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May 1832


Whitechapel, London, England


Night was the best time to hunt—especially if you relied on stealth, not strength, to snare your prey. The few lamps flickered in the heavy fog, camouflaging Hannah Moses against sooty boards hastily nailed over a broken door. A sliver of light from an upstairs window made the cracked stones of the alley glitter.


A gust of unseasonably cold wind rippled through Hannah’s skirts as she moved toward the almost empty street, splashing damp debris through the moth holes in the bottom of her petticoats and the hem of her worn gray cloak. Her big toe, having burst through her hastily repaired stockings, burned as the chill seeped into her boots. With a grunt, she wedged herself between the slats of a rotting fence, the soggy wood high enough to conceal her presence.


Come on, come on. She tapped her half-numb foot against the ground and rubbed her hands together, her fingers still icy through her woolen gloves. Craning her neck, she peered onto the road just in time to see a weathered drunk toss up his supper. The man proceeded to keel over, face-first, giving the scavengers a good peek at his pockets.


They were upon him in a flash, mostly boys, with a few girls in the mix, jabbing and pulling at each other to get to the body fast enough. While some of the older ones shoved, a few smaller, cleverer ones slithered between the limbs, picking off buttons and laces—whatever could be sold the next day.


Probably to her shop or another of its ilk. Hannah’s lip twitched at the predictable cycle of London’s lesser neighborhoods, even as her boots pinched and another gust of wind rattled her bones. Gritting her teeth, she wrapped her cloak tighter around her arms.


Where was he? She’d been waiting almost a quarter of an hour and she had better things to do than—


“Hello, Hannah.” The dark rumbling whisper came right in her ear, along with his hot, whiskey-scented breath.


“Oy, finally.” With a scowl, she turned back into the alley that had only just appeared to be a dead end to find Ned Phyppers, leaning against the fence next to her.


“What have you got for me?” he asked, reaching out and tracing a rough finger down her cheek.


Hannah rolled her eyes at the gesture. “It’s a bit cold for that, isn’t it?” But she didn’t resist as he moved his body over hers, blocking their faces from onlookers.


When he bent to kiss her ear, she told him, “He’s in the tavern, two streets down. The Speckled Toad.” She gasped as he nipped at the lobe. Closing her eyes, she gave her best impression of a besotted moan—a little show for the benefit of any onlookers.


“He’s there now?” he murmured, taking full advantage of his position to kiss her again, this time on her neck.


“Will be until at least two.” She nodded, gritting her teeth as he slid the sleeves of her gown down her shoulders, exposing her to the damned cold. “The barkeep is making sure he’s in good spirits.” Biting back a sigh, she pressed herself against him as both a continuance of their charade and because it was truly freezing. “He’ll be alone, in the left corner, facing the fire. Go in through the side door and don’t make too much of a fuss,” she added as he placed a hand on the small of her back, before sliding up her stays.


“Since when do you tell me how to do my job?” he asked as his fingers teased her nipple. She cursed under her breath, forcing herself not to slap his hand away, and instead focused on excising the twinges of guilt she still somehow felt, even after all these years, over what would happen to the hapless people she located for Ned and his customers. A foolish inclination, but one that somehow lingered no matter how hard she sought to squash it.


“I’m not telling you how to do anything. I’m just conveying the owner’s message.” Hannah closed her eyes once more, this time striving to lose herself in the pretense of being wanted and being able to want someone back.


“Keeping him happy is your concern, not mine.” Ned pushed off the fence and crept toward the mouth of the alley, leaving her cold as she readjusted her buttons and cloak.


“It’ll be yours, too, if you ruin my contacts and have to use someone not as reasonable nor agreeable for your information.” She straightened her hood, shielding her face.


“If my men get too rough, I’m sure there are ways you could smooth it over.” He reached back and stroked her cheek.


She rolled her eyes again, this time plucking his hand off, as they were done. “I think I’m getting a bit long in the tooth for that.” More than a little. Funny how quickly time marched on when one always fought to live day to day. Her thirtieth year had come and gone, bringing little lines at the corners of her eyes and thin whisps of gray between the dark brown hairs ensnared in her brush. Not that she’d ever been a great beauty in the first place. Ordinary at best, without much else to recommend her besides her now well-honed sense of self-preservation.


“You still have your charms.” In three quick steps Ned was before her once more, leaning in, hand back on her breast—as if to translate the actual meaning of her “charms”—before continuing. “And if this goes well…” His lip curled as he fiddled with her collar.


However, he did not meet her gaze. Did not look at her face. Not that she expected more. After all, they were both using each other. An honest arrangement between fellow creatures of the night. Though he had all the power and needed to be handled with extreme care if she wanted to keep her other business open—and her heart still beating in her chest.


Another blast of icy wind swelled between the buildings, as if spring was just another promise the world would fail to keep.


“It’s late.” She drew back, before giving his arm a quick squeeze through his jacket. “And you need to be getting on with it. You have work to do.” Holding her head high, she brushed past him onto the street.


Leaving instead of being left.


“That I do. Next time, perhaps,” he called after her, and she forced herself not to turn around.


Next time. There would most certainly be a next time. And maybe, if she took a sip or two or three of whatever he’d been drinking, she could turn off her mind and just enjoy things. Something that had been a great deal easier when she was younger.


A drop of rain plunked on her head, and she pressed herself flush against the pavement beside closed shops and boardinghouses, avoiding the gutters as she traveled westward. Home. To the far edge of Whitechapel and the pawnshop her parents had built after fleeing Odessa, changing Moscovich to Moses. Before things had gotten worse—for all Jews, not just those of ill repute and poor girls whose parents had too many mouths to feed. To the shop they’d run together, as a family, until it was just her and her sister.


Only, unlike her, Tamar was made for something bigger. For the future that had nearly been hers once. With new gowns and fine food and pretty jewels. Not to mention respectability and reentrance into the Jewish community—a place that tolerated them when her parents donated enough money for a plaque on the synagogue wall, only to denounce them when they’d become the gentiles’ monsters to slay. Now they pretended the Moses sisters didn’t exist altogether.


And while she’d love Tamar to stay with her forever, the longer her sister lingered in Hannah’s world, the harder it would be for her to transform her path into something better. Which meant she really needed to get on with gathering the dowry she’d promised. One that would catch the eye—and hand—of a certain type of man. One that would erase all the unsavory bits of her family’s past and her own present.


Or at least blind her sister’s potential in-laws to them.


Shivering, Hannah rubbed her arms, hugging her body closer as a drenched rat skittered across her path. She moved forward and a second darted by. Followed by third and a fourth. Frowning, she crept behind a stack of crates to see what had frightened the creatures. She peered into the street and started.


Before her stood three men. Two she knew rather well. Unfortunately. Her shoulder still throbbed from their last encounter. She rubbed the spot on her jaw that had boasted a bruise for three days as well. They’d taken half what she’d made last week too. Something that would not happen again. Sheltering in her hiding spot, Hannah squinted at the sole stranger.


Young, probably closer to her sister’s twenty years than her thirty-two. She wrinkled her nose. A dandy. With a shiny top hat and golden buttons just begging to be ripped off his too bright wool coat.


“Now, let’s not be hasty or irrational about this,” he said, his gloved palms raised to the men in almost supplicant surrender, his voice surprisingly calm.


“Oh, no one’s being hasty. No, sir.” Mick, the one who had punched her full in the mouth when she refused to give him an extra cut of her earnings, gave a dark chuckle. “Cool and slow, we are.”


“Yes, we’re the most logical men you’ll ever meet,” George—Mick’s partner—the man who had twisted her arm so sharply behind her back, her sleeve ripped—added.


“I can see that,” the stranger responded, his full lips twitching. Shockingly, he stepped toward them, not away, his posture bold, almost relaxed. “And I have a great respect for that logic and for both of you. Which is why I answered you honestly. I do not have any funds on my person. However, perhaps, if you provide me your addresses, I could send a card and we could agree to a mutually convenient meeting time and place for me to pay the very reasonable fee I owe you both for…” He raised a finger, cocking his head. “What did you call it?”


“Walking out of our territory alive,” George growled.


“Yes, that’s the terminology.” The stranger nodded, threading his fingers together, not even flinching at the menacing noises emanating from the other men.


Oy. The dandy was certainly brave. She had to hand it to him on that front. Foolish, but brave. And probably soon to be quite injured. Not that she’d feel sorry for him. There was no good reason for someone like him to be on these streets at this hour. This was his own doing.


“An excellent, succinct description of the service you’re offering me,” he continued, “a very valuable service indeed. A—” The man’s words cut off as he broke into a hasty, slightly clumsy sprint in the opposite direction.


Hannah’s lip twitched as he darted around a trough and into an alley, making enough noise to wake the dead, if not half the East End. Though the way he jumped over a fence, clearing it completely as the tails of his rather audacious blue frock coat flapped in the wind, was rather impressive. Especially as he managed not to get his ridiculous long gold watch chain caught.


However, his pursuers knew the area a great deal better and were already traveling around the corner to head him off. Hannah rubbed her sore arm.


She should go home, get in bed, and forget about all of this until they inevitably pulled the stranger’s body out of the Thames in a few months. That would be the best course of action.


And yet… she bit her lip.


Yes, the stranger likely had earned whatever was coming to him, dressing like that this far east, not to mention wandering alone in the middle of the night. But the idea of those two momzers taking her blunt and getting his as well… she balled her fists before ducking and skirting down another alley, cutting through the troughs and racks behind the goyishe butcher’s shop, near tripping headfirst on the latch to his cellar door.


Oy. She was a draikopt, always looking for trouble, wasn’t she?


Though looking at that now broken latch gave her an idea. Speeding her steps, she made it around the corner just as he emerged and, better, before Mick and George cut him off. Grabbing his arm quicker than he could cry out, she pulled him down with her, into the darkness.


They landed on the floor of the cellar in a heap, the door still ajar.


“What the—” he started before she clamped a hand on his mouth as muttering drifted from above.


Heart in her ears, she held as still as she could, barely registering the warm sensation of the stranger’s body against hers. Nor the woody, yet somehow rather pleasant scent of whatever undoubtedly expensive cologne he was wearing.


No, she didn’t dare move until his pursuers’ voices had long ceased and the chittering of rats once again filled the air.


Only then did she remove her hand.


“Thank you for that,” he said, straightening his jacket.


Shielding her eyes, she squinted, pointing above. “Don’t thank me just yet. We still have to get out of here.”


“Oh, I think that can be arranged,” he murmured. And before she could inquire as to what he meant, he’d wrapped his arms around her waist. With an almost achingly gentle touch, he hoisted her up through the open door, keeping her skirts smooth and intact.


Hannah scrambled to her feet and backed away just as he leapt upward, catching the edge of the opening, and swung his legs past the edge so he landed neatly on his feet. Graceful as a cat. A large one. With a wolfish grin.


“There we go.” He brushed his hands together and removed his hat.


A ripple of emotion she couldn’t quite identify tingled through her veins as they stood face-to-face, until the moon finally peeked out from behind the clouds to give her a full view of him.


Hannah bit back a gasp. Handsome wasn’t the half of it. Cropped brown hair beneath his neatly clipped and properly inconspicuous yarmulke; full red lips; deep, near black eyes with impossibly long lashes; a strong, firm jaw—if not for his rather outsized, thick eyebrows, he’d have seemed almost unreal, a storybook prince instead of a man. However, even those were not a flaw. They suited him. Somehow.


More than any feature on her face had ever suited her. Even when she was young and fresh and naïve enough to believe fairy tales were real. Or that she could thrive as anything but a villain.


Oy, she needed to leave. She coughed into her arm as she worked to stare at the debris-filled cobblestones instead of him. “Yes. Well. I would, um, advise you to move along.” She indicated westward, to where she presumed he was traveling, or at least where he belonged. In Aldgate proper, or farther, where the princes among their people had started settling alongside the gentiles they tried to emulate. Something at which he almost succeeded. “Stick to the populated streets. Ones with taverns,” she added.


He cocked his head, almost as if he was trying to read her thoughts. “Sound advice.” But he stepped toward her, close enough for her to study the shape of his ears and the flecks of ash in his brown hair, and the smooth planes of his face.


“I—” Any and all words caught in her throat as his eyes bored into her, smoldering despite the chill, taking her breath.


“Thank you for that as well.” He pulled off his gloves, stuffing them in his coat pocket. “And for rescuing me. It’s not every day the damsel rescues the knight.” His lips settled into a rather self-satisfied grin, which shouldn’t have made her stomach flip, but for some odious reason it did.


She rolled her eyes. “I’m hardly a damsel. And you’re no knight.”


“How do you know that?” He reached out to stroke her cheek.


An action done by another man less than an hour ago. However, this time, it sparked not merely desire inside, but something akin to longing. Not for the past and the opportunities she’d missed, but for now. For him. This handsome stranger.


Which was ridiculous. She didn’t know him. And what she did know of him, of his set, made it clear that if he knew who she was, what she had done, what she continued to do—


Pulling herself backward, Hannah indicated to the white edge of his tzistzis, which had presumably popped out from beneath his trousers during his jump. “They don’t make us knights. Even if we try to dress like Beau Brummell on the outside.” Blood pounding in her ears, she turned away from him. “Go home.”


And before he could respond, she broke into a run, racing around the corner, not stopping until she reached the door of her pawnshop.


Quick as she could, she scrambled upstairs, past her softly snoring sister. Fingers trembling, she managed her buttons and stays, before splashing water over herself at the basin. She didn’t dare meet her own reflection in the glass.


When she slid into bed, pulling the prickly, faded wool blankets over her head, she forced herself to sleep and not give him another thought.


There would be no dreams about the past, the present, or the Jewish prince she’d left behind.
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November 1832


Aldgate, London, England


What was the point of having a day of rest when one never enjoyed that luxury? When one needed to plot and plan and judge every situation, every interaction to extract the greatest benefit? When one’s family’s future depended on a compelling performance that never ended?


Conversation rose within the packed center of the synagogue at Duke’s Place even with the concluding prayers having not quite finished. The men swarmed, done with half listening, ready and eager to argue and debate over food and drink. An activity enjoyable in theory, but a field of snares for one without a scholarly pedigree and with only the frailest of fortunes. Not to mention a distinct lack of firsthand knowledge of a world that was supposed to be his birthright.


But when one needed to hobnob with the community’s most venerated, well… he’d make do.


Rising along with the throng, Solomon Weiss neatly folded the tallis that had belonged to his grandfather and slipped it into its thick, embroidered brocade bag. The prior “Solomon” had been his mother’s father, a man who’d died in Frankfurt before he was born. A man who, no doubt, had been a great deal more accustomed to playing his role in the community.


Or one would suppose. Solomon had never met the man, but considering the only prayers he’d ever heard in their house as a child had come from his mother’s lips, the assumption seemed reasonable. His grandfather’s knowledge would probably come in handy now.


Tucking the object beneath his arm, Sol smoothed the front of his newly remade velvet-lined frock coat. It was a rich deep blue—bold enough to garner attention but not so flamboyant to appear desperate—or at least that was the concept.


Cracking his back, he turned to the closest person he had to a friend, his hopefully soon-to-be business partner’s husband, Aaron Ellenberg. “I thought that would never end.”


“It’s the same length every week,” the other man muttered, straightening his fine silk cravat, his gloved hands a touch awkward. Though that was to be expected. After all, until six months ago, Aaron had been a mere custodian in this same synagogue. Now, however, he’d married the wealthiest heiress in Europe, securing his future and the future of any relations to come. A position Sol had sought. Though, in the end, even he had to admit that Aaron was better suited for both the role and the woman.


Damned lucky momzer. Especially as—though his salary was nothing to sneeze at—he’d not yet received the business partnership offered by Aaron’s wife when she’d turned down his suit. And wouldn’t until he snared more clients of his own. A task that had proved difficult when he still had responsibilities to grow and maintain his family’s bank. Hence his repeat appearances at the synagogue. Even if the visits hadn’t been quite as fruitful as he’d have liked.


However, he was starting to enjoy the rhythms and the company. Same with the daily morning prayers Aaron had started dragging him to a few times a week. He still couldn’t forget his purpose.


Sol wagged a finger at his once rival, now friend. “That’s what they want you to think, but I have it on good authority that the rabbi’s sermons are getting longer.”


Aaron’s lip twitched as he adjusted his top hat over his yarmulke. “’On good authority?’ What authority is that, pray tell?”


“I have my sources.” He moved toward the aisle, searching for an opening to enter the river of exiting congregants. Sol winced as the fabric of his breeches rubbed against the nasty scrapes and bruises that he’d received the prior morning. This was what he got for permitting his horsemanship to get so rusty.


“Flesh and blood, or figments of your imagination?” Aaron grumbled. The other man then reached out to right an elderly gentleman whose cane slipped, before giving him a silent nod.


“Details, details.” Sol glanced toward the now vacant raised bimah. “The point is, they never should have been permitted to lecture us in English.”


“Why?” his friend asked as they finally found a spot in the shuffling sea of bodies.


“What?” Sol stopped short with the crowd nearly trampling two gentlemen debating a point about Abraham and his father.


A tap on his shoulder returned his attention to his friend. “Why shouldn’t sermons be done in English?” Aaron gave him a soft nudge with his elbow. “Enlighten us with your wisdom.”


“There is no ‘us,’ there’s only you.” Sol rolled his eyes. Glancing around first, he lowered his voice. “And if you must know, it’s because sermons are much easier to sleep through when I understand nothing, instead of having to block out drivel. And god knows, given my schedule, I need the sleep.” He put an arm on his friend’s shoulder and guided him around the group that was still holding up the flow outward. “Now come on, your wife is probably waiting for us.”


Aaron released a small snort though his expression became a touch wistful. “My wife is probably preening for compliments in her new gown, but if you want to spoil her fun…”


“No, I want you to spoil her fun as she loves you and merely tolerates me. I’m hungry and tired and don’t see anyone useful to charm—” He craned his neck just to make sure he wasn’t missing any opportunity. “Nope, no business to be had or connections to make. At least not at the moment so…”


“Please, she sings your praises. But I’ll go fetch her.” The other man gave him a brief nod before scurrying off, so the couple could leave and eat, and he could… well… lie down, he supposed, as his brother didn’t exactly observe Shabbos in their home.


Not that he could judge Frederick for it—it hadn’t been as important to his brother’s mother, their father’s first wife, and observance certainly had limited use, especially given the new, primarily gentile clientele his brother had acquired. Besides, as the elder and head of the family, Frederick had a great deal on his mind and more responsibilities than Sol could imagine, and certainly didn’t need him questioning his choices.


Sol rubbed the back of his neck as he searched for Aaron and instead spotted a group of bankers congregating near an alcove. Ones whose favor he and Frederick could certainly use.


Straightening his collar, he turned and—thwack.


A cloaked figure, head bent, flew right into his chest, stealing his breath. Planting his feet to hold his ground, he reached and grasped the falling form before him.


“Whoa, careful now.” As gently as he could, despite the rather sharp pain in his ribs, he worked to steady what now appeared to be a woman. “Are you all… right?” he asked, the last word breaking off as her hood slipped from her head.


Wide eyes, set off by heavy lower lashes, blinked at him in surprise, and a jolt of recognition blasted through his body. The wispy dark hair; the firm pointed chin; the full, plump, very kissable lips, pursed in determination—in an instant he was back in that alley, nearly six months ago, when, snooping in the shabbier sections of town had almost turned deadly before a rather quick-thinking stranger had saved him.


“You,” he whispered. “It was you—”


But his pronouncement was interrupted by her lurching away, until a horrifying rip snicked through the air. “Fuck. I’m stuck.” She glared at him before yanking at her shoulder seam, the scruffy wool fibers tangled with a gold button on the cuff of his coat.


“You most certainly are,” he murmured, pleased by the rather fortuitous turn of events. After all, while he hadn’t searched for her these past few months—business and heiress-hunting and danger and the like—he’d thought of her, his mystery woman. More often than he should, given how much was riding on the success of his current endeavors. “Or more, I’d say you caught me.”


Again. His pulse began to thrum with a pleasure not unlike the sensation of penning a new deal or obtaining a new ally. Or better, making his brother truly proud.


“I certainly wasn’t bloody well trying to,” she grumbled, still not meeting his gaze, her gloved fingers slipping on the fabric of his sleeve. “I have enough tsuris without your type mucking things up further.”


“My type?” He cocked his head, appraising her as she gave nervous glances from side to side, even while her lips curled into a rather surly scowl. Odd, as she’d barely flinched that night on the streets with the two toughs.


Dark eyes narrowed as she finally met his gaze. In the light of day, she was even more arresting than he remembered. Bold, firm features and the plump, expressive lips with a wry, sardonic set that made his pulse beat just a touch faster.


Pausing in her work to get free of him, she stuck out her chin. “The type that tries too hard.”


Sol had to laugh. Though not loudly enough to call attention to the woman’s predicament. He wasn’t cruel, but she certainly didn’t pull her punches. Yes, sir, she was all excitement and challenge. Damned if he wasn’t drawn to her, despite all his better, nobler inclinations.


“Fair. Though at least I’m clever enough to know it,” he said as she returned to the tangle with her rather long, gloveless fingers. “Besides, it still yields success,” he couldn’t help adding.


“On schmucks,” she retorted without stopping her work.


“Which, fortunately for me, is what most people are.” He gazed at the top of her worn bonnet, devoid of the feathers and bows that would’ve set off her dark brown hair so nicely. Likely she couldn’t afford them, but if he was lucky, perhaps she was an heiress in hiding? “And really, why would anyone with half a brain be content at the bottom of the heap anyway?”


“Perhaps because they’ve realized that the ‘heap’ is not the center of the universe. Perhaps because—oh, for fuck’s sake.” She muttered the words as her frenzied fingers tugged the fraying strands around his button.


A nicer man would assist her, but he wasn’t that nice. Certainly not that selfless. And he didn’t want to let her go. At least not yet. Not when her body was so deliciously close.


“A fair point. Though if you have no desire for the esteem of the community, why are you here?” He leaned forward, studying her in the afternoon sun, which spilled through the tall arched windows, bathing her in light. She was around his height, making it so easy to stare into her face, even as she focused on her rather frantic work, unwinding the threads. He swallowed a little as her hand pressed against his chest, heating him even through the fabric of his garments.


Focus, Sol, focus. He cleared his throat. “It isn’t as if your presence is required. You could be at home with your feet up instead of rubbing elbows with all of us.”


After all, even with his limited study, he knew that, unlike men, women had no obligation to attend Sabbath prayers and make the quorum. And she didn’t seem like the sort who enjoyed gossip or preening. And to his inexplicable delight, pretty as she was, she didn’t appear costumed for a husband hunt. He seemed to be the only one in attendance aware of her charms.


Not pausing her hands, she lifted her chin to him. “Trust me, rubbing against you was never my intent,” she told him, her tone dry.


“Pity,” he murmured, just as, to his great disappointment, she managed to free herself, leaving all their garments intact.


“Oh no. I’m not for you, sir. Not if you want to be welcomed by the fancy set.” Shaking her head, she took a step back, the ghost of a sardonic smile twisting her full lips. “Good luck on your climb, though, I hope you make it to the top and the view is everything you’re seeking.”


And before he could respond, his dratted so-called friend came rushing up them. “Sol—” Aaron started, boots clattering over the floor, nearly bowling down a group of scholars surrounding one of the rabbis.


“You’ve returned,” he muttered dryly as the other man caught his breath. Sol turned around, ready to introduce him to the woman and—nothing.


The space behind him was empty.


“What—” he started, whipping his head around, searching the halls for any sign of her and her cloak. But… nothing. He craned his neck, scanning over and over, but to no avail. “Where did she—”


“She’s gone.” The normally jovial man’s mouth was set in a firm line. “Thank goodness.”


Sol paused his search and squinted at his friend. “What do you—”


Aaron slid his arm around Sol’s shoulder and guided him toward the exit. “You don’t want to be seen with her,” he whispered as he pushed Sol forward with an aggressiveness he’d not seen in the man. Well, at least not unless he was provoked and his wife was involved.


“Who is she?” he asked as he glanced over his shoulder one last time. “I mean, I didn’t even get her name. How do you—”


“Trust me. You’ll thank me later,” Aaron said through gritted teeth and a sharp prod to Sol’s back.


“But—” Sol tried again as Aaron shoved him out into the street, slamming the door shut behind them, his questions still unanswered as she’d vanished once more.
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A snow-laced wind splashed muddy water over Hannah’s boots as she trudged eastward through the streets, clutching her cloak to her body. She would not think of the man—Solomon Weiss, she now knew—for one minute more. His name was one she needed to forget despite the swirl of recent community interest around him, so thick it had trickled down to the likes of her. No matter that she had been supremely unsuccessful at forgetting that night in the cellar all those months ago. Opening the alley door behind the pawnshop on Lime, she trudged up the narrow back stairs toward the living quarters above.


No good could come of ever thinking of him again. No man with such clear designs on respectability was of use to her, and if the gossip was to be believed, he was not suitable for Tamar. Or at least not worthy of her beloved sister. His branch of the once prominent Weiss family was rumored to be bankrupt and had all but left the community. From appearances, they’d had recent success, but rumors said they were due to his brother’s forays into the gentile world, not from any connection to theirs.


Her Weiss—she bit her lip—the younger Weiss had been allegedly hired by Lira & Berab Sureties, a consolation prize after he’d failed to marry the heiress who owned half of that venerable company. Thus, he was probably again on the hunt for a wealthy spouse. One whose dowry would no doubt be used to pay his family’s legendary debts.


And Tamar deserved better than to be used like that. Besides, she was still short the sum needed for a suitably tempting dowry, as the cost of doing business—the bribes she paid to both the authorities and the various gang leaders who ran their territory for “protection”—had recently increased. She’d make it up, though. Soon.


Hannah brushed dirt off her skirts before reaching out to grasp the knob leading to the rooms she and her sister shared. Creaking the door open, she set about untying her cloak and tossing it on the hook.


Tamar, stretched out on the patchy velvet chaise, her stocking feet hanging off the back, a book hiding her face, didn’t even look up in greeting.


“I hope you didn’t steal that,” Hannah called as she moved toward their small kitchen, glancing toward the box where she kept their savings for Tamar’s dowry.


“No, it’s merchandise,” her sister returned, pages flipping sharply. “Or it will be if the owner doesn’t come back for it.”


“Be careful, then,” Hannah chastised. “It won’t sell if you bend the pages too much.” She propped open the lid of the large, heavy pot suspended over yesterday’s still smoldering fire. Something that ought to have been tended by the young gentile girl to whom she paid good money to do such things. With the lightest touch, she poked, just enough that the flames licked the iron bottom. “Has Betsy been in?” she asked as an acrid burning scent hit her nose.


Tamar gave a noncommittal noise. Stepping back from the hearth, Hannah wiped her hands on her skirt before striding over to her sister, who still hadn’t moved since she arrived home. She tilted her head to read the title of whatever was so interesting.


Sense and Sensibility by a woman named Jane Austen.


“A bit goyishe, no?” she asked as she folded her sister’s discarded shawl, depositing it beside her feet on the chaise.


“Yes, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t enjoyable. The story is lovely.” Tamar closed the volume and clutched it to her chest as she rose. “It’s about two sisters. Their family has fallen on hard times after the death of their father. One is very romantic and the other’s practical, but in the end they both find love with the perfect person for them and live happily ever after.”


“I thought you just started reading it while I was gone?” Hannah moved to the window to adjust the fading curtains, ignoring her sister’s emphasis on the word “both.” While Tamar, with her brains and looks and ambition, could win the heart of anyone she desired, especially with the proper dowry, that was not Hannah’s story. And never would be.


Besides, even if such a thing were possible, it wasn’t as if she wanted the obligations of a romance. Tamar was enough of a challenge to protect, especially as she grew older. She needed someone else to fret over like a hole in the head. Hannah scratched her ear. “How are you possibly that far along?”


“It’s my fourth time reading it.” Her sister gave a dreamy sigh. “It’s still wonderful.”


“If you truly like it that much, after the week, it’s yours.” Hannah bent down and gave Tamar a kiss on the cheek. “I suppose if the owner comes back, we can buy you a copy.”


“Really?” Her sister’s face lit up with such joy that it was impossible to resist. Especially as she looked more and more like their mother every day. Same thick lashes she’d dreamed of growing into someday, same deep, dark, nearly black eyes that could always see right through her, same smile that she’d last seen—Hannah’s throat closed as she pushed down those memories and instead focused on the family she still had.


“If it’s what you truly want,” she said, her voice hitching a touch. She bit her lip as she calculated the price. Ned, who she’d not seen hide nor hair of in months, had sent his lackey to collect protection payments the prior day, and he’d mentioned his boss having a few extra assignments. There’d be a price to receive them, but she’d done worse. And this was for Tamar.


“Just be sure to keep it and the others tidy.” She indicated the large stack her sister had amassed on the makeshift shelf, before returning to the pot simmering over the fire. She propped open the lid and sniffed the contents—sheep with its bones and potatoes and carrots and onions and barely a handful of spices she’d tossed in before sundown the day before. “I think the cholent’s done.”


“Oh good. I was getting hungry.” Her sister scurried to take her seat at the table. “How was the service? Or more, what did you find out? About whom?”


Drat.


“I—” Hannah started, her mind racing to find a believable excuse for her failure.


“Don’t tell me you didn’t see anyone who sparks your interest.” Tamar pursed her lip in a pout.


“It’s not my interest that should be ‘sparked,’” Hannah retorted. “It’s yours. I just want—”


“To make sure the matchmakers don’t ‘cheat us’ and pawn me off on a man ‘with nothing to offer because we don’t know any better.’” Her sister gave a rather adept simulation of the glare Hannah reserved for their unruliest customers as well a sharp wag of her finger.


Hannah rolled her eyes. “I don’t sound like that.”


“You most certainly do,” Tamar said with a laugh. “And it’s all you talk about, making sure I’m not put with someone who’s a fool or has no trade or has done something awful, or what have you.”


“Obviously. I don’t want you to be saddled with the male version of me.” Hannah snickered at her rather accurate joke, even though an odd dullness crept under her ribs.


“No.” Tamar shook her head, a look of horror marring her beautiful face. “Not at all. I don’t mean—”


“I know.” She waved off the cloying pity she most certainly didn’t earn or need. “And I have a trade. As for the rest, it’s early yet. We aren’t officially speaking to anyone about matches until the spring, so you don’t need to worry—”


“And until then? What am I meant to do? You barely let me help in the shop anymore.” Her sister’s tone had transformed from consolatory to accusatory in a flash. Though not unfairly. Hannah had been restricting Tamar’s work.


But for her own good.


While the business was mostly legitimate, they still dealt in some stolen goods. Though nothing as risky or profitable as their parents, there was always danger in what they did. And it was best for Tamar to keep herself safe. After all, she was still young, a mere twenty, and Hannah had vowed to her parents she’d always protect Tamar.


“I’m not a child any longer,” Tamar added between gritted teeth, as if she could read Hannah’s thoughts.


“I know. Which is why we’re searching for a match for you.” Hannah ladled the thick mixture, the potatoes only slightly burnt, into two bowls. Moving to the table, she slid one before her sister before taking up her own seat and mumbling the motzi over the leftover bread from the night before, even as her sister broke off her own large piece. “And I’m making progress. Remember, last week at Bevis Marks, I overheard some very useful information about who of the respectable families still has money and who is desperate for it and might be willing to marry the likes of—”


“I could be the Queen of Sheba and the Sephardis wouldn’t bother with me.” Tamar heaved a slow sigh. “You know that.”


The guilt returned, vanquishing Hannah’s appetite.


Their situation was because of her. They were not of the Sephardi side in the Jewish community—those families who had been invited back to English shores several generations back and now had the wealth and trade links to show for it. If enough money was involved, a Sephardi man might be persuaded to look past the “inelegant” and “less-civilized” traditions and names and accents of their Ashkenazi brethren—those who, in the gentiles’ eyes, had immigrated too recently to claim any shared pedigree. Even if Sephardi and Ashkenazi had recently united as one Jewish community.


But Hannah’s mistakes had rendered such a match impossible. The Sephardic members of the community worked so hard to please the gentiles—for their communal safety, they’d argue—and to those same goyim, she and her parents represented the monsters of their folktales.


No self-respecting, well-regarded Sephardi would link themselves with them.


No matter how large a fortune Tamar could offer.


“If you didn’t get names, did you at least see anyone to watch for? Someone handsome? Anyone who caught your eye?” Tamar’s questions burst through Hannah’s cycling thoughts.


She near spit her water across the room as the image of Solomon Weiss rose in her brain. Oy. Ducking her head, she patted her mouth with her cloth napkin.


“Because if I’m going to marry, I would need someone handsome. Along with all the rest, of course.” Tamar smiled slyly, taking a large spoonful of cholent.


“With your looks, you’ll have handsome. I was more focused on ‘all the rest,’ as you call it.” When she could breathe again, Hannah narrowed her eyes—Tamar’s list of requirements seemed only to be growing with each week. Soon she’d need a man more paradigm than possible. “Things that you also claimed were critical to your potential spouse, including whether they’re well read.”


“So you do listen, it seems. However…” Tamar screwed her lips to the side. “You’re acting oddly.” Her eyes narrowed as she leaned over to peer at Hannah. “What happened today? Was it the women again? Did they see you and talk about our—”


“No.” Hannah shook her head. She’d never been a social favorite, even when her parents were around. “Charm” was a skill that had always eluded her. And now, after everything, the whispers and pointed looks didn’t touch her in any way—she didn’t even flinch each time she passed by the empty space on the bookcase that had once held a donation plaque with her family name.


Not that she didn’t notice the grooves from the nails still marring the wood. Even twelve years later. Probably because the Great Synagogue had ripped it out so quickly after the news of their arrests was splashed across all the gentile papers—heralded as some triumph for humanity. Their community’s most respectable members had jumped all over themselves to show the gentiles that, unlike her and her parents, they weren’t ogres too. Or at least merely the tamed sort. That they, like their most favored Sephardi counterparts, could become “good Jews.”


“I was careful and stayed towards the edge of all crowds,” Hannah assured her sister. “No one of note noticed me, and even if they did, it isn’t as if I care what they say. I only want to go there to help you—which I am happy to do—very happy.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “Anyway, it was—it was very silly. I tripped.”


Worry lines sprouted on her sister’s brow. “Are you injured?”


Hannah rolled her eyes. “It would take a great deal more than a few bumped limbs to daunt me.”


“Yes, yes, you’re the toughest of the street toughs.” Tamar gave a dismissive wave before leaning over the table, inspecting Hannah again. “How’s your arm by the way?” Her sister gave a knowing point of her fork to the elbow she was still nursing from an encounter with Mick and George. The pair had become more aggressive since Ned spent less time on the streets, having risen in the criminal world, though she’d managed to hide all her take this time, so the injury was born out of their frustration, not her loss.


“My arm is perfectly serviceable,” she said, resisting the urge to give the still tender joint a rub.


Her sister bit her lip. “You know. When I marry, perhaps you could come and stay—”


“When you marry, you will live happily ever after, far away from here, and I will not do anything to make trouble for you.” Hannah set her jaw, refusing to engage in the old argument. Yes, the life she led might not be respectable, but it was hers. And she’d earned every bit of it. The good and the bad. And it was where she’d have to remain. Even if it was likely that one day she would be without her sister.


The two fell into silence as they ate, or more, in Hannah’s case, stirred their meal.


“Did anyone help you when you tripped?” Tamar finally asked.


“What?” Hannah blinked at her.


“It would be rather awful if they ignored you,” her sister continued, twirling her utensil between her fingers. “Even if our father hadn’t attended the synagogue at Duke’s Place, we’re still Jews, still like them. And he did attend and support their efforts to maintain and help those less fortunate in our community. Which… I suppose we now are.”


And yet those efforts had never been enough. Not truly. Not that she would say it out loud to Tamar. After all, her sister was young enough to have witnessed only the community’s kindness, not the less charitable feelings she and her parents had engendered before it had turned its back on the Moses family when they’d needed it most. When they’d rushed to denounce them and apologize for their “crimes” to any gentile who’d listen. She swallowed.


“I’m invisible, remember?” she told her sister, crumpling her napkin. “That’s why I’m going instead of you. Once you show up, people will talk. How can they not with your face? But with me, I can get us what we need. No trouble.”


“Except for the gossips last week.” Tamar sniffed. “And your tumble today.” She cocked her head at Hannah. “And you didn’t answer my question.”


“What question?” Hannah frowned. Oh, right. “I wouldn’t call it ‘help’ though he prevented me from hitting the ground.” She rolled her eyes once more, thinking back to the incident.


“‘He’?” Tamar’s lips twisted into a knowing smile. Leaning forward, she rested her hand on her chin and stared at Hannah expectantly.


Hannah, in turn, resisted sticking her tongue out at her sister and gave a dismissive sniff. “Solomon Weiss. Part of a banking family which was once very successful but lost it all through bad investments. They’ve been trying to rebuild for some time and have supposedly had limited success through gentile clientele. Which is probably why he helped me as he most likely doesn’t know who I…” She bit her lip, not able to say the words out loud. Or more, admit the truth. She rubbed her wrist. “Anyway, I have no idea what he was doing there.”


“Looking to get back in?” Her sister gave a shrug. As if it were so simple and easy.


“A waste of time and energy,” Hannah grumbled.


Tamar opened her mouth, presumably in protest.


“His, not yours,” Hannah said hastily. Especially as Tamar hadn’t quite left. Not by choice at least. She still heard the woman at the Jewish Orphan’s Home chastising her when she felt at her lowest: You’re making a mistake, robbing the child of her chances, her community, her people. Leave her with us, before you ruin her like your parents ruined you—


Hannah had cut off the atrociously overdressed woman, condemning them for how they’d done nothing for her parents—and likely would do nothing for Tamar—before hauling away her sister.


That night she’d vowed not just to care for Tamar, but to give her anything and everything she could ever want. And she would not fail now. Hannah reached across the table and squeezed her sister’s hand. “What you want won’t be a waste for you. I’ll make sure of it.”


“Right.” Tamar leaned back and stared at her, making Hannah squirm a little for once. Not a pleasant feeling at all.


“So this Solomon Weiss—he was kind to you?” Her sister squinted.


“I suppose so.” Hannah shrugged, before settling back and taking another bite of cholent.


“Was he handsome?”


Hannah near spit out her food. “I wasn’t paying attention,” she managed to say as she pounded a fist into her breastbone. “I got caught on his jacket and the dratted man just stood there chatting while I—”


“Chatting with you?” Tamar asked.


“At me? To me? With me? One of the three? It was damned distracting,” she grumbled, before gazing up at her sister’s rather odd expression. “What?”


“Nothing.” Tamar smoothed her skirts and took a long sip of water. Hannah grabbed another piece of bread and chewed on it for a moment, working to keep her mind in the present and not back at the synagogue, where her fingers had near grazed his chest. This time, she’d been close enough to learn that he smelled not just like wood, but of limes. And mint.


And had lashes so thick and black that—


Her sister cleared her throat. “So he spoke to you while you got yourself free and…”


“And nothing.” Hannah coughed again. “I left.”


“Without saying good-bye?” Tamar frowned at her.


“He was a stranger.” Hannah grabbed her own water.


“You didn’t introduce yourself to him?” her sister asked. As if such a thing were easy. Or advisable. Not that there was any use saying so out loud. Tamar would only argue, and Hannah wanted to spend one Shabbos without a headache.


“There was no reason to,” she said instead, rubbing her temples proactively. “Though Aaron Ellenberg rushed up to him at the end so I’m sure he knows better now.”


For the first time in years, a hard lump filled her chest, more pressure snaking its way behind her eyes. Which wouldn’t do. The past was done with and couldn’t be changed. She had learned to live with the consequences of her and her parents’ choices. And she’d survived.


Despite them and their opinions. And she would not be ashamed nor care nor—


“Hannah.” Her sister’s voice was achingly soft.


Hannah pinched the bridge of her nose. “It’s all right, Tamar. I won’t let it affect your prospects.” She inhaled. “I’ll be careful. And with the money I’m gathering for your dowry, I’ll no longer be a liability to your future. You will have what you want.” She gritted her teeth. “This spring. At the latest.”


And before Tamar could argue, she rose and gathered her empty bowl and glass, moving them to the wash area for after Shabbos.
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