

“You’d like that, you old goat,” she said. “I may be just a wee scrap of a girl, but I’m more woman than the likes of you’ll ever manage.”

Slinky put his hand over his heart in mock distress. Coventry saw only smiles on familiar faces. She knew every man in the room. Society would consider them bad men, she supposed, but they were really decent enough chaps once one scraped away the surface dirt. She’d been rooming here nearly three months, longer than she’d rested in any one place in years, and she was starting to feel almost at home.

With a flirty wave to her admirers, she swirled her skirt and pranced down the back hall to her room, snatching up a candle as she went.

“You’ll be paying for that bit of wax, love!” Slinky called after her.

“I’ll toss an extra farthing in with my rent come Monday, you penny-pinching flapdoodle,” she tossed over her shoulder.

She made certain to lock the door and shoot the bolt the moment she was inside. There was a difference between feeling at home and being a fool.

The room mightn’t be much to look at, but by Whitechapel standards it was a right treat. To start with, it was hers and hers alone, with a real solid door. No mere ragged curtain separated her from a consumptive neighbor or a litter of squalling brats. The ceiling was sloped low on one side, so she could only stand upright near the door, but the place was furnished with a mattress stuffed with rags, only slightly verminous; a tub for laundry and bathing so she needn’t go to the shared washroom; and a few pegs for her clothes. There was even a small, grimy window with all its panes intact. In spite of the cold, it was propped open a hands-breadth.

“Whisper?” she called quietly.

After a brief, breathless pause, a faint meow answered her.

“There you are, you precious wee thing,” Coventry said, kneeling down and extending a hand. A rangy black cat materialized out of the shadows in the corner of the room, green eyes glowing in the candlelight. Whisper stalked slowly to meet the girl, sniffed her hand, and rubbed his cheek against her knuckles.

Coventry stroked the cat’s neck and back. “I’ve not brought you anything,” she said. “But I promise we’ll take a stroll down to the market tomorrow and find some fresh fish. I’ve had a brilliant night and we’ll not be wanting for vittles today, nor tomorrow, and who’s to say fairer than that?”

Whisper purred, his tail rising at every stroke of her hand.

Now that she knew the cat was in for the night, Coventry closed the window. Whisper got in and out that way, running across the rooftops as easily as the lads came and went by door and stair. He was hardly her cat. It was fairer to say, she was his girl. He’d announced himself the first night she’d spent in this place, proving that the room was not quite unoccupied, despite Slinky’s promise. The two of them got on famously. Coventry left the window ajar for him, no matter the cold, and gave him little tidbits as occasion and income allowed. In return, Whisper kept the room free of rats and mice and provided a warm, undemanding bed-mate.

Coventry pried up a loose floorboard under a corner of her mattress, revealing the little hiding-place she’d worked out for herself. She took out the loot she’d pilfered from Mr. Horrocks and gave it a quick once-over, then deposited it in the hole and replaced the board. The banknotes were the best, of course, but the very size of the denominations promised to be difficult to dispose of. Perhaps they’d be best as a nest egg, something to save for a rainy day. But she’d do well to sell the traceable goods to Fergie as quick as she could, come morning.

She took off her red dress, stripping down to her chemise and sighing with relief once she’d rid herself of the corset. Then, already shivering a little with the cold, she pulled on her plain, ragged nightgown and rolled herself in her woolen blanket. Her pillow was a bundle of rags, faintly moldy but really not bad, and she shared the bed with only a few fleas. On the whole, things could be a great deal worse.

Whisper curled in beside her. Coventry put an arm around the cat, bundling him close, enjoying the throaty rumble of his contented purring. Soon both were asleep.

––––––––
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The fog had lifted and the sun was well up by the time Coventry reluctantly abandoned the nest of warmth she and Whisper had made for themselves. The London sky was barely visible through the grimy window, clouds of coal-smoke from the chimneys blotting out the blue. Still, it didn’t look likely to rain, and that was something to be thankful for.

While Whisper luxuriously stretched and saw to his morning toilet, daintily licking his paws and running them over his head, Coventry washed her own face, using a polished tin plate for a mirror. She made certain to remove all trace of her tart’s makeup. What was left was a young woman who could pass for a girl. She sometimes cursed her fresh face and wide, innocent blue eyes. If she’d not been such a looker, she’d not likely have come to this pass. Still, once the gin was spilt in the gutter, there was precious little use crying over it. She put on her other dress, her everyday dress. This was pale blue, stained a bit at the hem, darkened with coal-dust, and starting to fray at the cuffs. And, of course, it went over the thrice-damned corset and crinoline cage.

Inside a quarter of an hour, her hair tucked back in a braid, looped and pinned around her head, Coventry looked like any young woman of modest means and good character. She had a wicker shopping-basket to hold on her arm and a plain narrow-brimmed hat that matched the dress. Unable to resist a small indulgence, she gave the hat a saucy tilt. In the bottom of the basket, under a folded cloth, were the jewelry and knickknacks formerly belonging to Bartleby Horrocks. Tucked up the right sleeve of the dress, clipped to her forearm, was her stiletto. Thus fortified, Coventry Adams emerged to meet the day.

She had gone only two paces down the hall when Whisper began frisking about her ankles. Apparently he thought it best to accompany her to market to protect his investment in her.

“As you will, you wee dark lump,” she said with an affectionate smile. “But don’t you come crying if a cart runs over that tail you’re waving so proud.”

Whisper looked up at her and blinked as if to suggest he was affronted by the mere suggestion of such clumsiness.

Daylight revealed, in unflinching clarity, all the dingy ugliness of Whitechapel. The name, Coventry thought, had never suited the neighborhood. The colors of Whitechapel were dirty brick and dingy grey. Not even the linens on the clotheslines were white, not once the coal-smoke got to them. When she’d been a girl, Coventry had read about the peppered moths in one of her father’s books. In 1811, the moths had been white with dark grey spots. Less than forty years later, a field collection in Manchester had revealed they were being rapidly replaced by their cousins, black-bodied with wings the color of soot.

The Darwinians, of course, had seized on this as evidence of their radical theory of natural selection. Coventry took a more practical lesson to heart. If one wanted to survive in a dark world, one had best learn how to blend with the shadows.

How she missed books! She dreamed, sometimes, of her father’s library. To have a whole room devoted to nothing but the storage of knowledge! It was a silly, girlish dream, she knew, but sometimes she wept for it.

But dreams and tears were for lonely nights of slumber. Now that she was awake, she had best keep her wits about her. The air was sharp and cold, the wind whipping color into her cheeks. She glided through the crowds, avoiding contact whenever possible, forcing a path when she must. She was small, but she knew how to command her space, to project herself into her environs. And she had a knack with words, particularly the vicious abuse the fishwives slung about the market. Coventry could fair blister the ears of even the most debauched rowdy.

Her first stop this day was Fergie’s rag and bottle shop, a dilapidated little store a stone’s throw from the market. She pushed the door open, hearing the tinkle of the little bell that hung from the ceiling, and stepped into the dark interior. Whisper scuttled in on her heels.

The shop was very dark, for the windows were so dusty they might as well have been bricked up. Sagging shelves groaned and creaked under the weight of countless piles of worthless detritus. The place was a veritable maze, but Coventry had been here many times before and knew her way about. She walked confidently along the serpentine path that led to the counter, catching a glimpse of a skittering little creature out of the corner of her eye.

Whisper saw it too. The cat crouched, tail lashing. Then he pounced, a brief scuffle and a muffled squeak heralding the end of the mouse’s short, sad life. Whisper rejoined Coventry, tail waving like a triumphant flag, a limp grey body dangling from his mouth.

“Fergie!” Coventry called.

“That you, Cov?” called a reedy Irish-accented voice.

“Now who else would I bloomin’ well be?” she retorted. She had reached the counter, which was likewise piled with junk, but saw no sign of the proprietor.

“Can’t be too careful,” Fergie replied, popping into view like a jack-in-the-box. He was an odd-looking little man, all skinny limbs and bony joints, tufts of hair thrusting haphazardly from all points of his skull. He grinned lopsidedly when he saw her. His whole face was slightly off-kilter, which made one want to tilt one’s head when looking at him to find an angle from which he looked right.

“Got something I thought you’d want a butcher’s at,” she said. It had taken her some time, when she had first landed on the streets, to catch the knack of the Cockney rhyming slang. In this case, “butcher’s” was short for “butcher’s hook,” rhyming with “look,” which was what she was actually saying. It was an almost impenetrable dialect, which was precisely the point. Cockneys had no interest in speaking clearly to outsiders. Knowing the slang was a shibboleth, a gateway to lower-class London.

“Well, let’s have a gander,” Fergie said. “Always a pleasure to see you, Cov. You’re looking lovely as ever.”

Coventry, after a quick look over her shoulder to ensure they were alone, spread out her offerings on a small space of open countertop. She’d have done better to deal the items singly, to specialists; she knew a horologist who’d pay good money for the watches, to begin with. But she wanted to be rid of Horrocks’s knickknacks quickly. It was an intuition, a twinge in her innards, without anything to reinforce it, but a street girl quickly learned to pay attention to such hunches.
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