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      My father's voice is like a gunshot from the queen's cavalry, cutting through the icy night. He stumbles after me, as I struggle to get away. I topple onto the ground, my body sprawling across the uneven stone.

      "You're a cad and a scoundrel, and I want you out!" A red-faced Sir William Kane yells, emphasizing his anger with the shattering of a heavy bottle of whiskey against the wall. The pieces spray out around us, splinters of glass ricocheting against my arms as warm blood trickles across my skin.

      I fight to get up on my knees, trying to get a foothold. With no bottle in my father’s hand, I know my face will be his next target. Backing away, I raise my arms defensively to block him and turn my head, afraid my jawline will absorb the impact of his raging, drunken fists.

      I’m not strong enough to fight back and win, and I’ve no other defense. I only hope that I can escape before he does actual damage. I dodge my head out of the way, barely missing his fist, which lands solidly on the brick wall behind me.

      He lets out a yelp and stumbles away from me. Sweet revenge. I may not have strength, but my reflexes have gotten quicker over time. Now's my chance. I make a speedy run towards the door, hitting my shin on a small ornate table my father had brought back from one of his elaborate visits overseas, and almost trip. I grab my shin and hop forward trying to keep momentum.

      My only thought is to get away from him, as quickly as possible.

      "I'd rather be a cad and a scoundrel than end up like you," I yell back, gaining my footing as I hurry to get away.

      I fight to keep my voice steady. He’d only ever seen me as a weak punching bag for his angry rants. He didn't know the man I'd become in the dark hours of the night or how I'd educated myself. I'd taught myself about banking and politics and learned anything and everything I could about the world around me.

      It didn't take much to figure out that he was skimming money from the banks he managed. He’d been away, and I’d entered his study without his knowledge studying his receipts and logbooks of expenses. I may have only been eighteen, and scrawny, but I was intelligent.

      I spent nights going back, retracing his monetary footsteps, the knowledge I gained only fueled the fires of hatred I had for him. I messed up, though. Tonight, he’d caught me.

      “What are you doing in my study, you bloody whelp!?” His eyes black as night, narrowed angrily. Even from behind his desk, I could smell the alcohol. I should have apologized and defended myself.

      But I didn’t care.

      “I’m going to your superiors about your padding the logbooks, and skimming money for your own use!”  I didn’t care what it cost me. I knew I shouldn’t have said a word when he was so bloody sodden drunk, but I just couldn't stand to know that my father was dishonest.

      I couldn't stand how he womanized and lavished his attention on any pair of legs that crossed his path, while my poor mother waited on him hand and foot, putting aside her interests to care for him.

      A philanderer, a coward, and a dad-blamed thief?

      How could I have come from such a man?

      My mother was a saint and deserving of so much more than this life she'd been cursed too, all because she fell in love with the wrong person.

      “Like hell you are!” He came after me to give me the beating of my life. I grabbed one of the logbooks, and running out of his office, I barely ducked his grasp as he tried to pull me back. I was headed to Queen’s Savings and Loan Bank, even if it killed me. Darting down the hallway around the base of the stairs, he narrowly caught up, grabbed my shirt, and yanked me back.

      “Let go!” I swing around, trying to rip free from his grip.

      “Where the dad-blamed hell do you think you’re going!?” The smell of whisky on his breath poisoned the air I was breathing.

      “To the bank! I’m going to let everyone there know what kind of man you are.” He swings, landing a punch on my jawline, while simultaneously releasing me. The fight that ensued, was how I found myself scrambling against the wall, where he’d slammed his fist and it had given me the one opportunity I needed to get away.

      I quickly ran for the logbook which I’d dropped in our earlier scuffle, then back to the front door of our home, tumbling down the steps into the freezing London fog, and floundered out into the street.

      “I’m never coming back, you drunken bastard!” I scream as he gains on me. “Nor would I want to,” I finish.

      I take off into the cold evening, feet carrying me as fast as they can. The more I think about what will happen if he catches up, the harder I run. I realize that the decision I’ve made means his drunken outrages will find another target. I clutch the logbook tighter. The bank was closed, and I’d done nothing to help the situation, unless I planned on sitting on the steps until someone came in the next day.

      That someone would be my father. He’d simply beat me again or say that I was making something up.

      Worse, I'd left my poor mother in his clutches. Possibly for dead, and for that, I'll never forgive myself. I know I won't return here until my father has found his home underground.

      As my thoughts race, I feel a decade-old pang in my arm. I look down, noting the familiar bump where my arm didn't heal right. This... this is what happens when he gets angry. I was ten years old at that time. A child. There was no escaping then. So many times since that I couldn’t escape. I was too afraid, but not anymore.

      I take one last look back, expecting him to be panting after me, his rotund belly from his lavish lifestyle weighing him down.

      “You bastard!” I yell into the night, “You didn’t even bother to chase me!” I know that I should feel something. Grief? Anguish? I look down at the logbook in my hand and throw it into the slog of run-off parallel to the street. Disgust. I abhor him.

      At the very least he will have to account for the missing expenditures and spend hours faking a whole new book.

      It’s the best I can do. I will never see him again.

      I feel a weight lift off, as the doors to my childhood seal. I am now a man and a stranger to these streets. As I realize that he will never raise his hand to me again, I slow my pace. The night air has set in, and the fog is cold. The clothes I wear aren't thick enough to keep me warm. I should have grabbed a jacket, but there hadn’t been time to think.

      My clothes are threadbare in spots, and the London mist reaches through. It’s not long before my teeth are chattering, and my stomach reminds me that I haven’t eaten in hours.

      I need help, I think, rubbing my arms vigorously to keep warm as I wander through the night. I don’t even know what to do next. I’d never been so far as the front steps of our house. Everything is closed, and the cold just gets more biting as I go on.

      I lost track of how long I walked through the icy night, with only the low-hanging London moon to guide me. My clothes are damp. I try to shake off the chill, but it bites at my skin like the pinpricks of a cactus.

      "Copper, coppers for the poor," a weary, ragged face calls to me from the night. An aged man on his hands and knees crawls out from the alleyway, reaching and tugging at my clothes. I yelp and hit his hand away from me before I take off running. The sudden realization that could happen to me causes fear to course through my veins.

      That’s going to be me; I should go home. I can still go home.

      My mind argues back. Was his abuse worth clothes on your back, food in your belly, and a warm place to sleep?

      The throbbing in my body says ‘no’ but fear of dying on the streets begging for coppers has me wishing I could turn back.

      Only I've walked so far, I don't know where home is. I don't know how to get back. All I know is forward. I look around at the towering buildings, praying that my memory will bring them back to recollection, but I know that I've never been to this part of London.

      A part that had escaped gentrification. Here the buildings still hold their run-down appearance. Wood shutters hang on one hinge, and babies crying in the night can be heard from behind walls in critical need of repair.

      Desperation creeps into each step I take... I need to sleep. I need to eat. I'm starved. Why did I take off? I was so foolish.

      If I could just find a place to sleep tonight, things would be clearer in the morning, and then perhaps I could go home and beg my father for forgiveness, suffer whatever wrath he would force on me. My fingers instinctively reach up to rub the offset bump on my arm. My reminder that my father would shatter me if I were to come back.

      My mother's lovely face haunts my mind. Her flowing gold locks, her brilliant sapphire eyes. I had left her to the mercy of that man, and whatever happened to her would fall on me. Pain grips my heart momentarily, as I realize that when she dies, I won't know because I know I can't return.

      He'd kill me. Whatever life I can find for myself here would be better than death suffered at his calloused, soulless hands.

      I trudge onward, letting the cobblestones guide me. Waves of pain shoot through my feet, my shoulders slumped, and I’m barely able to keep my eyes open at this point. On the horizon, I see the faintest peek of the sun over the hills. Just enough to whisper that day is coming, even as night keeps its murky, dark shadow.

      I fall, knees hitting hard against jagged gravel. I want to lie here on the ice-cold ground and pray for death to come. I beg for it to take me, but raucous laughter momentarily grabs my attention. A man and a woman wander half-hazard across the streets into the night. The man is drinking golden liquid from a thick glass bottle, and I don't need to smell the whiskey to know that he's sloshed.

      The man can't catch his footing; he's tripping over his own feet as he walks forward while groping the chest of the woman on his arm.

      "Charles, please stop, you're drunk." She forces away his hand.

      "Awww, now don't be like that, milady. I thought you wanted to have a good time?" He tries groping her again, and her eyebrows furrow angrily. She aggressively shakes her head, pulling away from his grasp. "I did until you got so slobbering drunk you got yourself thrown out of The Leaky Barrel." She’s loud but doesn’t sound afraid.

      "Olivia, my pretty lady," he sneers into the night, gripping her around the waist, and forcing her into his thick frame.

      “Charles, stop!” She says again, angrier than before.

      Olivia tries to shove him off, but she's half his size, and even sober as a priest, there’s no way she’s as strong as he is. Anger courses through me, fresh and untethered. I cannot stand by and watch this happen. A wave of adrenaline brings me to my feet, and without a second thought, I rush them.

      Olivia is gripping his arms, head tilted awkwardly, exposing his neck. It’s an odd position, to say the least, I assume she’s not thinking clearly. She just wants to protect herself. Charles still has her firmly pressed against him.

      I can take him. I can at least get him off of her, so she can escape.

      “Charles! Back off, you drunken fool!” Olivia yells again, which only causes him to jeer louder.

      He grips her tight, and she slams her head against his face.

      “Whore! You started this.” Charles is slobbering drunk, and I can’t take another second of his hands violently handling her. I have to protect her.

      Olivia tilts her head to the side again, oddly angling her face, as she opens her mouth. What is she doing?  I take off running towards the couple, unable to stand another minute of this grappling ape trying to have his way.

      "Leave the lady alone!" I yell at the top of my lungs, forgetting how my entire body is on the brink of exhaustion and sore from the punches I’d absorbed earlier. My blood is pumping in my ears, and all I can do is run towards them.

      Charles must not have heard me, he drops his bottle of whiskey and grabs both of her arms, planting a slobbering kiss on her face. She's yelling for him to stop, but it only spurs him on. I can't seem to get to them fast enough, and as I get closer, she opens her mouth, and grabs his head, angling his neck toward her mouth as she forces his face away. It looks like she’s going to—bite him?

      "Whore!" he yells. Charles is the one forcing her away now. Olivia falls back, stumbling onto the cobblestone ground. He kicks her, mostly missing, as he can barely stand on his own two feet, which just spurs his anger. She spots me, her eyes widen in surprise. I see her scrambling backward to get away from Charles.

      The cold of the night is no longer a factor, as I see the sweat on Charles' brow, I imagine how fearful Olivia must be. Every thought I have is about protecting her.

      If it were my mother, I would kill the man who touched her like that. A white-hot river of rage pours through me, and I launch myself at the man, latching onto his back, and hooking my arm around his thick neck. He reeks of cheap gin and whiskey, and the smell is so strong it makes my head swim. Bile swirls in the pit of my stomach.

      I see the stupid drunkard’s eyes widen momentarily before I clasp onto him, and now he's stumbling around with me on his back.

      "Get off of me, you buffoon, this has nothing to do with you," Charles yells out, trying awkwardly to grab at me, but he's rotund like my father and his arms flail without direction. He can't reach me, and he's too drunk to think clearly. I cling tight, and he trips and falls on the ground, taking me with him.

      I can hear sobbing coming from the girl he had just tried to take advantage of, and I wonder if it's his wife or if they're friends. It doesn't matter; I have to make sure this man never does this to another woman.

      He rolls over on me and gets a loose grip on my neck, but his bulging red eyes and sweating face tell me he's overexerting himself. I don't care what happens, I just care about protecting Olivia. I swing my fists at him, missing his face, and he laughs. I know I don’t have the strength to take him down, but I’m still quick, and my lack of fighting skill doesn't stop me from giving it all I've got.

      His weight on my chest cuts off the air to my lungs, I gasp for air, but I can't suck in or breathe out.

      My fists pummel his massive form, hitting the folds of flesh. I hope I land a hit hard enough to get him off of me, but he's laughing like a maniac. His grip around my neck loosens as his laughter increases; it helps but not much. I see a flash of movement out of the corner of my eye. Olivia is back on her feet; it appears that she’s heading towards us.

      No! Stay away! Protect yourself!  I think. Fearful that he’ll catch wind and stop attacking me to finish what he started with her. I suck in a small gasp of air, but it's not enough to stop me from losing consciousness. Everything is fading fast. Charles won't get off of me or stop laughing.

      The world around me starts to go black, white spots peppering my vision. His laughter becomes like white noise for my consciousness, and the world fades away.
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      In my barely conscious state, I hear a loud thumping that echoes around me. I can't decipher what it is or where it came from. Immediately following it, Charles groans loudly, and his weight shifts, he slides off my body and lands with a solid thud on the cobblestone ground.

      As his weight lifts off of me, cool night air floods my lungs. It takes a moment for my lungs to take in enough air that the world around me becomes clear again. I can breathe!

      I lay there for a moment, absorbing my surroundings. Ribs aching from the weight of the man. My eyes drift up to the night sky and the heavy smattering of stars that twinkle across the expanse. Dark and lovely.

      "Are you okay?" Olivia’s face appears before me, brows wrinkled as she twists her hair nervously in her fingers. She towers over my crumbled body, and I feel like a fool. So much for protecting her. She tosses aside a large empty glass bottle, and it shatters on the ground. That must have been the thumping noise. She hit him over the head. Wow. Some hero I turned out to be.

      "Shouldn't I ask you that?" I question, blinking quickly, absorbing her beauty. Her long brunette hair hangs over her shoulders in messy waves. There's a kiss of freckles across her nose and cheeks, and her eyes are dark as chocolate. As I recover, I sit up and she takes a slight step back.

      She laughs, and the sound hits every nerve inside of me like a spark lighting a fire. “Need a hand?” Olivia says with a smile, extending her fingers and easily helping me to my feet. I’m slightly put off by her strength, but I'm suddenly reminded of how tired I am. Every muscle in me aches.

      "I'm okay, thanks to you," she softly replies with a smile on her face. My eyes linger on her lips, mesmerized by her voice, and her eyes. I find myself wanting to know everything about her.

      "Stupid whore," A familiar, angry voice yells. I hear solid steps to the right and turn in time to see Charles lumber to his feet and come staggering after us. He's wobbling badly, and I don't waste a second. I turn away from Olivia, quickly ball up my fist, and run towards him, stopping him in his tracks.

      “Get out of my way, you mangy git,” he hollers at me, his expression like an angry bulldog.

      “No!” I yell, I wind my arm back, and hold my ground and as he stares me directly in the face, I let my fist fly. For the first time, I'm not afraid.

      Charles' drunken, red eyes don't stray from me, and he raises his fist to block my blows. I'm grateful the alcohol has impeded his aim, and my knuckle lands directly in his nose. I hear a satisfying crack, and he lets out a girlish scream before grabbing himself and stumbling back. Blood immediately trickles down his lip.

      He takes a moment to recover, and then he’s lumbering towards me again.

      “Charles don’t!” Olivia cries out behind us.

      He rolls his hand back. I see the sloppy blow coming, and I quickly dart out of the way, returning it with my own. He lets out several swear words while staggering away from us.

      “Come on!” Olivia takes my hand, and in the next moment, we're off and running. I've no idea where we're going, but I don't care. I care only about her, and I'm not even sure why. We dart through the night, down streets I've never seen before, for what feels like forever, and then we stop. At the base of a hill looking up, she puts her index finger to her lips in a shushing motion, and I nod in agreement.

      “Why the need for silence?” I whisper, noting our distance from the house is substantial.

      “Just in case,” she says, pulling my hand as she leads me up the hill, Olivia remaining silent the entire time. The way her fingers intertwine with mine is intimate, and I don't pull away. The feel of her cool skin is intoxicating.

      I don’t want the night to end… I find it hard to want to do anything but follow her every step and listen to her every word.

      As we come near the house with its large political-looking columns that hold up the elegant awning overlooking the front porch, I feel sure she's going to take me inside.

      Only we don't ascend the steps; instead, we turn towards a dirt pathway that leads to a lavish barn, with gold trim and ornate lettering spelling "Mackleby" above it.

      Mackleby? Jesus! Olivia Mackleby? Only the wealthiest family on this side of London. I can feel the color draining from my face. What was she doing in a tavern like that? With a man like Charles?

      "My god. Mackleby?" I can't even hide the shock from my voice. The cold has started to seep into my skin again. I didn’t belong with her, here.

      Olivia stops and turns to face me. "You act surprised. Didn't you know my father was Kenneth Mackleby?"

      I shake my head. "How was I supposed to?" I’d never seen her before in my life. I will never forget a face like hers. Or the perfect waves of her brunette hair and sweet kiss of freckles.

      "Everyone knows who I am," she says indignantly. Her mouth falls open slightly, and Olivia is speechless. Her flawless curls bounced with the gentle bob of her head.

      I shrug my shoulders. "I'm sorry, I had no idea."

      "So, that's not why you saved me?" Olivia raises her eyebrows, her eyes widening at the realization.

      What was so hard to believe? Was she that well-known?

      "Olivia! Of course not! That man was going to…" I couldn't finish the sentence; I could only stare at her in
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