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Prologue

The gentleman was blue with cold. And small wonder. It was the coldest night of the coldest winter in the recorded history of London town, and he was entirely naked. His face was literally blue, but so was his ample stomach; frost drew a scarcely decent veil of icy rime over the scant hair on his narrow chest and the graying bits on his privy parts. But he didn’t mind. He was much too dead to care. And probably a great deal warmer where he’d gone—or at least, where he deserved to go.


Chapter One

“Uncle’s gone missing,” the young gentleman said as he came into the dining room in the butler’s wake. 

“Indeed?” the gentleman at breakfast said, after a sip of coffee. “Have you looked under a book?”

“I’m not joking, Maldon, he’s gone missing.”

“You’re not joking, no,” the man he’d called Maldon said with a slight frown. “What else but a family matter would have brought you out so early, and in such weather? Unless you were only just going home now, and stopped by on the way?”

“Aren’t you going to invite me to breakfast?” the young man asked, ignoring the outrageous comment, since the sun was well up and it was almost noon. He eyed the several silver serving dishes filled with eggs, kippers, bacon, beefsteak and porridge that stood on the great polished mahogany sideboard.

“Bring a plate for my brother,” Lucian Peregrine Gregory Maldon, fifth Viscount Maldon, told a footman, with a wave of one slender hand. 

There was no way to guess they were brothers. They both wore casual but correct morning dress for gentlemen—tightly fitted jackets over gleaming white linen, carefully tied neckcloths to keep their shirtpoints high, waistcoats, snug knit breeches, highly polished half boots. But the young man who had just been announced was in his early twenties, though he looked more like a schoolboy. He was slight, of average height, his boyish face was ruddy from the cold. He had warm brown eyes and a winning smile. 

Even seated, the man at the table could be seen to be taller by several inches and older by several years, and the smile he wore was faint, and mocking. He was pale, lean to the point of gaunt, his face all planes and cheekbones, his nose long and high bridged, his winged brows arched over long gray eyes. Fans of dark eyelashes over those knowing eyes were the only things to soften that angular, clever face. There was no spare flesh anywhere else on the man, but tensile strength was apparent in his long frame. He kept fit, and dressed to show it. His light brown hair was brushed back, smooth, elegant and precise as the rest of him. The only thing the two brothers had in common was the color of their hair.

“Uncle, is it? Did you think to find him here?” Lucian asked.

“Last place he would be, true,” the younger man answered with a quick smile. “When did you last see him?”

“I tend to forget unpleasant things.”

“Coming it too strong, even for you!” his brother chided, busying himself filling his plate. “There’s nothing wrong with him. He’s staid, true, but there are worse bores—in our family, at least.”

“Doubtless. Which is why you don’t see them here either. Have another side of beef, why don’t you, and then kindly tell me why you’re really here?”

The younger man sat, and flashed his brother another grin. “Afraid I’ll eat you out of house and home? I don’t think I could. I doubt anyone could.” He glanced around the room as though seeing it for the first time, letting his eyes pointedly linger on the painted pagan gods cavorting on the high ceiling, the intricately carved wooden panels of fruits and pheasants that hung at each side of the fireplace, the long windows overlooking the garden at the back of the elegant townhouse. “This house, two others in the country,” he mused, “a hunting box, and now another new house in town for your…private needs? Not counting the family seat.”

“Mama has been talking to you, hasn’t she?” Lucian said, amused. “Yes, the new townhouse. An extravagance, true. My fortune is not limitless though alas, my appetites seem to be. But it wouldn’t do to entertain an unmarried female in my bed here, much less a married one. After all, think of the Name. This house isn’t soley mine, it’s been in the family since it was built and went from our father to me, and will go to my son on that unhappy day I leave you. Not at all the thing for such liasions, and though I hate to sully such innocent ears as yours, I confess I have been known to indulge. But not here, of course.

“So, needs must, when the devil drives, and one’s appetites are the very devil. Exactly as the vicar always told us,” he pointed his knife at his brother. “Mark my words, Arthur, no man’s immune to them, even such a spotless youth as yourself. Be that as it may—the new house has a discreet address, and is well suited to my vile purposes.” He gave his brother a grin. It was a face that didn’t often show a genuine smile, and so the effect was curiously charming. “But the rest?” he asked, tilting his head to the side, “the properties and possessions? Simply the privilege of being born a decade before you. Unfair, I grant, but fortunate, for me. Keeps me from the gutter. I have no other virtues, you know. Don’t begrudge me, dear brother, eat hearty—I don’t stint at my table.”

“You don’t have to,” Arthur said over a mouthful of biscuit.

“Is that it? You’re in the suds again?” Lucian sighed. “What was it? A horse that ran too slow or a female who would only slow down for a glimpse at your wallet? No, don’t look at me like that, I don’t care. I’ll advance you the blunt; you didn’t have to enact a tragedy for me.” His tone was light, but he gave his brother a keen assessing glance. Arthur might smile and smile, but he was not in the habit of dropping in for a visit of a morning. Theirs was not that kind of relationship.

“Nothing like that,” Arthur said. “I’m solvent. I did come about Uncle, it’s just that I’m half-frozen, and hungry. It’s cold as Death out there, and I haven’t had breakfast. You may have just got up but I’ve been out and about for hours. Louisa sent word to her mother, who fired off a note to ours, and here I am—looking for Uncle everywhere.” He put down his fork, his face earnest and a little worried. “He’s gone, without a trace, Maldon, it’s no joke.” 

“How long has he been gone?”

“Since Friday night. His valet says he never came home.”

“Is that all?” Lucian groaned. “Not even two full days? I’ve stayed longer at a gaming table.”

“Yes, you have. So have I. But Uncle’s regular as a clock and has been for years. He has his regular pattern, his books and his club and his cronies…”

“And now the fair Louisa too,” Lucian commented wryly. “The prospect of marriage has unhinged many men. Perhaps he’s changed his mind, set sail, and is in the tropics even now, with a dusky maiden or two fanning his fevered brow.”

Arthur’s pleasant face grew a frown. “You don’t have to like it; Lord knows you made your point clear enough to Uncle himself. But the thing is he wants to be married, and eagerly looks forward to the day. Whatever happened, he did not run away. Aside from the fact that a man like him would never go back on his word. The wedding’s set for next week. No, he didn’t run, I’d bet my life on it.” 

“Very high on our dear Uncle, aren’t you?” Lucian said thoughtfully. “The thought of a man of fifty-odd marrying—no—rather say, buying a spinster of thirty so he might breed on the way to the graveyard doesn’t repel you?” 

Arthur’s face grew as stiff as such a pleasant one could. “A man wants heirs, Maldon. You have yours, it doesn’t occur to you. When I’m fifty, I’d think I’d want to know I was leaving my fortune to my own blood too.”

Lucian didn’t seem to hear. “Very thick with Nuncle, aren’t we?” he mused. “I detect Mama’s hand in that too. Why should the undeserving prodigal son get all the inherited wealth? Why indeed? And why shouldn’t you feather your nest? But still…Uncle? She’s being a bit previous, don’t you think? He’s only five and fifty. He’s got years to go on prosing people to death, and now there’s sweet Louisa in the picture too. You’d be far better off cozying up with that ancient pinchpenny, Aunt Ethel—no, I forgot, she hates males.”

Arthur put down his napkin and stood up, his mouth tight. “I’ll just be leaving then, no use talking to you, is there?”

“Oh, stay,” Lucian said wearily, with a negligant wave of his hand. “Never mind me, I haven’t a particle of family feeling, Mama’s quite right about that. You’re right too, I don’t understand Uncle’s passion for the holy state of matrimony. I was once a good child, you see. I can scarcely expect you to remember, you were only ten, and I had a full twenty years—and two days—in my cup on my wedding day, as I recall. As if I could forget. But I marched up the aisle like a good little soldier because Mama and Papa expected it of me. It was agreed long before I was born, after all. Matching estates, old friends and good neighbors, and a charming daughter, well, to tell the truth it wasn’t that hard for me. Still, I wouldn’t have married at all, had I a choice. But my only choice was to either be a good son or a disappointment to the Name. I did my duty, dutifully produced an heir, and would be married still if Fate hadn’t intervened.”

“But you have Nicholas to carry on that Name!”

Lucian’s hard expression eased. “Yes,” he said softly, “so I do. But then, how many such lads are there in this poor old world, do you think? And,” he added in his usual bantering tones, “can you see Uncle producing such a boy? Oh, sit down, sit down, you’re giving me a stiff neck! And forgive me. There, you’ve heard something few men ever have, an apology from me.”

Arthur sat again, and picked up his cup of coffee. His brother leaned back, looked at him, and drummed his long fingers on the table. “Now, cut line. Why have you come to me?” 

“Why do you so dislike Louisa?” Arthur asked.

“I don’t. I pity her, actually. Not unintelligent, but plain as a pikestaff, and with no funds, so forced to wed an old bore for his money. It can’t be easy.”

“You’re not married, you might have offered.”

“Me? Lucian laughed, richly. “Were I to offer for all the sad spinsters in London, I’d have to be an Arabian! Polygamy is frowned upon in our circles. No, I’ll take my women, serially—and out of wedlock from now on, thank you. I tried it once, and don’t have to again. And again, why have you come to me?”

“Someone has to go to Bow Street, to ask after Uncle,” Arthur answered seriously, his eyes grave. “Yes, it’s come to that. No one knows where he is, Maldon, and now we all fear the worst. Well, here’s a fellow who never takes a step he hasn’t taken at exactly the same time the day before—except for his engagement to Louisa, yes, don’t say it. But where is he? His valet, butler, man at law, his fiancée—no one in the family and no one at his club seem to know. 

“I was, in fact, the last to see him—so far as I know,” Arthur said with a frown. “He dined with me Friday night. And you know, thinking back—he was strangely excited, almost agitated, couldn’t wait to be gone that night. Not like him at all.”

“Probably only anxious to get back to a book,” Lucian drawled, as bored now as he usually was on the subject of his mother’s brother. “But if you have to go to Bow Street—and the mind recoils at the thought—though I’ll allow they’ve the resources to ask questions in more places than you—why are you here now?” 

“Someone has to go to Bow Street, I said. And all agree you’re the one who ought. No—hear me out. You’re the head of the family, you have the Name. Who wouldn’t hasten to help the Viscount Maldon?”

“Head? In name only—try the other direction. I’m the bad end the family’s come to, just as Mama always says,” Lucian said. “And you’re an ‘Honorable,’ I remind you, and ten years younger than I am. It’s cold out, you just said so. And it’s snowing now too. You go. You’re young, you can stand the exertion.”

Arthur shut his eyes, summoning patience. His brother was only five and thirty, he belonged to the prestigious Four in Hand Club because he was such a skillful whip, and drove his coaches to an inch. He was also a brilliant fencer, expert with pistols, and everyone knew he sparred with the best of the bloods at Gentleman Jackson’s boxing salon on a weekly basis. But in the family he was equally well known for his reluctance to involve himself in anything he didn’t enjoy.

“But you’re ten thousand times richer, and so you can put up the reward,” Arthur persisted. “And if you do, they’ll believe it.”

“Reward?”

“Bow Street works harder if a reward is offered. Even though we know it’s unusual for Uncle to be unaccounted for, I’m sure there are murders and thefts they consider more important than the matter of a gentleman gone missing a few days. A reward would make the matter more urgent. The Viscount Maldon would make it more urgent still.”

“My dear boy…” Lucian said, and paused, and tapped his spoon on the table, and sighed. “I suppose you’ll come along?”

“I have to talk to more of his cronies, and then there’s Louisa to tell. Thank you, brother!” Arthur said, grinning like a boy. “You’re a great gun!’

“A great fool,” Lucian grumbled. After Arthur left him, he sat frowning at his plate. He put down his napkin, stood, and called for his phaeton to be made ready. He went to the outer hall, still frowning. A footman helped him with his many-caped driving coat and handed him his high beaver hat. He strode outside.

It was like being slapped across the face with a cold washcloth. He could feel the ice in his nostrils with every inhalation as he waited for his high-perched carriage to be brought around. He wondered if he should take the closed carriage instead, sit inside in comfort and let his coachman drive. But at least the fog had lifted—to reveal snow.

Weeks of wretched dank dismal fogs and still no sunlight. It was a murderous winter, begun with fogs so dense that coaches on the roads crashed into each other almost as often as the ships in the Thames did. Pedestrians had been no better off groping their way through London because even linkboys’ torches couldn’t illuminate streets that looked like curdled milk. Now the new year had come, and fog gave way to snow. But Lucian saw it was intermittent, and the street sweepers had been busy, and he hadn’t been able to go out driving for weeks. He’d drive himself.

His curricle came out of the stables. Lucian climbed up to the high driver’s seat and took the reins from his groom. The man clambered down, and the boy who acted as his lordship’s tiger saluted him from where he stood on the back of the elegant, light carriage in order to add weight and balance it. Lucian was still frowning as he threaded the reins through his gloved hands. Bow Street. On such a day. On such a fool’s errand. He sighed. He didn’t see his brother often, he didn’t want to see his uncle, and he didn’t much care if he pleased his mother, because he knew he never could. 

His mother didn’t know him very well, and seemed to like him even less. She’d had four daughters before him; his birth had been a boon to her only because then her husband had left her alone. She’d left her son alone too, to be raised by nurses and governesses and then sent off to school in the manner of a man who would someday inherit titles and property. Ten years later, his brother Arthur had been born, a surprise and a mischance, the product of a strange night at their country estate when her husband had been away from his mistress too long.

Lucian had come home from school one term to find his recently widowed mother madly in love, at last, for the first time in her life. With his baby brother. Arthur had been well timed, and so, well loved. Born after his father died, after his sisters had married, and while his only brother Lucian was away at school. The viscountess was glad to lavish attention on the only soul who seemed to need her. And too, she found it delicious to have produced a baby at an age when her friends had only grandchildren and the grave to look forward to.

It was difficult to love someone so well loved by the one person who had never loved you, but the new Viscount Maldon had honestly tried to like his baby brother. But Arthur had been leery of him then, and when he’d grown, perhaps a little envious, and in some ways just as disapproving as his mother. And too, in all fairness, Lucian reckoned he himself was not a very loveable fellow. 

After all, he’d never loved either, at least not in the way the poets sung about. The women he’d mentioned to Arthur, those he had affairs with, either the restless and bored married ones or the avaricious professional ones, were not of a class or temperament or type to inspire anything but lust. Lust was fine with him, though he did find himself wondering about love, from time to time. Perhaps he wasn’t capable of it, Lucian mused now, thinking of his uncle, his brother, and the women in his life, as he held his team to a safe pace and set them trotting over the frosty cobbles. 

He’d never loved his late wife, Clara, though he’d liked her well enough, and had felt genuinely sorry that she’d died, so young, so unexpectedly of a chill, then a fever, then a congestion, and then from the doctors called to cure her. But she hadn’t loved him either. He’d hoped they might grow into it. Life hadn’t given him a chance to find out. 

He did love his son, but perhaps that was more adoration than love. Because he’d been enchanted by his infant son, and saddened when the wetnurse, nursemaids and nannies shooed him away, making him realize a father had no place in the nursery except for the filling of it. Then the lad had to be sent to school. But when he did see him, Lucian thought now. Surely that pang he felt, that welling of emotion that froze him entirely as he tried to master himself so he wouldn’t show it—surely that was a kind of love?

He never found a way to know Arthur though, much less love him. A decade was a considerable span between brothers, too few years to let him act the father without feeling pompous, too many to act like Arthur’s peer without feeling he was behaving like a fool. As it was, they seemed to have no commonality but family, Lucian thought now, frowning more. 

Arthur liked to collect books, he liked to read them, he liked to make love to females, Arthur liked to court ladies. Arthur loved the beautiful things their family owned. Lucian didn’t bother, knowing they weren’t his but only in his keeping until he had to pass them on. Lucian sought a thousand diversions to keep boredom at bay. Arthur seemed content with his every day. Lucian was cynical, he knew it too well; his brother, earnest. They laughed at very different things. And so they were brothers merely, never friends. 

Still, here he was, doing errands for the brother he didn’t know, and the mother who didn’t like him, and the uncle who annoyed him. And Lucian prided himself on being a man who did not allow himself to be imposed upon. But even so, as the horses drew him toward Bow Street, he was no longer frowning. He might not understand love, but he did know his responsibilties. And the air was brisk, the horses well rested, and he suddenly realized that whatever the bother, at least he was going someplace he’d never been before.

*

Lucian was pleasantly surprised. Bow Street’s quarters were in a neat townhouse, and when he entered he saw the place was clean and orderly. Of course, most of the people he saw in the main room weren’t the sort he usually noticed: clerks, solicitors, people lodging complaints who were obviously common tradesmen or their ilk, seedy looking persons who could only be felons, and runners, who apart from their red waistcoats, looked just like the felons. But his name made a stir when he gave it, and caused a hurried conference. 

The runner they summoned to deal with him was a surprise to Lucian too. He came swaggering out of some inner office, and seemed, at first glance, to be gentleman enough—if one ignored the traces of hard living in his face and his hard assessing eyes.

Lucian weighed the runner in turn. He judged the man to be about his own age and height, but there the similarity ended. The runner was a big man, tall and powerfully built, brutally handsome, with an air about him that made Lucian suspect he knew and traded on it. He exuded a pleased awareness of himself and his body. He’d be an able opponent in the ring, but Lucian thought he might have a weakness, wondering if he’d guard that handsome face too closely.

His Indian black hair was tied at the nape of his thick neck, in the old style men wore before the current fashion of cropped hair. Lucian thought it was deliberate; this was a man who liked a pose. He probably thought it made him look romantic, picturesque, the thief-taker as pirate. It did. His eyes were liquid, dark and watchful. He dressed as a gentleman, with clean linen, a tight fitted blue jacket and dun breeches, half boots, and a gaudy waistcoat, which marked him as a peacock. Not because it was red, he was a runner, after all. But because it was silk, embroidered, and likely cost as much as Lucian’s own.

He had a smooth bronze complexion, with a hint of earthy red in it, either from a touch of foreign blood or a workingman’s tan, neither of which any gentleman would admit or aspire to. That was the clue. Lucian knew his name even before he spoke, and was pleased. Bow Street had sent him one of their best, or at least, most famous runners. 

“Spanish Will Corby at your service, my lord,” the runner said, confirming it, as he bowed, but only slightly. 

“I’ve heard of you,” Lucian said, nodding. “Seen you in the caricatures too, now and then. In the newspapers more often. You’ve a reputation, a good one, in spite of all the fun they have with your name, and your popularity with the ladies. You’re less popular with the villains.”

Smiling, Spanish Will sketched another bow. “I’m not the celebrated Mr. Townsend, my lord, but I do my best.”

“No, and you’re not a royal pet either,” Lucian said, “nor do I need such. But then, I hardly know what I need—I suppose you’ll find my errand a waste of time. God knows I do.”

“Then he knows more’n me, my lord, for I never waste my time. Want to tell me about it?”

The voice was deep, the accent almost refined. A rough and tough sort of gentleman, Lucian thought, and so, of course, no gentleman at all. But at least he listened to his problem with great interest. “Gone since Friday, you say?” the runner asked when he was done, his eyes still evaluating his visitor. Lucian saw a strange excitement kindling them, and was pleased. It might be that the man could help.

“Friday night was when he was last seen,” Lucian said. “My uncle, the Baron St. Cloud, is a middle-aged gentleman, lightly built, though he’s grown himself a stomach, well lined with capon, as Shakespeare recommended.” He paused in thought. “Unexceptional face, at least I can’t think of a way to describe it that would make him instantly recognizable. Brown eyes, and what’s left of his hair is gray. Soberly, but well-dressed, I’d say. A bookish man with no reason to be gone from his home for days, and no history of it either. He is, in fact, expected at his own wedding this coming Sunday, and the bride is younger by a score of years than he. So it’s not a day he’d want to miss or delay.” 

“Where was he last seen?” the runner asked absently, his mind obviously racing. Lucian grew a little alarmed in spite of himself.

“At dinner, at my brother’s rooms, in Montague Square. And not since. My brother said Uncle was strangely excited, and that in itself is unusual. The only thing that excites him is scholarly argument. The family is naturally quite perturbed at his absence, this is unlike him. They’ve commissioned me to post a reward for information leading to his whereabouts. I’ll add extra to ensure everyone’s silence all ’round…” 

Lucian paid the runner the courtesy of honesty. “That is because I’m more worldly perhaps than the rest of my family,” he said softly, “or more evil minded. I believe that whatever takes a man like Uncle from his appointed rounds may be…the sort of thing we wouldn’t want bruited about.”

“Extra?” Spanish Will said. “Which would be how much altogether then?”

“Twenty pounds, we thought generous.”

“P’raps it is, but not here, my lord. Our docket is full. But never fear, we’ll get to it by and by.”

Lucian sighed. Now he understood the excitement in the runner’s eyes. “Thirty then, and an extra ten for speed if it’s resolved quickly. Come, man, some men don’t make that in a year!”

“Aye, some. Ragpickers and such. But it’ll do. For now.”

“Then here’s my card, contact me when you’ve news,” Lucian said, turning to go. 

“My lord!” Spanish Will said quickly. “Before you leave… There’s something I’d like you to see. A body. I doubt he’s your uncle, but still…he hasn’t been identified. This bloke was found Saturday morning, on a tasty young widow’s doorstep. Her fish shop’s doorstep, to be exact, in a market street near to Spitalfields, Whitechapel and St. Giles. Not the best district, but he was in no condition to care. He was found dead there, with his head stove in. Hard to say if he was a gentleman though, being he was found stark naked. But the fishwife, she said the fact he was so clean where no one could see it proved it.”

“I’m quite sure it’s not he,” Lucian said with a thin smile. He was curiously disappointed. The trouble with lying down with dogs, even well-combed ones, is that you did get fleas. Uncle would doubtless soon appear, flushed with success at finding some new old book to add to his library, with a tale of staying over at a friend’s house while he negotiated for it to explain his absence. Men like Uncle did not show up dead in the slums, after a tryst with a widow, or a fishmonger. But that was what one got for dealing with thief-takers. Their world was not Uncle’s; they’d have a hard time even imagining it. A fool’s errand, certainly, and now Lucian felt more than foolish, he felt slightly dirtied by having had to run it.

“Maybe not. Can’t hurt to look though, can it?” Spanish Will asked with a white-toothed smile. “No one in the neighborhood recognizes the corpse. And rich men’s clothes have been known to go walking off after their owner’s sudden death, especially in places like that, in a winter such as this. Don’t worry, my lord. I’ll cover all but the good side of his face for you, if you like, and have salts ready if you find yourself feeling faint.” 

The Viscount Maldon seemed carved of ice. Then a snarl of a smile appeared on his thin lips. “Lead on,” he said through clenched teeth, “and you may forget the salts.” 

But he didn’t smile, or snarl, after the runner whipped the sheet off the body in the room in the back. Lucian’s bony face went white and very still. Spanish Will watched him closely. Death himself would look like that, the runner mused, or at least, he would if he had the money. 

It took a moment for Lucian to realize that his boring old uncle actually lay on a table before him, stiff and very dead, his head caved in. It almost seemed a worse violation to see him embarrassingly, obscenely naked. It was a sorry sight. He was very white—or rather, blue—now. A middle-aged man, who was aging badly. Who’d been aging badly, Lucian reminded himself, his eyes skimming over him, disbelieving. Uncle’s arms and legs were spindly. Expensive tailoring had hidden his pathetic little paunch and the little shriveled privates that Lucian hated himself for looking at now. 

Uncle lay on his back, one side of his balding head crushed. There was bone and bits there Lucian couldn’t look at or away from. The Baron St. Cloud looked frozen in shock as well as death, but his nephew couldn’t really judge his expression because he was so horrified at his condition. Hard to see him dead. And so brutally used. 

“Yes,” Lucian said simply, “it is he. My uncle.” He cleared his throat, took in a deep breath and let it out before he looked at Spanish Will again, his eyes hard and chilly. His voice lacked its usual mocking tones. “He was found thus, on a doorstep, naked, you said? Whose doorstep, pray tell?”

“Ah, my lord,” Spanish Will said, “best that you leave it to us, who are used to such.”

“For my own edification then. You said a widow? Perhaps I know her.”

“I doubt that, my lord, I do doubt it sincerely. But her name is Maggie Pushkin, Mrs. Maggie Pushkin.”

“I never heard the name.”

“I’m not too surprised,” the runner said with a laugh.

“But a tasty young widow, you said?” 

“Aye, if a man don’t mind keeping it all in the dark. She’s severely red.”

“Red?”

“Red-haired and freckled, a bran-faced wonder, though if you could wash off the red she’d look a treat. A neat little package, with her own thriving fish shop, courtesy of her late husband. Perhaps your uncle fancied a taste of fine firm white—breams? Or a crab or two, in the night?” The runner’s voice was innocent, but his eyes weren’t as they watched Lucian’s reaction to the insolence.

“My uncle would not find himself fancying even a case of crabs,” Lucian said as lightly as the runner had, so firmly in control that he could feel his fingertips digging into his fisted palms. “No, he wasn’t known for wanting anything but books.”

“But he was to be legally leg shackled in a week, you said?”

“Precisely,” Lucian said.

“And so then maybe saying good-bye to a charming little baggage he was bent on being rid of, not needing her anymore?”

Lucian paused, struck by the idea, considering it, turning it in his mind before seeing the impossibility of it. He shook his head, “No. Never. Not he. But why do you ask? What did she say?” 

“Not much, especially after she had a look at him on her doorstep. She was sleeping when the body was discovered. Pounding on her door rousted her servants, and they had to wake her. She lives over her shop. I saw her when she first came down, she was so white and scared her freckles stood out like pox.”

“Well, there you are,” Lucian said, feeling a surge of anger that surprised him, because it had been so long since he’d felt anything that strongly, “and did she confess?”

“Only to being afraid it was a fire causing all the rumpus, and that I do understand,” the runner said, “such houses going up like tinder if one in the row catches, you see. The shop is the sum and substance of her fortune; of course she’d be edgy as a cat. She, and her servants, claim to have never seen the dead…your uncle, before. Nor did she have any visitors that night. And her neighbors do say to a man—and woman—that her late husband put her off men for eternity.”

“Was there blood in her shop?” Lucian asked. “Did you see?”

“Not gouts of it, no. But what’s a fish shop without traces of blood?”

“He was found, naked, on her doorstep,” Lucian said impatiently. “She had to have a hand in it somewhere.”

“Maybe,” the runner said.

“Maybe? She’s a fishwife, man,” Lucian said, letting his temper show. “I’ve seen them at Billingsgate, drunk, swearing, hauling baskets bigger than their heads, fighting with each other, brawling like cats in heat. They’re violent and vulgar. Gads! It’s a rite of passage for any young buck out on the town to go down to the fish market to watch their antics. Such women are used to blood and guts, and use force to settle every argument.”

The runner laughed, “Oh, not she, my lord. But you’re right about one thing. She might have done for him.”

“But why?’ Lucian asked, almost talking to himself. “And what on earth was he doing there? And why in God’s name kill him? He was a bore, but that was the worst that could be said of him.”

“Is it? I don’t know,” Spanish Will said slyly. “Maybe because I know too many things other folk don’t. You’re sure of his virtue. I’m not. Her neighbors are sure of hers. I’m not. He could be a stranger to them because he always came and left by night. He could’ve been naked because she threw him out without a stitch. Her coloring isn’t in style, my lord, but her figure is, and if a female’s got everything in order, who cares what colors they may be? A nice warm widow, a lonely old gent? Nothing more natural. A visit at night, when all’s asleep and none’s the wiser and where’s the harm, eh? 

“But then, maybe a quarrel because he’s casting her off, growing hotter than she could handle with words. She’s got a hot head, her hair tells me that. So they fight, she loses her head and goes for his, coshes him a good one with one of those nice big mallets I saw hanging on the wall in her shop. Then she pushes him out and sends him reeling into the night. Good riddance. Maybe she thought he wasn’t hurt that bad. Maybe she thought he deserved to be sent out naked on the coldest night of the year to find his way home. Ice on his ballocks and frost on his rump and a good laugh to anyone who saw him, and she’s revenged. Maybe that’s all she wanted. Maybe she misread it and didn’t know he was dying there on her doorstep whilst she went to bed. Comes the dawn, and he’s stone dead. Aye, that may be.”

“Then why not arrest her?” Lucian demanded.

The runner looked shocked, pious, secretly amused. “Why, my lord, this is England. I’ve got to prove it first. And that takes time, and effort, and…”

“I’ll up the reward,” Lucian said. “I’ll double…no, triple it.”

“I’ll get to work,” Spanish Will said.

“I’ll go with you,” the viscount said.

And now the runner only looked shocked. But not so much as the Viscount Maldon himself was when he realized that was exactly what he meant to do. 


Chapter Two

“It’s dangerous, difficult, touchy,” Spanish Will said again.

“Understood, but I can take care of myself, you don’t have to worry about me,” Lucian repeated.

The runner’s smile was chilly. “I wasn’t. I’m not famous for working with others, nor do I know how you’ll react if we do find a likely villain. I don’t want anything getting in my way, do you see?”

“I understand,” Lucian said curtly. “I won’t interfere.”

The runner shook his head and sighed. “I’ve met head colds that were less persistent. So anxious to come down to the dregs of London town with me? And you an aristocrat? You surprise me, my lord, you honestly do.”

“Tenacity is in my blood. How do you think my family held on to their property all these years?” Lucian said with a tight smile that quickly slid away. “I want to find who killed my uncle, and why.”

“So do I. But half the time my inquiries are only that,” Spanish Will said patiently. “There’s much walking, some talking and few answers. I can report to you. Come, my lord—why not go home now? This is my job. You must have other things to do.”

“I’ve sent word to my brother,” Lucian said tersely. “He’ll tell the family, and as he was my uncle’s favorite, he can arrange the funeral to suit his memory. What else should I do in any case? This is a terrible crime, Mr. Corby. A wrong against my family that must be righted. That’s my job too. I wish to go with you. Now.”

“Very well, on your head it is then,” Will said resignedly as he hauled on his greatcoat. 

Lucian nodded, and began to walk to the door with him. 

“Hold!” Will said, turning to stare at him, astonished. “You’re never going like that, are you?”

Lucian cocked his head to the side. “And why not?”

“Well, look at you,” Will said, “dressed like a nob, and no mistake. Your shirt cost more than most people I’ll be chatting up earn in a month! The villains I have to talk to will clam up like mice at the cat’s picnic if I walk into a room with you by my side.”

“But you’re dressed similarly,” Lucian said.

“Indeed, and I thank you for noticing it,” Will said, “but all know who I am. You’re a stranger. A richly dressed one. If you don’t draw every rogue in Whitechapel to your shadow, I’ll be blest. Even those that don’t wish to treat you as your uncle was treated will never breathe a word of interest to me with you looking like that. They’ll nose on their friends, even their mothers, for the right price. But not in front of some strange gentry cove.”

“I won’t take off my coat,” Lucian said through gritted teeth.

“What difference does that make?” Will asked, amazed, “You’re wearing a driving coat any flat can recognize from five paces. What would I be doing waltzing about with a member of the Four in Hand Club, I ask you? Be sure, they’ll ask themselves that.”

“I suppose you suggest I go home to change clothes? Into something less distinctive, perhaps?” Lucian asked.

“Why, that would be a prime idea,” Will said enthusiastically.

“And when I was ready, why, I suppose you’d already be gone on your rounds, wouldn’t you?” Lucian said just as pleasantly.

Will shrugged and grinned. “It is a possibility.”

“Then suppose I borrow a suitable coat from someone here?” Lucian said with some force.

The runner’s dark eyes gleamed, as he glanced around the room. “Well, if you insist. Mr. Reardon’s coat’s about your size. Hey there—John! Your ear for a minute, eh?”

A rat-faced wizened man came sidling across the room to them, his prominent ears fairly wagging with interest as he stared at Lucian. “Aye, Will, what’s to do?”

“I was wondering if my friend, the viscount here, could have the loan of your coat for a few hours,” Will said.

“Surely it wouldn’t fit,” Lucian said.

“Nah, t’would,” the rat-faced runner said, as his eyes roved up and down the viscount’s long frame. “I likes my clothing roomy-like. Lots of places to keep things, if you know what I mean.”

The viscount’s blank face showed clearly he didn’t.

“I mean to say, a runner’s coat be his office, sometimes, when he’s on a case,” Mr. Reardon said, “and handy for storing evidence, or dinner, and weapons or things a body be better off concealing.” He looked at Spanish Will worriedly, “but what sort of surety, Will? I mean, against the return of my coat?” 

“My word, Mr. Reardon,” Will said, with affront.

“Good enough,” the other runner said quickly.

“And my coat,” Lucian said. “If I don’t bring back yours, you may keep mine.”

“Well then!” Mr. Reardon said more happily. “Hang on a tick, I’ll get it for you.”

“And now we may have Mr. Reardon wishful of doing you in too,” Will told Lucian, on a long-suffering sigh, as Lucian began removing his fine driving coat. “Men have been killed for less.”

“Ha, as if I ain’t giving him as good or better,” Mr. Reardon scoffed, hurrying back to hand Lucian his coat. He nevertheless tenderly folded Lucian’s greatcoat over his arm before quickly carrying it off with him. 

The runner’s coat fit Lucian, with room to spare. It was old, long, and lumpy, and had obviously often housed far more than Mr. Reardon’s scrawny body, and it smelled like it looked. “You can always cry off,” Will suggested, when Lucian’s nose came up.

“I can always get flea powders,” Lucian said icily.

“No, John isn’t lousy,” Will commmented as Lucian drew the collar of the ancient coat up and tipped his hat to shade his face against the unlikelihood of encountering anyone he knew. “He bathes enough to prevent it—but only just. Sir Nathaniel Conant, our new Chief Magistrate, insists on his runners bathing every now and then. He’s trying to improve us in the eyes of the gentry. But there’s washing by the book, and bathing for one’s own pleasure. And John goes by the rules. You’ll grow accustomed, my lord.” 

“Doubtless,” Lucian said, though he doubted it, and hoped he would not. “Here’s my carriage,” he said with satisfaction when they went out the door. “There should be room for us both.”

“There should not be,” Will said, amused. “We walk, my lord.”

“But it’s freezing, and we can travel swiftly and safely in my curricle. I know it looks flimsy, but I’ve never had an accident in it, nor will I, not even on the ice.”

“Oh, doubtless,” Spanish Will said mockingly, winding his scarf against his neck, “and congratulations to you, my lord. But a runner walks. At least, this one does, even if it’s a long way, as it is today. He don’t take a currricle, or a hack, or a sedan chair, even in a blizzard. Because what will the villains who’ll be watching be thinking of a runner who worries about his boots or his health, eh? No, I walk. And it’s a ways from here. I’m going places you’ve never imagined, my lord, much less been to.”

“I visited such places in my salad days,” Lucian said.

“Nah, they don’t make such salads for the aristocracy,” Will laughed. “These aren’t colorful playgrounds for young gentry, quaint low taverns where you can laugh at the antics of the lower classes, and maybe pick out a cheap whore or two to cap the night. No. This is where real people live and work, my lord. Real people without much money. I also insist that you say nothing no matter where we go, unless I ask it of you. No doubt you’ll have questions, but you’ll have to ask them of me—later. For one word from you and they’ll scatter like pigeons with a hawk in the sky. Agreed?”

Lucian bit back sarcasm. The man was only right. “Done,” he agreed tersely. “My purpose walks before my vanity in this case, Mr. Corby. I’m wise enough to leave the Captain of the boat to the fishing grounds he knows best…for now.”

“Good. And I remind you it’s a long walk. Still coming?”

“Still,” Lucian said tightly. He told his tiger to drive the curricle home, and began walking with the runner. “We’re going to see the widow?” he remarked after they’d gone a few streets, heading east.

“No, best to let her simmer in her own fears for a spell, so she’ll be nice and tender by the time I talk to her again,” Will said. “I’m going to talk to those who know her, and of her, so I’ll have more to ask when I do see her again.”

There was no further conversation between them; a freshening, cold and cutting wind literally took their breath away and they needed it for walking. The snow began to fall more steadily, slanting in from off the river with a taste of cruel damp in it. Lucian noticed carriage traffic dwindling because of it, and as the streets grew meaner, he saw fewer people on foot. But he trudged on beside the runner. Spanish Will might enjoy a joke at a nobleman’s expense, but he didn’t look like a man who exerted himself for nothing. As for himself, rage against whomever had killed his uncle kept him warm enough. And the mystery of it kept churning in his mind, making him ignore mere bodily discomforts.

Spanish Will picked up his pace, and saw the viscount match it. Well, if the nob wanted to come along, no harm in it, if he kept his mouth shut. It would be pleasant reprimanding him if he didn’t. He strode on, noticing how the snow filled the streets and emptied them of people. It even banished the ever-present wandering tribe of gleaners, pickers and grubbers who eked out their livelihoods by finding cast-off horseshoe nails, unused bits of coal, and other gutter treasures to clean and resell. The usual contingent of beggars had limped or staggered off the streets as well, leaving only the heartiest or unluckiest of their number to wait for something besides snow to fill their tin cups. They’d dine on snow soup and naught else tonight, he thought. Only a fool would be out on such a day. He didn’t count himself as such. 

He smelled money, and his nose seldom failed him. The man at his side was high in the instep but rich as Croesus. He’d ante up a treat for his uncle’s murderer. Will hummed under his breath. It was a long walk on a freezing day, but it was Sunday, so he’d nothing else to do. He could start snooping for an easy answer and a rich purse. Any rate, he told himself as he kept plodding against the wind, heading towards the river, he was nicely numbed now and if there was any day to nose around Billingsgate, this was the one. Sunday silenced the clamor for a few hours, and the snow could cleanse even Billingsgate of its stink. Some of it, he thought, inhaling ice, letting his nose tell him what the sheets of falling snow still hid from his eyes. 

Fish, brine, salt and spray, a brackish iodine sting filled his nostrils although the Thames, only a street away, was sweet water here—or what passed for sweet. The main arcades lay dead ahead, the rows of shops and stalls where most of London’s fish were brought and sold daily. Will could just make out the profiles of the masts of those ships that lay at anchor near the wharf where most Billingsgate traffic was—most days. But never at this hour, and not today. Today the fishermen were home, if they were lucky. And as for the fishwives…he hoped to find some. They might know things he needed to know. They’d surely say things that might convice the bony nobleman at his side to go home and let a man who knew what he was about do his job in peace. And get paid more for the difficulty of it.

Will passed the first gin shop he saw, and paused at the second. The viscount stopped too, standing grim, cold and silent as Death at his side, waiting for him to enter. Will shook his head, and went on. He went into the third tavern he saw, because it was his lucky number. He ducked his head and stepped inside. 

Lucian followed. His head came up and his nose stung at the stink. Thick fumes from many glowing pipes and a smoking peat fire made the air heavy, and the heat from both fires brought up the stench of fish, fish blood and guts and gills. He didn’t want to think what the other smells might be, but as he eyed the ragged patrons of THE DOG AND DOLPHIN, he thought he could guess what they were.

The place was small, dark with age and aged dirt, like all the many taverns in the district. Its smell was remarkable, even so, though it didn’t seem to have discouraged the dozen or more customers Lucian could barely make out in the haze. At least the air was warm enough, if you could stand to breath it. He followed Spanish Will to the tap. 

“Yours?” the barkeep asked, as they approached.

“Something to keep off the cold—and some advice,” Will said, peeling off his gloves. He laid some coins down on the scarred wood between them.

“Take more’n that to keep off this cold,” the man said, eyeing the men with more interest than the coins.

Will sighed. He slowly squeezed a larger coin from his waistcoat and put it with the others. “Maybe,” he agreed, “but we’ve places to go today. Two pints of never fear and some advice will do us fine.”

Lucian’s face stayed blank. He’d no idea of what the runner had ordered, or if he was actually supposed to drink it. He supposed that if the runner could, then he would as well.

“Aye. Well?” the man asked, scooping up all the coins, and then turning to draw two tankards of beer.

“We need some kindly folk to chat with,” Will said, “folk who know them that do business in the market. The sort that don’t mind talking to some interested strangers.”

“There’s many o’ that sort,” the barkeep said sourly, slapping two tankards down. “Too many, for my money. But ain’t my money is it? Still—I dunno ’ow many’d be ’appy talking wi’ redbreasts, y’see.”

“Oho,” said Will.

“Well, but I knowed ye fer a runner right off,” the barkeep said with a thin smile. “Don’t know yer friend, but yer face ain’t easily forgot. I were there when y’ nabbed ol’ Snab Morgan—’e that done poor Rob Reese in…wi’ a knife, in the night, last spring,” he added to prod Will’s memory.

“Morgan? Oh, aye. Him that was turned off at Tyburn in July. And good riddance. Hempen ripe, he was,” Will said, nodding, remembering, “and so said all, did they not?”

“All,” the barkeep agreed. 

“Or were you a friend of his, maybe?” Will asked gently.

The man hastily dropped his gaze. “Me? Not ’ardly! Just I remembered. I don’t doubt most round ’ere do. But it’s only talk yer after?”

“Just talk,” Will nodded.

“Buy any o’ them a glass o’ blue ruin and they’ll talk yer ear off,” he said, indicating all his patrons, “be ye runners or rogues. But I won’t swear to what you’ll ’ear. Talk rubbish, most of ’em. But let’s see… Aye. See them two there, in the corner? Aye, them what’s already giving you the eye. Buy ’em a gin, give ’em a smile, and there ye be. No ’arm in ’em, though.”

Will guessed not. Nor much indiscretion either. Whomever the barkeep recommended would be sharp as a knife and careful of what to say. But he was good at hearing what wasn’t said. And besides, he wanted them to know he was asking. That kind of news got out, and it always got back to those he asked after. Sometimes that did him more good than the gossip he heard. 

“Thanks,” Will said. He took his pint and made his way through the fog to a corner where two enormous figures sat hunched over a small table, watching him approach. Lucian followed, silently, as amazed as appalled at what he saw.

The light was bad, smoky red and dim. But it was enough for Lucian to see the two women sitting there. They were hard to miss. They were covered by many layers of clothing, but none of the layers seemed clean, and not surprisingly, none seemed to fit. Few clothes would. The pair of women seated there were middle-aged, or old, it was hard to tell under the grime. And huge. Big-breasted, wide-shouldered, with ample bellies and bums, great mounds of womenflesh, capable of swinging heavy baskets of fish up on their heads and holding them there as they pushed their barrows, cursing all that got in their way. He’d seen such females, but only from afar before. Shrewd eyes assessed him from under tangles of hair not covered by their woolen caps. Fish market women, observing their Sabbath—and the strangers in their midst.

One seemed shorter, one seemed grayer, but there wasn’t much to choose between them.

“Ladies,” Will said, bowing, “may we join you?”

Raucous laughter greeted this. When one of the women subsided, she ran a hand across her eyes and toed an empty chair toward him with one rag-wrapped and booted foot. She patted the seat with a plump mittened hand and sighed. “Gawd love ya!” she chortled. “Ladies, is it? Is it me purse or me person yer after, after a fine greeting like that?”

“Take ’er purse! Don’t be daft, take ’er purse!” the other woman shouted, and the pair of them started roaring again. 

“Gawd!” the first woman breathed, “you are a one, Mrs. Gow! What can we do fer ye and yer friend, redbreast?” she asked Will. 

“You made me then,” Will said with a show of surprised chagrin, seating himself as Lucian silently took another chair, trying to be invisible, wishing his nose was.

“Made ye? O’course! In a trice, and well ye know it,” Mrs. Gow said on another laugh.

“As well as we know ye,” her friend agreed, grinning over the pipe she held clenched in her surprisingly white teeth. “Spanish Will, hisownself. Come to see us, and bringing an ’andsome friend so nobody got to dance alone. We’re that honored. Ain’t that many gents with such pretty faces dressed so fine ’round here that we’d forget one, would we, Mrs. Gow? Beside which, ain’t no real gents going to swill their rag water at this place, is there? It’s about that cully what got topped front of Pushkin’s establishment, ain’t it?”

Will smiled. “It is. Not much escapes you, does it?”

“Oh flattery will do,” the woman said, “but a bottle of Strip Me Naked would do better. You’ll do the honors, lad?”

“With pleasure,” Will said. He turned to signal the barkeep, only to see he’d already started to cross the room, bearing a bottle of gin. Mrs. Gow’s hand snaked out and she poured herself and her friend both a full glass. The glasses were downed in a gulp and sighed over before the first woman spoke again.

“We’ll tell you everything we knows,” she said. “But we diddled you fair, ’cause it ain’t worth so much as a glass of this cat’s water. We don’t know the gent, nor the one what scragged him.”

“No, how should you?” Will asked. “When even I don’t.”

“’E is a one, Mrs. Gudge,” Mrs. Gow said, laughing with relief before she poured herself another glass.

“Naked as well as stone dead, weren’t he?” Mrs. Gudge commented. “Considerate of him, saves the undertaker a bit of work…or the resurrection man, eh?” she added, with a dig of her elbow into Mrs. Gow’s ample side.

“He might have a family to claim him, bury him in Westminister Abbey, for all we know,” Will said, choosing to ignore the insinuation he might stoop to the illegal, lucrative practice of selling unclaimed bodies to the resurrection men for the use of medical students. He didn’t like the viscount even thinking about such things, but wanted the women’s good will too much to make an issue of it. “What I’d like to know is what you know about Mrs. Pushkin, the female the corpse was dying to see,” he said instead.

The women stopped drinking. Their expressions grew closed.

“Were he?” Mrs. Gudge asked slowly. “Ain’t what we hears. We heared he was dead afore she woke, nor was we surprised. That one don’t bother with men, y’see.”

“Ever?” Will asked.

“Well, she did when she were married to old Pushkin,” Mrs. Gow said seriously, “’cause she couldn’t ’elp it, could she? There ain’t a woman born would blame ’er fer not wanting to touch a man after ’im! Dirty as a barge bottom,” she said scornfully, as though she were immaculate, “and with a mouth that was worse. Gawd! ’E had a mouth like a ’orn, ’e ’ad, and nary a good word fer no one ever come out of it, and damned to all else but ’is work. A real rusty guts! So who could blame ’er?”

“And her married to him when she were only a bit of a girl. All eyes and red hair. Gawd she were a sight, remember Mrs. Gow?” Mrs. Gudge asked softly. “Scart of him hollering, scart of us, scart of everything. But she worked hard, and dealt fair. She ain’t the murdering kind, redbreast.”

“Why should she be?” Mrs. Gow asked. “Got a good business, money, peace and quiet now, she don’t need no man, nor nothing else. And good luck to ’er, says I!”

They drank to that.

Will sat back then and talked to them a while just for the pleasure of it, because they’d told him all they cared to about the crime he’d come to ask about. They liked the freckled widow. He was wise enough to know he’d get no more out of them on that head. But he liked them. He liked their honesty and their humor, and the fact that they weren’t afraid of him. He didn’t run into that often. The viscount sat in shadow and wisely held his tongue. They ignored him, taking him for an assistant or some underling. Will liked that too.

“And so who would know more about the bran-faced widow?” he finally asked out of the blue, when they stopped chuckling over a story they told him. “You know I’ll ask more,” he chided when they glared at him. “Not like me to give up so easy. The widow’s prime with you, I see that. So who’s got the gossip, piping hot? We’ll hear it sooner or later. Best you tell me who to ask so I hear it right, eh?”

They looked at each other. Mrs. Gow sighed. “You could nip round to Petticoat Lane, I s’pose,” she said grudgingly, “and chat up Roger Bell, him that’s got the fish market there.”

“Bell?” Mrs. Gudge shrieked, “that auld woman? That Jessamy? What can ye be thinking of, Mrs. Gow?”

“’E’s a regular man milliner, I know that,” her friend answered. “’is tongue runs on wheels, I know it too. But ’e ain’t cruel nor stupid, is ’e? ’E got no knife to grind neither. Gives ’isself airs, but there’s no ’arm in ’im. Anyways, we owe ’im a treat. ’E’ll be that glad to have such two such brave, ’andsome cullys as Spanish Will and his friend in ’is shop, won’t ’e? Be sure and say we sent you, Dearie,” she told Will coyly.

Mrs. Gudge began to laugh so hard she choked. Mrs. Gow thumped her on the back as she flung her hands in the air and gasped and coughed and laughed all the harder, sputtering gin. “Oh Gawd!” she finally said on a wheezy sigh. “Won’t he though? Aye, ’e lives to talk, does Roger Bell. Oh, you’ll like ’im, lad,” she told Will as he eyed her suspiciously. “But maybe not half so much as ’e’ll like you. Don’t know why ’e sells fish,” she cackled, “seeing as how they smell like what ’e don’t never want to use.”

This set both women into gales of laughter. 

“I take it he’s a Molly mop,” Will said sourly.

“Why, lad, how could we say? We don’t never look in the back of ’is shop,” Mrs. Gudge said piously, making it Mrs. Gow’s turn to choke with laughter. “One thing sure, though, all fun aside,” she added, “’e knows everything, and be sure, ’e’ll tell it too.”

“If you ask ’im nice!” Mrs. Gow crowed.

Will and Lucian left the tavern to the sound of the two fishwives’ merriment.

“You did well to hold your tongue in there,” Will commented when they stepped outside again. 

“I’d no choice. I scarce understood two words in three they spoke,” Lucian said wryly. “Did you learn anythng to the purpose?”

“I might have. I have another long walk to take now to find out. Still interested in coming along?”

“More than ever,” Lucian said. It was absolute truth. He’d lived in London most of his life and was considered a man about town. But he’d never seen this side of it. He felt stimulated, enthralled. He hadn’t felt so awake in years. He was fascinated. Both by the denizens Spanish Will mingled with, and the fact that he could mingle with them. It was very like being bilingual, he realized, more impressed with the runner now than before.

“You’d do well to remain silent then,” Will grunted, and lowering their heads against the cutting wind, they made their way along the deserted streets to Petticoat Lane.

*

It was snowing just as hard there, and it was Sunday there as well. But Lucian was surprised to see the pavements thronged with shoppers buying at a jumble of shops, each fronted by a bawling crier, shouting merchandise of every sort to be found in London.

“Aye,” Will said, reading his confusion. “It never sleeps, not even on the Sabbath. Here’s Jews, whose Sabbath it is not, and Christians who only worship a good bargain. Bargains, and all—if neither new nor first quality, then cheap, and sold no questions asked or answered—honestly, at least.” He interrupted a hawker trying to hook in customers with a lively spiel outside a men’s clothing shop. “Bell’s Fish Market?” Will asked him.

“Down the street, left, it’s on the right… Quality, Quality! Nice warm coats marked down and down! Special today,” he sang.

Bell’s was a hovel of a shop, the front window a bleak square, but the fish in it had been laid end to end with care and precision. The ones that were left, that was. The place did a thriving business. Inside, it was blistering cold in spite of the customers crowded in. Two boys in aprons and a lean man dressed like a gentlemen were bundling fish into papers, handing them out and pocketing change. 

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
USATODAY,BESTSELLING AUTHOR

“Edith Layton





