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			London, 1866

			Across the street, in the little park they called No-Man’s-Land, two girls were skipping rope. It was a wonderful day to be playing out of doors, Catherine could tell. The sun was very bright on the green grass, and the girls looked happy. When one tripped and fell down, the other pretended to fall, too, collapsing in a laughing heap beside her friend.

			Catherine pressed her finger on the windowpane, blocking out the spot where the skipping rope had fallen. Mama said that at the age of seven, she should know better than to skip rope in public. But those girls looked nine at least. Even from three stories above, Catherine could see how they giggled.

			It made her feel queer. She had no friend like that.

			She didn’t need one. She got to come to her father’s auction rooms. No other children were allowed at Everleigh’s. Being here made her special.

			“What are you looking at, dear?”

			Catherine turned. Her father was standing before an easel, on which sat a handsome drawing that might be by Mr. Raphael, or might not. He was trying to tell. “Nothing,” she said, feeling guilty.

			Papa smiled at her. “Come here. Tell me what you think.”

			She wiped her sweaty hands on her pinafore before reaching into her pocket for her loupe. Papa had given it to her for her seventh birthday. It looked just like the loupe Papa always carried in his own pocket. It had come with a velvet-lined box for safekeeping, but Catherine carried it at all hours. It was, Papa said, the “tool of the trade,” and no true auctioneer ever let his loupe go far from him.

			As she put it to her eye, it did a magic thing, calling out the woolly edges of the ink, revealing the way the artist had drawn his strokes from top to bottom.

			“Steady now.” Papa’s hand closed around her wrist, holding her hand steady. “Now, what do you say? ­Raphael’s, or no?”

			Anxiety tightened her throat. It was a very important thing to decide. This drawing could be worth a fortune, but if it was a forgery, putting it to auction would bring shame upon the company. Nobody would trust an auctioneer who sold forgeries.

			As she squinted into the loupe, she answered the questions he had taught her to ask of an old Italian drawing. “Mr. Raphael used iron-gall ink,” she said. “It gets darker with time. This ink is very dark, which is good.”

			“Yes,” he murmured. “What else?”

			She had never confessed to him that she cheated on these tests. She listened to his voice as carefully as she looked at the drawing, to know what he had decided. His opinion was the most important thing in the world.

			But maybe he had guessed at her cheating, for she could tell nothing from his voice as he prodded her. “Go on, Cate. Speak your thoughts aloud, so I might hear them.”

			She frowned. She could do this. She was very smart for her age—smarter even than her brother, who was three years her elder. So Papa had told her. “The old masters drew very quickly, without lifting their quills from the page. But some of these lines are broken, and their edges are fuzzy. Feathered,” she corrected quickly. That was the grown-up word.

			He made a happy noise. She lowered the loupe and found him beaming at her.

			“What does that tell you?” he asked.

			“It is not Mr. Raphael’s work.”

			He grinned. “Shall we toss it into the rubbish, then?”

			Once before, she had fallen into this trap. She remembered how he had corrected her. Simply because an artist was not famous did not mean his work was rubbish. Sometimes it was the role of an auctioneer to steer public interest to items worth admiring.

			She tucked her loupe back into her pocket and pulled out her gloves, which she drew on very quickly before turning the drawing upside down on the easel. Papa said this view freed the eye from “the tyranny of the whole,” allowing one to spot imperfections.

			Even inverted, the figure looked very fine. His hands and feet were handsomely drawn, and the shadows of his robe were crosshatched in a careless way that reminded her of Mr. Raphael’s work.

			“Maybe it was one of his students,” she said. “I think we should sell it.”

			“What a fine eye you have!” Papa rubbed her head. “Now tell me, dear—how would we list this in the catalog?”

			“By Mr. Raphael’s surname only,” she said. “That suggests it belongs to his period and style, but shows we make no claim that he drew it himself.”

			He picked her up by the waist and lifted her into the wing chair in front of his desk. This was where the dealers and private clients sat when meeting with him. As he sat across from her, he smiled. “You’re my diamond, Cate. Do you know that?”

			Her spirits rose like confetti lifted by the wind. She nodded, buoyantly pleased.

			But his smile faded as he continued to look at her. She wondered if she’d made a mistake, after all. “Is something wrong, Papa?”

			“No, no. I’m pleased as punch with you,” he said softly. “I’m only thinking—you’ve got your mother’s face, my love. A true beauty, you’ll be.”

			She bit her lip. She would rather take after Papa.

			“You’ll have your pick of gentlemen to marry,” Papa went on. “But I hope you won’t ever forget the auction rooms.”

			Horrified, she sat forward. “I would never. Papa, I wouldn’t!”

			He chuckled. “Your husband will want you at home.”

			“Then I won’t marry!” She saw no fun in it anyway. Even when Mama was well, she was full of complaints.

			“Don’t say that, Cate.” Papa reached across the desk for her hand. “Better to say—we’ll find you a man of discerning tastes, who knows brilliance when he sees it, and knows to treasure it, too.”

			She hesitated. “Gentlemen don’t want a lady who knows more than them.”

			“Your mother told you that?” When she nodded, he pulled a face. “Well, that isn’t quite true. Some men reckon it a very fine thing, to have a wife with a brain.” His eyes narrowed. “And you’ve got one, Cate. A very clever brain, and I won’t let it go to waste. What do you say to this? One day, my love, this place will be yours.”

			Her breath caught. Hers? The thought dazzled her. Nowhere was more magical than Everleigh’s, with its corners and shadows filled with treasures, and important people in jewels and silks parading through the halls at all hours.

			But . . . “Mama said that Peter must have it.” Her older brother was at school now in Hampshire. Mama said he was learning important things there. But he could not be learning so much. Catherine could look at a painting and tell whether it was real or fake. Peter could not do that. He was as thickheaded as a wall when it came to art.

			“Yes,” Papa said. “Peter will share Everleigh’s with you. Ladies, I’m afraid, cannot be auctioneers. But you, my love, will be the soul of this place. Peter will manage the sales—but you will manage the art. Never forget, we Everleighs are not merely tradesmen. Art is our calling, and a true auctioneer must understand it better than even the artist himself. You will help Peter to do that, won’t you?”

			She did not want to help Peter do anything. When he came home on holidays, he pinched her until she bruised. But it seemed a small price to pay, to be given the auction rooms as her own. “The artist creates,” she recited dutifully. “We give his work value.”

			“Precisely.” He lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles, as though she were a proper grown-up. “My beauty,” he said softly. “You make me proud. Do you know that?” The grandfather clock chimed, causing Papa to drop her hand and cast a startled glance toward the time. “Ah, we’ve missed dinner again. Your mother won’t be pleased.”

			Catherine struggled out of the chair. Mama hated when they did not arrive for dinner. Sometimes, as a punishment, she kept Catherine home the next day. “I want to come tomorrow, too,” she said. “Please, will you bring me?” It was so boring at home. Mama was well, right now, which meant she spent the afternoons visiting friends, who talked of nothing but dresses and troublesome servants.

			Papa had risen to put on his coat. “Of course,” he said over his shoulder. “If you are to inherit this place, there’s no time to waste. You must come daily, and learn everything there is to know.”

			Perfect happiness felt like the heat from a fire on a cold winter’s night. “I will learn everything,” she promised. She would make him prouder than he imagined.

			*    *   *

			Saturdays were the best days. Provided you found a room, the single night’s rent would purchase you two days of rest, for no landlord came calling on Sundays. What a glorious thing it was to settle under a roof for the weekend! Ma had laid down some blankets for his bed, and Nick had slept Saturday through, and most of Sunday besides. When he’d woken at last, the vespers had been tolling from Christ Church, and a feast had been waiting on the floor beside his bed.

			His fever had finally broken. He’d known it by the hunger he felt. Hardest thing he’d ever done, to sit there, stomach growling, for another two hours till Ma appeared again. She gave him sass for having waited, but he would not eat a bite till she agreed to take half for herself.

			That feast would keep his stomach busy for days. Cheese, an entire crusty loaf of bread, and two kinds of meat, sheep’s head and pork together—the Lord’s last supper hadn’t been so grand. Nick relished every bite, trying not to think on what Ma had sold to get it. This week had pinched. Usually he found work at the docks, but the ganger had seen the fever in his face on Thursday, and turned him away two days running. That cost seven shillings, with most of the rest going to the week’s rent. What pennies remained would not have paid for a quarter of this ham.

			It seemed Ma tasted what she’d done for it. The meat turned her sour. She started in on him again. Lately she’d taken it into her head to send him to his older sister in Whitechapel. Seemed she could talk of nothing else. Oona would take him in; she’d agreed to it already, Ma said.

			But Whitechapel might as well be the moon, as far as Nick cared. He’d grown up in Spitalfields. His father had died here, killed in a street brawl just outside Lyell’s public house. He had friends in these streets; everyone knew his face. Did Ma want him in pieces? For the boys in Whitechapel didn’t care for nobody but their own, nor should they. It would make no difference to them that Oona’s husband was boss of those parts. To be related through a sister was barely to be related at all. Ma knew that as well as Nick did.

			It frightened him a little that she had started pretending otherwise. It seemed a measure of desperation, as though things had gotten worse, though in his view, nothing had changed. Now the fever was gone, he’d find work again, easy. He was strong, and tall for his nearly eleven years. With food in his stomach, he’d be sure to impress the ganger. Maybe one day soon he’d move into the “Royals,” that rank of men who were always called first to work when a ship docked for unloading.

			He went to sleep on Sunday with these hopes in mind. Yet when he woke on Monday, he did so with a pit in his stomach. Mondays were the worst days of all. On Mondays, the landlord resumed his circuit. Nick could already hear him on the other side of the curtain, having it out with Ma.

			“Just an hour more,” she was saying to Mr. Bell. “He’s been sick, you see.”

			Nick hated that wheedling note in her voice. She never used it with anybody else. On the street, in rough company, she sounded tough as a boxer. But with Mr. Bell, she said, there was no choice but to snivel. That was what he wanted, even more than the rent, and as long as he owned most of Spitalfields, snivel she would. Know when to box, and when to bow, she liked to tell Nick. And don’t feel no shame for either. It’s the way of the world, if you mean to survive.

			Easy for her to say. Women could grovel without any loss of face.

			Usually Mr. Bell was easily won over. Nick didn’t like to think why. But today he sounded hard, pissy as a wench whose lad had gone roving. “I know what you’re about,” he said. “Who’s sick here? You, or the boy? For it’s clear as day you’re breeding.”

			Behind the curtain, Nick caught his breath, and waited for his mother to deny it.

			But all she said was, “Well, and if I am, you’ve cause to know why.”

			Shock exploded through him. So this was why she’d changed her tune, and grown so eager to ditch Nick in Whitechapel! Why, what would she do with a baby to look after? How could they afford it? And by God, who was the pervert father? Ma was already a grandmother twice over!

			You’ve cause to know why.

			No. It couldn’t be!

			Red rage drove him to rip aside the curtain. Bell skittered backward as a chunk of ceiling came down. “I’ll kill you,” Nick choked.

			“No!” His mother caught him around the waist, hauling him back. She was stronger than she looked, and he didn’t fight, for he didn’t want to hurt her.

			But how could she not see it? Bell was the cause of all their problems. “Filthy bastard. Somebody needs to teach him to keep his hands to hisself!”

			The landlord flushed purple, like a plum that wanted popping. A knife would do it, but with his mother holding him, Nick couldn’t pull his blade without slicing her, too.

			“Listen, you guttersnipe,” Bell said. “If I’ve been patient until now, it’s for your mother’s sake. But another word from you, and I’ll have every building in this parish closed to your likes. You’ll sleep beneath a bridge before you’re through.”

			“Please,” his mother said. “He didn’t mean it!”

			“I did!” Nick wrenched free of her, lunging to block the landlord’s scurry for the door. The rat changed course, circling, and his boot plunged through a rotten floorboard. For a moment, arms wheeling, he looked for his balance—then lost it, and fell to his arse.

			There was justice, all right. Cared more for his rent than the building that supplied it, and now the building had made its opinion known. Though he didn’t feel amused, Nick pushed out a laugh. They hated when you mocked them. All these fat pigs disliked nothing worse than getting what they were really owed: disrespect and mockery, and spit in their faces.

			Sure enough, Bell’s face got darker yet as he clambered to his feet. “It’s time someone taught you a lesson.” He pulled a dagger from his coat, wickedly curved.

			“No!” Ma stepped between them. “Nicky, no! Put it away!” For he himself was no less ready, his knife balanced in hand. “Mr. Bell, I beg you—for my sake—for our child—”

			Nick would have flinched, had Bell not been watching with a sneer, ready for shows of weakness. “I’ll believe it’s mine when angels pay a visit,” Bell said, never looking toward Ma. “God knows you’ve spread your legs for legions.”

			“But—you said!” Ma forgot about Nick, stepped straight toward Bell. “You promised you’d take me in!”

			Nick could not be hearing right. “Ma! Are you loony?” Bell was married. He had a wife and children of his own.

			She was too busy babbling to regard him. “He’ll beg your forgiveness, I swear it. Bow, Nicky. Bow!” And now she caught hold of him, pushing him by the shoulders, and he could not resist her for fear of cutting her. But as he braced himself, remaining upright, Bell began to laugh.

			“What use have I for the bows of a beggar boy? Make him kiss my boots, and then perhaps I’ll think on my offer again.”

			Offer. What offer? Hands closed on Nick’s face, Ma fighting to make him look at her. But he twisted free, repelled. “You would go to him?” he demanded. “Is that why you’re on about Whitechapel? You mean to cast me off?”

			“Nicky, listen, please!” Her face was awash in tears—she, who had never cried even as they laid Da into the earth. “I’m a burden to you now. You’re a big, strong lad. You can make your own way, but not with me on your back. Mr. Bell has offered me a place—”

			“Had offered,” Bell said coldly. “But I won’t tolerate this boy coming round.”

			Ma caught hold of his wrist, gripping him hard. “If not for your own sake,” she said urgently, “for the child’s. Nicky, think. Be wise, be smart.”

			“‘Smart,’ now, there’s a word that’ll never apply to this one,” Bell said, the words coming dimly through the roar in Nick’s head.

			Bell controlled Spitalfields. Wasn’t a hope of surviving here as his enemy. And the unborn child—why, it was Nick’s charge to protect it. Ma would be helpless once she neared her time. And afterward, before the babe could be weaned . . .

			He could do it. He could earn enough. He’d find a way, somehow. He’d take care of her and the child, too.

			Bell’s child. He recoiled from his mother. “Not for his spawn.” He’d not bow, much less grovel, for anything that came of Bell’s touch.

			“Then for me,” she whispered.

			Bell had paid for Da’s casket. Nick remembered now with a shudder. Christ! How long had they been coupling?

			“Five seconds,” Bell said flatly. “And then my mercy expires—along with my offer to you, Bridget.”

			“Bow, Nicky.” Her great pleading eyes filled his vision. “I love you dearer than my own heart. And if you love me the same, you’ll bow to him. Just this once, and never again. For me, dearest. For me, you will bow.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE
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			London, August 1886

			His name is William Pilcher,” said Catherine’s brother. “And it’s no wonder if he stares. He has proposed to marry you.”

			Catherine choked on her champagne. From her vantage point across the crowded room, William Pilcher made a very poor picture. It was not his looks to which she objected; he had a blandly handsome face, square and straight-boned, and a full head of brown hair. But he hunched in his seat with the gangly laxity of a scarecrow leaking its stuffing.

			That posture was probably intended to convey a fashionable insouciance. But it looked distinctly foolish on a man in his forties. Indeed, Mr. Pilcher’s confidence annoyed her. At the beginning of the musicale, she had noticed how fixedly he gazed at her. That was not unusual; men often stared. But by the third aria, Pilcher’s look had grown lecherous. Realizing now that he had finally caught her eye, he offered her a thin, twisting smile. He was congratulating himself, no doubt, on encouraging a spinster’s dreams.

			Catherine snorted and turned to her brother. At last, she understood his mood tonight—the high color on his face, the poorly restrained excitement. “Peter.” She spoke in an undertone, as the soprano launched into Verdi’s “O Patria Mia.” “For the final time. You will not choose my husband.”

			It was a matter of private regret that she resembled her brother so closely. The cross look that came into his face, and the temper that narrowed his lavender eyes, mirrored her own—as did the fall of blond hair he brusquely hooked behind his ear. “You make no effort to find one,” he said. “And Mr. Pilcher is a fine choice. Assistant chairman in the St. Luke’s vestry, with no small prospects. Besides, he has agreed to your terms.”

			Astonished, she opened her mouth—then thought better of it as the soprano descended into a low, soft note that provided no cover for arguments. Instead, she clutched her program very tightly and glared at the small type: “An Evening of Musical Delights from Italy.”

			For weeks now, ever since Catherine had broken her engagement to Lord Palmer, Peter had been harassing her to find a new suitor. He claimed to think of her happiness. She was nearly twenty-seven, he pointed out. If she did not marry this year, she would remain a spinster. By the terms of Father’s will, you cannot assume equal governance in the company until you are wed. Isn’t that your wish?

			But her happiness did not truly concern him—much less the power she might gain, once she married and became his full partner at Everleigh’s. What he wanted was to marry her to some man who would forbid her to work at all. Then, Peter would have free rein to loot the place. He was already embezzling from the company to fund his political ambitions. He imagined she didn’t notice, that her attention was swallowed wholesale by her duties. But he was wrong.

			And now he’d solicited a stranger to accept her terms? He could only mean the marriage contract she had drawn up with Lord Palmer. But that had been the product of a different moment: Palmer had needed her aid in drawing out a villain, and she, having just discovered Peter’s embezzlement, had felt desperate for a powerful ally who might force her brother into line.

			In the end, fate had saved her from the rash plan to marry. Palmer had fallen in love with her assistant, Lilah. Their elopement had left Catherine feeling nothing but relief. She did not want a loveless marriage—or any marriage at all. It was not in her nature to be a wife: to subordinate her own desires and needs to a man’s, and to knit patiently by the fire in expectation of his return from the office. She had her own office, her own work, and a gentleman would never allow that. Better to muddle on independently, then, and find some other way to stem Peter’s thieving.

			But how? Unless she married, she had no authority to challenge him.

			The aria soared to a crescendo. Peter took the opportunity to speak into her ear. “Only say the word. The contract is signed, the license easily acquired.”

			She snorted. “Lovely. I wish him luck in finding a bride.”

			“Catherine—”

			The sharpness of his voice drew several looks from those nearby. Pasting a smile onto her lips, she rose and walked out of the salon.

			In the hallway, Peter caught up to her, his hand closing on her arm. She pulled away and faced him, still careful to smile, mindful of the guests chatting in an adjoining drawing room. “This isn’t the place to discuss this.”

			He raked his fingers through his blond hair, then winced and smoothed it down again. Always the peacock, ever mindful of his appearance. “At least meet him.”

			“No.” She should have known something was awry when he pleaded so sweetly for her to accompany him tonight. Like husbands, polite society had little use for women who worked. Nor was this crowd known to her from the auction house, for it represented the second tier of political and social lights in London—those who aspired to bid at Everleigh’s but lacked the funds to merit an invitation. The truly rich were summering abroad, or had gone to their country homes for hunting season.

			Peter, on the other hand, had every reason to associate with this lot. He nursed dreams of a political career. He had managed to gain a seat on the Municipal Board of Works, but such power meant nothing outside London. Among these minor MPs and political cronies, he hoped to lay the groundwork for his future.

			The family business had never held his interest. He was looting it in service of his true ambitions. But for her, Everleigh’s was everything. Their father’s legacy. Her sacred birthright. Everleigh’s made her who she was—which was not merely a spinster, the “Ice Queen” that rude wits had dubbed her. She was a person of business. An expert in the field of fine arts. A learned professional, regardless of her sex.

			And she was done looking for common ground with her brother. “I am leaving,” she told him. “Fetch my coat, please.”

			“You will meet him.”

			She started toward the cloakroom. He caught her wrist, his grip bruising now. “Listen carefully, Catherine. I have practiced patience with you. But you have mistaken it for indulgence. I have given my word to Mr. Pilcher that you will—”

			“It will not help your prospects to be seen abusing me.”

			Peter’s hand fell away. Far better to quarrel with him in public than in private, in this regard.

			“You have given your word,” she said in a fierce ­undertone. “Not me. When he asks where I have gone, simply explain to him the arrogance of your presumption—if indeed you can explain it. For it is perfectly incredible.”

			Peter took a breath through clenched teeth. “If you won’t think of yourself, then think of Everleigh’s. Don’t you wish for children to carry forward the company? What is the future of the auction rooms, if not—”

			“Stop it.” Anger made her hands fist. If Peter had his way, there would be no auction house for her fictional children to inherit. He was trying to tap into the principal now. Did he truly think Mr. Wattier, their chief accountant, would not have informed her of that attempt?

			But she could not confront him before she had devised a way to check him. She had sworn Mr. Wattier to secrecy, for surprise was the only advantage she ­possessed right now. “Think of your own children. Find yourself a spouse. But you will leave me be.”

			“I think of your welfare,” he said flatly. “If you do not wish to find yourself homeless and penniless one day, you must marry.”

			Now he was speaking nonsense. “I am far from penniless. I will remind you that half of Everleigh’s belongs to me.”

			His smile made her uneasy, for it smacked of some secret satisfaction. “But you are not a partner in its directorship,” he said. “Not until you are married.”

			That fact never failed to burn her. No doubt Papa had anticipated that she would marry long before the age of twenty-six. But he should have foreseen that Peter would abuse the authority granted to him in the interim.

			What she needed, Catherine thought bitterly, was a puppet husband—somebody she could control, or somebody so indifferent that he permitted her to do as she pleased. But Mr. Pilcher would not suit. He was Peter’s creature. What she needed was a creature all her own. “Regardless,” she said. “Your threats hold no water.”

			“I have made no threats,” Peter said softly. “But I will tell you a fact. If you do not marry, you leave me no choice but to safeguard your future through other means.”

			She stared at him. “What means that, precisely?”

			He shrugged. “I have been thinking of selling the auction rooms.”

			The breath escaped her in a hoarse gasp.

			“Naturally,” he went on, “half the profits would go to you.”

			Had he struck her, here in public, he could not have stunned her more completely. “You . . . you’re lying. This is a ruse to make me entertain Mr. Pilcher.”

			As though her words had summoned him, the scarecrow came into the hall. “Ah!” Pilcher manufactured a look of surprise. “Mr. Everleigh, how good to find you here tonight. And this lovely lady must be—”

			“I fear I am no one to you, sir.” Catherine kept her eyes on her brother, who must be bluffing. But he looked so pleased with himself. Rage roughened her voice. “My brother, however, has an apology to make.” She inclined her head the slightest degree to Pilcher—the only courtesy she could bring herself to pay him—then turned on her heel for the cloakroom.

			Peter’s voice reached her as she rounded the corner. “She is shy,” he said. “Only give me a little time to persuade her.”

			“For such a vision,” said the scarecrow, “I will gladly grant as much time as it requires.”

			A chill went through her, followed by a surge of panic. She needed a method to deter Peter from this mad course. There was no time to waste.

			An idea seized her. Perfect madness—but what other recourse did she have? She knew just the man to bring Peter to heel. All it would require of her was a great deal of money . . . and a reckless disregard for decency and the law.

			*    *   *

			“Sad sight, to see a grown man weep.” Nicholas O’Shea lifted away his blade, then motioned to his man by the door.

			Johnson hurried over with the flask. Alas, a single mouthful of ale wasn’t going to wash this bitter taste from Nick’s mouth. Nasty work, torturing a pig. He tipped back the flagon, drinking long and deep. Would have drained it to the dregs, had a single word not interrupted him.

			“Please.”

			He lowered the flask. “Please, what?”

			“I’ll thell ’oo. Honeshly, I will!”

			There was all he’d been wanting: a spot of truth amid the lies. He handed the flask back to Johnson, then crouched down.

			The man on the floor was called Dixon. He’d looked much prettier two hours ago, very spiffy with his fine wool trousers flapping at his ankles. Nick had interrupted him in the middle of a poke-and-cuddle with a girl barely old enough to sport a bosom. Why did swine always have a taste for children? It never failed to baffle him, these patterns to which evil so regularly inclined.

			But they were handy in their own way. Kept his conscience from troubling him now as he yanked up the bastard’s head, and saw what his own fists had wrought. Dixon’s face wasn’t pretty any longer. No more little girls for him. Now they would spot him at first glance for a monster. “You’ll be needing dentures to eat,” he said. “I’ll spot you the coin, if you make this quick.”

			Dixon sniveled. There was no other word for the way his face crumpled, nor the sound that came from his bloody, foaming mouth. “Jes’ know ’afore I tell you, sir. The buildings, they weren’t safe! I was within my rights to condemn them!”

			Scoffing, Nick sat back on his heels. Here was the greatest lie yet. “You idiot. You haven’t put it together yet. Those properties are in Whitechapel. I own them.”

			“What?” Dixon blinked. “No, you’re . . .”

			“Tricky things, parish borders. Whitechapel’s poke like”—he jammed his finger into Dixon’s forehead—“this into St. Luke’s. Those neighboring lots aren’t mine. But the two buildings you condemned, they’re out of your jurisdiction. Whitechapel’s mine.”

			Dixon’s jaw sagged. He looked properly sick now. “I didn’t—”

			“Didn’t know,” Nick finished. He’d imagined as much. For three years, Dixon had been trotting about the edge of Nick’s territories, exercising his authority under the Torrens and Cross Acts to condemn hazardous buildings.

			Speculators liked nothing better than those acts, for they gave a man a chance to buy property on the cheap. The law required the new owners to replace the condemned buildings with decent housing for the poor. But speculators rarely followed through on that part. What buildings they constructed charged rents no ordinary man could afford. Thanks to Dixon, the displaced had been flooding into Nick’s territory, placing a mighty strain on the parish of Whitechapel.

			Still, Nick might have tolerated it, had Dixon’s work remained honest. Recently, however, Dixon had taken to condemning buildings that were perfectly sound. Peculiar business for a surveyor. Downright irritating when the properties he condemned belonged to Nick.

			“I will ask you one last time,” Nick said. “Who paid you to condemn them? And no more rubbish about a corporation. There’s a man behind it, and I’ll have his name.”

			“He’ll . . .” Dixon swallowed. “Look here, sir—I’ll go to the board. I’ll explain the mistake, tell them that I didn’t realize—”

			“Somebody realized,” Nick said flatly. “And I’ll have his name.”

			“He’ll kill me for telling you!”

			Probably so. “Got to watch who you mix with in the future.” He raised his knife again. “Assuming you’ve got one.”

			Dixon began to cry, big, fat tears that mixed with his bloody snot. “William Pilcher.”

			The name rang a bell. “St. Luke’s man?”

			“Yes,” Dixon said. “And . . . he’s the vestry representative to the Municipal Board of Works.”

			Brilliant. The very board that approved petitions under the Torrens and Cross Acts.

			Nick snorted as he rose to his full height. Corruption was a rich man’s game, with the poor always paying the price for it.

			Dixon grabbed his ankles. “Please, sir, I’ll do anything. Only protect me from him! I promise, I’ll serve you well—”

			Nick kicked free. “This is Whitechapel, lad. We’ve got standards hereabouts.” He nodded to Johnson, who pulled open the door.

			“What should I do with him?” Johnson asked.

			Nick paused. Alas, in this part of town, men kept their word. “Let him go, with a coin for the dentist.”

			The stairs held steady as Nick descended them by twos. The balustrade felt solid as rock beneath his hand. He’d no objection to the improvement acts, in principle. Once, this building had deserved condemnation, too. A broken skeleton with eight people to a room, it had trembled in the breeze and flooded at each rainfall. Only the desperate had lived here, knowing it was just a matter of time before the building collapsed and became their grave.

			But Nick had fixed that with no interference from meddling lawmen. He’d won the deed in a card game, then rebuilt the place himself. He’d started by knocking down the subdivisions by which the former owner had extracted maximum rent for minimum space. Built new rooms, and allotted two or three to each family. That small trick had turned the male tenants into heads of households, which in turn qualified them as voters. Nick had entered their names in the parish lists. Come the next election, they had voted for him.

			He’d controlled the Whitechapel vestry for four years now. Wasn’t a single local man who didn’t answer to him. Meanwhile, the parish officers would sooner condemn their own houses than one of Nick’s.

			But those buildings Dixon had condemned were tricky. Whitechapel’s western border poked like a sore thumb into the neighboring parish of St. Luke’s. No coincidence, Nick supposed, that the plots to left and right, which stood in St. Luke’s, had been razed a year ago. Pilcher obviously had plans for that street. But if he thought he could dip into Whitechapel to effect them, he had a hard lesson coming.

			On the landing, a tenant stepped aside, bowing. Nick nodded as he passed, sparing a glance for the polished window that looked onto a sea of fine, new roofs. This entire block—and the nine or ten streets around it—would stand till kingdom come, thanks to him. As for how he paid for the constant improvements—whether his coin was earned through fair means or foul—his tenants did not care. As long as the roof kept the rain out and the rent stayed reasonable, they’d bow to him gladly, of their own free will.

			That was how he wanted it. What good was respect earned by force? That wasn’t respect at all.

			In the street, he came to a stop, drawing a long breath of the pungent air. The smell of fried oysters was coming from Neddie’s, the pub where he always broke his fast. But today, he lacked the appetite. Irritation had killed it.

			Thundering footsteps approached from behind. Nick didn’t bother to turn, because a knot of men outside Neddie’s had raised their hands in greeting, and in their faces, he saw no alarm. This place, these people, were his. If a threat was coming, they’d be charging to meet it, weapons in hand.

			Johnson joined him, breathing heavily. The Englishman wasn’t built for speed, but he could slip into places that an Irishman found . . . uncomfortable. Nick had hired him as an experiment. How far did money take you, without the ties of kinship?

			So far, it had gone a nice distance. “Shall I make inquiries into Pilcher?” Johnson gasped. “Can’t say I know the name, but somebody will. At the docks, maybe.”

			“No, that’s fine.” Johnson knew the docks better than almost anyone, for he had been one of the Royals, once—that group of men chosen first for work each morning at the quays. It was there that Nick had first met him, as a boy of ten or eleven.

			So perhaps the experiment wasn’t so pure, after all. They shared a kind of kinship, even if it wasn’t one to cherish. Dock work could be a sight more brutal than torture, depending on the cargo—or the victim.

			Today’s torture should have brightened his mood. He’d gotten a name, at last. Why, then, did he feel so befouled?

			Bloody toffs. They looted and despoiled without a care for the cost. Nick had seventy-six tenants in those condemned buildings. Their fates never troubled a man like Pilcher.

			“I could follow him,” Johnson offered. “He’s heading for the high road.”

			Nick glanced back, spying Dixon’s hobbling retreat. A lick of humor lightened his mood. “Maybe you could even catch him, at that.”

			Johnson went red. Folks in these parts, now that they’d grown accustomed to him, had taken to calling him Blushes. It was a natural wonder that a giant with a pierced ear and a head as bald as a pirate’s could color more brightly than a girl. “I wouldn’t let him get away, sir.”

			“No need.” Pilcher’s henchman wasn’t the problem. A vestry or district could submit petitions under the Torrens and Cross Acts until they ran out of ink, but it took approval from the Municipal Board of Works for a building to be condemned.

			Pilcher sat on that board, but a single vote could not do anything. He must have powerful allies—which meant that Nick needed allies there, too.

			Nick faced front again, surveying the road. A gaggle of children were playing by Lola’s Alley—truants, all. No matter how many times the school board rounded them up, they slipped free. “You see Mrs. Hollister hereabouts of late?”

			“No, sir.”

			It was her job to investigate truancies for the school board, and force children back to school. Should that fail, the new laws gave her the right to summon parents before the board, where they would be fined an amount they could not spare.

			“Ho!” Nick yelled. “You lot!” He strode forward, and one of the children, Tommy Ferguson, took note, calling the others’ attention in a hurry.

			They clustered into a panicked herd at Nick’s approach. “Who’s keeping you out of school?” he said. Sometimes a newcomer, not grasping the way of White­chapel, made the mistake of pulling his child from class in order to earn. Then, sure as dominoes toppling, the likely suspects followed suit, bunking with glee.

			“It’s a holiday,” Tommy Ferguson said, brazen as brass.

			Nick eyed him. “Does your ma know you for a liar?”

			The boy winced. His ma, Mary Ferguson, was as broad-beamed as a ship, and didn’t spare a smack for sass. “Don’t tell her, sir! I’ll go!”

			“Take the rest with you. Five minutes, Tommy. If I see a single one of you in the road, it’s your mother I’ll be speaking with next.”

			Tommy had a talent for leadership. With gasped apologies, he harried the pack down the road, making them scramble.

			“Who’s the little one?” Nick asked Johnson. A small girl, more bedraggled than the rest, was barely keeping up, her bare heels kicking as she trailed around the corner.

			“New to the street,” Johnson said. “Mother’s a fur stripper. Don’t know the dad.”

			“She had a beggar’s bowl under her arm. And no boots.” There was no call for that. He’d seen to it that the Whitechapel vestry covered the school fee for parents who could not pay it, and supplied the boots that the law required schoolchildren to wear. “You speak with her mother. Go gentle, though. She may not know there’s help for her.”

			“Aye. I will.”

			Satisfied, Nick straightened his hat. Nothing else looked amiss. Brisk business at the cookshop on the corner, women hanging the washing out the windows—he grinned at Peggy Malloy’s coy greeting—and men making smart progress toward their destinations, no loitering in sight.

			Once this quarter of Whitechapel had looked different—violent, ugly, choked with rubbish. But now it boasted orderly streets, solid tenements, quiet nights, and schools with no seats to spare.

			He frowned. He’d been feeling restless of late, uneasy for reasons he couldn’t quite place. Everything was going very well—so well, in fact, that he’d left off with petty crime entirely. His legitimate businesses were turning a far handsomer profit, to say nothing of his gambling palace. But contentment too closely resembled carelessness. And carelessness always led to a fall.

			Perhaps this was where it started: some upstart toff from St. Luke’s.

			“Do this,” Nick said. “Gather Malloy and the rest of the boys. I’m calling a meeting.”

			Johnson nodded. “At Neddie’s?”

			“No, we’re done with bloody business for a time. I need a proper meeting.” Nick bared his teeth in a smile. The Municipal Board of Works shaped the entire city. One seat was reserved for Whitechapel, but he rarely tasked his man to attend the meetings. Malloy lacked the allies required to sway the board’s decisions, and most of the votes didn’t interest Nick anyway. He had no care for matters in Southwark or Clerkenwell; the East End was his territory, no farther.

			But perhaps it was time he did take an interest. Bring the board into line, and while he was at it, address the question of water in Whitechapel—these competing companies had been sabotaging their rivals’ pipes, making the supply unpredictable.

			“Convene the vestry,” he said. “I’ve a proposal to put to the citizens.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			Dear Mr. O’Shea,

			Your niece, Lilah, Lady Palmer, speaks highly of your business acumen. I have a proposition that promises to profit you handsomely. Please reply at your earliest convenience.

			Catherine Everleigh

			[image: ]

			Dear Mr. O’Shea,

			Your silence suggests that I have given offense. I would ask you to forgive my forwardness in writing to you without the precedent of a formal introduction. I had anticipated that we would be introduced at the wedding of your niece to Lord Palmer. In consequence of their elopement, I chose instead to contact you directly. It was an egregious breach of etiquette, for which I apologize.

			If you would be so good as to overlook my presumption, I would very much appreciate the chance to speak with you about a prospect that promises a handsome revenue for you. Your niece has assured me that you are a man of fine business sense. I trust you will not dismiss an opportunity for profit without first learning of the details.

			Kind regards,

			Miss Catherine Everleigh

			Proprietor, Everleigh’s Auction House
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			Dear Mr. O’Shea,

			As a particular friend to your niece, Viscountess Palmer (whom you once knew as Lily Monroe, but who served in my employ at Everleigh’s under the name of “Lilah Marshall,” for reasons that you will not require a reminder of), I feel compelled to inquire after your well-being.

			As you may know, your niece has embarked on an extended honeymoon abroad. It occurs to me that in her absence, you might have entered into some difficulty that prevents you from replying to the letters of her friends.

			For her sake, my concern mounts each day that I do not receive a reply from you. Accordingly, I intend to request the police to pay a call tomorrow on the public house in Whitechapel known as Neddie’s, where I am given to understand that your whereabouts would be known, were you still at liberty to discourse upon them. I hope very much to receive happy news from the constables of your continued health.

			Again, allow me to extend my apologies for the forwardness of presuming on an acquaintance that has yet to be formally effected.

			Sincerely,

			Miss Catherine Everleigh

			[image: ]

			Catherine,

			Not yet acquainted, are we? I can only assume you’ve taken a hard knock to your head since we last saw each other. Then again, you and Lily were feeling a mite frisky after escaping that Russian bastard, and you were chugging Neddie’s ale by the bucketful—so perhaps the night has slipped right out of your mind.

			But sure and certain you seemed sober enough the time before that, when I knocked Lord Palmer on his well-bred arse at one of your auction-house parties. Perhaps it was my mistake to kiss your hand that night, rather than your sweet little mouth—otherwise you would have remembered our meeting. Alas, that’s the gentleman’s way, more’s the pity.

			At any rate, I consider us thoroughly introduced. Put your mind at ease on that front.

			As for visiting, don’t bother to come if it’s business that brings you. I’ve no interest in the sale of glittery bits, or whatever it is that lures toffs to your auction house like chickens toward a cliff. 

			However, if you’d like another taste of Whitechapel’s finest, the door always stands open to a friend of Lily’s—particularly a girl who can put away so many pints. This time, however, I won’t be picking up the bill for you—for I am, as you point out, a man of business, and I know a potential profit when I see one. (Six pints, did you drink? So Neddie swears. But there’s a legend gathering steam that says you drank ten.)

			Cheers,

			Nick O’Shea

			P.S. I reckon you’ll have remarked that this note was delivered by the superintendent of the Whitechapel Division of the Metropolitan Police. Kind of him, ain’t it? Peelers in Whitechapel are tremendously friendly fellows. I reckon it’s because I respect them so. I make sure Neddie never charges a single one for his pints. But that’s business sense for you!

			*    *   *

			“This one’s beyond repair, I fear.”

			“Don’t tell me that.” Catherine stood at a worktable in the basement of Everleigh’s, where she had spent the last hour gently chafing mastic resin across a begrimed canvas—a fine way to work out the frustration she felt. Or was it panic? The letter from Mr. O’Shea had left her livid and shaken at once.

			What had she been thinking, to correspond with such a ruffian? She knew him only through his niece, Lilah, who had served as Catherine’s assistant before her unexpected marriage to Lord Palmer. O’Shea was a notorious figure, a crime lord who controlled the roughest parts of the East End. What passing fit of lunacy had compelled her to look to him for help? She prayed he had burned her letters. If circulated, they could ruin her.

			Then again, ruin was already rushing in upon her. Her brother had dismissed the accounting services of Wattier & Company; there was nobody to watch what he did with the company finances now. He continued to press Mr. Pilcher’s suit upon her, and last night, he had been waiting at home with the family solicitor, who had explained that she had no grounds on which to contest Peter’s plan of sale unless she married very quickly and thereby came into the directorship.

			So, she had looked into Mr. Pilcher. He was a landlord of middling rank, whose family was too undistinguished to promote Peter’s political interests. The cause of Peter’s fondness must lie elsewhere. If she married Pilcher, she had no doubt that he would oppose her right to work here, and find some way to prevent her from overruling Peter’s decisions, as well as his own.

			She released a slow breath, then surveyed the painting. The original varnish had crumbled now. She picked up her badger-hair brush, brushing away a spot in the center of the painting to reveal the wonder beneath. It lightened her mood a little. “Look here, Batten. Do you mean to give up on that?”

			Batten grunted. “Three centuries of being mopped with soap and water—”

			“We can fix it.” The painting was Italianate in style—not in fashion, at present, but what did she care for fashion? True collectors would recognize genius when they saw it. Her responsibility was to make them look. “Do you see her face?” In the center of the dark tableau, Saint Teresa was being pierced by the angel’s spear. She cast her eyes skyward, her expression balanced between the great agony of torture, and the desperate hope of heavenly respite.

			Frowning, Batten adjusted his wire spectacles. Some of the other employees, particularly the ignorant girls whom Peter employed as hostesses to flatter the clientele, called him “The Gnome.” He was, indeed, unusually squat and boxy, with a tangle of gray curls that resisted even the thickest pomade.

			But Catherine had known him since her girlhood. When she looked at him now, she barely noticed the misshapen hump of his shoulders, or the fierce jut of his brow. Instead she beheld a man of great knowledge, able to restore paintings from centuries of abuse—and to answer with endless patience all the silly questions she had posed him as a child, when other employees had only waited until her father’s back was turned to roll their eyes and dismiss her.

			She held her breath now for his verdict. She must not contaminate it with her own hopes. Business did not allow for foolish romanticism.

			“I need more light,” he told her.

			She went to fetch a candle from the shelf. The basement was a stupid place to have moved Batten’s workshop, but Peter had insisted on expanding the public rooms. He did not consider restoration to be a profitable line of investment; too much time expended for too little profit, he claimed. Given his way, he would have rejected any antique or artwork that did not arrive ready for sale.

			Before, his attitude had baffled her. If he resented so bitterly being in trade, she had told him, he might try to behave less like a shopkeeper and more like a patron of the arts. But now she understood him better. He was done with being a tradesman. He wanted to sell the auction rooms and live like a rich man.

			She would not allow it. She would rather marry Pilcher. Or Batten! A pity his wife remained in such good health.

			She bit her lip, remorse assailing her as she carried the candle back to the table. Mr. Batten’s wife was a dear and friendly creature who did not deserve such ill wishes.

			She held the candle steady at an angle that highlighted Saint Teresa’s striking expression. Batten rubbed his chin. “Well, you know I don’t like to give up,” he said. “It’s a very rare work . . . or was, once upon a time. But that damage in the upper left quadrant . . .” He sighed. “One almost wishes her face hadn’t been spared. Such a taunt, to glimpse what it once was!”

			The canvas had undergone some very rough handling. She could not argue that. Nor could she give up on it. “What of Mr. von Pettenkofer’s method? Might that work?”

			“It might,” Batten said hesitantly. “But your brother was very clear, miss. Not above a week on any particular piece. What you’re proposing would take much longer.”

			She grimaced. What a ridiculous policy to impose wholesale! A few of their richest sales had come from items restored by Mr. Batten—and, increasingly, her. She had a talent for spotting the value in damaged things, and thanks to Mr. Batten’s tutelage, she sometimes understood how to fix them, too. It gave her a fierce satisfaction to pull beauty from rubbish; to restore the imperfect to its original, unblemished state.

			Mr. Batten was gazing at her very sympathetically. “Are you all right?”

			She bit her lip. My brother has gone mad, Batten. He is threatening to sell the place. And I don’t know how to stop him.

			But she did know. Marriage was the way. She only needed the right husband. A pity they were not sold at auction!

			She managed a thin smile. “I’m fine.” As a girl, she had spilled her heart over this worktable with regularity. But a woman could not speak so carelessly of her family. It would put Mr. Batten in a very tenuous position, for Peter was his employer, too. “I simply can’t give up on this painting. Go ahead with Mr. von Pettenkofer’s method. If my brother complains, tell him that I left you no choice.” Not that Peter would. He never bothered to visit the workshop.

			She gathered her agenda and made her way back upstairs toward the public rooms. It was half three, but six items remained on her list. She’d not leave Everleigh’s till ten o’clock.

			The thought made her smile slightly. Her father had rarely made it home for supper, either—though not for want of trying. She, on the other hand, had every reason to linger here. For all she knew, Mr. Pilcher would be at table tonight. Peter made a habit lately of bringing him around.

			She emerged into the lobby to discover a group of hostesses—she deplored the common nickname given to them of Everleigh Girls—clustered around a trio of fashionably dressed gentlemen, one of whom she recognized as the heir to a dukedom. The social aspects of the business were Peter’s calling, not hers, but she saw no sign of her brother.

			Reluctantly, she waved over one of the hostesses, a fox-faced brunette. “Has someone told Mr. Everleigh of our guests?”

			“Oh, he saw them,” Miss Snow said breathlessly. Her color was high; like most of the hostesses, she was an incorrigible flirt, and thrived on the attention of men who would never acknowledge her in the street. “He said we were to see to them ourselves, for he has another appointment.”

			“Is that so?” It was most unlike Peter to lose the opportunity to hobnob with a future duke. Sighing, Catherine girded herself to entertain the guests.

			“He couldn’t have received them, anyway,” Miss Snow continued. “He wasn’t dressed for it.” Here she lifted one slim, suggestive brow.

			“What do you mean, he wasn’t dressed for it?” In matters of toilette, Peter was punctilious.

			“He was wearing a patched coat.” The girl’s voice held a sly note of speculation. “And he set out on foot, didn’t take the carriage.”

			“That is none of your concern.” But a prickle moved down Catherine’s spine, not so much alarm as excitement. “How long ago did he leave?”

			“A minute or two, no more.”

			Her duty compelled her to tour the guests through the collections bound for auction. But this odd behavior on Peter’s part might provide a clue to his secret doings—a question on which rested the very future of the auction rooms. For if she could catch him in some unsavory situation, it would give her a weapon against him.

			She lifted her voice. “Miss Ames,” she called to a redheaded hostess, the most levelheaded of the lot. “Will you see to our guests? I must step out, I fear.”

			*    *   *

			Catherine’s life had become an absurdity. She was a woman of business, with an auction house to run. She had a hundred items on her agenda, no inclination toward adventures, and no interest in her brother’s private life. At present, her agenda instructed her to be in the receiving room at Everleigh’s, supervising the unpacking of the books from the Cranston library.

			Instead, she was prowling through the East End, sidestepping stray dogs and weedy cracks in the pavement. On Whitechapel Road, amid the bustle of traffic and the cries of chestnut vendors, she had felt safe enough. But now, as she passed into a narrow lane of tenements, 
the atmosphere shifted. The buildings leaned together ­here like tired old pensioners, blocking the sunlight from 
the rutted lane. In the gutter, a beggar with a scabbed face lay insensate.
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