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The Christmas Thief

On the day before Christmas, Lt. Major Maxwell Evers rose early, as was his habit, then washed, dressed with care, and went out to steal a Christmas present.

He’d never stolen anything before, but he reasoned it couldn’t be very difficult. Thieves were ill-educated, ill-bred, and immoral, everyone knew that. He was none of those things. In fact, he was the exact opposite. Therefore, he thought with the kind of logic that had enabled him to survive many a campaign, he’d be better at it than most. Except for that damned inconvenient conscience of his, of course.

His conscience had kept him from actually going out and doing the thing he had no choice but to do. Now Christmas was coming as fast as the snow was falling, and there was no time left to struggle with his morals. He had to either do it, or forget it. And he couldn’t afford to forget it anymore than he could afford to buy a present.

He straightened his shoulders and strode out into the snowy streets. The snow had started as rain, but now it was growing colder, and the pavements were slick. The roads were covered with sleet, snow, and straw that had been thrown down to make the cobbles safer for the horses, and so were also full of the stuff horses let down as they safely passed. It was all holiday for the street sweepers. They were ready with their brooms at every intersection. One smiled and bowed as he saw Maxwell approaching.

Maxwell scowled, sidestepped the fellow, and marched straight into the street. He grimaced as he felt the ground squelch under his feet. His boots would be ruined. But he didn’t have a ha’penny to spare for a sweeper. It had taken him the better part of an hour to shine his boots that morning. He plodded on. Hard work cost nothing but his time. He frowned. That was running out, too.

Tomorrow was Christmas. He could give a gift on Boxing Day, but the girl was arriving tomorrow. And they’d be leaving London immediately after she got here. This, then, was the last chance he had to get an appropriate present. Why couldn’t his niece have been a nephew? he thought with exasperated sorrow. He had all sorts of things a lad might like. Or at least, he corrected himself, he had some things he hadn’t pawned that a boy might fancy. Like all those useless medals he’d won in the service of his country. They didn’t fetch enough at the pawnbrokers to bother leaving there with the rest of his kit. There were too many medals in their shops already. England was filled with penniless soldiers looking for money so they could eat—now that they’d won the war and weren’t needed any more than their medals were.

So—a gift for a motherless, fatherless girl who was coming to stay with him. A girl from the countryside, alone and doubtless anxious about it. Not alone, he remembered. Another problem with having a niece. Her governess. She had one, and he needed one for her; what did he know about girl children? But that would cost him the last of his money.

That last, he thought, wincing as he shifted his wide shoulders and flexed his callused fingers in their worn gloves, was very little, and even so it meant working laying brick on the outskirts of town all last week to get it. Because Lt. Major Maxwell Evers, late of His Majesty’s Heavy Hussars, couldn’t be seen working. And certainly not with his hands and back. So he ruined his gloves trying to preserve his hands, and turned his back on London so his face wasn’t seen as he went about the menial work he could find.

He had no other money. No man was paid just for breathing unless he was lucky enough to have had someone rich and sensible enough to leave a fortune for him. He had not. His elder brother had, but he’d squandered most of the money he’d inherited, and lost the rest. All he’d managed to hang on to in his short life were the things he couldn’t sell, gamble with, or pawn—the name, the manor house and estate, his wife and little girl.

Maxwell had his career. He’d gone into the service of his country, as second sons do if the church wasn’t for them. It hadn’t been. He liked action. So, unfortunately, did his brother. But his brother liked the kind he found in fast horses, roulette wheels, and turning cards. Maxwell tried not to think of all the turned-up skirts his sister-in-law also claimed his brother fancied.

Because of his brother’s many fancies, Maxwell stayed in service longer than he’d planned—long after he’d been wounded at St. Pierre, even after he’d taken a lance in his shoulder at Toulouse. Every penny earned in the king’s service that he could spare went back to his brother, in response to fervent pleas.

“Max!” his brother wrote, “It won’t happen again. But think! The estate can’t be lost. The name can’t be disgraced. Our ancestors were counselors to kings. An Evers can’t go to debtor’s prison. For the love of God, Max, Help!”

Max sent money. It happened again. And again.

Pampered since birth, orphaned young and given power too early, his brother never managed to understand his responsibilities. Max did. Perhaps because he was an onlooker, he saw it clearer. Or because, as his brother laughed, Max was such a serious chap, and had been since birth. His brother took nothing seriously. The estate ran through his fingers. Max didn’t earn enough to support it and himself. He finally hit upon the idea of investing what little he could.

He wrote a letter to an old comrade in arms he’d once done a favor for. Ex-Captain Daniel Merrick was clever, taking advantage of the opportunities this new century was offering as the classes began shifting with the tides and times of war. He was eager to help. Soon Max was part owner in sugar plantations and rum distilleries in the Caribes, fur trading companies in Canada, and enterprises in the East that provided perfumes and spices. By the time the war ended and Max was ready to sell out, he was, he reckoned, a rich man, even with all his brother’s expenses.

He’d enough money to go home and live like a wealthy man. More important, he’d every reason to hope he’d be able to live like the luckiest man on earth, too. He’d been gone from England for five years. But he’d written to his lady every day of those years. And she’d written back to him.

Now, at last, he had the funds to ask Lisabeth to marry him.

She’d been seventeen when they’d last met. Lord! that was a long time ago, he thought miserably. Almost a lifetime, a lifetime for too many friends who wouldn’t be coming home, so he knew he couldn’t complain too much. But he ached for her, and had since the night he’d left her.

Slender but shapely, with a heart-shaped face so sweet it stopped his breath in his chest. Feathery, arched eyebrows—how odd that he remembered those brows now, when it was her plush lips he yearned for. Her hair was all the shades of honey, like her eyes, her scent like amber, too. Her skin was white and clear; she had just one little mark near her lips, such lips…

He loved her wit, her compassion, and the intelligence she shared with him in every letter. But it was her kiss that kept him celibate all these years. Because if she could pass up other suitors, if she could live with hope and quell those same desires that had racked them during those stolen hours they’d shared, he could do no less. He remembered how he’d left her the last time they’d met. And why.

Her gown was so thin he could feel her breasts growing tight against his chest, her round little bottom cupped in his hands so he could pull her close to his own body as his mouth sought all the incredibly sweet fire in hers…

He’d pulled away because if he hadn’t then he didn’t know if he’d have been able to later. But he’d no intention of taking her in her own parlor, in his best friend’s house, against the express wishes of her father.

“No more, not now,” he told her, looking down at the question in her eyes. “You are very young. Your father’s right. He turned down my offer of marriage…and I don’t blame him. I won’t presume on your youth and trust.”

Her eyes glowed with anger, and she opened her lips. He put a finger over them. “When I sell out—when I come home again to England—then and only then he said he’d hear my suit again. He’s right, my love.”

“No, he’s not!” she said, stamping her foot. “You’re young, too. Only two-and-twenty, and who knows…” She faltered, and then tears replaced the fury in her eyes…when you’ll be home again.”

“You mean if,” he said softly. “Exactly. So, much as I want you, I don’t want you coming to me because of fear or pity. When I return, that won’t be a factor. I will return. You’ll see. And Lisabeth? If you change your mind, if you meet a likelier lad—well, I have to give you that opportunity, too. You need some more years. We’ll have them and then we’ll see.”

What her father had actually said was he’d consider Max’s suit when Max came home and could keep Lisabeth there, too.

He couldn’t keep a mouse now. Much less the love of his life, the woman who was the reason he’d fought so hard to keep that life during all those years of war.

Celibacy hadn’t been as painful as the wounds he’d gotten in battle. But it was a close thing. Nights lying on a bed of pain in the field hospital were bad, but her letters made them bearable. Nights alone in his bed racked by desire were no treat either, and her letters made them worse. But one sacrifice was for his country, the other for the woman with whom he wanted to spend the rest of his life. They’d promised to be true to each other, and he had the notion that if he betrayed that promise and sought his ease elsewhere, then so would she. They were that close in spirit. He had opportunities to buy relief, sometimes to flirt and daily for it. She had the omnipresent chance to marry for it. He waited.

He should have known how impermanent life was. Everything changed in the blink of an eye.

His brother died in a drunken accident, and his sister-in-law ran away with a dissolute friend, abandoning her daughter to her uncle’s care. Max left his unit and headed home. He’d shoulder the responsibility. He always had. Now he had the funds to do it better. He wrote Lisabeth hoping she wouldn’t mind that he’d acquired a girl to raise. She replied that she was hurt he thought she would mind. He was sure of few things in this life, but her word was one of them. He wrote to his friend Dan, asking him to send staff and new furnishings to the family estate, sparing no expense, and to send the same to his town house in London, to get all in readiness for his return.

First, though, he planned to hire a horse as soon as he landed and ride like the wind to Lisabeth, take her in his arms and…

But on the packet he took home across the Channel he chanced to pick up a newspaper someone had left behind on the trip out. And saw his friend Dan Merrick’s name writ large. His blood froze as he read that Dan was the victim of an embezzler and had been brought to his knees—bankrupted. A pauper, with creditors and investors fighting one another on his doorstep to the point that the Watch had called the Runners to restore order. They were looking for Dan. He was rumored to have fled the country. They were raging for their money…and Maxwell’s, of course.

Max had sat stunned. He’d nothing but an empty title, a pile of debts, no occupation, and no prospects. And a niece to shelter. How could he ask Lisabeth to share that?

He’d headed straight from Dover to London, then on to the family town house, to see a crowd of pushing, clamoring men on the front step.

They didn’t recognize him. London hadn’t seen his face in years, and he was dressed as any gentleman now. Women weren’t the only ones who didn’t look beyond the uniform.

“What’s this then?” he asked one of the men.

“Wait yer turn in line, boyo!” the man snarled.

“For what?” Max asked.

“As if you didn’t know! We’re here to get our money, o’course.”

“Money?” Max asked, carefully ignorant.

“Aye! Word is the new baron’s back from the wars, and we need what he owes. Christmas is comin’, and it’s our last chance to get fat afore it does!”

Max nodded and strolled away, his legs shaky.

He couldn’t go to the moneylenders. He’d nothing to offer in return. The estate was entailed, and probably bled dry by now. He owned nothing of value except the clothes in his cases and those he stood up in. So he sold most of them and took a room by the docks.

He couldn’t pay his creditors, couldn’t borrow. He’d too much pride to go to his friends…or the one he loved. All he had was a strong back and a plan of action.

After he’d been in London a week—or was it ten days?, he’d lost track of time—he wrote a carefully worded note to Lisabeth. He said good-bye and set her free. It was the only decent thing to do. He left no return address. She’d try to reach him if she could, she’d stand by his side, she’d work for him if she had to. He wouldn’t have it. Then he turned his back on the past, leaving it to his dreams.

His niece was arriving on a late stage the next day, Christmas Day. It was too late to stop that. He’d thought he’d have some money by the time she arrived, but he’d been wrong. So he’d watch for her at the coach stop and intercept her before she reached his besieged town house. He’d take her right back to the countryside. They’d live at the old estate and survive by the sweat of his brow. But he needed a gift for her at Christmas.

Every penny was counted. It was just enough for his lodgings, the trip back, and food for their first days at the estate. There was no more to sell except the blood in his veins, and there was no way to do that. Even a penny for a cheap trinket or shoddy toy the strolling peddlers sold on the streets was too much—which was as well. Something in him rankled at the thought of giving his brother’s child anything cheap or tawdry.

There was absolutely no way to get her a decent gift unless he stole it. It went against his upbringing and his every conviction. But he saw no other option.

Maybe because deep in his heart, where he refused to look now, there was the small angry notion that he was owed something for all his pain.

Snow stung his cheeks, reminding him of present plans. Max strode on. No sense in regrets. All they gave a man was an ache in his heart and gut. Better a pain in his back than that. At least his conscience was clear on this. He’d done all he could, and had not an extra penny piece. The gift for his niece would be a little thing, a small theft, little missed, worth more to the recipient than to the merchant he got it from. He turned his thoughts to what he had to do now. No army could go forth without a battle plan. He had one, of course.

First, he’d go to the busiest toy shop in Town. He’d walked half the city in the last days, and not just because he couldn’t afford the price of a hackney carriage. He’d been mapping out the lay of the land since the night he’d dreamed up his desperate plan. No question the busiest toy shop would be Markham’s. The place was an absolute palace of toys. Expensive, but that didn’t signify; he wouldn’t be paying. The important thing was that it was a prosperous place that could well afford a small loss. And big and confusing enough in the last flurry of Christmas buying so that a man with fast hands could make away with a doll.

A doll! He stifled a groan. Again, he wished his brother had left him a son to care for. A top or a ball or a tin soldier would be easy to slip into a pocket. But girls liked dolls. He hadn’t had a sister and couldn’t think of what else a girl would delight in. So a doll it must be. A small one that could fit under his greatcoat. But a nice one. No sense stealing something inferior. If he was caught he’d be disgraced. Even more so than he was now So if that was going to be his fate, it would have to be for something worthwhile. He wore a bitter smile of satisfaction. Good. He was already thinking like a criminal. He marched on.

The crowded sidewalks cleared in front of him, in spite of the snow and the difficult footing. He was a formidable sight even in his civilian clothes. He had the face and form of a gladiator, and now the expression of a warrior to match. Tall, lean, and muscular, he was in prime fighting condition. His inky black hair was cropped close as a shorn lamb’s, but there was nothing mild in his appearance. If his hair wasn’t cropped, it would have curled; if his expression was sweeter, he would have been startlingly handsome—intense black eyes, cream-colored skin that seemed to glow from within, a strong chin, and a white smile that hadn’t been seen in a long while. He looked a cut above the ordinary and a slice on the dangerous side. Men called him “devilish good-looking.”

The truth was there was nothing devilish about him. He wasn’t violent or bad-tempered. But he could be aggressive if he had to be, which was what made him such a fine soldier.

Women said he had the face of an angel—an avenging angel, or at least a fallen one. They couldn’t resist trying to catch him. He didn’t place much stock in his appearance, though. It had never gotten him much that he could see. He’d always been a favorite of the ladies, true, and that had been amusing. But he had a constant heart, and couldn’t have the one woman he wanted.

And so what use were looks to him now? If anything, a hindrance, because people tended to remember his face. He’d have to keep his head down and leave fast. A thief didn’t need good looks.

He needed money. He needed luck. He needed a doll.

He needed to step inside the shop whose window he was staring into now, steal a doll, and be done with it. He pushed open the door and went inside.

It was warm and bright and noisy—and huge. Not so much a shop as a cathedral devoted to playthings, big as a produce market, dignified as a bank. The ceiling was high and gilded, the main room marble-floored and vast, and the place was filled with expensive toys. And crowded with jolly shoppers.

Perfect.

Max strolled in, looking at the walls and counters, the tables and shelves filled with an array of toys and games: wooden soldiers and tin ones, model coaches and horses and castles, iron knights and chargers, and an intricate model of opposing armies. By God! Tin dragoons facing the emperor’s men on a tiny battlefield, to the life! And wasn’t that a Hessian contingent…?

“May I help you, sir?” a thin young man dressed like a clerk asked.

Max blinked. “I’m just looking, thank you,” he said, turning his head aside, “trying to get an idea of what to buy.”

“Is it a lad or a lass? And what age, if I might inquire?”

“A lad,” Max said quickly, because when the doll went missing he didn’t want to be remembered for having asked about one.

“I see. That’s why you were interested in these soldiers. They are our finest. Or perhaps this Roman horde? We have a colorful set of His Majesty’s Home Guard with their regimental band. Ah, no. We sold the last. You’ve left it late, sir,” he said sadly.

“So I have. Still, I thought I’d just look for a while.”

“Yes, indeed. Please do. Call when you find something to your liking. If you’ll excuse me?” the salesman said, spotting a couple cooing over an intricately wrought model of a fairy-tale castle.

Max nodded, glad to be left alone to find his target. He stood still, looking over the heads of the crowd for the doll display. It was on the other side of the room. Good. Max looked through the spaces between the other shoppers, trying to see what was closest to hand. Ah. There was a low shelf. It had small dolls on it. Miniatures, no higher than his hand. He could take one when the time was right. He’d have to wait. He’d also have to fight back the sense of shame that was clamoring to be heard now that the final moment for his crime neared.

He waited, watched for an opening, and told himself not to be a fool.

A stout, gray-haired old lady stood nearby, fascinated by a display of wooden puppets. She looked like the grandmama of a child’s fondest dreams. Handsome for her years, she was well dressed and seemed to wear a perpetual smile. She also wore her ermine-trimmed cape opened to show the impressive ruby necklace she wore around her neck—as well as the puppet she hastily stuffed inside her cape before she quickly pulled it closed.

Max drew in a breath, shocked at her audacity and his own misreading of her character. He felt a hand on his arm. A pickpocket would find only vengeance for his troubles. Max wheeled around, murder in his eyes.

“No, sir,” the salesman whispered, hastily removing his hand, “pray do not cause a stir. I wasn’t attempting to pick your pocket. Only to ask you to remain still. We’re aware of the circumstances, you see.”

Max frowned.

“The lady,” the salesman explained, lifting a narrow shoulder in the old lady’s direction. “That makes two puppets, which added to the three jack-in-the-boxes and the stuffed bunnies, comes to quite a sum. Which her children will pay, of course. We keep a running tally. The lady has her…oddities. Her family is aware, as are we. We merely think of it as shopping in a rather peculiar way. You do understand?”

Max did. He relaxed and smiled. Well, well, then. Easier than he thought. He could talk his way out of it if he were caught. But he wouldn’t be. He rocked back on his boot heels.

“Clever business policy,” he told the clerk as he saw the old lady meander away from the counter she’d just pilfered from. His gaze sharpened. Hours of watching forests and fields for the merest hint of something out of the ordinary had sharpened his perceptions. He smiled again. “Lord! You must be famous for it,” he commented as he saw a well-dressed gent discreetly pocket a toy pistol.

The salesman frowned in confusion.

“I mean, the fellow over there that just took the pistol and slipped it into his trousers.” Max chuckled. “Another old customer?”

The salesman’s eyes flew wide. He fumbled in his waistcoat, drew out a whistle on a chain, and blew a shrill note. The gentleman looked up, saw the direction of the salesman’s gaze, and paled. He ran. Two men erupted from the crowd and were hot on his heels as he charged out the door.

“We’ll nab him, never fear,” the salesman said, breathing hard. “It’s the rope for him!”

Max blinked. “The rope?”

“Aye, he’ll swing for it. The pistol cost over ten shillings. Five’s a hanging offense. We usually nab that sort before an item gets halfway to their pocket, but today’s been so hectic. We had to lay on extra help—Runners, without their red vests, dressed as customers. They patrol the store for us at this time of year. We pay well. They serve well. They’d have caught him on their own, they were that close they must have seen him acting suspiciously. But thank you for alerting me. Now. May I be of some help?”

“Uhm, no. Thank you. I think I’d better go talk to my niece’s mother, at that.”

“But I thought it was nephews you were buying for.”

“Yes. Good day,” Max said, and turning, quickly left him.

Hanged for a toy? Max was shocked. Looters on battlefields were summarily shot. But that was in wartime, to protect the living and honor the dead, a time when discipline had to be firmly maintained. He’d forgotten how easily men were hanged for lesser crimes here. He’d seen death dealt too often not to value life, and was disgusted at the thought he might have done something to cause another one. A life in exchange for a plaything was too cruel, especially at this season. Maybe the fellow also had a child he couldn’t afford to buy a gift for. Maybe he needed the money to eat. It seemed too harsh a penalty for such a trivial crime.

“Sir?” a man’s voice said close to his ear.

Max spun round.

“’Scuse me,” the man, panting from exertion, said. “But you be the gent what made the clerk blow the whistle, ’e said. We lost ’im, the villain what pinched the pistol, that is. Only saw the back of ‘'m. But you seen ’im. What did ’e look like?”

Max remembered the pale-eyed, light-haired thin gentleman.

“Certainly,” Max said. “A dark fellow. Jowls to here. Mostly bald, I believe. Well, go about your job, man. And Godspeed.”

The man touched his hat and ran off to share the information with his fellow Runner. When Max reached the snow-covered pavements, he didn’t see them or the unlucky thief anywhere. Hoping he wouldn’t, he quickly walked in the other direction. He still didn’t have a present. But he had another plan to fall back on, of course.

*

So it couldn’t be anything over five shillings, Max mused as he approached the outdoor market. Not the sort of present he wanted to give. But prison was one thing, death another. This was the place for a smaller theft. A collection of peddlers huddled together under the bridge to sell their wares cheap, fast, and easily. For them, and for me, Max thought as he walked the makeshift aisles between the assembled tables and carts, barrows and pushcarts.

He was glad the snow was falling heavily. He hoped it wouldn’t melt now that he’d gone under the bridge, because it covered his greatcoat and his high beaver hat so no one could see how well made they were. Rich men didn’t shop here, and he didn’t want to look conspicuous. Then again, he realized, his boots were filthy and he’d been washing his own linen, so he didn’t need any disguise. He supposed he looked like a gentleman down on his luck, searching for bargains. It was what he was. Except he was really looking to steal one.

Now, to find the merchant who had least cause to regret a loss.

There was clothing, new and used, shoes and boots and cheap jewelry. Barrows filled with everything a person might want to give another for Christmas, from blankets to lamps, turkeys to sweets. There was soap, there were sewing materials, and…toys. He passed gaily decorated wooden nutcrackers, iron banks, china dolls too big to cart off without paying for, too expensive to risk his neck for, too.

Then he saw a pushcart with a jumble of rag dolls—floppy dolls with black button eyes and grinning painted faces. He stopped nearby. Charming. Old-fashioned, yet now he thought about it he remembered how many girls he’d seen lugging them about when he’d been a child. Cheap. One could be folded and stuffed inside his greatcoat. Perfect.

The bearded fellow behind the cart had a paunch as big as Saint Nicholas and a pyramid of the things on his barrow. There was no way one could cost over three shillings. So if worse came to worst, Max reasoned, he’d sit in a prison for his sin, not swing from the sky. He strolled over toward the barrow, his heartbeat accelerating.

He stopped and gazed at the dolls with disinterest, as though thinking of something else entirely. The one with the red dress, to the left. It was practically falling off the cart as it was.

He reached out a hand…

“Hold! Thief!” the fat fellow roared.

Max thought his heart stopped. His blood certainly stopped flowing. But he hadn’t touched the damned thing! It was still there, lying on its side, blindly goggling at him.

“Got you, you rogue, you villain, you wretch!” the merchant bellowed. “You’ll look like what you stole when Jack Ketch is done with you, you young demon. Aye, with your neck broke you’ll dance just as limp as a rag doll, I promise you,” he shouted in triumph.

The boy dangling by his collar from the end of one of the merchant’s beefy arms looked like that now, Max thought. He was a rail of a boy, thin as a wraith, none too clean, and dressed shabbily. His shoes were too big for his feet, his cap for his head, and his eyes were too big and filled with fear for any boy. Max had seen faces like that in war-torn towns. He saw them in his nightmares still. A rag doll with yellow yarn hair hung from the boy’s clenched fist, just as he hung from the merchant’s. The boy saw the direction of Max’s gaze and remembered to drop the doll.

Max bent and picked it up.

“Stealing?” he asked the merchant. “I think not! Put my nephew down, if you please, sir.

The merchant and the boy looked at him dumbly. The crowd that had assembled when the merchant roared waited breathlessly, fascinated by this bit of street theater.

“Come, Jack, is this the one you picked for Cecily?” Max asked the boy. He huffed in exasperation as the boy, the merchant, and the crowd all looked at him stupidly. “Unhand my nephew,” he demanded. “He wasn’t stealing. We were shopping. He was about to show me the thing. I said,” Max added in a terse, clipped voice that had sent men into battle, “put the lad down on his feet. Now!”

His voice and his face were enough to make the crowd move back a step and the merchant falter. But the merchant had sold goods on London streets too many years to let mere appearance overcome his judgment.

“Aye, I will, if you fork up my twelve shillings, sir,” he said.

Max swallowed hard. “Twelve? For a rag doll? Are you mad? That’s almost a pound!”

“Not mad. It’s half what they ask in the fine stores for the same. Sentiment. Every lass’s Ma had one. And these are the best. Never mind that, a rag’s a rag. But these, they got imported hankies in their pockets, fine linen. That’s what makes the price, you could ask anyone. I sell them for half the going rate, or at least, three quarters of it. Sell more if I charged less, but I know what I got.”

“Aye, that’s so,” another barrow monger agreed.

“Too right,” an onlooker agreed as the crowd murmured agreement.

“So,” the merchant said, “you’ll pardon me, sir, but I cut my teeth awhile back. The money, and you get the lad, and the doll.”

Max hesitated. The money was for his dinner tonight, and the coach fare back to the countryside, and a bite to eat on the way. But if he didn’t pay it, the boy would certainly hang. Max thought quickly. He could perhaps find work later today to make up some of the difference. He could pawn his hat. He hated to do it, but with that and the amount he had left, he’d have enough to go back to the countryside—just.

He dug into his pocket, counted out coins, and handed them to the merchant. The man released the boy and handed him back the doll.

The boy gained his feet. He shifted his thin shoulders to adjust his threadbare jacket and tugged his cap down again.

“Thankee,” the merchant said with a shrewd look at Max. “It’s a pleasure to do business with you. Next time, sir, be sure and tell your nevvy to keep hands off until you pay out. Oh,” he added with a wicked grin, as Max turned to go, “and next time you go shopping with your nevvy, be sure to tell him to wait for you, too. These streets are dangerous for a lad on his own.”

“What?” Max asked.

And looked down to see the boy gone.

And the doll with him.

* * *

There was no work to be done in London on Christmas Eve. No construction going on, no ships to be downloaded, no deliveries entrusted to a new man at this crucial time. The snow had stopped, so they didn’t need more men to shovel or spread straw.

Max was cold and hungry and angry at himself.

He went back to his rented room. It was time to call the last plan into play. The scheme he liked least, but the only one left to him. Time was of the essence, no time for faint heart.

He’d failed with strangers. He’d have to steal from people he knew.

It was only noon. He had the rest of the day to do it in—time to quash the sick feeling he got whenever he thought of his last-ditch plan.

But now he had to eat. He’d skipped breakfast. He couldn’t afford to eat, but he also couldn’t afford to miss luncheon. A hungry man made mistakes. He had to be fed so his nerves were steady, so he could do the thing so suavely no one would ever know it was done.

He washed his face and looked at his reflection in the tiny mirror set in the lid of his traveling case. It was a fine leather case, with razor, brush, and comb in it. He’d have sold it days ago, but he needed it. He had to see his face to shave it. His batman had retired when the war ended, and Max had planned to hire a valet when he got to England again. Lucky thing he hadn’t, he thought. It was hard enough trying to steal for one.

He ran his hand over his chin and found it sufficiently smooth. Well, the face looked clean. The boots were polished again. Coat brushed. Last good shirt on. You’ll do—enough to get you entree anywhere. So you can exit with your stolen goods. With your gift, he ruthlessly corrected himself.

First, he stopped at a pie seller’s barrow and bought a small but steaming hot meat pie. He stood in the street, shifting from foot to foot, trying to eat it quickly before the cold wind chilled it, while also being careful to see it didn’t drip on his clothes or face. Handkerchiefs were hard to launder, and he’d only two left—one to use, and one to keep clean in case anyone else needed the use of it. A foolish luxury, he knew. Old habits died hard.

It left him thirsty, but he decided he could drink later. He wiped his hands and raised his head. Time to begin. He strode onward.

Those who could afford the most and deserved the least were the ones to attempt, Max decided. That brought one person immediately to mind. He hated even visiting there. But he could pretend there were questions to ask. With any luck at all, he’d come away with more than answers. It was only fitting. She’d robbed his niece as surely as if she’d taken more than a father from her. Max decided to visit his brother’s last mistress and see what he could steal back.

His sister-in-law had written to tell him the name, Eloise Wiggins. She included it with the usual complaints and pleas for more money. He found the Wiggins woman’s town house easily enough. It was in a decent part of town. He was received by a footman, who referred him to a butler. A butler! A respectable-looking one, at that. Max gave his name and had the sour pleasure of seeing it make the old man’s brow rise. A few moments later, he was shown into the house. She received him in her parlor. It surprised him.

The thought of dolls had brought her to mind. He had the notion such women kept them strewn everywhere. The whore he’d visited when he’d been at school had her room filled with them, along with tiny glass and porcelain boxes and figures of little clowns. He’d expected cheap gimcracks, perfume bottles on all the tabletops, frills on all the cloths, and a preponderance of red everywhere. But the place was furnished as properly as a maiden aunt’s—a rich maiden aunt’s.

The furniture was from the last century—dark, comfortable, and polished to a high sheen. A cheery fire bloomed in the hearth. She rose from a chair and greeted him with a radiant smile. It did wonders for her. She wasn’t beautiful; her nose and the fact that her eyes were too small put paid to any notions of that. She was clearly accommodating; her smile and the cut of her gown certainly showed that. She had a small bosom and wide hips, and her hair was brown and done in ringlets. Not his idea of a seductress, Max thought as he bowed. God might know what she did to earn her money, but he certainly didn’t care to find out. He was too busy wondering how much of that money had been his.

“Yes, you’re his brother, all right,” she said, eyeing him appreciatively from top to toe. “The same eyes. Such eyes! But his were always smiling.”

As mine would if someone else earned my bread, Max thought. A dozen other bitter answers flew to his lips. He merely nodded.

“What can I do for you, sir?” she asked, and remembering, added, with more coquetry than sympathy, “apart from offering my condolences on your brother’s demise, of course.”

“Thank you,” he said curtly, remembering his rehearsed excuse for this visit, “It’s been six months. But that’s exactly what’s on my mind. I’ve just returned to London, and my niece is coming to live with me tomorrow. I thought it would be best if I knew just how much she might know about you.”

“Oh. Do have a seat,” she said, indicating a chair by the fire.

He sat, waiting while she also sat. He took that opportunity to look around. There was nothing in the room he could pocket. It didn’t matter. Suddenly, the thought of taking anything from this creature revolted him. He didn’t want his niece to have a thing she’d touched. He’d hear her out and leave for someplace with richer pickings, and more palatable ones. But the way she was eyeing him made him realize she was definitely thinking of touching him. He sat on the edge of his chair, sorry he’d ever called here.

“You got my name from his wife?” she asked.

He nodded.

“He and I were together awhile,” she said. “I wasn’t the first of his fancies, I assure you—nor the last. We had fun, but we parted over a year ago. Whatever she told you, it wasn’t any more than that. Well, what was the poor fellow to do? She had her diversions. He had his. I doubt his daughter even knows my name. Why should she? Unless her mama told her. Lud! I never budged from this place with him. He didn’t pay me to dance.”

Max’s nostrils flared.

“You don’t like to hear that?” she asked. “Well, but there it is. His wife wouldn’t. I would. I didn’t love him. He didn’t love me. But it’s my occupation. I make it easy and fun, and don’t nag or complain. I know what to do and make a gentleman feel I enjoy doing it. Well, I do. Better than sewing my fingers to the bone, or doing laundry, or standing behind a shop counter or a barrow. You were an officer in charge of men. You must know what a valuable service an accommodating female can provide,” she added with a conspiratorial smile.

His eyebrow went up.

“I know all about you, Lieutenant Major,” she said. “That’s what he bragged about. Not his wife or kiddy. Not his estate or his winnings. He didn’t have any, poor fellow. But his brother, the great and gallant Lieutenant Major Maxwell. He was that proud of you. He said you’d the brains and the spirit in the family, and when you made your fortune, he rejoiced for you.”

She saw the suggestion of a sneer on his dark face.

“And for himself, too, of course,” she went on. “I can sympathize, believe me. I have a sister, too… Any rate,” she added, rising, “I expect you came to see what he gave me more than what you could tell his daughter about me. Come, sir. Who would tell a child about such as me, anyway?” She laughed, and he was surprised to hear that it was an infectious, silvery laugh. That, he thought, yes, that a man might pay to hear.
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