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        Now once there were a White Kingdom and a Black Kingdom that had been at war since time began…

        
          — From The Black Prince and the Golden Falcon
        

      

      
        
        JANUARY
         1742 
         
LONDON, ENGLAND
      

      Hugh Fitzroy, the Duke of Kyle, did not want to die tonight, for three very good reasons.

      It was half past midnight as he eyed the toughs slinking out of the shadows up ahead in the cold alley near Covent Garden. He moved the bottle of fine Viennese wine from his right arm to his left and drew his sword. He’d dined with the Habsburg ambassador earlier this evening, and the wine was a gift.

      Firstly, Kit, his elder son – and, formally, the Earl of Staffin – was only seven. Far too young to be orphaned and inherit the dukedom.

      Next to Hugh was a linkboy with a lantern. The boy was frozen, his lantern a small pool of light in the narrow alley. The youth’s eyes were wide and frightened. He couldn’t be more than fourteen. Hugh glanced over his shoulder. Several men were bearing down on them from the entrance to the alley. He and the linkboy were trapped.

      Secondly, Peter, his younger son, was still suffering nightmares from the death of his mother only five months before. What would his father’s death so soon after his mother’s do to the boy?

      They might be common footpads. Unlikely, though. Footpads usually worked in smaller numbers, were not this organized, and were after money, not death.

      Assassins, then.

      And thirdly, His Majesty had recently assigned Hugh an important job: destroy the Lords of Chaos. On the whole, Hugh liked to finish his jobs. Brought a nice sense of completion at the end of the day, if nothing else.

      Right, then.

      “If you can, run,” Hugh said to the linkboy. “They’re after me, not you.”

      Then he pivoted and attacked the closest group – the three men behind them.

      Their leader, a big fellow, raised a club.

      Hugh slashed him across the throat. The leader fell in a spray of scarlet. But his second was already bringing his own club down in a bone-jarring blow to Hugh’s left shoulder. Hugh juggled the bottle of wine, seized it again, and kicked the man in the balls. The second doubled over and stumbled against the third. Hugh punched over the man’s head and into the face of the third.

      There were running footsteps from behind Hugh.

      He spun to face the other end of the alley and another attacker.

      Caught the descending knife with his blade and slid his sword into the hand holding the knife.

      A howling scream, and the knife clattered to the icy cobblestones in a splatter of blood.

      The knife man lowered his head and charged like an enraged bull.

      Hugh flattened all six foot four inches of himself against the filthy alley wall, stuck out his foot, and tripped Charging Bull into the three men he’d already dealt with.

      The linkboy, who had been cowering against the opposite wall, took the opportunity to squirm through the constricted space between the assailants and run away.

      Which left them all in darkness, save for the light of the half moon.

      Hugh grinned.

      He didn’t have to worry about hitting his compatriots in the dark.

      He rushed the man next in line after the Bull. They’d picked a nice alley, his attackers. No way out – save the ends – but in such close quarters he had a small advantage: no matter how many men were against him, the alley was so cramped that only two could come at him at a time. The rest were simply bottled up behind the others, twiddling their thumbs.

      Hugh slashed the man and shouldered past him. Got a blow upside the head for his trouble and saw stars. Hugh shook his head and elbowed the next – hard – in the face, and kicked the third in the belly. Suddenly he could see the light at the end of the alley.

      Hugh knew men who felt that gentlemen should never run from a fight. Of course many of these same men had never been in a real fight.

      Besides, he had those three very good reasons.

      Actually, now that he thought of it, there was a fourth reason he did not want to die tonight.

      Hugh ran to the end of the alley, his bottle of fine Viennese wine cradled in the crook of his left arm, his sword in the other fist. The cobblestones were iced over and his momentum was such that he slid into the lit street.

      Where he found another half-dozen men bearing down on him from his left.

      Bloody hell.

      Fourthly, he hadn’t had a woman in his bed in over nine months, and to die in such a drought would be a particularly unkind blow from fate, goddamn it.

      Hugh nearly dropped the blasted wine as he scrambled to turn to the right. He could hear the men he’d left in the alley rallying even as he sprinted straight into the worst part of London: the stews of St Giles. They were right on his heels, a veritable army of assassins. The streets here were narrow, ill lit, and cobbled badly, if at all. If he fell because of ice or a missing cobblestone, he’d never get up again.

      He turned down a smaller alley and then immediately down another.

      Behind him he heard a shout. Christ, if they split up, they would corner him again.

      He hadn’t enough of a lead, even if a man of his size could easily hide in a place like St Giles. Hugh glanced up as he entered a small courtyard, the buildings on all four sides leaning in. Overhead the moon was veiled in clouds, and it almost looked as if a boy were silhouetted, jumping from one rooftop to another…

      Which…

      Was insane.

      Think. If he could circle and come back the way he’d entered St Giles, he could slip their noose.

      A narrow passage.

      Another cramped courtyard.

      Ah, Christ.

      They were already here, blocking the two other exits.

      Hugh spun, but the passage he’d just run from was crowded with more men, almost a dozen in all.

      Well.

      He put his back to the only wall left to him and straightened.

      He rather wished he’d tasted the wine. He was fond of Viennese wine.

      A tall man in a ragged brown coat and a filthy red neckcloth stepped forward. Hugh half-expected him to make some sort of a speech, he looked that full of himself. Instead he drew a knife the size of a man’s forearm, grinned, and licked the blade.

      Oh, for — 

      Hugh didn’t wait for whatever other disgusting preliminaries Knife Licker might feel were appropriate to the occasion. He stepped forward and smashed the bottle of very fine Viennese wine over the man’s head.

      Then they were on him.

      He slashed and felt the jolt to his arm as he hit flesh.

      Swung and raked the sword across another’s face.

      Staggered as two men slammed into him.

      Another hit him hard in the jaw.

      And then someone clubbed him behind the knees.

      He fell to his knees on the icy ground, growling like a bleeding, baited bear.

      Raised an arm to defend his head…

      And…

      Someone dropped from the sky right in front of him.

      Facing his attackers.

      Darting, wheeling, spinning.

      Defending him so gracefully.

      With two swords.

      Hugh staggered upright again, blinking blood out of his eyes – when had he been cut?

      And saw – a boy? No, a slight man in a grotesque half mask, motley, floppy hat, and boots, battling fiercely with his attackers. Hugh just had time to think: Insane, before his defender was thrown back against him.

      Hugh caught the man and had another thought, which was: Tits?

      And then he set the woman – most definitely a woman although in a man’s clothing – on her feet and put his back to hers and fought as if their lives depended on it.

      Which they did.

      There were still eight or so of the attackers left, and although they weren’t trained, they were determined. Hugh slashed and punched and kicked, while his feminine savior danced an elegant dance of death with her swords. When he smashed the butt of his sword into the skull of one of the last men, the remaining two looked at each other, picked up a third, and took to their heels.

      Panting, Hugh glanced around the courtyard. It was strewn with groaning men, most still very much alive, though not dangerous at the moment.

      He peered at the masked woman. She was tiny, barely reaching his shoulder. How was it she’d saved him from certain, ignoble death? But she had. She surely had.

      “Thank you,” he said, his voice gruff. He cleared his throat. “I —”

      She grinned, a quicksilver flash, and put her left hand on the back of his neck to pull his head down.

      And then she kissed him.

       

      Alf pressed her lips against Kyle’s lovely mouth and thought her heart might beat right out of her breast at her daring.

      Then he groaned – a rumbling sound she felt in the fingertips on his nape – and tried to pull her closer. She ducked away and out of reach, skipping back, and then turned and ran down a little alley. She found a stack of barrels and scrambled up them. Pulled herself onto a leaning balcony and from there shinnied up to the roof. She bent low and tiptoed across rotten tiles, some broken, until she was nearly to the edge of the roof, and then lay flat to peer over.

      He was still staring down the alley where she’d disappeared, daft man.

      Oh, he was a big one, was Kyle. Broad shoulders, long legs. A mouth that made her remember she was a woman beneath her men’s clothing. He’d lost his hat and white wig somewhere during his mad dash away from the footpads. He stood bareheaded, his coat torn and bloodied, and in the moonlight she could almost mistake him for a man who belonged in St Giles.

      But he wasn’t.

      He turned finally and limped in the direction of Covent Garden. She rose and followed him – just to make sure he made it out of St Giles.

      The one and only time she’d met Kyle before this, she’d been dressed in her daytime disguise as Alf, the boy who made his living as an informant. Except Kyle had wanted information on the Duke of Montgomery, who had been employing Alf at the time.

      She snorted under her breath as she ran along the ridge of a rooftop, keeping Kyle’s shorn black head in sight. Insulting, that had been – him thinking she’d inform on the man paying her. She might not be a lady, but she had her honor. She’d waited until he’d bought her dinner and outlined what he wanted to hire her for – and then she’d turned the table over into his lap. She’d run from the tavern, but not before thumbing her nose at him.

      She grinned as she leaped silently from one rooftop to another.

      The last time she’d seen Kyle, he’d worn potatoes and gravy on his costly cloak and an angry expression on his handsome face.

      Down below, his stride was increasing as they neared the outskirts of St Giles, his boot heels echoing off the cobblestones. She paused, leaning on a chimney. There were more lanterns set out here by the shopkeepers. She watched as Kyle crossed the street, looking warily around, his sword still in his hand.

      He didn’t have need of her to see him home to whatever grand house he lived in. He was a man well able to look after himself.

      Still, she crouched there until he disappeared into the shadows.

      Ah, well. Time to go home to her own little nest, then.

      She turned and ran over the shingles, quick and light.

      When she’d been a child and first learned to scale buildings, she’d thought of London as her forest, St Giles her wood, the roofs her treetops.

      Truth be told, she’d never seen a forest, a wood, nor even treetops. She’d never been out of London, for that matter. The farthest east she’d ever traveled in her life was to Wapping – where the air held the faintest hint of sea salt, tickling the nose. The farthest west, to Tyburn, to witness Charming Mickey O’Connor being hanged. Except he hadn’t been, to the surprise of all that day. He’d disappeared from the gallows and into legend like the wondrous river pirate he was. But wild birds – free birds – were supposed to live in forests and woods and treetops.

      And she’d imagined herself a bird as a child on the rooftops, free and flying.

      Sometimes, even as a world-weary woman of one and twenty, she still did.

      If she were a bird, the roofs were her home, her place, where she felt the safest.

      Down below was the dark woods, and she knew all about the woods from the fairy tales that her friend Ned had told her when she’d been a wee thing. In the fairy-tale dark woods were witches and ghouls and trolls, all ready to eat you up.

      In the woods of St Giles the monsters were far, far worse.

      Tonight she’d fought monsters.

      She flew over the roofs of St Giles. Her booted feet were swift and sure on the shingles, and the moon was a big guiding lantern above, lighting the way for her patrol as the Ghost of St Giles. She’d been following the Scarlet Throat gang – a nasty bunch of footpads who’d do anything up to and including murder for the right price – and wondering why they were out in such force, when she’d realized they were chasing Kyle.

      In her daytime guise as Alf, she had a bad history with the Scarlet Throats. Most recently they’d taken a dislike to her because she refused to either join them or pay them to be “protected.” On the whole they left her alone – she stayed out of their way and they pretended not to notice her. But she shuddered to think what they would do if they ever found out her true sex.

      Letting a lone boy defy them was one thing. Letting a woman do the same?

      There were rumors of girls ending up in the river for less.

      But when she’d seen the Scarlet Throats chasing Kyle like a pack of feral dogs, she’d not thought twice about helping him. He’d been running for his life and fighting as he went, never giving up, though he’d been far outnumbered from the start.

      The man was stubborn, if nothing else.

      And afterward, when their enemies lay at their feet, groaning and beaten, and her heart was thumping so hard with the sheer joy of victory and being alive, it’d seemed natural to pull his pretty, pretty lips down to hers and kiss him.

      She’d never kissed a man before.

      Oh, there’d been some who’d tried to kiss her – tried and succeeded – especially when she’d been younger and smaller and not so fast, nor so swift with a kick to the soft bits of a man. Despite that no one had gotten much beyond a mash of foul tongue in her mouth. She’d been good at running even when little.

      No one had touched her in years. She’d made sure of it.

      But the kiss with Kyle hadn’t been like that – she’d kissed him.

      She leaped from one roof to another, landing silently on her toes. Kyle’s lips had been firm, and he’d tasted sharp, like wine. She’d felt the muscles in his neck and chest and arms get hard and tight as he’d made ready to grab her.

      She’d hadn’t been afraid, though.

      She grinned at the moon and the rooftops and the molls walking home in the lane far below.

      Kissing Kyle had made her feel wild and free.

      Like flying over the roofs of St Giles.

      She ran and leaped again, landing this time on a rickety old half-timbered tenement. It was all but fallen down, the top story overhanging the courtyard like an ancient crone bent under a big bundle of used clothes. She thrust her legs over the edge of the roof, slipped her feet blind onto one of the timbers on the face of the building, and climbed down into the attic window.

      If St Giles was the dark wood, this was her secret hidey-hole nest: half the attic of this building. The sole door to the room was nailed firmly shut, the only way in by the window.

      She was safe here.

      No one but she could get in or out.

      Alf sighed and stretched her arms over her head before taking off her hat and mask. Muscles she hadn’t even realized were tensed began to loosen now that she was home.

      Home and safe.

      Her nest was one big room – big enough for an entire family to live in, really – but only she lived here. On one wall was a row of wooden pegs, and she hung up her hat and mask there. Across from the window was a brick chimney where she’d left the fire carefully banked. She crossed to it and squatted in front of the tiny hearth – a half moon not much bigger than her head, the brick blackened and crumbling. But this high up it drew well enough, and that was the important thing. She stirred the red eyes of the embers with a broken iron rod and stuck some straw on top, then blew gently until the straw smoked and lit. Then she added five pieces of coal, one at a time. When her little fire was burning nicely, she lit a candle and stood it on the rough shelf above the fireplace.

      The half-burned candle gave a happy little glow. Alf touched her fingertip to the candlestick’s base and then to the little round mirror next to it. The mirror reflected the tiny candle flame. She tapped her tin cup, a yellow pottery jug she’d found years ago, and her ivory comb. Ned had given her the comb the day before he’d disappeared, and it was perhaps her most precious possession.

      Then she picked up a bottle of oil and a rag from the end of the shelf and sat on a three-legged stool by the pile of blankets she used as a bed.

      Her long sword was mostly clean. She stroked the oiled cloth along the blade and then tilted it to the candlelight to check for nicks in the edge. The two swords had cost most of her savings and she made sure to keep them clean and razor sharp, both because they were her pride and because in the dark woods they were her main weapons as the Ghost. The long sword’s edge looked good, so she resheathed it and set it aside.

      Her short blade was bloodied. That she worked on for a bit with the cloth, humming to herself under her breath. The cloth turned rust red and the sword turned mirror bright.

      The sky outside her attic window turned pale pink.

      She hung up her swords in their scabbards on the row of pegs. She unbuttoned her padded and quilted tunic, patterned all over in black and red diamonds. Underneath was a plain man’s shirt and she took that off as well, hanging them both up as she shivered in the winter-morning air. Her boots she stood underneath the pegs. Her leggings, also covered in black and red diamonds, hung neatly next to the shirt.

      Then she was just in her boys’ smallclothes and dark stockings and garters. Her shoulder-length hair was clubbed, but she took it down and ran her fingers through it, making it messy. She bound her hair back again with a bit of leather cord and let a few strands hang in her face. She took a length of soft cloth and wound it around her breasts, binding them flat, but not too tightly, because it was hard to draw a deep breath otherwise. Besides, her breasts weren’t that big to begin with.

      She pulled on a big man’s shirt, a stained brown waistcoat, a tattered pair of boys’ breeches, and a rusty black coat. She put a dagger in her coat pocket, another in the pocket of her waistcoat, and a tiny blade in a thin leather sheath under her right foot in her shoe. She smashed an old wide-brimmed hat on her head and she was Alf.

      A boy.

      Because this was what she was.

      At night she was the Ghost of St Giles. She protected the people of St Giles – her people, living in the big, dark woods. She ran out the monsters – the murderers and rapists and robbers. And she flew over the roofs of the city by moonlight, free and wild.

      During the day she was Alf, a boy. She made her living dealing in information. She listened and learned, and if you wanted to know who was running pickpocket boys and girls in Covent Gardens or which doxies had the clap or even what magistrate could be bought and for how much, she could tell you and would – for a price.

      But whether the Ghost or Alf, what she wasn’t and would never be, at least not in St Giles, was a woman.

       

      When had the Ghost of St Giles become a woman?

      Hugh hissed as one of his former soldiers, Jenkins, drew catgut thread through the cut on his forehead.

      Riley winced and silently offered him the bottle of brandy.

      Talbot cleared his throat and said, “Begging your pardon, sir, but are you sure the Ghost of St Giles was a woman?”

      Hugh eyed the big man – he’d once served as a grenadier. “Yes, I’m sure. She had tits.”

      “You searched her, did you, sir?” Riley asked politely in his Irish accent.

      Talbot snorted.

      Hugh instinctively turned to shoot a reproving glance at Riley – and Jenkins tsked as the thread pulled at his flesh. Damn that hurt.

      “Best if you hold still, sir,” Jenkins quietly chided.

      All three men had been under his command at one time or another out in India or on the Continent. When Hugh had received the letter telling him that Katherine, his wife, had died after being thrown from her horse in Hyde Park, he’d known his exile was at an end, and that he would need to sell his commission in the army and return. He’d offered Riley, Jenkins, and Talbot positions if they elected to return to England with him.

      All three had accepted his offer without a second thought.

      Now Riley leaned against the door of the big master bedroom in Kyle House, his arms folded and his shoulders hunched, his perpetually sad eyes fixed on the needle. The slight man was brave to a fault, but he hated surgery of any sort. Next to him Talbot was a towering presence, barrel-chested and brawny like most men chosen for the grenadiers.

      Jenkins pursed his lips, his one eye intent on the stitch he was placing. A black leather eye patch tied neatly over the man’s silver hair covered the other eye. “’Nother two, maybe three stitches, sir.”

      Hugh grunted and took a drink from the bottle of brandy, careful not to move his head. He was sitting on the edge of his four-poster bed, surrounded by candles so that Jenkins could see to stitch him up.

      The former army private could sew a wound closed with better precision than any educated physician. Jenkins was also capable of extracting teeth, letting blood, treating fevers, and, Hugh suspected, amputating limbs, though he’d never actually seen the older man do the last. Jenkins was a man of few words, but his hands were gentle and sure, his lined face calm and intelligent.

      Hugh winced at another stitch, his mind back on the woman who had moved so gracefully and yet so efficiently with her swords. “I thought our information was that the Ghost of St Giles was retired?”

      Riley shrugged. “That’s what we’d heard, sir. There hasn’t been a sighting of the Ghost for at least a year. Course there’s been more than one Ghost in the past. Jenkins thinks there were at least two at one point, maybe even three.”

      A hesitant voice piped up from a corner of the room. “Beggin’ your pardon, Mr. Riley, but what’s this Ghost you’re talking about?”

      Bell hadn’t spoken since they’d entered the room and Hugh had all but forgotten the lad. He glanced now at Bell, sitting on a stool, his blue eyes alert, though his shoulders had begun to slump with weariness. The lad was only fifteen and the newest of his men, having joined Hugh’s service after the death of his father.

      Bell flushed as he drew the attention of the older men.

      Hugh nodded at the boy to reassure him. “Riley?”

      Riley uncrossed his arms and winked at Bell. “The Ghost of St Giles is a sort of legend in London. He dresses like a harlequin clown – motley leggings and tunic and a carved half mask – and is able to climb and dance on the rooftops of London. There are some who say he’s nothing but a bogeyman to scare children. Others whisper that the Ghost is a defender of the poor. That he goes where soldiers and magistrates dare not and runs out the footpads, rapists, and petty thieves who prey on the most wretched of St Giles.”

      Bell’s brows drew together in confusion. “So… he’s not real, sir?”

      Hugh grunted, remembering soft flesh. “Oh, he – or rather she – is real enough.”

      “That’s just it,” Talbot interjected, looking intrigued. “I’ve spoken to people who have been helped by the Ghost in years past, but the Ghost has never been a woman before. Do you think she could be the wife of one of the former Ghosts, sir?”

      Hugh decided not to examine why he didn’t like that particular suggestion. “Whoever she was, she was a damned good swordswoman.”

      “More importantly,” Jenkins said softly as he placed another stitch, “who was behind the attack? Who wanted you dead, sir?”

      “Do you think it was the work of the Lords of Chaos?” Riley asked.

      “Maybe.” Hugh grimaced as Jenkins pulled the catgut. “But before I was ambushed I was at the Habsburg ambassador’s house. It was a large dinner party and a long one. I got up to piss at one point. I was coming back along the hall when I happened to overhear a bit of conversation.”

      “Happened, sir?” Riley said, his face expressionless.

      “Old habits die hard,” Hugh replied drily. “There were two men, huddled together in a dim corner of the hallway, speaking in French. One I recognized from the Russian embassy. No one official, you understand, but certainly he’s part of the Russians’ delegation. The other man I didn’t know, but he looked like a servant, perhaps a valet. The Russian slipped a piece of paper into the servant’s hand and told him to take it quickly to the Prussian.”

      “The Prussian, sir?” Jenkins asked softly. “No name?”

      “No name,” Hugh replied.

      “Bloody buggering hell.” Talbot shook his head almost admiringly. “You have to admit, sir, that the man has bollocks to be passing secrets to the Prussians in the Habsburg ambassador’s house.”

      “If that’s what the Russian was doing,” Hugh said cautiously, though he had no real doubts himself.

      “Did he see you, sir?” Riley asked.

      “Oh, yes,” Hugh said grimly. “One of the other guests bumbled up behind me calling my name. Drunken fool. The Russian couldn’t help but know that I’d heard everything.”

      “Still, there would be very little time to find and hire assassins to target you on your walk home from the dinner,” Talbot said.

      “Very true,” Hugh said. “Which brings us back to the Lords of Chaos.”

      Jenkins leaned a little closer now, his one brown eye intent, and snipped a thread before sitting back. “Done, sir. Do you want a bandage?”

      “No need.” The wound had mostly stopped bleeding anyway. “Thank you, Jenkins.” Hugh caught Bell trying to smother a yawn. “Best be off to bed, the lot of you. We’ll reconvene tomorrow morning after we get some sleep.”

      “Sir.” Riley straightened and came to attention.

      Talbot nodded respectfully. “Night, sir.”

      “Good night, Your Grace,” said Bell.

      Then all three were out the door.

      Hugh picked up a cloth, wet it, and wiped the remaining blood from his face, wincing as the movement reminded him of the bruises up and down his ribs.

      Jenkins silently packed his surgical tools into a worn black leather case.

      Hugh glanced at the window and saw to his surprise that light was glowing around the cracks of the curtains. Had it been so long since he’d staggered home from St Giles?

      He crossed to the window and jerked the curtain open.

      The bedroom looked over the back garden, dead now in winter, but it was indeed light outside.

      “Anything else, sir?” Jenkins asked behind him.

      “No,” Hugh said without turning. “That will be all.”

      “Sir.” The door opened and closed.

      Outside, a slim figure trotted down the path between the house and the gate that led to the mews. For a moment Hugh stilled before he realized it was the bootblack boy who worked in the kitchens. He felt his upper lip curl at his own folly. The Ghost of St Giles would hardly be haunting his garden, would she?

      He let the curtain fall and strode out of his bedroom.

      Katherine had named this town house Kyle House. He’d always thought the name pompous, but she’d insisted on it. She’d said it was the name of a great house – a dynastic house. He’d been newly married and still besotted with her when he’d bought the place, so he’d acquiesced, and the name had stood even as their marriage had fallen.

      There was a moral there somewhere. Perhaps to not name houses. Or, more probably, to never let passion for a woman sweep away reason, self-preservation, and sense, for that way led to devastation.

      Of nearly everything that he’d held dear and that had made him a man.

      He passed two maids carrying coal buckets and shovels in the corridor and nodded absently as they curtsied. Made the stairs and took them two at a time to the third floor. It was quiet here. He prowled down the hall past the nursemaids’ rooms and opened the door to the bedroom his sons shared.

      It was a pretty room. Light and airy. Katherine had been a good mother. He remembered her planning this room. Planning the upper floors when she’d been big with Kit and all had seemed wonderful and new and possible. Before the shouted arguments and her hysterical tears, the disillusionment, and the stunned realization that he’d made a monstrous and permanent mistake.

      And that he couldn’t trust his own judgment.

      Because he’d truly believed himself in love with Katherine. What else could he have called the wild, joyous ecstasy of pursuing her? The complete visceral satisfaction of making her his wife?

      Yet barely three years after he’d wed her, all that grand passion had turned to ashes and bitter hatred.

      Oh, what a beautiful, fickle thing was love. Rather like Katherine herself, in fact.

      Hugh sighed and went into the boys’ bedroom.

      There were two railed beds, but only one was occupied.

      Just turned five years old, Peter was still prone to nightmares. Hugh wasn’t sure if his son had experienced them before Katherine’s death, but now the boy had them several times a week. He lay curled against his elder brother, red face pressed into his side, blond hair tufted under Kit’s arm. Kit was sprawled on his back, openmouthed, his black curly hair flattened sweatily against his temples.

      If last night’s assassins had succeeded, his boys would be orphans now. He shook off the thought with a shudder, and his mind turned to the Lords of Chaos. They were a terrible secret club that met irregularly to revel in the worst sort of debauchery. Once a man joined he was committed to the Lords for life. Most members didn’t know the other members, but if one Lord revealed himself to another, the second Lord was bound to help the first man in any way possible. Hugh had reason to believe that the Lords of Chaos had infiltrated the government, the church, the army, and the navy.

      Which was why the King wanted them stopped.

      When Hugh had begun his investigation into the Lords, he’d been given four names by the Duke of Montgomery:

      
         

        William Baines, Baron Chase

        David Howzell, Viscount Dowling

        Sir Aaron Crewe

        Daniel Kendrick, the Earl of Exley

      

      Four men who were aristocrats and members of the secret society. In the two months since, he’d quietly looked into the four men, attempting to discover how the Lords were organized, who the leaders were, and when they met and where.

      He’d found out none of these things.

      None. 

      Why then would they try to assassinate him? It seemed far more likely that tonight’s attack had been the result of political intrigue on the Continent. Wars abroad, rather than a vile secret society that preyed upon the most innocent of victims here in England.

      There was no reason at all to link this to the Lords of Chaos.

      And yet he could not quite banish the suspicion from his mind.

      Hugh grimaced and silently left the bedroom.

      In the hall he turned and made for the stairs again, climbing this time to the floor above – the servants’ quarters. He walked along the long corridor, lined with doors on either side, passing a startled scullery maid, and then tapped on one of the doors on the left before opening it.

      Bell shared a room with two of the younger footmen. Both of the footmen’s beds were empty, for they would already be up and about their work at this time of the morning, but Bell’s tousled brown head just peeked beneath his blankets.

      Hugh winced at the sight, hating to wake the boy so soon after sending him to bed, but this couldn’t wait. He touched Bell’s shoulder.

      The boy woke at once. “Your Grace?”

      “I have a job for you,” Hugh said. “I want you to find a St Giles informant for me. His name is Alf.”
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        No one could remember why the White Kingdom hated the Black Kingdom, nor why the Black Kingdom loathed the very mention of the White Kingdom’s name. The beginnings of the war were lost to time and suffocated in blood. All anyone knew was that the war was endless and without mercy…

        
          — From The Black Prince and the Golden Falcon
        

      

      Alf strutted down a street in St Giles an hour later.

      When she was a little girl, running with a gang of boys and hiding her sex from all but Ned, he used to instruct her on how to act like a boy. Walk with your legs wide and with a long stride, he’d tell her. Pretend you own the street. Look strangers in the eye like a little tough. They might cuff you for your cheek, but they won’t think you a girl, and that’s the important thing. That’s the thing that’ll keep you safe.

      Now it was second nature, like a skin she drew on in the morning: the disguise of Alf the boy. He was younger than her real age – only fifteen or sixteen – and even though she’d lived all her life in St Giles, no one seemed to notice that Alf the boy hadn’t aged in the last half-dozen years or so. Alf smirked to herself. But then one more cocky boy making his way in the world alone in St Giles wasn’t something of note.

      She turned onto Maiden Lane, shivering a bit. She’d stuffed her coat with rags and wore a pair of fingerless gloves, but her ears were cold despite her hat. Up ahead the Home for Unfortunate Infants and Foundling Children stood out from the surrounding buildings, simply by being clean, straight, and new. She ducked down a narrow alley and around the back to the kitchen door, where she mounted the steps and knocked.

      A pretty blond woman in a mobcap opened the door.

      Nell Jones, the home’s head maidservant, eyed her and pursed her lips. “Morning, Alf. I’d ask you in, but I know it’s no use.”

      Alf shrugged. She disliked taking charity, and if she stepped in the home’s kitchens she’d be offered breakfast. No point in getting too close to people, Ned had endlessly repeated. They always wanted something from you sooner or later. Best to do things for yourself rather than rely on another and be disappointed. “Can I see ’er?”

      “Of course.”

      Even before Nell finished speaking, Alf could hear Hannah’s running footsteps.

      “Is it Alf?” The little redheaded girl peered around Nell’s skirts and Alf couldn’t help the curl of her lips at the sight.

      Hannah was six now, freckle-faced and plump, but when Alf had first met her, almost two years before, the little girl had been thin, frightened, and unsmiling. Hannah had been taken by the lassie snatchers – a gang that put little girls to work in slave shops, laboring over the making of stockings. Alf had rescued her with the help of the then Ghost of St Giles and had brought Hannah to live at the only safe place for children in St Giles – the Home.

      Ever since, Alf had tried to visit the girl several times a week. “And ’ow are you, ’Annah?”

      “Go on,” Nell said to the little girl. “Better step out to talk to him and not let the cold in.”

      Hannah came out on the step, accompanied by a smaller girl. This one had dark hair and a thumb stuck in her mouth. Both girls were wrapped in shawls against the cold.

      “’Oo’s this?” Alf asked, crouching down to the smaller girl’s level.

      “Mary Hope,” Hannah said. “She follows me everywhere and she hardly says anything at all. Sometimes I have to speak for her.”

      Mary Hope glanced up at Hannah and grinned around her thumb.

      “Ah,” Alf said, trying not to smile. “’Ow old are you, then, Mary ’Ope?”

      Mary held up five fingers.

      “No you’re not,” Hannah scolded. “Your birthday’s not for another fortnight, Nell says. You’re only four now.”

      The correction didn’t seem to bother Mary, though. She simply nodded and leaned against Hannah.

      The bigger girl gave a great put-upon sigh and wrapped her arm around Mary. “Mr. Makepeace is teaching us to read. Well, he’s teaching me and the big boys and girls. Mary and the little ones just play, mostly.”

      “What’re you reading?” Alf asked, amused.

      “The Bible,” Hannah said, sounding a little glum. “But Nell sometimes reads the broadsheets to us, and she said that when we’re good at reading we can read them ourselves – though,” Hannah amended conscientiously, “she says as how some bits aren’t for little girls’ eyes.”

      “Aye, well, keep at your reading,” Alf said sternly. “You’ll need it to get any sort of good position, understand?”

      Hannah nodded solemnly. “Yes, Alf.”

      “Good girl.” She fished in her pocket and brought out a shiny shilling. “That’s for studying ’ard.”

      Hannah’s face lit up in a grin. “Thank you!”

      “And one for you, Mary, as well.” She placed another shilling in Mary Hope’s grubby little fist. “Mind you don’t lose it. Put it somewheres safe.”

      “We will,” Hannah said, and uninhibitedly threw her arms around Alf’s neck.

      Alf closed her eyes. This was such a lovely thing, this sweet girl’s touch, so fleeting, so momentary. For a second she was no longer a boy but a woman longing with all her heart and soul for the feel of pudgy arms about her neck. What she wouldn’t give to have this always. She felt the whisper of a damp kiss, and then Hannah stepped back, already bouncing with excitement over her shilling.

      Mary leaned forward and pressed her warm, damp cheek against Alf’s.

      Then the little girls giggled as the door behind them opened.

      Nell shooed them inside as Hannah yelled her good-byes for the both of them.

      The door closed, and Alf was alone again in the cold.

      She sighed and stood slowly, wiped her face with one gloved hand. Sometimes she thought about what it might be like if she didn’t have to say good-bye to Hannah each time she saw the girl. If they could spend more than just a few hurried minutes together.

      But that wasn’t possible. Not here. Not now.

      Not with the life she led.

      Alf shook herself, straightened her shoulders, and set off back the way she’d come, striding briskly.

      St Giles was waking up by the time she stepped back out onto Maiden Lane. Porters and peddlers were making their way to the better parts of town. Those who begged and cajoled and sang for a living shuffled along, an outgoing tide as timeless as the Thames’s. The money was in other parts of London, not here. St Giles was where the poor lived and fucked, bred and died, but it wasn’t where they made their pennies.

      She nodded to Jim the ragpicker, jerked her chin at Tommy Ginger-Pate, the leader of a gang of street sweeper boys, and stopped to help old Mad Mag, who’d dropped her basket of whisks and brooms. Mad Mag either cursed her or thanked her when the basket was picked up. It was hard to tell because Mag had most of her teeth gone and talked in a strange country accent no one hereabouts could understand.

      Alf smiled in any case and went on her way, whistling through her teeth. She turned on Hogshead Lane, jumped the reeking, half-frozen puddle standing just round the corner, and came to the One Horned Goat. Up over her head swung the wooden sign showing a mean-looking goat, no horns on its head but a big ugly prick between its legs.

      She pushed open the door to the tavern.

      Inside, the place was quiet. Most were either already awake and gone about their business for the day or sleeping off last night’s drink, depending.

      Archer, the tavern keep, didn’t bother glancing up as Alf entered. He poured a tankard of small beer, skewered a sizzling sausage from the fry-pan on the hearth, and slapped it on a slice of bread. Alf sat just as the tavern keep set the lot down on a table in front of her.

      “Ta,” Alf said, shoving five pennies at the keep. She took a gulp of the beer. The One Horned Goat’s beer was warm, sour, and well watered, and there wasn’t a better wake-me-up in St Giles.

      Archer grunted and tilted his greasy head, his bulging eyes rolling to the corner of the room. “Lad as says ’e ’as a message for ’e.”

      Alf took a bite of the tasty sausage and stale bread and chewed, glancing at the corner. A boy sat there, his legs spread wide, his face defiant and a little scared. He looked about thirteen, maybe fourteen. She’d never seen him before. He might be new to London. He was definitely new to St Giles.

      She got up, still chewing, her tankard in one hand, the bread and sausage in the other, and walked over.

      The boy’s eyes widened as she neared.

      Alf smirked at him. She hooked a foot around a chair and sat across from him, then took a swig of her beer and eyed him as she swallowed.

      “Alf.”

      The boy just stared at her. He had big blue eyes and curling brown hair he’d tried to slick back into a tail, although it hadn’t quite worked. Pretty wisps of hair curled at his temples and at his nape and ears. One glance and she could tell that he hated his curls. He needn’t have worried, though. Right now his ears and nose and chin were all too big. They matched his hands and elbows and, for all she knew, his feet as well – he was at that age when he was growing all out of control. But in a couple of years, when he had reached his full height? Then, then he’d have to worry.

      Because then he’d be handsome.

      And in the dark woods of St Giles handsome made you either the monster or the little boy who’d lost his way.

      Right now, though, he was only a gangly lad still staring at her.

      She stared right back and took a big bite of her bread and sausage and chewed slowly.

      With her mouth open.

      He frowned.

      She swallowed and sighed. “Got a moniker?”

      Spots of bright pink bloomed on his face. “Bell.”

      She nodded. “’Eard you gots a message for me.”

      Bell leaned across the table as if he had the King’s secrets to impart. “My master ’as a job for you.”

      “’Oo?”

      “The Duke of Kyle,” he said, sounding proud.

      “Yeah?”

      She took another bite, thinking and making damned sure her face didn’t show anything. A duke. She’d not known Kyle was a duke. But more importantly, why was he calling for her so soon after last night? Had he somehow recognized her under her Ghost mask?

      She could feel a jittering under her skin as she asked, “What kind of job?”

      Bell frowned again. “Didn’t say. You got to come and ’Is Grace’ll tell you.”

      “Oh, ’Is Grace, is it?” Alf grinned.

      Bell sounded awed at the title.

      She’d met both the Duke of Wakefield and the Duke of Montgomery. The first was like a stone statue of a soldier, all pride and stiff bearing, as if his blood ran as cold as rain in December. The second was mad and dangerous, and as like to thrust a dagger in your gut as hand you a guinea. And despite all that they were but men. They ate and they shit and they could be killed like any other man.

      Dukes and night soil men both pissed standing up, as far as she could see. The only difference was where their piss landed.

      But if this duke had found her out – had realized that the Ghost was not only a woman but was also Alf – he might very well get her killed. She ought to send this boy on his way. Get out of the One Horned Goat and disappear into St Giles. Lie low for a bit until she was absolutely sure the danger was past.

      If there was danger.

      Because that was the problem, wasn’t it – she couldn’t be sure. He might only be sending for her for information. For a job.

      He had been attacked in St Giles last night, after all.

      And damn it, she was curious.

      Alf drained her ale in three gulps, slammed down her tankard, and stood with the remains of her breakfast in her fist. “Let’s go, then.”

      She waved her bread at Archer in farewell as Bell scrambled after her.

      Outside the sun still wasn’t out, and Alf pulled her coat tighter around herself, shoving the rest of her bread and sausage in her mouth. “Which way?”

      Bell put on a tricorne and headed west without a word.

      Alf shrugged and stuffed her fists under her arms, keeping stride with the boy.

      He wore a brown coat – nice cloth, hardly worn – and his shoes were newly polished, too.

      “Been working for the duke long, have you?” Alf asked.

      The boy ducked his head and glanced sideways at her. He was her height, but spindly like a stork. “Fortnight.”

      “Yeah?” They jumped over a half-frozen dead rat in the channel running down the middle of the lane. “How’d you get the work?”

      He frowned. “You ask a lot of questions.”

      She grinned at him. “It’s my job, innit?”

      “My pa was under ’is command,” Bell muttered. “In the army.”

      “Was.”

      Bell looked down and hunched his shoulders as they passed two butchers’ apprentices arguing. “Pa died of the fever last autumn. Lost ’is leg in India two years ago, ’e did, and was poorly ever since. My ma died when I was but ten, and I hadn’t family to take me in. My pa said the duke would take care of me if ’e couldn’t, so I wrote to the duke and ’Is Grace said as I could come to London and work for ’im. So I did.”

      “Ah.” A man who took care of his people, then, was Kyle. “Where’re you from?”

      “Sussex.”

      “And do you like working for ’im?”

      Bell looked at her blankly. “I guess?”

      Alf laughed at that. “You’d know if you didn’t.”

      They trotted for a bit more as the streets became wider and cleaner, the houses straighter and nicer, and the people better dressed.

      At last Bell jerked his chin at one of the tall white buildings, all polished windows and heavy stones. So clean you could eat right off the sparkling front steps if you had a mind to.
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