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About the Book


As pot boy at his mother’s infamous London gin palace, Jack Lark is no stranger to trouble.


Between dog fights and street scuffles, if he’s not being set upon, he’s starting a brawl himself. But when an unlikely ally draws him from the dark alleys of the East End into the bright lights of a masked ball, he gets a glimpse of another life. That life, once seen, is impossible to forget.


Jack will do anything to outwit, outsmart and escape the cruelty in his own home. He is determined to get out, but what price will he be forced to pay for his freedom?
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‘This is a fresh take on what could become a hackneyed subject, but in Fraser Collard’s hands is anything but’ Good Book Guide
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‘This is what good historical fiction should do – take the dry dusty facts from history books and tell the story of the men and women who lived through them – and Collard does this admirably’ www.Ourbookreviewsonline.blogspot.co.uk

‘This is the first book in years I have enjoyed that much that I had to go back and read it again immediately’ www.parmenionbooks.wordpress.com

‘Collard is to be congratulated for producing a confident, rich and exciting novel that gave me all the ingredients I would want for a historical adventure of the highest order’ www.forwinternights.wordpress.com


Chapter 1

The boy moved quickly. He kept his master in sight but held back, hiding away in the dense yellow fog that smothered the city like a dank, dun-coloured veil. That evening’s particular was thick and the smog dulled the sounds of his footsteps but still the boy was wary. He was too familiar with the heavy wooden cudgel at his master’s hip to treat it with anything other than respect. Despite his bulk, his master was fast, and the thick shaft of oak waited just inches from his right hand. It could be drawn in a single heartbeat, and woe betide any man or woman in reach if it were wielded in anger.

‘Evening, Mr Lampkin.’

The boy heard the respect in the muttered greeting. He hid in the opening to the alley that led behind the row of rancid houses close to his destination, biding his time. He kept his eyes on his master, waiting patiently for him to move on.

The greeting was met with silence as the boy’s master paused, his head turning in the direction of the lad charged with guarding the entrance that led to the cellar of the Ten Bells.

‘No charge for you, Mr Lampkin.’ The door-keep shuffled from foot to foot, his fear bright even in the murk.

The only answer came in the form of a thick wad of phlegm spat to the ground. The boy’s master shuffled past without another word and disappeared down the dark staircase.

The boy moved quickly, slipping out of the alley and trotting into the light cast by the single gas lamp near the back entrance to the public house that was hosting that night’s entertainment.

‘All right, Mud.’

‘Evening, Sam.’ The boy moved closer now that his master had begun to descend the stairs, his bearing more confident as he stepped out of the man’s shadow.

‘I’m supposed to charge you a shilling if you want to come in.’ Sam sniffed, his hand lifting to wipe away the trail of snot that hovered over his upper lip.

‘I ain’t got a shilling.’ The boy known as Mud gave the lie easily. The coins were heavy in his pocket but he needed them for the betting. He would not waste any on Sam Taylor.

‘You’ve always got money, Mud. Give us a penny and I’ll let you in.’

‘I ain’t got a penny.’ Mud stepped closer. He was tall, his body lean and hard. There was no hiding the muscles in his arms, the legacy of a life shifting barrels heavy with gin. ‘My ma told me to come to keep an eye on her old man. I ain’t here for nothing else. You want me to tell her you wouldn’t let me follow him down?’

‘I reckon I can let you in then.’ Sam sniffed, then gurgled as the contents of his nose caught in the back of his throat. ‘If you ain’t here for the betting.’

The boy needed no more permission. He followed the man who shared his mother’s bed into the gloom.

The cellar was dim, the scattered oil lamps fighting an unequal struggle against the darkness. It stank, the cloying stench of dog shit overlaid with the rancid odour of too many bodies pressed into too small a space. The low murmur of voices betrayed the building excitement in the room, the expectation of violence simmering just beneath the surface.

The boy followed his master’s bulk. There was little room in the cellar, but the men packed into the dank and fetid space still found an inch or a foot to ease out of the way of the big man. Faces lifted to glance his way, then turned away quickly, like hounds finding themselves facing a wolf.

‘Gentlemen! Gentlemen!’ A loud voice cut through the hubbub of men talking in low tones. A tall figure in a fabulous long coat rose above the heads of the crowd as he ascended a pulpit fabricated from wooden crates. He lifted his hands, motioning the room to silence. Like any good audience, those gathered in the cellar hushed and turned to face the man who would run the evening’s entertainment.

The boy slipped through the crowd, keeping his distance from his master now that he had made it inside. He wormed through the press of bodies, working his way closer to the low wooden fence that had been constructed to form a circle six feet in diameter in the centre of the cellar. The punters thronged round its edge, their status defined by how close they could get to the very front. Chancing his luck, the boy edged nearer to where the fight would take place, desperate to be able to see. He kept his eyes riveted on his master, always wary and ready to duck away out of sight if the man turned.

‘Gentlemen, welcome.’ The man in the long coat preened as he felt the crowd’s eyes rest upon him. He looked round the room, nodding in greeting at the important men nearest the pit.

The boy pulled his cap down, trying to hide his face. The man in the long coat would know him; he was a regular at his mother’s ginny, and the boy knew he would be rewarded with a thick ear or worse if he were discovered. Yet the lure of the evening had drawn him in. It was worth the risk. If his luck held, then he could double his stash of rhino. And he needed the money.

The man standing high above the crowd took a firm hold of the lapels of his coat. It was made from dozens of bright squares of material, a gaudy patchwork of colours that gave rise to his nickname. Harlequin Billy was famous in the streets of Whitechapel, his fights known to be the best: the dogs would bite hard and the money would be good.

‘Time for the first bout.’ Harlequin Billy did not bother with any more preamble. He knew what his punters wanted. ‘Up first, Tom Pullen’s bitch against Harry Smith’s brawler.’

The boy pressed forward, the men around him erupting as the first fight was called. The owners of the two dogs stepped purposefully into the ring, their animals held tight under their arms, muzzles bound with leather straps. The crowd was shouting now, the wagers flying around the dark cellar as men gambled their money on which dog would win.

‘Six shillings on the bitch.’ The boy turned away from the ring and raised the coins high. He was risking a fortune.

‘You shouldn’t be here, young Mud. Does your mother know you is out?’ A servant dressed in the livery of one of the finer London houses clapped him on the shoulder.

‘It ain’t her concern. You want my money or not?’ The boy spoke fast, his blood high. He recognised the servant from his visits to the gin palace. He worked for some toff out west but he was a sound fellow and the boy reckoned he could be trusted to pay out if he lost.

‘I’ll match your shillings, Mud. Then you can go home.’ The servant held out an open palm.

The boy’s nostrils flared. The smell of piss was strong as Tom Pullen’s bitch squatted at the edge of the pit. The boy took it as a good omen and he slapped down his coins then turned, ducking low as he caught sight of his master again.

The two dogs snapped at one another, sensing the excitement in the crowd. Their owners took places at either end of the ring, setting the animals down on the sand spread on the ground. The bitch clawed at the floor the moment it smelt the other dog. Both animals had fought before and bore the scars of their battles. Harlequin Billy knew what he was about and was opening with two of his best fighters, making sure that his entertainment started well. There would be time enough for the other dogs, and the rigged matches where he would make most of his money. He would hide them in between the real contests when his punters’ blood was fired up, their own animal instincts released as the dogs tore each other apart.

‘Let ’em go!’ Harlequin Billy roared the command and the two owners slipped the muzzle guards from the dogs, their fingers moving quickly lest theirs be the first blood spilt that night.

The crowd erupted, the noise deafening. The dogs charged forward, each enraged by the sight of the other. Their snorts and growls were lost in the cheers and shouts as the crowd bellowed for their chosen animal. In the cramped confines of the cellar, the sound was thunderous, the primeval roar of men sensing blood.

The two terriers were fast. With teeth bared, they snapped and snarled, their heads ducking low as they danced in front of one another. The bitch dived in first, its back legs powering into a charge. It was met with teeth, the brawler moving quicker and attacking as the bitch twisted away.

The men bayed as the first blood was torn from the bitch’s side, the spray of claret bright on the sand even in the murky light of the oil lamps. More cheers followed as the dogs tore at one another again. Wagers were offered and taken, the crowd pressing forward, every face contorted.

The boy bent low, cheering with the rest, his groan at the sight of the bitch’s blood matched by the roar of approval from the servant pressing hard against his side.

The bitch pulled away. Its fur was matted, its muzzle painted red. The brawler staggered as the two animals parted, shaking its head, blood and drool flung far.

The crowd howled at the animals, commanding them to fight.

The bitch was willing and it jumped forward, jaws snapping and teeth bared. The brawler stumbled, its forelegs weakened by its opponent’s bites. Its head dropped and the bitch took its chance.

Half the crowd groaned, the sound like some great wounded animal, at the sight of the gush of blood surging around the jaws of the bitch as it tore out the brawler’s throat. The rest jeered, their winnings safe, the first of the night’s victories taken.

The owners were back in the ring. The bitch was pulled away, hands pressing hard around its head as the muzzle was forced back over its jaws. The owner beamed with pride as he raised the blood-smeared animal above his head, punching it into the air in victory.

The boy cheered with the winners, then turned and pounded his hands at the servant, delight surging through him. The exchange of coins was swift, the servant cursing as he parted with his shillings.

The owner of the losing dog dragged his animal to the side. The boy turned back in time to see a heavy club punched against the animal’s head, its misery bludgeoned away with the single brutal blow. The boy felt sick, the sudden sight of the cruel end to the dog’s life sticking in his craw. His face burned with shame, the price of the entertainment now soaking into the sand on the floor of the ring.

He ducked away, refusing to look at the small body tossed without thought into a hemp sack kept ready for the purpose. It was time to leave.

A hand clamped hard around his collar. He felt his heels leave the floor as his captor lifted him effortlessly and twisted him around, bringing him face to face with his master.

He could see little of the man’s features. His pork-pie hat was pulled low and a thick scarf covered most of the lower part of his face. But there was no escaping the gleam of rage in his eyes.

The boy was held helpless. He could do nothing as he was frogmarched through the crowd, his feet barely grazing the floor. The first pain came, his shins banging hard on the steps as he was hauled up and out of the cellar, his ears ringing to the jeers and catcalls of the men who witnessed his fate.

Sam the door-keep saw him coming. He had the sense to get out of the way as the boy was thrown to the ground at the top of the cellar steps. The first boot came hard and it came fast. It connected with the boy’s midriff, driving the air from his body. He curled around the sudden pain, yet there was no respite. Another kick caught him on the arm, the blow strong enough to drive all feeling from the limb. He cried out then, the pain coming on strong. He was helpless and unable to resist when his master bent low and hauled him upright.

The big man’s face pressed close. The boy felt the wash of his breath, the smell catching in his throat. He tried to meet his master’s eyes, but the stare was too hard and he looked away, fear bubbling deep in his gut.

‘You shouldn’t be here.’ The words came out as little more than a grunt. The boy was dropped. He barely had time to find his balance before the fist connected with his face and he fell like a sack of horseshit, his body thumping heavily to the ground. Pain surged through him in a single great wave, the rush of blood hot and sticky on his face.

The cudgel came out swiftly. The boy had barely noticed its arrival in his master’s hands before it came for him. He could do nothing as the big man bent low and swung it in half a dozen short, sharp blows that hammered into his chest and arms. Mercifully, his assailant pulled away after the last swing of the weapon, the beating quick and brutally effective.

The boy lay still, sobbing against the pain.

‘Go home.’ The command was curt, his master’s breath rasping with the effort of the beating.

The boy scrabbled to his feet, his clothes filthy from the muck on the ground, mixed with the blood that poured from his face. He staggered upright, forcing himself to stand, to show that he could take the beating.

His master was gone, returning to the dog fight in the cellar. The boy stumbled, struggling to stay on his feet. He heard laughter and turned his head, wincing at the pain.

Sam the door-keep emerged from his hiding place in the shadows. ‘You bloody fool. You had that coming.’

The boy turned away, showing his back to the baying youth.

‘That’s it. Run home to your ma. That’s all you are, Jack Lark. A fucking mummy’s boy.’

Jack ignored the insults. He concentrated on placing one foot in front of the other, forcing his battered flesh to obey. His hand slipped into his pocket, checking the precious coins were still there. His fingers touched the metal and he smiled. He had paid a hefty price, but he had his rhino. He reckoned it had just about been worth it.

‘You look pleased with yourself considering you’ve got one hell of a shiner.’

Jack grinned as he sauntered into the empty gin palace. It was past closing, and even the slowest of the drinkers who frequented the place had been thrown out into the darkness.

‘It’s nothing, Ma.’ He could not wipe away the smile that was plastered across his face. Some of the pain had faded on the walk home, and he felt the need to show his ma that he was still the same old Jack. It would hurt him more to let her know that her old man had snuffed out his spirit.

‘Did he give it you?’ Jack’s mother did not miss a trick. ‘Did he catch you?’

‘Ain’t no man alive that can catch me, Ma.’

She whooped at the bravado. ‘Aye, aye. Well, as sure as eggs is eggs you don’t want him to find out you ain’t been here all evening. I sent you out on a bleeding errand and you disappear. I had to get Mary to help me.’

‘She don’t mind. Saves her spending the night on her back.’ Jack strutted past, his thumbs looped into the top of his trousers.

‘Listen to you.’ His mother was wiping glasses, the cloth moving quickly in practised motion. Her face was flushed, her wide cheeks crimson from the hard work. She bustled over to Jack, her cloth dropping to wipe at the great slab of mahogany that was her bar. ‘You won’t be so cocky when he finds out.’

‘Are you going to blab on me then, Ma?’ Jack came and leant on the bar near where his mother was working. He loomed over her, but there was no doubt who was in charge.

She leant forward and grabbed his cheek between her thumb and forefinger. ‘If he asks me, then I ain’t going to lie to him.’

Jack pulled his head back, scowling at her lack of support. ‘He knows. He saw me. He did this.’ He inclined his head to show her his eye. ‘But it don’t hurt. He hits like a girl.’

‘You damn fool.’ Jack’s mother shook her head at her son’s foolishness. There was no sympathy.

‘More fool you for having the brute in your bed.’ Jack’s pleasure at his success was waning. The pain of the beating was starting to take hold and his mother’s words had added to his store of hurt.

‘And where would we be without him? Do you ever stop to think about that, Jack?’

‘We’d be a damn sight happier, I reckon.’

‘We’d be out on the bloody street, too.’ Her brow furrowed at her son’s fecklessness. ‘You reckon I could keep this place with no man around? Why, I’d be out on my ear soon as the first cove took a fancy to having the place for hisself.’

‘So you took one into your bed.’ Jack swayed back as his mother’s cloth darted at his face before returning to the surface of the bar.

‘I kept your sorry backside safe. You should be bloody grateful.’

‘He took the place, Ma. He just kept you too.’

His mother scowled. ‘You know nothing about it.’

‘I know he don’t like me.’

‘Then you should do as he bloody says.’

‘I ain’t no lickspittle, Ma.’

‘No, you’re a bloody fool.’ She walked to the far side of the bar. ‘And you’re going to be a busy fool now. There’s a puddle of piss in the salon, and I think old man Kent is still in there; he’s too big for me to turf out. Get him gone, then clean up. Then I need some barrels shifted.’

Jack sighed and moved off towards the scullery to fetch the mop and bucket. He refused to be downcast. He had the coins in his pocket and he had his plan for their use. A few hours’ work meant little compared to the pleasure that was in store for him.


Chapter 2

‘Hold still.’

‘It bloody hurts.’

‘Course it hurts.’ The girl’s fingers moved quickly as she removed the bandage. ‘Cor, those bruises don’t look pretty.’

‘That ain’t surprising.’ Jack scowled as he looked down at his ribs. ‘The old bastard kicked me at least a dozen times.’

‘More fool you for getting caught.’

Jack laughed, wincing as it set his ribs on fire. ‘Fair enough, Mary. I know it’s my own fault. But it don’t make it hurt any less.’

‘What were you thinking, Jack? Your guv’nor ain’t never going to take kindly to you tailing him to one of his fights.’

‘He ain’t my guv’nor. And why shouldn’t I? My money is as good as anyone’s.’

‘You’re a fucking fool if you believe that, Jack.’

‘I ain’t no fool.’ Jack’s pride was hurting almost as much as his ribs and his face. But Mary’s hands were warm and gentle, and he leaned back and let her dab on the ointment she had brought with her. Girls like Mary knew all about bruises, about taking a punch.

‘Of course you’re a fool, Jack. You’re a boy, ain’t you?’ Mary smiled and reached forward to squeeze his cheek.

Jack felt the flush as her fingers touched his face. ‘I wish you didn’t think of me as a boy.’

Mary sat back and whooped, her laughter quick and infectious. ‘Aye, there you go, you randy little sod. I ain’t letting you take a turn, no matter how many times you turn those puppy eyes on me. I’ve known you since you was a nipper. It wouldn’t be right.’

‘I can pay.’ Jack whispered the words, trying to hide his hope. It would have been worth taking a beating if it led to an hour in Mary’s bed. He had the money thanks to Tom Pullen’s bitch. Mary was the prize he had been after.

Mary just shook her head. ‘You’ve got it bad. What about Sophia? You were keen enough last time. She’s a good girl. Clean, too.’

Jack looked away, ashamed of the expression that must be on his face. Sophia was younger than him. She looked so fragile that a strong wind could blow her away. She did not compare to Mary.

‘She’s too young.’

‘It didn’t stop you last time.’

‘I don’t want Sophia.’

‘Well you can’t have me.’

‘Why not?’ Jack heard the wheedling tone in his voice and hated himself for it. But he could not help it. Mary was beautiful. Her hair was clean and she had meat on her bones. She was a rare beauty and men were driven mad by their need for her. It allowed her to be choosy, to earn more than the other girls, who would be happy to dispense a tuppenny upright for any man with the coins in their pocket.

‘Because you’re too young.’

‘I’m old enough. Why, you ain’t more than a couple of years older than me.’

‘That’s as maybe, but it’s still a no.’ Mary leaned forward, then snorted in a very unladylike manner. She had spotted Jack’s gaze drop below her face as her dress gaped open, and she shook her head at the lust she had seen in his eyes. ‘I’ll ask Sophia to come to you.’

Jack turned his face away, hiding his shame. He said nothing more as Mary finished applying the last of the ointment, then bound his bandage tight. But he could not help but smile when she turned his head around and planted a kiss smack on the centre of his forehead.

‘Thank you.’ He reached out and took her hand in his own. ‘Thank you for looking after me, Mary.’

Mary laughed. It was a good sound, and Jack felt a smile appear on his face, despite his disappointment.

‘We’ve got to stick together, you and me. If we don’t, then there ain’t no one else who’ll look out for us. Besides, you’d look after me, wouldn’t you, Jack? If the tables were turned?’

Jack nodded, his breath catching in his throat as he drank in Mary’s presence. He would look after her whether she let him have his way or not.

He leant forward and laid his head on her chest, in the way he’d done for as long as he could remember. He breathed in her scent, savouring being so close to her whilst he could. It may not have been quite what he had hoped for but it was good enough.

‘My eye! Why it’s young Mud Lark himself come to serve us! Come sit yourself down here, Jack-o, spend a minute with me and the lads.’

‘Good evening, Sergeant Tate.’ Jack bobbed his head as he walked towards the recruiting sergeant, who had taken his usual seat in the saloon.

‘My eye we are formal tonight.’ Tate threw back his head and guffawed at Jack’s choice of greeting. The sergeant was holding court to three young lads who were drinking their gin as quick as Jack could refill their glasses. They knew the score as well as the sergeant, who had recruited dozens of men in the gin palace. ‘You going to make me a happy man and take the Queen’s shilling tonight, Jack-o?’

‘Not tonight, Sergeant.’ Jack set down the four fresh half-quarts before collecting the empties.

Sergeant Tate watched him carefully. ‘I want my guinea for bringing you in, Jack-o. You and I both know it’s only a matter of time.’

‘Maybe.’ Jack could not hold back the hint of longing in his voice. Sergeant Tate visited the ginny at least once a month. Jack had been taken for as long as he could remember with the flowing red, blue and white ribbons that hung from his undress hat, and with his fabulous scarlet tunic. Tate wore his uniform well. His barrel chest filled the tight-fighting coat so that the crimson sash across its front was stretched tight and the sleeves with their bright gold chevrons bulged over his strong arms. But Jack had never seen the sergeant look to use his formidable physique. He greeted all comers with a smile and a laugh, and he was quick to offer a drink and an ear to any who wanted to spend time in his company.

‘Maybe, indeed.’ Tate puffed out his cheeks in mock disappointment. ‘Now listen well, lads.’ He leant forward and spoke to the three boys drinking his gin. ‘Young Jack here is missing a trick. I reckon he has a taste for adventure but he is too damn timid. Not like you sensible fellows. You know what you want. That’s why you will be taking the Queen’s shilling, isn’t that right?’

The three lads drank their gin and kept silent. They knew the trade they were making. Life in the rookeries of Whitechapel offered them precious little. Tate was promising a shilling and a penny a day, two good meals, a clean bed, a smart uniform and a daily ration of rum. To the lads of Whitechapel it sounded like heaven. They had no need of any of his blarney.

Tate was good at his job. He knew he had the three lads; that they were just biding their time and drinking as much gin as he would care to buy before they came with him to the barracks. But he wanted a couple more, and he had spied a thin-faced boy loitering in the corner who was listening to his every word. Four recruits would make for a good day’s work. So the sergeant lifted his glass and gestured at Jack, speaking loudly enough for the thin-faced boy to hear every word.

‘Hark on this, Jack-o, and see what you’re missing. When I was in India, I learnt what it meant to be a soldier.’ Tate sat back in his chair, his eyes taking on a faraway look as he delved into his memories. ‘And I learnt it the hard way: on the battlefield, no less. Now, them Sikh boys, why, they know what they’re about and no mistake. They were hard battles but we won ’em, we won ’em all. And afterwards, we had a rare old time. You lads ain’t seen nothing till you see the inside of one of them Sikh palaces.’

Tate paused, glancing across to make sure the thin-faced boy was still listening before he carried on. ‘We made off with so much loot that day that the boys were dropping dozens of these silver coins ’cos they couldn’t carry them all. Can you imagine that? Tossing away silver coins as big as your hand just because you ain’t got room! Ten years’ wages I took in that one day. Ten years! And all in gold.’ The sergeant looked out of the corner of his eye and saw the thin-faced boy sitting on the edge of his seat. ‘Then there was the women. Why,’ he shook his head as if unable to believe his own memories, ‘those women couldn’t get enough of us. Two, three, even four to a man we had. Did everything for us, they did, fighting each other for the chance to do our laundry or cook our meals, and I don’t think I need to tell you what other favours they were happy to bestow.’ He turned and winked at the thin-faced boy. ‘You want to come on over, old son? That drink of yours looks just about finished to me, and I got plenty to share around if you fancy a little sharpener.’

The thin-faced boy moved closer. Jack looked him over. He did not recognise him, but that was not so unusual. All manner of flotsam and jetsam washed into the ginny. The boy looked half starved and a little simple. A perfect recruit for Tate if ever Jack saw one, and he shook his head as the younger boy took a seat at the recruiting sergeant’s table.

‘Good lad.’ Tate welcomed the newcomer with a warm smile and pushed his own half-quart of gin in front of him. ‘Don’t you fret. You just sit there and listen. I ain’t going to slip you a coin when you ain’t looking. We don’t need to do that any more.’

The boy took the drink, his eyes darting around as if he was expecting someone to snatch it off him. He looked like a cornered mouse.

‘Course, you don’t need to go all the way to bleeding India to make some rhino. Now then, Jack-o. How much do you think you get just for joining up?’

‘Dunno, Sergeant.’ Jack could not help but smile. He knew that Tate was really talking to the latest addition to his table, but he was happy to play along.

‘You might want to sit down, Jack-o, my lad. Four pounds, that’s what we give you just for attesting.’ Tate glanced at the simple-looking lad. ‘That means signing up,’ he explained, not sure the boy was following. ‘Four pounds! Can you believe it? And that’s not all. You get a shilling and a penny every day, and we feed and clothe you and give you a bed. What a lark, eh!’

‘Sounds good, Sergeant.’ Jack wanted to laugh. Tate was laying it on thick.

‘Good! You lot don’t know you’ve been bloody born! It weren’t like that in my day, I can tell you. Damn easy you boys have it. But that’s progress, I suppose.’ Tate shook his head as if unable to believe how fortunate the Queen’s new recruits would be. ‘And progress is what you boys can look forward to. Why, in a year or two you could all be sergeants like me! Can you believe that, lad?’ He reached out and slapped the simple-looking boy on the arm.

The boy laughed, then gulped down his gin.

Tate chuckled and pounded him on the back. ‘Good lad, you get that down you. There’s plenty more where it came from, and only the best for you. Why, I don’t think I have ever seen a finer bunch of boys in all my born days. I reckon you lads could even be officers one day. You fancy that, Jack? You would outrank me! I would have to call you sir!’

It was Jack’s turn to laugh. ‘I’d like that.’

‘So then, Jack-o, what do you say? Is it time to break your ma’s heart and come with me and these four bonny lads?’

‘Not this time, Sergeant.’ Jack glanced anxiously towards the bar. He saw his mother glaring in his direction. She would not approve of him lollygagging with the sergeant, even though he was one of her best customers.

‘Well, you knows where to find me when you change your mind.’ Tate seemed happier now that he had his fourth recruit. He earned a guinea for each one that passed the army’s medical examination. Four recruits would turn a tidy profit, even taking into account the gin he had bought to bring them to his table. ‘The Mitre and Dove on the corner of King Street and Bridge Street over in Westminster. You reckon you could find it, Jack-o?’

‘Reckon I could.’ In truth, Jack had no idea where it might be. He knew the rookeries as well as he knew his own skin. Outside of their narrow alleys and packed streets, he would have no clue.

‘I’m there most days. But don’t let your head get turned by the cavalry sods. A good boy like you don’t want to be in the bleeding cavalry. Twice the work it is, looking after a bloody horse as well as yourself.’ Tate considered Jack through narrowed eyes. ‘No, it’s the infantry for a smart young man like you, Jack Lark. So you come and find me when the time is right.’

‘Jack, get your bleeding arse back over here.’ Jack’s mother had a voice as loud as a docker’s, and it cut through the background hubbub like a good knife through tripe.

‘Off you go, Jack-o. Do as you are told, I know how it is. But I’ll be waiting for you.’

Jack nodded and went to answer his mother’s summons. He liked Tate’s certainty. He fancied himself in the scarlet and gold. Mary would be unable to send him away if he turned up with a set of chevrons on his arm.

It was a pleasing notion, and Jack could not help but smile even as his mother scowled as he dived back behind the bar. It was a fine dream and one that had already sustained him through his darkest hours. One day he would be a redcoat. Then Lampkin had better look out.

‘What’ll it be?’ He snapped out the litany of his trade, drifting back into the routine of pouring drinks and taking pennies. But his mind was far away, picturing the day when he would walk back into the gin palace dressed in the full finery of a sergeant in the service of the Queen.


Chapter 3

Sir Humphrey Ponsonby looked across at his son before skipping deftly around a puddle. ‘How are you feeling, my boy?’ He stifled a belch by raising a gloved hand to his mouth.

‘I’m fine, Father,’ Edmund Ponsonby answered, forcing himself to swallow the sour gullet full of vomit that he had come close to depositing on the macadam road beneath his boots.

‘Good boy. Now, I must warn you.’ Sir Humphrey weaved closer to his son, his stick waving in front of him as he gestured at the houses pressed close on either side of the road. ‘This is not the sort of part of town I would expect you to visit on your own. It is as foul a den of iniquity as you will find this side of Southwark. Yet I felt it was an essential part of your education. If you are to take your place in society, then you must learn more about the wider world in which our society sits. I consider this as much a part of your education as whatever it is you learn at that school of yours.’

Edmund was barely listening. Instead, he was gawping at a pair of young girls hurrying along, their bare heads an indication of their employment. One caught his eye and blew him a kiss before rushing past, her skirts lifted high above ankles encased in faded pink silk stockings.

‘Whitechapel is no different from any of the other rookeries that plague the city.’ Sir Humphrey carried on with his lecture, only pausing to smile as he saw the direction of his son’s gaze. ‘We shall not venture in far. The place is full of robbers, cut-throats and thieves, and even I should be lost within minutes. But at this hour we should be reasonably safe. Most people will still be sober, and we are too early for the drunk to have started a ruckus. We shall take just a taste of the atmosphere; I know a place that should suit us admirably, one that is listed in The Swell’s Night Guide, a book I heartily recommend you read.’

Sir Humphrey reached across and laid his arm protectively around his son’s shoulders. He put his lips close to the boy’s ear, his voice hushed. ‘I shall be honest with you. I should not be brave enough to venture into such area once the light has gone.’ He glanced upwards. The day was grey, the sky the colour of smoke, but it was not yet four in the afternoon and he felt reasonably confident escorting his son into the fringes of Whitechapel. They had enjoyed a fine luncheon at his club before taking a hackney carriage to Bishopsgate. From there they had walked, picking their way through the side streets that led in the direction of Petticoat Lane. ‘I fancy we shall be safe for a while longer. I would suggest that you keep your wits about you and look sharp.’

Edmund glanced keenly at his father. Even through the fog of claret and port he heard a hint of fear in the old man’s voice. It was hard to read the face hidden behind the white mutton-chop whiskers, though, and Edmund did not know his father well enough to understand his emotion.

They stepped on smartly, Sir Humphrey’s cane pointing the way, but their progress was soon slowed. The streets were busy, and a great crowd of people bustled this way and that, the noise washing over father and son as they attempted to make their way through the river of bodies. Edmund trotted after his father, doing his best not to get left behind. People jostled past, heads down, and he was knocked from side to side by the jarring of an errant elbow or shoulder used to force passage, the collisions so common as to be taken for normality in such a crowded thoroughfare.

Not everyone was on the move. The streets were where people came to do business, and the sound of fast-moving boots merged with the cries of the mechanics touting their work and the loud voices of the patterers, the aristocrats among the street-sellers, who harangued the passing crowds, their fantastical boasts and wild claims falling on the deaf ears of those who had heard them one time too many. Yet not all the traders were having such poor luck. The watercress sellers were doing a fair business, their penny bundles bought by housewives preparing for their tea; one such seller, a girl of no more than eight, stepped towards Edmund, the tin tray suspended around her neck held out towards him.

‘Cress, mister? Penny a bundle?’

Edmund shook his head and hurried on. He wondered at his father’s sanity in bringing him on such an expedition. Edmund spent little time in the family’s house in Wilton Crescent, yet Sir Humphrey had insisted that he learn something of the great city before he finished his studies, and so he had come to town with his mother and three sisters.

‘Catch ’em alive-o!’

A man wearing a tall top hat pressed close as he worked the crowd. The sight of the hundreds of dead flies trapped on the sticky paper wrapped around the hat was enough to send another bitter surge of bile into Edmund’s throat, and he did his best to step past the fly-paper seller without coming close to his nauseating collection of rotting beasties.

‘Come along, Edmund, don’t dawdle.’ Sir Humphrey turned and took his son by the elbow, steering him on his way. He addressed the fly-paper seller, who was dancing a jig in front of the whey-faced boy: ‘My good man, we shall not be buying today.’

Edmund hurried along. He stepped past an old woman selling violets, her once black dress now faded to a colour that matched the sky, her smile as shadowed and careworn as her clothes. A costermonger, his great barrow decked out with small, brightly coloured flags at each corner, stood grim-faced behind his goods whilst a young boy called to the crowd, his high-pitched, piping voice carrying far as he extolled the virtues of his master’s wares, in this case the last of a stock of small bags of apples.

‘Ah! Here we are.’

Edmund nearly careered into his father’s back as Sir Humphrey stopped suddenly. He tried to see what had halted them, but as he stood on tiptoe to look over his father’s shoulder, a large, heavy-set fellow with a paper cap pulled down low over his eyes barged past, nearly knocking him from his feet.

‘Watch yourself, lad.’ The man growled the warning as he bustled on.

Remembering his father’s warning, Edmund bit back the retort that had leapt to his tongue. He had a notion that this was no place for sharp words unless they happened to be backed up by even sharper steel.

‘Come along, my boy.’

He turned as his father pulled him forward. He was being led towards a fabulous emporium, its great plate-glass window decorated with the image of a giant sun. Edmund had never seen anything like it. The establishment was garish, the facade embellished with a wild display of gilded rosettes and sconces, the half-dozen gas lights burning brightly even though night was still some hours off, the richly decorated gilt burners shining like great beacons to draw in the thirsty passers-by.

Sir Humphrey pushed hard against the door that boasted access to ‘The Counting House’ on a plate of ground glass. Edmund followed, trying not to gawp. The air inside was thick with pipe smoke, the stench of overripe bodies catching in his throat. He coughed, his hand rising instinctively to cover his face, and bumped hard into his father’s back. The room they had entered was packed, and Sir Humphrey rose up on to his toes, his neck bending this way and that as he tried to find them a space amidst the press.

Edmund eased even closer to his father as they pushed into the crowd. A well-dressed woman was trying to leave, a pint-sized earthenware bottle clutched to her bosom. As she slipped past, Edmund came face to face with a pair of red-faced washerwomen perched on a bench pushed hard against the wall. Both nursed half-quarts of a clear liquid, their mouths moving too fast to allow for even a casual sip. The pair of gossips stared and pointed at a younger woman leaning against the wall further into the room. As Edmund looked at her, his breath caught in his throat at how pretty she was. Like the girl who had blown him a kiss, the young woman was bare-headed. Her skirts were bright red, and Edmund blushed as he realised what her occupation might be. The young woman caught him looking at her and stared back, her eyes blank. Edmund felt the flush of heat on his cheeks and looked away, his hand rising to lie against his father’s spine.

‘Mind your backs!’

Edmund was eased to one side as a man barged in through the door and walked confidently into the throng, shouting loudly.

‘Fish-o! Get your fried fish-o!’

He lifted his basket high enough for it to be seen above the heads of the people who were waiting to be served. Edmund caught a whiff of the man’s wares and swallowed hard, the vibrant smell making him retch.

His father found a gap in the press of bodies and Edmund staggered after him. They pushed forward, working the seam, heading towards the monstrous slab of mahogany that extended across the width of the room.

Edmund had no idea where his father had brought him. He stayed close, trying not to stare at a sad-faced woman half hidden behind the shoulder of a thickset man whom he supposed to be her husband. The woman’s eyes were downcast. One bore the dark-grey smudge of a much-aged black eye, the other decked out with the blues and yellows of one much fresher. Edmund saw her small hand raised to her husband’s arm only for it to be shrugged off, the interference greeted with a snarl and a brandished fist.

‘Afternoon, gentlemen,’ a loud woman’s voice bellowed out from behind the bar. Edmund’s father lifted a hand to acknowledge the greeting, his pace slowing as he did so.

‘You might like to take a pew in the saloon. I’ll send my Jack to fetch for you.’ The huge voice paused before returning with even greater volume. ‘Make way for the fine gentlemen, make way. That includes you, Johnnie Taylor, make way there, I say.’

Edmund felt the press of the crowd ease and suddenly his father was striding forward. He glanced at the bar, his eyes roving over the complex arrangement of spiral brass pipes that led from a series of barrels lining the wall to a line of spirit taps that bore the names of their particular brew. ‘The Out and Out’, ‘The No Mistake’, ‘The Bairn’s Favourite’, ‘The True Spirit’, ‘The Sit-Me-Down’; each name seemed more fanciful that the one before, and Edmund could only wonder at the manner of beverage they alluded to.

He followed his father into a small side room full of old barrels that had been converted to form rude seats and tables. As he passed close to the bar, he saw the owner of the huge voice. The woman could hardly have been more than five feet tall. Great ginger curls were piled high on her head above a florid, jowly face with lips tinted a bright red. Around her neck was a thick gold necklace, its chunky twists of metal clearly more concerned with displaying the owner’s wealth than any evidence of the maker’s skill.

‘Sit here, my boy.’ Edmund’s father tugged at his arm, pulling him down so they could sit at what passed for a table. The saloon, as the bawdy woman had so grandly titled the fetid side room, was nearly empty, the great press of bodies at the bar clearly not looking to linger. The only other occupant was a stick-thin man of an ancient vintage who nibbled around the edges of a small dark cake, one claw-like hand held underneath his puckered mouth to catch any precious crumbs that should happen to spill from the thin grey lips.

‘Where are we, Father?’ Edmund looked around him, trying to hide his nerves. He glanced back into the main room, his eyes widening as he saw a child of no more than five or six standing on tiptoe at the bar, a dirty grey shawl draped around her shoulders and dragging behind her on the floor. He witnessed the swift exchange of a coin for a bottle full of an opaque liquid, then the child scurried away, but not before she had popped the bottle’s cork for a sly sip of its contents.

‘This, dear boy, is a gin palace. I am sure you will have heard of them?’

Edmund shook his head.

‘They are a thriving business. You saw the outside? The gas lights and all that plate glass?’

This time Edmund nodded.

‘They draw the people in with such fancy decoration. You saw the condition of the streets; it is no wonder that they call a place such as this a palace.’

Sir Humphrey’s eyes roved around the room constantly. It made Edmund nervous. At the club, his father was clearly in charge, his manner easy and commanding. Here he fidgeted, his hands clasped tightly together or fiddling with his stock. He was ill at ease and he was failing to hide it from his son.

‘I expect you saw all the pipes leading to the bar?’ he asked, his eyes resting on his son for no more than a single heartbeat.

‘Yes. What a list of fanciful names.’ Edmund spoke quietly. He was watching his father. ‘What are they?’

‘Gin. All of them are gin, and I would wager they are all the same watered-down muck no matter what they happen to be called.’ Phlegm caught in Sir Humphrey’s throat as he said the word ‘muck’, making it sound like an oath.

Their conversation was curtailed by the appearance of a wiry youth at the table. Edmund judged the boy to be close to his own eighteen years of age and to be of a similar height. He wore a bright green apron, its front surprisingly clean. Edmund glanced at the lad’s face, but the hard grey eyes were already staring at him and he looked away, something in the flat glare off-putting.

‘What’ll it be?’ The serving lad spoke fast, the question addressed to Edmund’s father.

‘Two half-quarts of your finest, if you please.’

The boy nodded and was away.

‘We shall be charged double, perhaps triple the going rate.’ Sir Humphrey spoke in a confiding whisper to his son. ‘They will likely also supply a biscuit or some cake laced with salt to prolong our thirst, for which we shall also be charged. These fellows know how to pick a pocket as surely as any urchin working the streets.’

‘Then why did we come?’ Edmund matched his father’s hoarse whisper.

‘So that you can see how these people live.’ His father stopped looking around the room and concentrated his gaze on his son, speaking intensely. ‘You are old enough to begin to learn of the privileged existence that you have been given.’

He reached forward to take hold of his son’s hands; Edmund started as he felt his father’s cold fingers close around his own. The intimacy of the touch shocked him. He could not recall ever having held his father’s hand before.

‘We live a life far removed from the ones endured by the people in this place. I want you to understand that, to see those for whom this is truly a palace. With our position comes responsibility, Edmund. We have the wherewithal to help people such as these. I want you to begin to see that.’

Edmund did not think he had ever seen his father so passionate.

The serving boy returned, two glasses full of a clear liquid held in one hand whilst on the other was balanced a china plate containing two small cakes. The boy placed everything on the table with practised ease before the open palm was held out in front of Sir Humphrey’s face.

‘Shilling.’

Edmund saw his father’s wry smile as he handed over the coin. The lad was away instantly, the coin disappearing fast.

‘Look around you, my boy. See the manner of the life that is here.’ Sir Humphrey picked up a glass and offered it to his son, who took it warily. ‘Take that boy there, the one who served us. He frightened you, I think.’

‘No, sir.’ Edmund gulped at the accusation that was not so far from the truth.

‘You saw the bloody scab on his lip and the bruising around the face?’

Edmund nodded, trying to hide his emotion.

‘So the lad was clearly recently in a fight. Life here is hard, my boy, very hard. That poor fellow has no future, at least not one that you or I would consider a future. There is no escape for someone like him. If he is lucky, he will live long enough to whelp a brat on some wisp of a girl who will likely die birthing it. Then what will he do? Drown his misery in gin? Take to crime whilst his offspring either rots in the workhouse or gets sent to some foundling home where the Lord alone knows what fate will have in store for it.’ Sir Humphrey glared at his son over the rim of his glass. ‘I want you to see this. To understand how lucky you are. If you are to become the right sort of man, then you must know the lives that others lead. Only then can you help them. Now drink up. We should be on our way.’

Edmund took his first sip of gin and grimaced as the liquid burnt the back of his throat. He coughed, the sound of his father’s laughter bringing the flush back to his face, and turned away, hiding his embarrassment. To his surprise, the girl he had seen in the main room had come into the saloon. She had taken a table next to theirs and now sat no more than three feet away from where he was choking on the raw spirit.

She must have seen him looking at her and she slowly raised her skirt a fraction. His eyes immediately dropped lower and he stared at the shapely ankle and calf being revealed inch by inch. The gin forgotten, he gawped at the girl’s rose-coloured stockings and his imagination started to run faster than the skirt would move.

‘Stick your poker into that and it’ll likely fall off.’ Sir Humphrey chortled at his son’s discomfort.

Edmund blushed. He had never heard his father speak so coarsely. He put it down to the gin. He watched the way his father looked at the girl, a swift, knowing appraisal that finished with a wry smile. Unable to resist, he allowed his own eyes to roam over her body, pausing for a moment on the swell of her chest before he looked up at her face.

She smiled. ‘You want to buy me a drink, love?’ Her teasing smile revealed the tip of a pink tongue as she licked her lips.

Edmund could feel his body react. He wanted her. He had heard the other boys at his school talk about taking a woman, about the things they did to them. Now he was starting to understand their obsession.

‘It is time to go.’ His father thumped his glass down and rose immediately to his feet. He placed a hand on his son’s shoulder. ‘Come along, my boy, that is enough education for one day.’

Edmund stood too, leaving his glass half full. He glanced back at the girl, whose smile had vanished the moment she understood that her trade was moving on. He was still staring as his father led him out and back into the press of bodies by the bar. He lost sight of her as they joined the throng, a gasp of regret escaping his mouth. He tried to engrave the image of her in his mind, knowing that he would replay it many times that night when he was alone in his room.


Chapter 4

Jack watched the young toff carefully. He had slipped in with the last of the lunchtime crowd, the quality of his clothing marking him out like a monk in a brothel. He bided his time, hiding behind a pair of costermongers who had bumped into each other outside and had stepped in for a quick drain before returning to their long parade around the streets.

The toff was nervous. Jack could see it in the way his eyes darted around the room. Yet it was clear he was looking for someone or something, his head craning this way and that as he peered through the thin crowd waiting to be served.

‘What’ll it be?’ Jack asked the same question that he asked a thousand times a day.

‘Pennyworth of the Bairn’s Favourite, Jack my love.’ The old woman making the request offered him a toothless smile. Jack barely noticed. The customers tended to blur together, their faces forgotten the moment the drink was handed over.

His hands worked quickly, his actions instinctive. The quick flick of the wrist to open the right tap, the snap back to stop the gin the moment it filled the measure.

‘Penny.’ His hand reached out for the coin but his eyes remained fixed on the toff, who had made his way up behind the crone.

‘What’ll it be?’ he snapped the moment the old woman had turned away, her lips already slurping at the harsh spirit that kept her alive. The toff started, as if unprepared for the inevitable question.

‘A half-quart of your finest.’ The answer was given with hesitation.

Jack’s hand moved with practised ease, the measure poured in less time than it took the boy to have one more glance around.

‘Shilling.’ He slapped the bar, his palm held open.

The toff scowled. ‘That’s not right. That’s too much.’

Jack feigned indifference. ‘You asked for our finest; that’s it.’

‘No it isn’t. I was here the other day. It was a shilling for two half-quarts, and they came with cake.’

‘Different barrel.’ Jack shrugged. ‘This is better stuff. More expensive.’

‘You are cheating me. You are charging me more and I’ll bet you’ll just pocket the difference.’

Jack had to give the toff credit. He had more sense than he had supposed. But that did not mean he would let him win. ‘You have to pay for it now it’s poured.’ His voice was neutral, his face making it clear he cared nothing for the young gentleman’s protest.

‘I shall pay you sixpence. That’s a fair price.’

‘Price is a shilling, chum.’ Jack leant forward. ‘Who you looking for?’ He delivered the line in a hoarse whisper.

The toff blinked hard. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

Jack pulled back. ‘Shilling for the drink and I’ll tell you where they are.’

The toff scowled, a flush of colour rising up his neck to stain his cheeks. ‘I was looking for a young girl I saw in here last time.’

‘A girl, is it?’ Jack scanned the bar. There was only one customer waiting, and that was old Bill, who would stand there happily no matter how long it took. ‘What she look like, this girl of yours?’

The young toff hesitated.

Jack smiled. He recognised the desire. ‘Let me guess. Red skirt. Pretty, too. Showed you an ankle.’

The blush flashed crimson. ‘That’s her. That’s the lady.’

‘A lady, is it! Fuck me, really?’ Jack laughed at the expression on the toff’s face. It looked like he was holding back a huge turd. ‘That’s Mary, that is. She won’t be in for a bit, but if you take a seat, I’ll send her your way when she comes in.’

‘How long will that be?’

Jack saw the flash of fear on the toff’s face. He was no fool and clearly knew the risk of staying too long in Whitechapel. He was rising in Jack’s estimation.

‘Not long.’ Jack considered the face that looked up at him with lust written into every pore. He knew what it was to fancy Mary. He sighed. He would never have the chance to do what this young posh boy would likely get the opportunity to do this very day. The notion stung. But he knew Mary would not thank him for letting such a wealthy customer slip away. And he had promised to look out for her. ‘Look, chum, take a seat. I’ll see you right.’

‘You will?’

‘Sure as eggs is eggs I will. What’s your name?’

‘Edmund.’

‘Well then, young Ed. Take a pew.’ Jack saw the look of suspicion on the anxious face in front of him. ‘Look, chum, I ain’t going to hook you. Take your drink, have a seat and see what happens. What’ve you got to lose?’

‘Very well.’ The toff made up his mind. He picked up his drink and turned towards the saloon bar.

‘Oi!’ Jack called him back.

‘I say, what now?’ The well-fed face was petulant.

‘Shilling. For the drink.’ Jack offered a rare smile. He was still smiling as he took the coin from Edmund’s hand and slipped it into his pocket.

Jack watched the young toff as he emerged from the back room. His face was flushed, a sheen of perspiration dotted across his brow.

It was hard not to be jealous. Jack felt it burning deep in his gut, as though the devil was sitting inside him stoking some dreadful fire. He tore his eyes from the toff’s face and kept stacking the glasses that he took from the crate on the floor by his feet. The evening rush was not far off, and his ma would tan his hide if the bar were not stocked and ready.

‘Thank you.’

Jack could not bring himself to look up. ‘No problem, chum.’ He kept himself busy. The urge to slap his fist into the toff’s glowing face was becoming hard to resist.

Edmund stood in front of the bar, his pot hat held in front of his groin. He looked at Jack with a quizzical expression.

‘What now?’ Jack growled the question. He wanted the toff on his way.

‘I wonder if I could procure your services?’

‘Do what?’ Jack’s jealousy was making him belligerent.

‘It’s getting dark. I would like you to escort me to Bishopsgate. I can get a hackney carriage from there.’ The toff looked anxious.

Jack felt the urge to refuse the lad. It would serve him right if he was attacked. It was still daylight, but the particular was setting in and Jack knew you would soon be lucky to see more than twenty yards. In the narrow streets around the palace, that would make for an interesting walk for a young man whose wealth was advertised so clearly.

‘You said you would see me right.’ Edmund reminded Jack of his words.

‘I got you the girl – sorry, the lady.’ Jack could not keep the bitterness from his voice.

Edmund scowled. ‘You said you would look out for me.’ The retort was childish.

‘So fucking what? Now piss off.’ Jack’s face was hard. He had decided it would be best if he had nothing more to do with the toff.

‘I’ll pay.’

‘I ain’t a fucking whore.’ Jack spat the words out.

Edmund looked as if he had been slapped. ‘You blackguard,’ he exclaimed, before turning on his heel and storming for the door.

Jack watched him go. He was not proud of his words, but he couldn’t forget that the young boy in the fancy clothes had lain with Mary. He had been accepted to a place where Jack was denied entry. The difference was money; rhino. The toff had it, and so had got what he desired. Jack didn’t, and would have to suck on the sour teat of frustration.

He bent low to pick up the next layer of glasses. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed a shadowy figure slip out through the gin palace’s door moments after the young toff had departed. He recognised who it was. What it would mean. He closed his eyes and made up his mind. He knew what he had said. He might not have a brass farthing to his name, but he did have his word.

‘Give me your fucking money, or so help me I’ll snap your fucking neck.’

‘I don’t have any!’ Edmund cried. The ambush had been ruthless and swift. He had not seen anything of his assailant until the hands had grabbed him around the shoulders and dragged him into the dank alley. Now he was trapped in a doorway with a locked and barred door pressing into his spine and a dark-eyed miscreant in his face.

‘Don’t fucking lie.’ The man who had grabbed him hopped from foot to foot. His face was hidden behind a thick muffler, a battered and filthy top hat pulled low on his brow.

‘I spent it!’ Edmund felt the tears prick at his eyes. He did not know what to do. His father would kill him, if he survived long enough to make it back to their London house. Shame and fear surged through him, his backside quivering as he tried to think of a way to get away.

The footpad had wasted enough time. His hand shot out, and he cuffed Edmund around the face, slapping him hard. Edmund reeled, the bright strike of pain flashing through his head. The footpad was already searching his clothes, hands moving fast.

‘Step away.’ The command came from behind the attacker.

The hands stopped moving. The footpad turned, furtive eyes darting round quickly.

‘Fuck off, Mud. Ain’t your concern.’ The identification made, the footpad turned back to Edmund to carry on the search.

‘Step away, Jem. He’s a chum of mine. You need to leave him alone.’

‘Fucking bum chum more like. You ain’t got no friends, ’specially not a toff like him. Now shut your fucking muzzle and walk your chalk before I teach you a lesson instead.’

‘I can’t do that, Jem. I said I’d look out for him. Leave him alone.’

Edmund marvelled at the calm tone in the voice of his saviour.

‘For fuck’s sake, Mud.’ The footpad turned fast. A knife appeared in his hand in the space of a single heartbeat.

Edmund saw the lad from the gin palace hold up his hands to show he was unarmed. ‘You don’t need the poker, Jem. Let the boy go.’

‘Not till I ’ave his tin.’ The footpad hefted the knife. ‘Now fuck off.’

‘I ain’t going—’ The words were cut off as the footpad lunged. The knife was thrust hard and low. It was a cruel strike, a disembowelling attack that would kill if it landed true.

The lad from the gin palace saw it coming and twisted hard, his roar of sudden fear drowned out by Jem’s bellow of rage. The knife slipped past, missing his side by no more than half an inch.

Edmund choked down a cry as he saw the lad lash out, his fist moving even as he gasped at the closeness of the knife. It was a half-arsed blow that only clipped Jem’s ear, but it was enough to make the footpad stagger, and Edmund’s saviour saw the opening. He stepped forward, the knife ignored, and drove his left hand with all his strength into Jem’s throat.

The would-be footpad fell, his knife dropping to the ground as he clutched at his neck, his sobs and groans loud as he struggled to breathe.

‘Quick!’

Edmund’s arm was grabbed and the lad from the gin palace hauled him forward. They ran, the footpad left lying in the dirt.

The mismatched pair galloped hard, Jack bellowing with fierce, wild joy, his brush with death forgotten as he pounded through narrow alleys that were mercifully quiet.

It was only when they reached the main streets that they slowed. Jack stumbled to a halt, the breath rasping in his throat. ‘Fucking hell.’ The shadow of death danced down his spine and he shuddered, the memory of the knife fresh. He bent double, his hands on his knees, his head hanging down towards the ground.

‘Oh my God.’ Edmund was still standing, but his chest heaved and he sucked down huge lungfuls of air.

Jack straightened and slapped his new friend on the arm. ‘How fucking good am I? Did you see me drop the fucker?’

Edmund cackled, a manic laugh escaping his gasping mouth. ‘Thank God.’

‘Don’t thank him! Fucking thank me.’ Jack’s lungs were recovering. He smeared his hands across his face, wiping away the sweat.

Edmund was still laughing. ‘Thank you! Thank you!’

‘That’s more like it. Fucking hell.’ Jack was beginning to understand the repercussions of his actions. He was missing from the palace, and he knew his mother would throw a fit when she discovered he had left her to it. If her old man happened to be home, it would go badly for Jack when he eventually did return. Then there was Jem to worry about. He was a mean bastard and he would not forgive Jack either for denying him his victim or for the blow he had dealt out.

‘Will he come after you now?’ Edmund’s laughter died away. He had seen the change of expression on Jack’s face.

‘Most likely.’

‘Oh my God. I am so sorry.’ Edmund reached out and clasped Jack’s shoulder. ‘I am in your debt.’

Jack snorted at the grand-sounding phrase. ‘Yes, yes you bloody are.’ He shook his head, forcing away the dread. He was his mother’s son. It would be a fool who would touch him. He was more worried about Lampkin.

‘I shall repay you.’ Edmund was serious.

‘How the hell are you going to do that?’

Edmund scowled. ‘I confess I do not know.’

‘No. People like you don’t think like that.’ Jack sighed, the joy of the escapade fading against the near-certain prospect of another beating.

‘I am different. I shall find a way, I give you my word.’

‘Well, isn’t that lovely? I’ll look forward to it.’

‘You just wait.’ Edmund stood back. He pulled down his jacket, straightening it on his shoulders. ‘I shall come and see you again.’

‘She was that good, was she?’ Jack felt some of his old bitterness return. The young toff would walk away. He would get into the first hackney carriage he found and return to his privileged world. Jack would walk back to his own life, and to a pair of heavy fists.

Edmund laughed, unaware of the emotions coursing through his rescuer. He pounded Jack on the back. ‘She is like Aphrodite given mortal form.’

Jack could not help but smile. By rights he should have hated the rich boy standing in front of him. But there was something about him that was simply impossible not to like. ‘Then I’ll be seeing you, Ed, old chum.’

‘Yes. You will. I bid you a good day.’ Edmund nodded and turned away.

Jack stood and watched him go, hands thrust in his pockets, delaying the inevitable. A paper boy rushed past, a bundle fresh from the printer in his arms. Around him the crowds started to swell, the bustle of early evening swirling into the streets.

Eventually Jack turned and began the long walk back to the gin palace. He might not relish the idea of returning, but he had no choice. He had nowhere else to go.


Chapter 5

‘Where the hell have you been?’

Jack was in no mood to talk. He lifted the hatch and took his place behind the bar without saying a word to his mother, who was already busy serving the first of the evening’s customers. He looked at his first punter.

‘What’ll it be?’

‘Don’t think you can ignore me, Jack Lark.’ His mother snapped the words but did not pause in topping off a small glass bottle. She held it out over the edge of the bar. ‘Threepence, young Sally. And tell your mother I’ll pop by and see her wee one tomorrow.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ A child’s hand reached up and passed over the three coins before taking the bottle with its precious liquid.

‘John saw you was missing.’ Jack’s mother spoke quickly, her face stern before she fixed a beaming smile on her next customer. ‘What’ll it be, my darling?’

Jack grunted in acknowledgement of her warning, and kept up the litany of his trade, his hands never still. But he could not hide the shiver that ran down his spine.

‘You’re a fool, Jack. Why can’t you just do what you are told? Tuppence, my love.’

‘He ain’t my guv’nor.’ Jack spoke for the first time. ‘It ain’t his place to tell me nothing.’

‘By Christ, Jack Lark, you are a stubborn fool.’ His mother pushed past and lifted the lid from the wicker basket containing the salted cakes she had baked fresh that morning. ‘Here you go, my darling. Little something from me.’ She dispensed the cake with a smile to a face Jack did not recognise.

He worked on at his mother’s side, filling the glasses with the spirit that he had helped to water down that morning when it had arrived on the cart from the brewer. He never touched the stuff, but he was sorely tempted that day. It would dull the pain of what was to come, the inevitable conclusion already playing out in his head.

‘I want a word with you, boy.’

Jack kept his head down. The bar was empty, the final punters helped on their way. He and his mother had been cleaning up, the last of the day’s jobs nearly finished, when the door opened and Lampkin slipped inside.

‘Go easy on him, John.’ Jack’s mother stepped forward, her hands busy as she wiped the glasses clean. The rag was stained and grotty, its long use evident in every stain. She had already used it to wipe the mahogany bar, but she would not hang it out to air until the last of the day’s glasses had been rubbed dry.

‘Ain’t your concern, woman. Boy, step out back.’

Jack shivered. For a moment, he stayed low, stacking the glasses on to the shelves built beneath the bar. He had heard his mother’s bedmate arrive, his heavy tread as recognisable as the sour smell of spilt gin. At last he eased himself to his feet and came face to face with the man who owned them both.

‘He worked hard today, John. I ain’t never seen him so quick.’ Jack heard the tremble of fear in his mother’s voice. He was not the only one to have felt the power of John Lampkin’s fists. Yet Jack knew she loved the man, although he could never understand why. The man he called master had been installed in the palace not long after Jack’s father had been found dead, his throat slit by the same slut he had run away with. Lampkin had beaten Jack that very first day, their relationship set on to a firm foundation.

‘He fucked off and weren’t here when he should’ve been. Boy knows the rules.’ Lampkin reached forward and cupped Jack’s mother’s face. ‘You know I’m right, love. He needs to know his place or he’ll just mug us off.’

Jack’s mother smiled at the heavy touch. She leant her face into his hand, her smile quick. Then her expression hardened as she lifted her head and turned it back towards her wayward son. ‘John’s right. You know the rules, Jack. You’re a fool to yourself.’

‘I weren’t that late. Besides, I was saving someone. One of our customers.’ Jack bit his lip. Whining would do no good, but he could not hold back the words.

‘Saving someone, is it?’ Lampkin sneered at the boyish words. ‘I don’t give a toss where you was. You should’ve been here. Instead you were pissing around so your ma had to work twice as hard. And that ain’t right, boy. You shouldn’t treat your dear ma like that. I figure you need a little reminder of your place.’ He smiled at his woman before turning back to Jack, his face set. His hands drifted to the cudgel at his waist. ‘Step out back and wait for me there.’

Jack remembered the flash of the knife, the feeling as his blow landed true. ‘I ain’t a boy no longer,’ he said. He held himself tight, sucking up his courage. He was taller than Lampkin by half a head, and he straightened his back, his hands balling into fists. ‘Time you learnt that.’

Lampkin paused. He looked Jack up and down as if seeing him for the first time. Then he laughed. It was a cruel sound, mocking Jack’s courage, and the fine display turned sour as Lampkin reacted with disdain. ‘You going to fight me, boy?’

Jack felt the fear. It was tied deep in his gut, a knot that swelled to fill his very being. Yet he managed to nod.

‘Then we had best do this out front. Like real men.’ Lampkin pulled the cudgel from his waistband. He considered it for a moment before reaching out and placing it carefully on the bar, watching Jack the whole time. He did not wait for a reaction, but pushed Jack’s mother aside as she stepped in front of him, and moved towards the door.

‘He ain’t a man, John. He’s a boy, just a stupid, foolish boy.’

‘A boy who wants to fight.’ Lampkin spoke over his shoulder as he strode across the sawdust-covered wooden floor of the main bar. ‘I ain’t going to refuse him.’

Jack followed the man he had known as his master for almost as long as he could remember. His mother reached out for him, her hands like claws, her face set cruel.

‘You stupid, ungrateful little bastard. John has fed and watered you since your bloody fool of a father fucked off and left us. And this is how you repay him? I’m ashamed of you. It ain’t your place to fight a man like him.’

Jack saw the fear in her eyes. Yet he could not walk away. This time he would not submit like a child. He would fight like a man. He pushed his mother’s hands away and walked out to face his fate.

It was dark outside. A blanket of smog pressed down on the narrow streets, smothering them in a cloying embrace, the sounds of life in the rookery muffled. But the gas lamps that lit the facade of the palace burned bright, cutting through the particular so that the area in front of the great plate-glass window was clear.

Lampkin shrugged the worsted jacket from his shoulders before dropping it casually to the ground. Jack had seen the action more times than he could count, the preparation the same for a beating as it was for a fight. He tried not to look at the thick body of the shorter man. Lampkin was stout and broad-chested, with powerful shoulders and solid arms. He faced Jack with not a trace of concern in his eyes.

‘Come on, boy. I reckoned this day was coming,’ he sneered. ‘And it’s about time too. Boy of your age shouldn’t still be hiding behind his mother’s skirts.’

‘I don’t hide.’ Jack felt the first stirrings of anger mixing with his hatred for the man in front of him. Together with the fear in his gut, it was an explosive and combustible concoction.

Lampkin cackled at the defiant words. ‘Whole world knows what you are, boy. Ain’t no one that thinks you’re worth shit. A fucking mewling turd, that’s what you are.’

Jack didn’t think; he just reacted, charging forward, his fists raised and his face contorted with rage.

Lampkin punched hard, moving quicker than Jack had ever seen. The first blow came in low. It drove deep into Jack’s gut, the air exploding out of his lungs in a single great whoosh. He doubled over, his foolish charge stopped in its tracks.

Lampkin grunted as he landed the second punch. The swing was controlled, all its power directed at Jack’s chin. Jack was thrown to one side, his balance failing as his vision greyed. He hit the ground hard, the landing jarring his jaws together. The pain came then, sudden and all-consuming. Jack could do nothing, his strength lost. He lay in the dirt, every thought battered from his mind, every part of him trembling as he tried to fight against the pain that racked his body.

He heard the laughter. The sound mocked him.

It started to rain, coming down in a cloud, the fine mist whispering against Jack’s face. It was cold, the touch soft across his cheeks. Jack focused on the sensation, holding it close. It gave him the strength he needed, and he pushed his hands into the ground, levering himself to his feet. His guts churned and he wanted to vomit, to void his fear on to the ground. Yet he forced himself painfully upright, shaking his head until his vision cleared, forcing away the dreadful ache.

The rain came down harder. The raindrops landed heavily on his bare head as the heavens opened. He felt the water running down his face, the icy rivers sending a shiver charging down his spine.

He stood his ground, facing the man he hated. And still Lampkin laughed.

‘You should have stayed down,’ he mocked. ‘I’d have left you, you know that? I’d have left you lying in the gutter with the rest of the shite. Now I’m going to have to knock you down again.’

Lampkin paid the rain no heed. He walked forward, his steps slow and measured. The rain fell in sheets, soaking his shirt to his chest, the outline of his body revealed.

Jack raised his fists. He no longer knew why. There was no one there to see his courage, not one soul foolish enough to stand in the downpour and watch the fight that had been inevitable from the moment Jack’s mother had taken Lampkin into her bed.

Lampkin stopped. He stared at Jack, his eyes glimmering in the rain, a thinly veiled hatred now revealed. ‘Your father was a useless fuck. Turns out you ain’t no better. It ends here. Tonight. You get me, boy? There ain’t no place under my roof for a shit like you.’

Jack fought back the tears and hefted his fists, balling his fingers as he had done in the fights he had won against boys his own age. He stepped forward, his battered, bruised pride lifting his head high.

Lampkin laughed and swung hard.

Jack sensed the blow. He moved fast, his weight shifting as he swayed back, the punch whispering past in front of his face. He lashed out then, his right fist driven forward by a decade of fear and loathing. He felt the blow land. He roared as it smashed into the centre of Lampkin’s face, the thrill resonating deep in his soul.

Lampkin staggered, the blow hitting him hard. Jack punched again, slamming his left hand forward, driving it into Lampkin’s gut, feeling the flesh yield to his knuckles. Lampkin gasped, the wash of his sour breath exploding over Jack’s face.

Jack bellowed as Lampkin took a step backward. His right hand shot out again, the blow aimed squarely at Lampkin’s jaw. It was a heavy punch, the kind that would end any sort of fight.

And it missed.

Lampkin came at Jack then. His face was bloodied, the rain spreading it across his features so that it was as if he wore a crimson mask. There was no laughter now, no cruel mockery of the boy who had dared to stand against him.

The punches came fast, one after another. Not one of them missed.

Jack fell. He could do nothing to ward off the onslaught that crashed into his body. He hit the ground for a second time, his head bouncing off the mud-streaked stones. The boots came for him the moment he landed, the pain of each blow merging into one single surge of agony that cut through his very soul.

Then everything went black.

Edmund walked fast. It was past noon and it had taken him hours to escape his father. It was only when luncheon was done and the dead hours of the early afternoon arrived that he managed to slip away on the pretence of visiting the shops of Cecil Court for books needed for his return to school.

The hackney carriage had taken an age to make its way to Bishopsgate, the crowded thoroughfares blocked first by an omnibus that had shed a wheel, and then Cornhill had been obstructed by a crowd of onlookers who were staring rapt at the body of a young woman trampled to death beneath the hooves of a draper’s cart.

He moved through the river of souls, his head bowed, his gaze averted lest he catch the eye of any of the costermongers working the throng, until he reached the turn into the side street where the palace waited.

There he took a moment to straighten his jacket, and lift his pot hat to smooth down his hair. He wanted to look presentable. His fingers crept instinctively to the breast of his jacket, where he had hidden his pocket book, its reassuring bulk heavy under his probing fingers.

‘No one picked your pocket, then?’

Edmund started as a figure lurched out of the shadows of a dank alley. He felt the prick of fear as the man stepped closer.

‘You are a foolish damn sod, Ed, old chum. Last time you was here you nearly got done over. Yet here you are again, as bold as fucking brass, back for more.’

‘Jack?’ Edmund peered at the figure. ‘Jack, is that you?’

‘Aye, it’s me. At least, what’s left of me.’

‘Goodness me! What on earth happened to you?’ Edmund took a step backwards, shocked by the sight of the battered face.

‘I fell over.’ Jack turned his head and spat. The pain was no better for a night spent in the rain. Every part of him hurt like the devil, and it was all he could do stay on his feet. He had doubted his eyes when he saw the fresh-faced boy in the fine clothes march past his hidey-hole, but the flare of recognition had sent a pathetic spurt of hope through him. It had been enough to get him to his feet, even though the act nearly sent him tumbling back to the ground.

‘What the devil?’ Edmund reached out and took Jack’s arm, suddenly fearful that he would fall. ‘You are in a dreadful state. Was it that man? The one who wanted to rob me?’

Jack heard the guilt in his voice. ‘Yes.’ He gave the lie quickly and easily. ‘He took me unawares, from behind. I didn’t stand a chance.’

‘And thus the fault is mine. Oh Lord, this has only happened because of me,’ Edmund wailed, as he understood what Jack was saying. ‘What sort of hound am I?’

‘Ain’t your fault, chum. I had to do it. I gave you my word. Had to live up to it.’ Jack saw the reaction on the young toff’s face. He gave a stagger, forcing Edmund to brace himself as he fought to keep Jack on his feet. If his face had not been in such agony, he could almost have smiled.

‘Of course, old fellow. And praise be to God that you did.’ Edmund stared at Jack’s face, plainly contemplating what it would be like to be the owner of such a bruised and battered visage. ‘I am doubly in your debt.’

‘It’s nothing.’ Jack willed Edmund to get on with it. He gave a groan, one not entirely feigned.

‘That does it. I have to make this right. I have to repay my debt.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I shall take care of you. Come, lean on me. I’ll take you somewhere clean and warm where you can recuperate in safety. I know a lodging, a place where you can stay. It is not the best sort of establishment, but I fancy it will suit you nicely until you are back on your feet.’

‘I ain’t got no rhino. Jesus Christ, but that hurts.’ Jack could not hold back the oath as Edmund’s fingers dug into his upper arm. The flesh was raw with bruises, the skin mottled and black. Jack was egging his saviour on, but the pain was real enough.

‘Do not worry yourself with money. I have plenty. Enough to see you right, I promise. Now don’t say another word, old man. Let’s get ourselves a hackney. Can you bear the walk?’

Jack nodded manfully. He leant on Edmund’s shoulder and limped alongside his new chum, noticing the wistful look of regret on the young toff’s face as he looked back once at the palace and the delights that he had planned. Jack hid his smile. His hook-em-snivy might not have been the best he had ever seen, but then few of the coves that feigned sickness to earn a handout ever troubled themselves to get beaten up first. He had hooked the toff, and that was good enough.


Chapter 6

Jack lay on the bed and stared at the patch of mildew on the ceiling above his head. It was shaped like a face, the swirls of green and yellow making it look like a rotted corpse. He imagined it was Lampkin, conjuring a picture of the man dead and bloated like the bodies that were hauled out of the Thames.

A rap on the door brought him out of his reverie.

‘May I come in?’

Jack pushed himself up on to his elbows. He could not recall a day where he had passed the morning and a large part of the afternoon in his pit. He brushed away the crumbs that had fallen on to the stained sheet when he had stuffed his face with the thick wedge of gala pie that had arrived with a mug of tarry tea for his luncheon.

‘No. Fuck off.’ He winced as the effort of sitting up pulled at his bruises.

The door stayed closed. Jack could almost hear his visitor’s indecision.

‘Of course you can come in, you fool.’

Edmund’s face appeared around the edge of the door. ‘I thought you might be sleeping.’

Jack groaned but kept one eye half open so that he could watch his friend’s face. ‘I can’t sleep. It hurts too much.’

‘You poor fellow.’ Edmund walked hesitantly into the room.

Jack kept watching. He saw Edmund look around in vain for a chair. In the mean garret room there was just the bed, with its mottled counterpane and grubby sheets, and an ancient pine trunk. With nowhere else to sit, Edmund perched on the edge of the bed, his buttocks touching as little of the bed covers as possible.

‘I have paid the landlady for a week’s lodging.’

‘Obliged to you.’ Jack gave a satisfactory groan.

‘No better?’

Jack caught the slight narrowing of his friend’s eyes. ‘Some.’ He offered a tight-lipped smile. He had to be careful of over-egging the pudding. He hurt, that much was true. But he had been beaten before. His current state was no worse than on other occasions. If he had not been thrown out of the palace, he knew he would have been able to find the strength to work. But he did not want Edmund to know that. Not until his pocket book was a little lighter.

‘Do you need anything?’ Edmund looked worried as he asked the question.

‘Some more grub would be nice.’

Edmund swallowed hard. ‘I shall ask for extra. Do you have anything in mind?’

‘Pie and liquor, maybe some jellied eels. And a tart or two. A couple of bottles of ale wouldn’t go amiss neither.’

‘Your wounds do not extend to your stomach, then?’

‘Good for a beating, grub. Builds up your strength.’

‘You will be a damn Trojan if you eat like that.’

Jack opened both eyes fully, wary in the face of the sarcasm. ‘I’ll try to eat. My guts hurt something awful. I reckon Jem did some damage down there when he kicked me. Still, it was worth it, to save your neck.’ He winced and gave a low moan.

‘I shall see what I can do.’ Edmund shook his head ruefully.

‘Obliged to you.’

‘I am sure you are.’ The reply was tart. ‘I have enough money to pay for the week, although if you insist on eating like a horse, then I may need to cut it short. I don’t receive any more allowance for a while.’

Jack was alert. He had supposed his new friend’s funds were inexhaustible. He had never had money. He had assumed that those that did had so much that they would never have to think of running out.

Before he could speak, he saw Edmund smile. ‘I see that got your attention. And this time you managed to sit straighter without quite so much fuss.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean that I do not think you are quite as ill-disposed as you are making out.’

Jack had to fight away a smile. Edmund was sharp; he had spotted that when he had first tried to fleece him by overcharging for his drink. He pushed himself more upright and looked his new friend in the eye.

‘It does bloody hurt.’

‘I am sure it does. I do not doubt that your wounds are painful. But perhaps you are recovering at least a little.’

‘Maybe I am.’

Edmund laughed. ‘I am glad. You did save my neck and I will gladly pay for your care. It is just a shame that you are still so incapacitated, as I rather hoped to offer you a little employment. Something that would pay rather well for what would be just a single night’s work.’

Jack was listening carefully now. ‘I thought you didn’t have that much rhino?’

‘There are ways and means, old fellow. Ways and means.’

Jack scowled. ‘When would this employment be?’

‘Tomorrow night.’ Edmund kept his eyes locked on Jack. ‘As I said, it is a shame that you are not recovering fast enough. A guinea for one night’s work.’ He paused, and shook his head ruefully. ‘Why, a man would have to be in a really bad way to miss out on an opportunity like that.’

‘A guinea.’ Jack tasted the unfamiliar word.

‘Yes, I was of a mind to offer such a sum. Still, let’s get you mended. I am sure I can find another soul in need of the work.’

‘Tomorrow night, you say?’ Jack was kicking himself. He had overplayed his hand. ‘That’s a fair ways away. Another good night’s kip might be all I need.’

‘Do you think so?’ Edmund was failing to hide a smile. ‘Why, that would be just the ticket, if you think you could be recovered. I do not want to over-tax your strength. I should never be able to live with myself if I forced you to your feet a moment before you were ready.’ The wry smile was spreading.

Jack caught the less than subtle scent of trickery beneath the flowery words. He knew then that he had been played. ‘What’s the job?’

Edmund nodded, recognising the change in his new friend. He leant forward, his face intent. ‘I want you to take my place.’

‘Do what?’

‘I want you to be me, for one night, at least. I want you to be an impostor.’

‘The ball starts at seven. The carriage leaves my family’s house at half past, but I have arranged to meet them there, so that you do not have to worry about travelling with them.’

Jack scowled. ‘And they will all be dressed up?’

‘Yes, that’s the beauty of it. In the costumes, no one will know who anyone is. I rather think that is the plan. My cousin Augusta says that people get up to all sorts at these things. I was rather looking forward to it.’

‘But you want to give Mary another good seeing-to instead.’

Edmund blushed. ‘You have a coarse tongue on you, Jack.’

‘So do you, least that’s what Mary told me.’

Edmund choked, his face now crimson. Jack laughed. He was sitting upright now; his battered body was protesting, but he no longer bothered with the pretence. With a guinea at stake, there was no need to try to fob off his friend for a week’s board and lodging.

‘So what will I be wearing?’ Jack grinned at Edmund’s discomfort, doing his best to ignore the pangs of jealousy. With a guinea to his name, Mary might well think differently about his offer.

‘You will be a Cavalier.’

‘What’s that when it’s at home?’

‘You don’t know?’

‘No chum, no fucking idea at all.’

‘From the Civil War? You must have heard about the Roundheads against the Cavaliers? The Cavaliers were on the side of Good King Charles.’

‘Who won?’

‘Well, the Roundheads won. But they were only in power for a short while. Then Charles’s son came back and retook the throne.’

‘Why can’t I be a Roundhead, then? If they won?’

‘No one dresses as a Roundhead. It isn’t the done thing!’

‘Why?’

‘It just isn’t.’ Edmund scowled at the idea.

‘I still don’t get it.’ Jack winced. For once, he was not feigning. ‘You’re sitting on my foot.’

‘Sorry, old fellow.’ Edmund moved quickly. ‘What part do you not get?’

‘So even if I am dressed up in the fancy rig of some loser, how is your father not going to realise I’m not you?’

‘You will be wearing a mask. It wouldn’t be much of a fancy-dress ball without them!’

‘So these Cavalier fellows wore masks then, did they?’

‘No. Not that I know of, anyway.’

Jack shook his head as he considered the daftness of the rich. He thought about Edmund’s plan. The lure of a guinea for a night’s work was strong. ‘Sounds all right to me, that does. What do I have to do once I’m there?’

‘Just be seen. Loiter around. There will be food and drink, dancing too.’

‘Dancing! You never said anything about any fucking dancing.’

‘You don’t have to dance, you dolt. So long as my father knows you are there, that is all that matters. You can slip away before it ends. I shall leave you a note in my hand. You can give that to a servant and ask them to deliver it to my father.’

‘You’ve got it all planned.’ Jack was impressed.

‘I like to think I have thought it through. Nothing can go wrong.’

‘And I won’t have to talk to anyone?’ Jack bit his lip. Edmund’s declaration that nothing could go wrong was not reassuring for the man who would be standing in his shoes.

‘No. Keep yourself to yourself. Hide away if you must. Just be seen at regular intervals. You can leave at nine or ten. No one will think much of it.’

‘But I’ll have to say something.’ Jack was worried.

‘Perhaps a little.’

‘Don’t you think someone will hear my voice and know straight off I ain’t a toff?’

‘You will just have to pretend. You can do that, can’t you?’ Edmund was deaf to Jack’s concerns.

‘I suppose.’ Jack was less sure. He wondered what the punishment would be for forcing his way into a ball. It could hardly be worse than a beating from Lampkin. The notion cheered him up. He looked hard at Edmund. He could see the eagerness in his friend’s face. The lure of Mary’s body was clearly strong. The spark of jealousy threatened to flare up again, so he made himself think about the money.

‘I ain’t doing it.’ He eased himself back down under the sheets.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Edmund looked genuinely shocked at the sudden change.

‘I ain’t doing it. I’ll be risking my neck so you can get your cock away. Doesn’t seem fair to me.’

‘You are not risking anything. If you are discovered, you will be thrown out but no worse than that. It will be as nothing to what I shall face.’

‘Two guineas.’

‘I’m sorry?’

Jack pushed himself on to his elbows and fixed Edmund with a smile. ‘I’ll do it for two guineas.’ He tried to hold back the laugh that was fighting to be free. He was gambling.

‘Why, you damned blackguard.’

‘Just think of Mary and those sweet little tits of hers. I don’t see you getting her any other way. You can’t keep slipping out without your guv’nor becoming suspicious. Way I see it, this might be your last chance to get a hold of her.’

‘Damn your eyes. Two guineas, then.’

Jack laughed. Then he sat up and bellowed at the mildewed ceiling, barely able to credit his luck. Two guineas was a fortune. All for dressing up like a plum pudding and filling his face on free food. It was the easiest money he would ever earn.


Chapter 7

Jack loitered in the entrance to the garden in the centre of the square. He was nervous. His clothes did not help. He was dressed in a wide-brimmed hat with an enormous white feather on its crown. His baggy doublet and hose were of bright purple, and a wide white collar was draped around his neck. A straight rapier hung at his hip, held in place by a polished black leather belt. He had never worn such well-made clothes and he fidgeted, uncomfortable and nervous.

He watched the entrance to the grand town house where the night’s festivities were taking place. Two huge braziers stood either side of a fine carpet of the deepest crimson laid out on the pavement. Liveried footman stood by like so many living statues, their faces impassive under powdered wigs.

Jack walked forward, sucking his courage tight. He had waited for the arrival of the carriage belonging to the Ponsonby family, the coat of arms painted on its doors matching the description that Edmund had given him that afternoon, when he had delivered Jack’s fabulous costume. He had not been able to see the passengers who had got out, and that concerned him. He wanted to avoid them at all costs, but quite how he was to do that without knowing what they were wearing, he was not sure. It was the first omission in Edmund’s plan. Jack hoped it was not the first of many.

He hurried across the square, doing his best not to trip over the rapier, which seemed determined to catch around his magnificent calf-high leather boots with their expensive-looking spurs. He had already made up his mind that the boots would not be finding their way back to their owner when he returned the costume, their addition to his wardrobe now part of his fee. He waited for another carriage to move away, noticing the pair of well-dressed men who stood watching the entrance to the house, scribbling notes in little books. He had no idea what they were doing there, but they were in full view of the servants manning the door, so he could only assume that their observations were part of the evening’s ritual.

He straightened his spine and walked towards the older servant waiting at the head of the red carpet, aware of the cursory glances coming his way. He tried to act as if he belonged, but his stomach was churning and he was sure the man would see through his charade in a heartbeat.

When he got close enough, he handed over the thick cream invitation card that Edmund had passed to him along with the costume. It was decorated with gilt swirls and flourishes, and Jack had struggled to decipher the golden script that flowed across its face. The writing bore little resemblance to the simple letters his mother had insisted he learn, but it looked important and was clearly expensive. He wondered at the sanity of the rich, who could waste money on such a frippery.

The servant read the invitation in a single glance before bowing at the waist and raising an arm to usher Jack inside. Another servant immediately slipped in front of him to escort him forward, and Jack followed him into the town house’s enormous hallway, certain that everyone would be able to hear the noise of his racing heart pounding away in his chest.

He had to do his best not to draw a loud breath as he entered the grandest building he had ever seen. His spurs clinked on the marble floor, the noise loud even over the sound of the string quartet stationed in the corner of the hallway. It was a vast and imposing space with enormous fluted columns lining the walls. An immense staircase swept down towards the entrance, its banisters of dark carved wood. Every spindle was made from twisted ironwork that must have taken a day’s work to create, yet now their beauty was lost in the splendour of so much assembled finery.

‘This way, sir.’

The servant led Jack forward, his pace slowing. Jack did not think he had ever been called ‘sir’ before; he felt his confidence build. No one was questioning his right to be there. He had turned up in the right clothes and with the correct piece of fancy card. It appeared that that was sufficient, all that was needed to gain access to a part of society that he was not even fit to serve.

His thoughts distracted him and he tripped, the rapier at his waist catching the spur on his right heel. He stumbled, the sudden noise making heads swivel in his direction. The servant leading him turned, a supercilious sneer visible as his expressionless mask slipped for just a fraction of a second.

Jack straightened. It was hard not to laugh out loud. It would be a treat to wipe the smug bastard’s face clean. He pictured the servant’s reaction should he open his mouth and reveal his true origins. It was a pleasing notion, but he kept his lip buttoned and followed the servant as they moved further into the building. He wanted to see more of the strange world that he had not known existed.

They passed through a second set of wide double doors and entered a cavernous room. Golden drapes covered the windows, their shade matching the gilding on the richly panelled walls, which were painted a delicate cream with detailing picked out in green. There were more chandeliers than Jack could count, the room fabulously bright, the chime of the glass beads just about audible in a pause in the music being played by a hidden orchestra.

The servant turned, his arm sweeping in a grand gesture indicating that Jack should find a place in the ballroom, then moved away quickly, leaving him alone. With nothing else to do, Jack eased his way into the crowd of people pressed around the room’s periphery. The fabulously dressed throng lined the wall in small groups, the buzz of their conversation underscoring the music. Yet Jack saw how few of them actually looked at one another, their masked faces constantly turning this way and that as they scrutinised other guests, as if always searching for alternative company.

It was hard to make any progress in the press of people, who guarded their places with determination. Jack got the sense that each spot was chosen with care, the positioning a calculated indication of some hidden status.

He eased his way through a group of gossiping women, the smell of their rich perfumes catching in his throat, each one vying for dominance and leaving the air heavy and cloying. He caught bits of conversation, the women speaking fast and low as they tittle-tattled.

He slipped past a man in golden robes with a crimson turban wrapped around his head, topped off with a single giant ostrich feather. In the centre of the turban was an enormous jewel the colour of blood. For a moment, Jack paused, his eyes narrowing as he contemplated the value of such a gem. Then it caught the light and he saw the dull patina revealed, the paste jewel as fake as the costume. The man saw the direction of Jack’s gaze and dipped his head in acknowledgement. It was enough to set Jack’s nerves on edge, and he moved on as quickly as he could, until he found a gap in the crowd where he could pause and savour a moment of relative freedom.

He felt his courage build. He had made it into the heart of the ball. Now all he had to do was avoid being thrown out. It was time to make himself at home.

The wine tasted like nothing he had ever drunk before. He had accepted it from a servant’s tray, drawn to the deep, dark red liquid in a thick-stemmed crystal glass. The taste of it overpowered him and he felt tears form in his eyes as he swallowed his first rich mouthful.

He took another, more circumspect sip and surveyed the room. He had never seen anything like it. Some guests, the younger ones, with the firm, lithe bodies, were dancing, their claps of delight and short gasps of laughter revealing their enjoyment as they followed the intricate routines. Jack had danced before, and if pressed, he might even admit to having enjoyed it. But what he was watching that day bore no relation to the wild jigs that sometimes erupted in his mother’s palace when a wandering fiddler managed to disturb the crowd from their gin.

Less agile bodies lined the walls, heads leaning close to one another as they gossiped behind the large fans that were also used to indicate the younger members of the throng cavorting across the room. The noise of their conversation was a constant drone underscoring the music, their catty observations and caustic slights only pausing in the gaps between dances.

Jack’s eyes followed the movements of one dancer in particular. She was dressed in a complicated array of gossamer-thin silks, wrapped around her in such a way that barely any imagination was needed to picture the pert young body hidden underneath. He felt his breath catch in his throat as she twirled past, a tall young man dressed as some sort of knight looking desperately clumsy as he trailed in her wake. The girl was captivating, her beauty a delicate perfection, and Jack could not help but stare.

‘Edmund!’

Jack started as someone tapped him on the elbow. He turned and looked into the golden mask of an older man dressed in a sumptuous swathe of white fabric decorated with purple edges. He caught a glimpse of the keen blue eyes hidden behind the mask and shivered as his gut churned with a sudden fear.

‘Stop staring at that poor girl. You look like a dog on heat.’ The admonition was delivered quickly and quietly. ‘And do not drink so quickly. I don’t want Clemence to have to carry you home like last time, is that clear?’

Jack managed to get his head to nod. The wine he had drunk settled heavy and sour in his stomach and he wanted to puke. The man speaking to him was clearly Edmund’s father, and Jack was certain he was moments away from being denounced as a fraud and an impostor.

‘Caesar! Oh bravo, Sir Humphrey, bravo indeed!’ Another man addressed Edmund’s father. He was dressed as a Highlander, with an enormous bonnet atop a fat face with great ginger whiskers billowing around a plain white mask.

‘Good evening, Lord Turner.’ Edmund’s father beamed in welcome, clearly recognising the man badly hidden behind the costume. ‘May I present my son, Edmund.’

To Jack’s horror, he was ushered forward.

Lord Turner lifted a huge paw and offered it. For a moment, Jack could do nothing but stare.

‘Edmund!’ Sir Humphrey hissed the words, his embarrassment clear as Jack left the hand hanging.

‘Pleased to make your acquaintance.’ Jack blurted the words and shook the sweating hand. He could barely breathe as he waited for Edmund’s father to explode, certain that his attempt to mimic Edmund’s upper-class drawl was about as effective as Jem’s efforts at being a footpad.

‘Och, you’re a canny wee fellow.’ Lord Turner laughed at his own dreadful attempt at a Scottish accent. ‘If you’ll excuse me, Edmund, I most borrow your father for a moment. Sir Humphrey, I’d like to speak to you about a little business matter, if I may?’

Jack stepped back as the two men moved away. His head filled with a roar of triumph as he revelled in his success as a charlatan.

‘Ow!’

He turned, half spilling his wine, as soon as he heard the exclamation of pain.

‘You trod on my foot, you great clumsy beast.’

He was face to face with the beautiful girl he had watched on the dance floor.

‘Can you not look where you are going!’ The girl lifted her foot and massaged it in both hands, her movements fluid and balanced.

‘I’m sorry.’ A heady mix of wine, success and desire fuelled Jack’s confidence. Edmund had told him to talk to no one unless it was strictly necessary, but he could not help himself. The girl captivated him. He did not think he had ever seen anyone quite so perfectly formed, and he would not forgo what might be his only chance to ever talk to someone like her.

‘As well you should be.’ The girl’s mask was nothing more than a thin silk veil that did little to hide her face. ‘Who are you?’ She snapped the words. They were an order rather than a question. She let her foot go and stood in front of him. She was a good deal shorter than him and she was forced to crane her neck back so that she could scowl up at his mask.

‘Edmund Ponsonby.’

‘From where?’

‘London.’ Jack had no idea what he was supposed to say.

The girl frowned. ‘Who is your father?’

‘That man over there.’ Jack gestured with his wine glass, nearly spilling the last of its contents on to the floor.

The frown deepened. ‘Do I know you?’

Jack’s tongue felt as if it had been tied in knots. ‘No, I don’t think so. I am not often in town.’ He forced the words out. Even he wanted to laugh at his attempt at an upper-class accent. It sounded fake, but the girl appeared to notice nothing amiss.

‘I see.’ She already sounded bored. ‘Do you know George?’

‘George?’ Jack’s confidence was slipping.

‘It is his party.’ The girl was scowling now.

‘I am afraid I ain’t had the pleasure.’

The girl looked as if Jack had suddenly farted. ‘Where did you say you came from?’

Jack put his glass to his mouth. His confidence was running away quicker than a pickpocket from a peeler.

‘I say, you are drunk already.’ The girl’s hands went to her hips and she shook her head like a despairing mother confronting a wayward child. ‘What jolly bad form.’ She turned on her heel and was gone in moments, leaving Jack trembling. But he still had the wherewithal to stare at her behind as she flounced away.

He finished his wine. The fleeting conversation had left him in no doubt that it was time to hide. He would have to idle away two hours at least before he could hand over Edmund’s note. It should be easy to find a hidey-hole in such a grand mansion. Then he could beat a retreat and head back to where he belonged.

He stepped away, pushing past a pair of short, rather dumpy women dressed in wide-hipped dresses, and headed for the door of the ballroom. He had nearly made it outside when his attention was diverted by a table covered in tiny cakes laid out on elegant china stands.

His stomach rumbled. He needed something to soak up the wine that sat heavy in his gut, and if he had to sit and wait out the evening then at least he would do it with something to eat.

The table was not popular, with few guests paying any attention to the sweet treats laid out for their delectation. Jack moved quickly, picking up a heavy napkin in which he planned to stash a dozen or so of the pretty little cakes, but immediately found his path blocked by the back of a large woman dressed in a tight-fitting dark-blue gown. As he waited for her to move, another guest, a man dressed all in green so that he resembled some sort of tree, clattered into Jack’s back, knocking him forward and driving the hilt of his rapier into the voluptuous woman’s backside. To his horror, she turned and faced him.

‘Sir Cavalier!’ she screeched loudly as she ran her eyes over him. ‘Were you poking me with your sword!’ It was followed by the sort of giggle only someone two sheets to the wind could give.

Jack backed away. The woman loomed large, her enormous bosoms bulging over the rim of a tight bronze breastplate. On her head was some kind of helmet with a pair of enormous wings sticking out, one on either side.

‘I am dreadfully sorry,’ Jack stammered. The dirty smile plastered across the woman’s ample cheeks bore the familiar flush of the inebriated. It was a look he recognised well.

‘Do not apologise, young sir!’ the woman squealed as Jack backed away. She came after him, her hands reaching for him. Jack’s back was pressed hard against the pair of gossips and he was trapped. ‘I fancy I rather like being poked.’

The woman’s hands dropped low and began rummaging below his belt. Jack’s eyes widened as he felt her fingers take him firmly in their grasp. He gasped and made to pull away, but she held him fast.

‘You are such a dashing Cavalier.’ The woman shivered with pleasure. With her right hand firmly planted, she lifted her left and knocked Jack’s wide-brimmed hat to the floor before seizing the back of his neck, pulling his head forward and plunging his face into her heaving bosom.

Jack was too astonished to react. His assailant pushed his face in deeper, his mask slipping upwards so that his nose and mouth were smothered in warm cleavage.

‘Edmund!’

Jack barely registered Edmund’s father shouting at him, his hearing muffled by the wide expanse of flesh that engulfed his head.

‘Edmund, what the devil are you doing?’ He felt a hand pull at his shoulder and was wrenched free from his sweaty, pungent prison. ‘What do you think you are playing at? I should . . .’

Sir Humphrey stammered to silence as he saw Jack’s face, his mask left firmly embedded in the woman’s bosom.

‘Who the devil are you?’

‘I . . .’ Jack was struggling to breathe. He was given no time to form a coherent sentence. Edmund’s father grabbed him by the lapels and hauled him forward so that their faces were no more than an inch apart.

‘Damn your eyes, man. What have you done with my son?’


Chapter 8

The carriage was silent. Jack felt the implacable hand of fate on his shoulder. Edmund’s father sat opposite him, his face set like thunder.

‘It will be gaol for you if anything has happened to my son.’ His voice was cold.

Jack did not doubt the threat. A poor boy from Whitechapel stood no chance against a wealthy man. He shrank away as if he could somehow hide himself in the corner of the darkened carriage.

‘I know you, boy. You work in that gin palace. Is that where my son has gone?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Jack was humbled. He was deep in the shit and did not know how he could clamber out. But he was certain that being helpful offered him his only chance of reprieve.

‘What on earth has he gone back there for?’

Jack hesitated. Sir Humphrey fixed him with a pair of angry eyes. ‘Out with it, boy. It will go badly for you if you lie to me now.’

‘He’s with a girl.’

‘A girl!’ A vein throbbed at Sir Humphrey’s temple. ‘What manner of girl would entertain my son at such an establishment!’

Jack felt the stirrings of anger. He had endured his fill of being a whipping boy. ‘He’s fucking a whore, sir. And not for the first time neither.’

Sir Humphrey’s mouth gaped open, his shock complete.

‘She’s a good girl. Clean, too.’ Jack thrust off his fear. He owed this man nothing. He would face his fate with courage.

To Jack’s surprise, Sir Humphrey recovered his composure almost immediately, and instead of an angry retort, the older man simply laughed. ‘Thank God for that.’

‘What?’ Jack did not understand.

‘I was beginning to think he lacked the backbone for that kind of thing.’ Sir Humphrey sat back and clapped his hands on to his legs. ‘Upon my soul, the boy is a chip off the old block after all.’

‘You’re pleased?’

‘Of course! Why on earth do you think I took him to such a place? I wanted to inspire his lusts. I wanted him to face temptation!’

‘I wish you were my guv’nor.’ Jack found himself smiling; Sir Humphrey’s laughter was infectious. He felt his preconceived opinion of Edmund’s father disappearing.

‘Ha! Indeed! What is your name? I cannot keep calling you “boy”.’

‘Jack. My name is Jack Lark.’

‘We are well met, then, young Mr Lark.’

The carriage came to a halt with a lurch that had them both reaching for the straps attached to the doors.

‘Here we are!’ Sir Humphrey wrapped his greatcoat tight around him, his costume hidden beneath. ‘Let us find my feckless offspring and give him a bloody good shock, shall we?’

Sir Humphrey walked fast. Jack was impressed by his manner. His cane snapped out with authority as he marched through the throng. The streets were dark, but even at this late hour they were still busy, the last of the costermongers looking to turn a shilling by working the night-time crowd as the folk incarcerated in the mean, cramped housing took to the streets to escape their bleak little homes.

Yet not everyone abroad was seeking entertainment. Jack spied the shadowy figures on the fringes of the crowd. Sir Humphrey stood out like a cock in a henhouse, and already the first of the night predators were beginning to move, the wealthy man entering their domain stirring their interest.

‘Sir!’ Jack called out.

‘Don’t dawdle, Jack. Don’t dawdle.’ Sir Humphrey marched on, his pace unaltered.

‘Sir.’ Jack plucked at his shoulder, forcing him to slow.

‘What is it?’ Sir Humphrey turned. He took one look at Jack’s anxious face and understood instantly. ‘Are the wolves circling?’

Jack nodded. He was too busy watching the crowd to answer. Another dark figure slipped along the edge of the street to run ahead. The men who preyed on those foolish enough to stray into their territory were taking up their positions.

‘You are going to have trust me.’ Jack spoke quickly and urgently.

Sir Humphrey nodded. ‘Very well.’

Jack flashed the older man a thin smile. ‘Then follow me.’

Jack broke into a trot as soon as he was out of the stream of people filling the main street. He headed for an alleyway just wide enough for one man. Sir Humphrey followed close behind as they slipped into the darkness.

The alley stank. Jack was very aware of the use to which the people in the nearby houses put the dank space, but this was not the time to care about his boots, even if they were those of a fancy Cavalier.

‘Stay close,’ he hissed. His feet kicked against something soft. Whatever it was reeked to high heaven, but Jack knew better than to look down and stepped on, ignoring the obscene squelch that came from under the heel of his boot.

‘Good God.’ Sir Humphrey was not so wise. The alley was dark, but the moon was out and it cast an eerie, thin light in the grim space that Jack had led them into.

‘Quiet.’ Jack snapped the order through gritted teeth. He could not know what was around the next bend, and the fear was scratching at his nerves. He reckoned they were safer in the alleys that ran behind the rows of slum housing, but he could not be sure. It was not the place to be after dark.

They moved quickly and almost silently, the sound of their boots muffled by the ordure spread thickly across the ground. The stench was overpowering, and Jack snapped the stitches that held his fancy collar in place and wrapped it around his lower face, using it to shield his mouth and nose. His sword dug painfully into his side every time it caught on something left abandoned on the ground, and he was sorely tempted to ditch it. But he reckoned he was in enough trouble as it was, without risking more by discarding the costume he had been loaned.

He heard footsteps and held up his hand. Sir Humphrey pressed close, his fingers clutched painfully into Jack’s shoulder, his breathing loud in his ear.

‘What—’

Jack shut off the question with a sharp movement of his hand. ‘Shit.’ He could not hold back the exclamation. He heard the telltale sounds of someone rushing towards them. There was nowhere to go. No way to escape. They were trapped.

‘Oi!’

The shout echoed off the high walls of the buildings pressed close to either side of the alley. Whoever it was rushing towards them had spied the two figures in the darkness.

The cry was cut off abruptly. The moment Jack had caught the first glimpse of the shadowy figure rushing towards him, he had moved forward, his hands lifted to what he guessed would be neck level. He had no idea who it was, but he grabbed what he could, swinging the body round hard and driving it against the wall. There was no space to pull back an arm, so he pushed his body into the stranger, trapping him against the side of the alley with his hands caught behind his back.

‘What the fuck—’

‘Shut your muzzle.’ Jack snarled the words into the stranger’s face. He raised a hand, using it to smother the man’s mouth, whilst the other took firm hold of his neck. ‘We don’t want no trouble.’

The man struggled under Jack’s grip, but in the cramped confines of the alley, it was impossible for him to force his way free. Jack leant forward as he felt the man’s weight shift, and pushed against him, pressing him into the wall. ‘Don’t try nothing.’

The man went still, but Jack did not ease off the pressure. For the first time, he spotted the tatty top hat rammed hard on to the stranger’s head. ‘Shit, Jem, is that you?’

The body squirmed, and Jack released his hold on the man’s face, freeing the mouth.

‘Fuck you, Mud.’ The words were spat out the moment Jack’s hand moved away. ‘I’m going to cut your fucking gizzard when—’

Jack rammed his hand forward once again, shutting off the foul tirade. ‘Don’t go raising a shine, Jem.’ He fought the urge to laugh. Jem was the worst footpad he had ever heard of. ‘We ain’t going to hurt you. Just let us be on our way.’ He saw the gleam in Jem’s eyes, the hatred that burned inside. ‘You’re going to stand aside, you get me? We don’t want no trouble. You just ease past and we’ll be on our way. All nice and easy.’

He kept his eyes fixed on the footpad. He could almost see the cogs whirring inside Jem’s head, the slow calculation of loss and gain. Carefully he pulled back his hand, but he kept his weight forward, grinding Jem into the wall.

‘All right.’ Jem looked like he wanted to puke. ‘No trouble?’

‘No trouble.’ Jack did not move. ‘Don’t you go making a fuss now.’

Jem nodded once, his pale face gleaming in the meagre light.

Jack eased his weight back, wary of treachery, his muscles tensed and ready to slam Jem back against the wall. Yet the fight had gone out of the man he had already bested once. It was no easy manoeuvre in the alley, but Jack and Sir Humphrey eased past one another, awkwardly shuffling sideways so that they could let Jem get behind them.

The moment he was free, the footpad opened up a gap between them. Then he turned, his face twisted and angry. ‘You’d better go home, Jack. Better run back to your ma and hope she’ll hide you away, ’cos your guv’nor is going to tan your hide when he sees you. He’s after your blood.’

Jack looked carefully at the man he was certain would be waiting for him one day in the darkness, his desire for revenge just one of the fears Jack had for the coming days. But his own fate would have to wait until he had rescued the younger Ponsonby. He had no fixed plans for what would happen after that, but he had a notion his future would look a damn sight better when Edmund was safe back in the care of his father.

‘I reckon you’ll have to wait a while for him to get you, though. He seemed a bit busy when I left your ma’s palace.’

Jack did not understand. ‘Fuck off, Jem. Enough’s enough.’

‘Oh, I’ll walk my chalk, don’t you piss your pants. But I bet that chum of yours is pissing on his fucking boots right here and now.’

‘What chum?’ Jack felt the first stirring of fear.

‘That posh cove you stopped me doing over. Fucking idiot came back, and all on his lonesome, too.’

Jack felt Sir Humphrey stiffen. Jem had to be speaking about Edmund.

‘Last I saw, the little fucker was shitting in his drawers as your old man dragged him out back.’

Jack did not stay to listen to any more. He broke into a run, his boots pounding hard into the foul muck lining the alley. Lampkin had spotted Edmund. The boy was a rich prize, one that the big man would not let slip through his fingers.

Jack ran hard, the echo of Jem’s bitter laugh in his head. He had to hurry, before Edmund disappeared once and for all.


Chapter 9

The alley twisted back on itself as it followed the brick wall at the rear of a line of tiny terraced houses. Jack could hear the cries and yells of the men, women and children crowded into the cramped rooms, where they were lucky if they had enough space for them all to lie on the floor. The plaintive wail of a baby rang out before it was silenced, the sound dying away to create a moment’s silence that was rudely shattered by the raised voices of a man and woman screaming at one another.

Jack ran as hard as he could. The air rasped in his lungs, his heart pounding hard enough to crack open his chest. He could hear Sir Humphrey behind him, the older man dragging in breath with great sobs.

They burst out of the alley no more than a dozen yards from the front of the palace. The street was busy, but Jack did not pause. He galloped on, charging towards the door, ignoring the shouts and curses that came his way as he barged through the crowd.

He hit the door hard, his arm shuddering with the impact. The place was full, the night young enough for their more respectable clientele to still be enjoying a quiet drink. He moved quickly, pushing through the crowd waiting patiently for their turn to be served.

‘All right, Jack-o!’ A toothless man noticed Jack’s arrival and called out in greeting, his fetid breath washing over Jack’s face as he pushed past. ‘’Bout time you was here. Get yourself behind that bloody bar and pour me a drink.’

Jack ignored the plea. He looked ahead and saw his mother serving the crowd alone. She spotted him at the same moment, the quickest flash of a smile whispering across her face before it was replaced by the habitual scowl.

‘So you’re back then.’ She snapped the comment, not caring one jot that their domestic situation was being played out to a crowd. In the cramped rookeries, everyone knew everyone else’s business, and Jack’s disappearance had been gossiped about long and hard that day.

‘Where’s your old man?’ Jack forced his way to the great slab of mahogany, firing off the question, his fist slamming hard into the scarred surface.

‘Get behind this fucking bar and earn your keep.’ His mother did not pause as she accosted her wayward son, her hands still pouring the gin that made her money even as her attention was focused on Jack.

‘Where’s Lampkin?’ Jack bellowed the question with real venom.

His mother recoiled as if he had struck her. She was staring at his face as though seeing him for the first time.

‘Where is he?’ he snarled. He did not care that he was scaring her.

‘Out back.’

Jack was moving in a heartbeat.

‘Don’t you go out there, Jack.’ His mother dropped the glass she was holding. It hit the bar top and tipped, its precious contents spilt across its surface. ‘Don’t you dare disturb, him, not now.’

Jack saw real fear in his mother’s expression. He stared at her. Her face was flushed, her pouchy cheeks rouged with fear. He saw the woman who had fought for survival all her life; the mother who had somehow kept her son safe despite their precarious circumstances.

‘Don’t go out there, Jack. He’ll kill you if you stop him.’

He took one last look at his mother before he turned and stormed away. He would not be stopped. Not even by the only person who had ever loved him.

Jack ran down the ginny’s back passage. The scullery at the rear of the building was empty, but the door to the tiny yard was open, and he did not hesitate. He strode forward, his borrowed boots loud on the wooden floorboards, and burst out into the yard. The air was ripe with the smell of stale gin from the empty barrels stored there. But Jack smelt something else. He smelt fear. And blood.

Lampkin turned as soon as he heard Jack enter the yard. He was in his shirtsleeves, his uppermost buttons undone to reveal the thick pelt of hair on his chest. He was hatless, his short-cropped hair glistening in the fine rain that had begun to fall. He did not seem concerned to see Jack.

‘Fuck off, boy.’ The command was short and sharp, the words spat out.

Jack looked down at Lampkin’s fists. There was a gas light just the other side of the gate at the back of the yard, put there by his mother to make loading and unloading the brewer’s cart possible even in the worst of the particulars. Now it cast an eerie light in the gloom of the fine mist, enough for Jack to see the blood that stained Lampkin’s hands, and the crumpled body on the ground. He heard Sir Humphrey gasp as he saw his son lying in a bloodied heap, but he held out an arm and kept the older man at bay. Edmund’s fate was now bound to his own.

‘Why?’ He asked the question as much for Sir Humphrey as for himself. ‘Why beat him?’

Lampkin barely glanced at the young man he had battered into bloody submission. He shrugged. ‘He had it coming. Lording it in here. Taking Mary like he bloody owned her. Besides, he’ll be easier to manage now he’s been taught his place.’

‘You could’ve just taken his rhino.’ Jack was bitter. He knew what was coming and he was wrestling with his fear. Part of him longed to leave, to abandon Sir Humphrey and his son to their fate. But for a reason he did not fully understand, he stayed where he was. It was time to finish it with Lampkin, one way or another. Neither of the Ponsonbys mattered. It was about Jack and his master.

‘And where is the fun in that?’ Lampkin sneered. ‘Ain’t what I’m about, you know that. A man who ain’t feared ain’t nothing.’

‘And you like being feared. You like to see it in men’s eyes when they pass you.’ Jack sighed. The time for talking was done. ‘But I ain’t afraid of you. Not any more.’

Lampkin laughed. ‘I don’t reckon you are. But others will be, when they see what I done to this toff. When they see what I’ve done to you.’

Jack felt a chill run down his spine. Yet still he turned his back on the man he feared. ‘Step inside, sir.’ He gestured for Sir Humphrey to go back into the scullery.

‘I shall not leave.’ Sir Humphrey hissed the words. ‘My son is my concern.’

‘Are you going to get him, then? Are you going to fight?’ Jack’s fear made him cruel. ‘No? Then stay out of my way.’ He lifted a hand and shoved Sir Humphrey. ‘You hear me. Keep out of the fucking way.’

‘My son . . .’ Sir Humphrey stepped back, driven by Jack. Yet still he pleaded, begging Jack to act.

‘I’ll bring you your son.’ Jack forced the confidence into his voice. ‘I give you my word.’ He thought Sir Humphrey would continue to resist, but this time he moved away, ceding the ground to Jack.

‘God give you strength.’

Lampkin cackled as Sir Humphrey invoked the name of the Lord. ‘Ain’t no God round this parts, your honour. There’s just men like me, and we ain’t beholden to no one but ourselves.’

Jack turned to face the man who had ruled his life for the past ten years. ‘Let me take the toff. It doesn’t have to end like this.’

‘Fuck off, boy.’

‘I ain’t your boy, not any more.’

‘Is that right?’ Lampkin stepped forward, flexing his powerful shoulders, turning his head on its thick neck first one way, then the other. ‘I reckon you had better prove you’re a man then, don’t you?’

Jack moved fast, darting forward even as Lampkin was speaking. Fear surged through him, settling deep in his gut like a lead weight, but it did not stay his hand. He punched, his right hand shooting forward, bellowing as it caught Lampkin on the cheek, snapping his head back. The sound of the contact was loud in the cramped yard.

He followed up with his left, driving the blow at Lampkin’s throat. He felt detached, as if watching the fight from afar. This time he missed his target but still landed a stinging blow on the side of Lampkin’s neck.

‘Come on!’ he roared, and struck again, going for the body. He felt the madness then, the searing joy of the impossible fight. He punched again and again, solid, driving blows to Lampkin’s chest, forcing him backwards, the grunts of pain the only sound that greeted the onslaught. His soul thrilled with the joy of landing the blows, his hatred unleashed into every punch. He savoured each one, the years of misery leading to this moment of victory.

Lampkin’s head dropped as he doubled over, and Jack smashed his knee forward, catching him full in the face, pulping his nose. It was a dreadful blow, Lampkin’s face a mask of blood. He fell backwards, his arms windmilling around him before he smacked down on to his backside.

Jack stayed where he was, his chest heaving with the exertion of the fight. He lifted his bloodied fists, holding them ready.

‘Get up. I ain’t finished with you yet.’ He snarled the words through gasps for air. The madness was upon him. He wanted to fight on, to pummel his fists into the man who sat and stared back at him through bloodied eyes. He wanted to kill.

But Lampkin was not done. He moved quickly, bounding to his feet in one lithe movement. A knife was in his hands, its sharp edge catching the light.

Jack saw the weapon, but he had no time to think as Lampkin charged at him, the blade aimed at his guts. He twisted to one side, his body reacting automatically. Lampkin saw him move and lunged again, aiming the blade at Jack’s throat.

Jack threw up an arm. The knife was moving fast, and it drove deep into his forearm. The pain flared white hot across his vision. He staggered, the agony like a living thing feasting on his flesh. Lampkin laughed, and came at him again, the knife stabbing at Jack’s eyes.

Jack felt the terror then. He ducked away, dodging the knife. But Lampkin was quick, and he slashed it back across Jack’s chest. The blow cut through his jacket, peeling back a flap of cloth, the tip scoring across his ribs.

Jack heard the whimper escape from his own lips as he felt the blood run down his side. He could not beat the knife. He knew then that he would die.

Lampkin pulled away, his breath laboured. His bloody face cracked into a hideous smile. ‘You always was a fool, you fucking by-blow of a doxy. Now I reckon you’ll die a fucking fool.’

Jack wanted to scream, his terror bubbling away just below the surface. His mind recoiled from the idea that he might be about to die. He stepped back and the rapier caught at his heels. He stumbled and nearly fell, but his hands grasped its hilt, and in desperation he tugged it free of its scabbard.

He turned back, hefting the strange weapon. His fear burned bright, but the weight of the rapier felt snug in his hand. ‘Come on then.’ He fanned the flames of his hatred. ‘You want to fucking dance: let’s dance.’

There was time to see a flicker of fear on Lampkin’s face before Jack slashed the rapier in a wild arc, cutting it through the air in front of him.

Lampkin laughed as he watched the blade go wide. He was still laughing as he stabbed the knife forward, driving it at Jack’s chest in a short, economical strike that was so much more effective than Jack’s wild swing.

Jack could do nothing but throw the rapier back across his body. He had no idea how to fight with a blade, but by some miracle he caught the knife, deflecting it away.

Lampkin’s eyes went wide as his attack slid past its target. Jack saw the opening and punched the hilt of the rapier forward, smashing it into Lampkin’s face, every ounce of strength he possessed behind the blow. The heavy hilt ripped a great flap of skin from Lampkin’s cheek. The big man staggered, the power of the blow rocking him back on his heels. Jack went after him, punching the hilt forward, smashing it into the same spot before bringing his arm back and lashing out again. Blood splattered across his hand, but still he attacked, bludgeoning Lampkin to the ground, beating aside the hands that lifted in a pathetic defence. Again and again he punched down, using the rapier like a cudgel, the steel edge forgotten as he beat Lampkin senseless with the heavy hilt.

‘Stop it! Stop it! You’re killing him.’

Jack felt small hands pulling him back. He staggered away, his breath coming in ragged gasps.

His mother pushed past. She dropped to her knees beside the body Jack had left on the ground, sobbing as she bent low and scooped up the battered head. Blood smothered her skirt and ran over the hands that cradled Lampkin’s face, yet she still leant forward, holding him close and pressing the ruin of his flesh to her chest.

‘You’ve killed him!’ She screamed the words, her face lifted towards her son, the accusation stripping away her dignity. She sobbed then, great shudders coursing through her body.

Jack felt nothing. He had never seen so much blood, yet it did not cause him an iota of dismay.

‘He would have killed me!’ He spat out the defence, the anger that had driven him in the fight slow to depart. ‘It was him or me.’

‘Get out! Get out!’ His mother was raging now. Her face was smeared with tears and with Lampkin’s blood, but her eyes were sharp and they stared in accusation at her son. ‘Get out!’

Jack could not move. He stared at the blood splattered over his hands, the evidence of his crime revealed.

Lampkin groaned. The sound wavered, like the first wail of a newborn. Somewhere underneath the mask of blood, he was alive.

Jack felt his mind harden. He had administered the beating, and now he would face the consequences of his actions. ‘You have to choose, Ma. Him or me.’

His mother paid him no heed. She bent her face low, murmuring, her lips brushing against Lampkin’s cheek.

‘You’ve got to choose, Ma.’ Jack raised his voice, forcing the issue. ‘Right here and now. Him or me.’ He spoke slowly, his words falling into the silence.

At last his mother turned to face him. She looked from her son, and the man he had become, to the man he had left broken in the dirt. She took a breath. ‘I choose him.’

Her words were like iron. Jack felt them hit him harder than Lampkin’s fists. They settled deep.

He did not wait to hear any more. He pushed past a stunned Sir Humphrey, who had moved forward to attend to his son, and slid back the bolt that secured the rear gate. He turned as he opened it, taking one last look at his mother. Her eyes lifted to meet his. They were glazed, the horror of the night engraved upon them. She held his stare, looking deep into his soul before she turned away, breaking the bond once and for all.

‘Go. Do not come back.’ She spoke the words firmly. She did not look at him again.

Jack knew that his days at the gin palace were over. He bent low and got his good arm under Edmund’s shoulder, his left on fire from the wound he had taken from Lampkin’s knife. With Sir Humphrey taking Edmund’s other side, they hauled the boy to his feet, draping his arms around their shoulders. Then together they began the long journey to Bishopsgate, and the hackney carriage that would take them away from the place that had been the only home Jack had ever known.


Epilogue

‘I’m looking for Sergeant Tate.’

‘Over there, old son.’ A short, pugnacious sergeant looked Jack over like a man appraising a horse. ‘You taking the shilling?’

Jack held his breath. He glanced across and spotted Sergeant Tate sitting at a corner table, a young boy staring sadly at the quart of ale in front of him. Tate looked as smart as ever. The immaculate scarlet uniform was just as Jack remembered, the same undress hat with its three ribbons perched at a jaunty angle on his head, its thick gold chin strap held in place beneath his bottom lip.

‘A lad like you should join the dragoons, not the bloody foot-sloggers.’ The stout sergeant reached out and clapped Jack on the shoulder. ‘You get your own horse in my lot. Can you imagine that? Like a lord you would be.’

‘Leave him be, Sergeant Flynn, one of mine he is,’ Tate’s familiar voice called out.

Jack saw the smile as his presence in the Mitre and Dove was spotted. ‘Come and take a pew, Jack-o, my lad.’ Tate waved him over. ‘We’ve got space for one more.’

Jack did as he was bid. He moved more freely now his wounds had healed. The Ponsonbys had been good to him, but their charity had to come to an end, and so Jack had said his goodbyes and stepped back into the world, ready to fend for himself again. Now he slipped on to the bench next to the whey-faced young lad, who stared at his beer as if it were the source of all his suffering.

‘I knew you’d come, Jack-o. Didn’t I always say it?’ Tate seemed pleased to see him. He reached out a hand and laid it on Jack’s arm. ‘I heard about you and your ma. I reckoned you’d come to me. You want that shilling, old son?’

Jack nodded. He felt the claws of the future take their grip around his soul.
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The valley was the perfect place for an ambush. The rider scanned the steep sides with concern, his hard grey eyes roving over the heavy boulders that littered the slopes, wary in the face of the imagined danger. He saw the places where men could hide, the positions where he would disperse his soldiers if he were not the one riding through the narrow, gloomy defile.

A small avalanche of stones caught his attention. Each fast-moving boulder kicked up a puff of dust, the thin, dry soil easily disturbed after so many months without rain. There was nothing to hold a man in his grave, the arid, friable surface reduced to so much sand.

The rider moved his hand carefully, unbuckling the holster on his right hip. He reached inside and wrapped his fingers around the hilt of his revolver, the metal hot to his touch. He felt the gun’s weight, its solidity reassuring. It was ready to fire, the five barrels loaded with care that morning, each one sealed with a thin layer of grease to prevent a misfire. The rider had learnt never to leave anything to chance. He could never be sure when the dacoits who roamed the high ground and preyed on the unwary and the unready would try to take the lone traveller who rode the barren lands. So he prepared for battle each day, priming his weapons and hardening his soul.

His eyes were never still as they roamed over the hidden crevices, his senses reaching out, searching for danger. He stopped his horse and listened. At first he heard nothing, the lonely quiet of the high ground pressing around him. He was thinking of slipping from the saddle and putting his ear to the ground to listen for movement when he heard the rumble. It sounded distant, like an early-morning express train far in the distance. His sable mount twitched its ears, sensing its master’s unease, its right foreleg pawing nervously at the soil as it was ordered to wait.

The rumble increased, the noise building steadily. The rider tightened his grip on the reins, shortening them and bunching them together so he could hold them in his left hand, his right clasped firmly around the hilt of his revolver.

He sensed movement to his left and tugged hard at the reins, pulling on the heavy metal bit forced into his horse’s mouth. He jabbed star-shaped spurs into the animal’s sides, forcing it into motion so quickly that its hooves scrabbled at the stony soil. As it lurched away, he saw the source of the movement . The heavy boulders kicked soil high into the air as they picked up speed and thundered down the sharp sides of the valley. They gathered momentum as they hurtled towards the solitary rider, careering down the slope, knocking other lesser stones from their precarious perch so that they created an avalanche that roared downwards in a wild melee of dust and stone.

The screams of the thugs echoed around the cramped confines of the valley as they unleashed their ambush. Ever since William Bentinck had taken over as governor of Bengal in 1830, the British authorities had brutally suppressed the followers of the cult of Thuggee. These worshippers of the goddess Kali had been the target of a concerted campaign to eradicate them, until only a few scattered bands remained, their brutal ritualistic killings a threat only to those foolish enough to travel the wild and lonely roads far from the influence of the British.

The rider reined his horse hard round, blinking away the dust that rolled over him. The inhuman shrieks of the ambush rang in his ears, drowning out even the heavy thump of his heart. The familiar icy rush of fear flushed through him before settling deep in his gut. There it twisted, churning his insides like a beast fighting to be freed, but imprisoned, held captive by the barriers he had constructed to contain it.

The first thug leapt over the fallen boulders, screaming like a banshee as he charged the rider, the naked steel of his talwar catching the sun as he flashed it overhead, readying the first blow.

The rider lifted his right hand. The fear was controlled, the bitter calm of experience overriding the terror of the ambush. The thug was close enough for the rider to see the animal snarl of hatred on the man’s face, the bared teeth as he howled his wild war cry, the bearded face beneath the stained pagdi twisted with rage.

The revolver coughed as the rider pulled the trigger. The bullet thudded into the thug’s face, smacking him backwards as if his feet had been pulled away sharply by an invisible rope. His corpse hit the ground like a rag doll, the contents of his skull spread wide, staining the dusty soil red.

The other ambushers did not hesitate. The rider had time to see the dirt on their faded robes, the tears and the rents in the worn fabric. The next face filled the simple sight on his revolver, the same visceral expression of hatred looming into view for no more than a single heartbeat before he pulled the trigger once more.

The man was punched to the ground, the revolver’s heavy bullet tearing through flesh and bone with ease. The second would-be killer crumpled, his pathetic, twisted corpse left lying no more than a yard away from the first.

The two remaining bandits rushed the rider. He got off a third, wild shot as they came close, but the deadly missile cracked past the ear of the nearest thug to score a thick sliver of stone from one of the boulders that had been meant to crush the rider into oblivion.

The rider gouged his spurs cruelly into his horse’s sides, forcing it to lurch forward. He rode at the surviving bandits, charging his enemy. They closed at a terrifying speed, coming together in a sudden blur of movement. The bandits had no time to slow their wild attack and the rider was past them before they could react. The treacherous ground gave way under their boots as they tried to turn to face him. One slipped, his curse the last sound he would ever utter.

The rider had forced his mount into a tight turn the moment he had burst through the pair of bandits. He let the still-smoking revolver fall from his hand and drew his sword. It was a fabulous weapon, the kind found in tales of valiant knights and beautiful damsels. Writing flowed down the length of the steel blade, the swirling script etched deep into the metal. The golden hilt wrapped snugly around the hand of the man wielding the sword, its dark red sharkskin grip mottled and stained from use.

It was the blade of a prince and it cut through the fallen bandit’s neck, slicing through the gristle to leave his head half severed, the blood darkening his filthy robes.

The last bandit threw his talwar across his body in a wild parry as the glorious sword whispered through the air, keening for his flesh. The rider twisted his wrist as he brought the weapon scything backwards, aiming the next blow even as the bandit attempted to recover from his first desperate parry, the fabulous sword moving quicker than the eye could follow.

The attacks followed swiftly, one after the other. The rider sat his horse as though the two were one single, monstrous beast, his skill instinctive. His pace never once faltered, forcing the last thug to scramble clumsily up the side of the valley in a desperate attempt to keep the steel from beating aside his defence.

The bandit screamed, his terror given voice as he slipped and fell, his notched and pitted talwar knocked from his hand by the relentless salvo of blows that came at him. The rider remained silent, even in the moment of victory. The thug scrabbled on the ground, trying to escape his fate. He had time to look once into the rider’s merciless eyes before the tip of the beautiful sword pierced his heart, the rider forced to lean far forward in the saddle as he drove the steel deep into his enemy’s flesh.

The rider twisted his sword, releasing the blade from the body of his fallen foe, then carefully manoeuvred his horse backwards, leaning from the saddle as he scanned the valley, looking for any threat that he had missed. A lone vulture met his gaze. The wizened old bird flapped its wings lazily as it landed on one of the boulders that had been meant to kill the white-faced rider. For a moment, man and bird stared at one another, the last two living creatures in the narrow valley contemplating the sudden arrival of death in such a remote place.

The rider slipped from the saddle. He wiped the sleeve of his coat across his face, smearing away the river of sweat that had run down to sting his eyes. The wool was heavy, the fabric poorly woven. The garment was not tailored to fit and it bunched uncomfortably over the rider’s shoulders. The red cloth showed the ravages of weeks in the saddle, but its pedigree was still recognisable. It was a uniform made famous the world over by the men who sheltered beneath its folds. It was the red coat of a British soldier.

The rider retrieved his revolver, a wry grimace appearing on his lean face as he inspected the metal and saw the deep scratch that the impact with the stony soil had scored into its side. He paid no heed to the four corpses that littered the ground. He was long accustomed to death.

He walked quickly back to his horse, anxious to be away. He murmured quietly to calm the beast, the first sounds he had uttered since the four wandering thugs had launched their sudden ambush; then, with a single bound, he hurled himself into the saddle and turned his tired mount to face the path that had been partially blocked by the fallen boulders.

He let the horse pick its own way through the rubble, turning his back on the men who had sought his death, leaving them to the vulture and the other animals that would relish a feast of fresh flesh.

Another band of dacoits was no more.

He reached into the saddlebag that contained the ammunition for his revolver. He frowned as he saw how few cartridges were left. His days wandering the lonely paths were coming to an end. He would have to face a return to civilisation, to the people he had rejected for so long.

He gathered his horse’s reins in one hand and urged it to pick up the pace. It would take him many days to reach his destination, but he was in no hurry. He had not set out to be alone for so long, but still he did not feel the need to find company. The days had dragged into weeks, the weeks into months, but he would not rush to find the future as once he had.

He would let it find him.

  


Chapter Two
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Bombay, October 1856 

The British officer was sprawled in the leather club armchair, a week old copy of the Times laid carelessly in his lap. Three bottles of Bass beer sat on the drum table beside him, their precious contents long gone. The officer slept fitfully, despite the effects of the food and drink he had consumed. He was not alone in the guests’ lounge. It was the time for rest, for slumbering through the hottest hours of the day, when all sensible fellows retired to the cool of the lounge or slunk away to their beds to await the fresher air of evening. The better echelons of Bombay society had only just returned to the city, and they slipped into a coma of indolence after tiffin, hibernating until evening arrived and the coaches came to collect them for a turn around the Esplanade or, for the more energetic, a drive to the splendour of the Malabar Hills or the harsh beauty of the black rocks at the Breach.

‘Excuse me, sahib?’

The proprietor of the Hotel Splendid stood at a respectful distance, contemplating the British lieutenant as he fidgeted in his sleep, the starched collar of his shirt bent and distorted as his head twisted from side to side. Abdul El-Amir was painfully aware that he had paid for the starch in the officer’s collar, just as he had paid for the bottles of beer that had helped induce the afternoon’s siesta. The lieutenant’s bill had been unpaid for the last fortnight, a state of affairs that had inspired Abdul to rise from his own afternoon rest to disturb his guest’s peaceful nap.

‘Sahib!’ Abdul was a slight man. He rarely ate, preferring to obtain his sustenance from the hookah that was never far from his side. Yet it was a rash man who took his lack of bulk for weakness. He might be a Muslim in a Hindu world but his connections with the local gang of dacoits made him a formidable adversary, even for a sahib. Abdul El-Amir was not a man to be crossed.

The British officer jerked at the abrupt summons, his breath snorting in his nose as he awoke. 

‘I am so sorry to disturb you, sahib, please forgive me.’ Abdul bowed low at the waist, though his simpering smile did not reach his eyes.

The lieutenant rallied quickly, wiping a shirt cuff across his mouth and running his fingers over the thin layer of dark hair that had been cut unfashionably short. He sported several days’ growth of stubble but was otherwise hair-free, something of an oddity amongst the fabulous beards, moustaches, whiskers and mutton chops favoured by most of the British officers who passed through Abdul’s hotel on their way in or out of Bombay.

‘What can I do for you, Abdul?’ The British officer addressed the proprietor in the calm tone of a man well used to being in control. He gathered up the remains of the Times, carefully folding it before placing it underneath one of the empty bottles on the table at his side.

Abdul reached inside his cream robes. Like most locals he wore a long, flowing kurta devoid of all decoration. His sole concession to fashion was a fabulous scarlet waistcoat covered with the images of a thousand flowers, each picked out in exquisite detail, the fine thread and bright colours an indication of the garment’s value.

‘There is the small matter of your bill, sahib. I fear there has been some mistake as it does not appear to have been settled as I requested last week.’

The officer reached behind him to pull his scarlet coat on to his shoulders, the single crown that denoted his rank catching the light. The cuffs of the red shell jacket were green and the sphinx on the collar revealed that the officer served in the 24th Regiment of Foot. The sphinx was the legacy of a battle fought in Egypt against Napoleon back in 1802. It was an honour worn with pride by all who joined the regiment, a symbol of the men who had died in its name. A symbol the man dressed in the uniform of one of its lieutenants had no right to wear.

‘How remiss of me. Here, leave it with me and I will see to it.’ The officer reached for the offending document.

Abdul hesitated, pulling the sheet of paper away from the questing fingers.

‘In cash?’

For the first time the lieutenant’s annoyance showed. His hard eyes fixed on the proprietor. ‘I will arrange for a transfer of funds. Cox and Cox will be only too pleased to assist with the transaction.’

‘I would prefer cash. In the circumstances.’ The smile was gone now. With a nonchalance born of long experience, Abdul turned and beckoned to one of his men.

‘So be it.’ The officer made no show of having noticed the heavyset enforcer Abdul had summoned to join the conversation. The man must have stood close to seven feet tall and was built like a brick outhouse. The threat was clear.

‘And today, sahib, not tomorrow or the day after.’ Abdul offered the bill, bowing at the waist as he held it towards the seated officer.

There was no trace of fear on the lieutenant’s face, even with the bulk of the enforcer looming large over his chair. Instead he sighed, as if disappointed by the display. ‘I understand.’

The hotel’s owner sneered at the mild response, his thin moustache twitching. ‘Thank you, sahib.’

He turned and waved his bodyguard away before leaving the British officer to his afternoon at leisure. He was not concerned that his unabashed approach risked losing him a guest. His hotel was always full, the lack of accommodation in Bombay forcing a steady stream of white-faced firangi to stay in his establishment before they went up country. Abdul made sure that the place appealed to a certain class of officer. His was one of the few guest houses in the city that could boast a bath for every half-dozen guests, and he kept the best British beer chilled and ready. For the more discerning guest there was even a ready supply of clean, beautiful women, available at any hour of the day or night. Abdul might be a violent thug at heart, but he knew what his particular type of customer valued most of all.

Jack Lark sat in his darkened room. He savoured the solitude, enjoying the peace that only came when he was alone. It had been a struggle to become accustomed to being around so many people after so long spent with no one but his horse for company, and part of him craved a return to the airy quiet of the high ground. A life alone was so much easier than one where others encroached to prod and poke into his affairs.

With a sigh he began gathering together his few belongings, packing them into his worn leather knapsack. He kept back his one good uniform. The dress of a lieutenant in the 24th Regiment of Foot ensured he was not often troubled on the turbulent streets of Bombay, except, of course, by the hundreds of hawkers and stallholders desperate to have him part with the coins they believed he carried. The other officers and civilian officials would leave him be, allowing him a freedom of movement he could never hope to enjoy if he wore the simple red coat of an ordinary soldier.

He had spent two weeks in the dubious surroundings of the Hotel Splendid. He had chosen his accommodation with care, locating a place that asked few questions of its clientele. His first steps back into society were cautious ones, and the anonymity of a place like the Hotel Splendid suited him very well.

He bundled the worn red coat of a private soldier into a ball, stuffing it to the very bottom of his knapsack, hiding it away until he next left the confines of polite society and ventured back to the wild lands. He laid his few shirts and a spare pair of breeches on top of a blue uniform coat that was creased and rumpled from being hidden for so long, and added four freshly purchased boxes of ammunition for his handgun, ensuring that he had easy access to this most important of all his possessions. He had learnt that the bullion of his epaulettes could only be trusted so far. Sometimes there was nothing better than a fully loaded five-shot Dean and Adams revolver to ensure his safety.

Packed and ready to leave, he sat back heavily on the cast-iron bed, taking a few moments’ rest before he moved on. The room was hot and stuffy despite the large window that was kept open every hour of the day and night. A thin grass screen known as a tattie covered the opening. Every few hours, one of the hotel’s servants came to douse the tightly woven grasses in water. It cooled the room for a while, adding a delicate fragrance to the sweaty atmosphere before the heat outside baked it dry once again.

Jack had wandered his way towards Bombay thinking to find some anonymity in the bustling hub of the British Empire’s presence in India. He had many pressing needs, the most important of which was money. Only with a full pocket book could he begin to rejoin the world he had walked away from. Until he could find a way to raise some rhino, he would have to live on his wits, finding the necessities of life where and when he could.

Wherever he went, he brought his past with him, a burden much heavier than the single knapsack that carried all he possessed. Bitter memories lurked in the depths of his mind, festering in the darkness. He had learnt to control his thoughts, forcing them away from the recollection of the life he had lived. He had not always been alone; he had once been an ordinary redcoat, planning for a future with the woman he loved. When that had been snatched from him, he had been left alone without hope and without a future. So he had stolen a new life, taking the identity and the papers of his deceased commander. He became the officer he had always dreamt of being, securing the station in life denied him due to his low birth and the lack of the one commodity that society judged the most important when selecting those granted the power of an officer’s rank: money.

As an officer, he had thrived, leading his stolen company into battle in the Crimea. In the terrifying encounter at the Alma river, he had discovered the ability to fight and to set the example that men needed if they were to function when their lives were on the line. Where some found an aptitude for working with wood or for shaping iron, the art of killing had become his trade.

He had come to India in search of a new life, but so far he had found nothing but war, his skills on the battlefield needed once again as the British authorities strove to oust the Maharajah of Sawadh from his kingdom. When diplomacy had given way to violence, Jack was once again forced to fight for his country, his duty tethering him to the British army no matter what his heart desired.

Now he was alone once again, bereft of ties to family or regiment. He had assumed the name of a dead lieutenant, a man he was reasonably certain no one would know in the eclectic society of Bombay, where he hoped to start again, far away from his past. For the spark of ambition still flared deep inside his battered and troubled soul. He was determined to prove, to a world that neither knew nor cared, that the product of London’s vilest rookeries could achieve so much more than polite society allowed. It was the one honest thing he had left, and he clung to it like a recently converted soul clung to their new faith.

‘Sahib! How may I help you?’ Abdul sat up abruptly. He had been dozing; the hookah pipe was dangling from the corner of his mouth. He put it to one side and straightened in his chair, making a mental note to berate his hapless clerk, who had forgotten the strict instruction that the hotel’s owner should not be disturbed.

Jack smiled. ‘I have come to settle my account.’

Abdul simpered, the thought of money assuaging his anger. ‘That is most gracious of you, sahib. I am so sorry for having brought the matter to your attention, but we all have bills to pay.’ He spread his arms in apology, conveniently forgetting the implied threat he had delivered alongside the bill. ‘You have the cash?’

‘Of course, but I thought you might like to take part in a little financial transaction in lieu of the debt.’ 

Abdul’s eyes narrowed. ‘What sort of transaction do you have in mind?’

‘I have a certain object that I wish to sell. I had thought to ask for your assistance in the matter.’

‘What kind of object?’ Abdul’s accent became thicker. He could not hide the spark of avarice that the British officer’s request had kindled.

Jack slipped a hand into a pocket. With his eyes fixed on the hotel owner, he flicked a single fat ruby on to the mahogany desk. He saw the swift lick of the lips as Abdul sized up the jewel, the flicker in the man’s soft brown eyes as he contemplated its value. Jack knew he would be cheated. He did not expect to get more than a fraction of the ruby’s true worth. But he was penniless and he needed some ready cash. He was not in a position to sell the gem openly; not even the uniform of a British officer was sufficient protection against the barrage of questions a legitimate dealer would ask. Jack was a charlatan and a fraud. He had to deal where and when he could. If that meant supping with the devil, then all he could do was pass the port. 

‘It is a difficult thing you ask.’ Abdul sat back in his chair as if trying to distance himself from the precious jewel that had appeared so miraculously. ‘I cannot sell such an object.’

Jack recognised the tone. The first stage of the barter had begun. ‘I’m sure a man with your contacts can find a buyer. Even for a trifle such as this.’

Abdul leant forward. His hand reached for the gem, but he hesitated before he could touch it, as if he had become suddenly nervous. ‘Where did you come by such an interesting item?’

‘It was a gift.’

‘A gift? You have some generous friends, sahib.’

‘And you have an enquiring mind. Be careful it does not get you into trouble.’

Abdul sniffed at the threat. ‘Do you have more?’

‘No.’ Jack’s reply was firm.

‘I may be able to do something.’ Abdul smiled with all the warmth of a cobra. ‘It is, as you say, just a little thing.’

‘There’s a good fellow.’ Jack gave no impression of caring whether the sale of the stone would be easy or hard. His expression was neutral.

Abdul reached out and smothered the gem with his hand, snatching it away and hiding it in the depths of his robe with the speed of a striking scorpion.

Jack turned, and was about to walk away when he stopped, as if struck by a sudden thought.

‘You wouldn’t think of cheating me, would you, Abdul?’ He asked the question gently, as if making an innocent enquiry about something as inconsequential as the weather.

Abdul scoffed at the idea with a short cackle of laughter. ‘Of course not, sahib. But it would be unfair for me not to take some sort of commission, no?’ It was hard for the hotel’s proprietor to keep the glee out of his voice.

‘How much?’

‘Fifty per cent.’

It was Jack’s turn to laugh. ‘That’s not a commission. That’s robbery.’

All trace of laughter was gone. Abdul’s face was hard. ‘Nonnegotiable.’ He stumbled over the longer word, but there was no doubt he meant what he said.

Jack looked at his boots. He knew he had no choice, yet he wanted Abdul to know what would happen if he cheated him too badly.

The steel whispered from its leather scabbard. The beautifully decorated blade hummed as it slipped through the air, moving quicker than the eye could track. The razor-sharp tip stopped no more than half an inch from Abdul’s throat.

‘Do not cross me, Abdul El-Amir.’ Jack’s voice was like stone. The tip of the blade pressed forward, caressing the soft flesh at the base of the hotel owner’s throat. ‘I am not a man to be taken lightly.’

Abdul smiled sickly, trying to ignore the threat of death that hovered so close to his skin that he could feel the heat radiating from the blade. ‘Of course, sahib. How can you doubt me?’

Jack held the blade still. He knew his display meant little, but it was good to feel the coarse sharkskin under his fingertips, the power of the sword resonating in his soul. He reversed the blade, thrusting it back into the scabbard at his side. He hoped Abdul had not looked at the weapon too closely. The golden hilt was decorated with half a dozen other precious stones, each as beautiful and as valuable as the ruby that had now disappeared into the hotel owner’s clothing. A single setting was empty, its precious contents prised free to buy Jack some time.
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