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The door exploded inward in one splintering thrust, ripping Lydia Roxby from her restless slumber in an instant. Clambering backwards on the bed until her back met the wall, she struggled to make sense of what was happening. It was as if her fragmented nightmares had spilled into reality. Suddenly their room was full of men, crowding around their bed, peering with menacing intent. Lydia thought she saw clubs and blades, though the lanterns held aloft blinded her against making out more detail.

‘Harry!’ she cried her husband’s name as he was dragged from bed and thrust up against the wall of their chamber by the huge hand that encircled his throat. Lydia tried to scream, only to realise that filthy fingers were clamped so firmly over her mouth that she could taste soot and sewage on her captor’s skin. Was this how she was to meet her end? But she could not, not now. She could not allow it, if not for her own sake and for Harry’s, then for the life that grew within her. This was no time to die.

‘I always thought you a fool, Roxby,’ a deep rasping voice growled at Harry. ‘But to steal from me and then to neglect to hide yourself is a grave error indeed.’ The huge man tilted his head to one side as he observed the life draining out of his prey. Harry’s eyes bulged in fear and desperation, his lips turning black in the lamplight. Some alien rage, unlike any emotion she had ever known before, engulfed Lydia.

Biting down viciously on the hand that stifled her, Lydia elbowed the man in his guts hard enough to wind him as she scrambled to save Harry. With more strength than she might ever had supposed she possessed, she shouldered her way into the arm that had Harry pinned, barging the assailant with enough force to surprise him into releasing Harry, even if he laughed as he let her husband go.

‘Please! Leave us alone, you vile creature!’ she shrieked, much to the amusement of her tormentor, but Lydia stood her ground between him and her husband.

‘Oh, my dear,’ he said, holding the lamp up so that finally Lydia saw his face. ‘You are far too fine a specimen for this limp fool. Perhaps I’ll take you tonight instead of him; for you are a beauty, with fight to match.’

The identity of their attacker stunned Lydia into a terrified silence.

For this was death himself, who had kicked his way into their room. This was Noose, lord of The Rookery, general of thieves and murderers, who had turned a thousand criminals into his own deadly army, and who controlled half of London – the darkest half – as his own. A man who would kill you for crossing him without a second thought. Icy dread filled Lydia as she felt a cold sweat break upon her skin.

What had Harry done?

‘Please,’ Harry whimpered, ‘I swear, I have stolen nothing. I went to collect the jewel as you told me, but the seller did not appear. I waited the whole night and came to tell one of your men at dawn. That is the truth of it, Noose, I swear it is. Like you said, I would have run if I had stolen from you! I have been honest in all my dealings, I swear it. I beg you, do what you will to me, but let my wife go free. She knows nothing of my work for you, and she is with child!’

Lydia sat down on the bed, feeling the weight of her belly on her knees. In that moment, amid the chaos, confusion and fear, all she could think was how much satisfaction her mother would feel when she heard the manner of her wayward daughter’s death.

‘Take him!’ Noose barked at his men. Lydia remained frozen as she watched her husband being dragged away as he cried out her name. Cradling her arms around her baby, she said a silent prayer, and looked up at the man who was about to slit her throat.

‘You have a week,’ Noose told her. ‘Be sure not to waste it.’

‘What? What do you mean?’ Lydia asked him.

‘I mean that if you want to see your husband again, you will find what he has stolen from me and bring it to me. You have until exactly midnight, seven days from now, to return what I need and save both his life and yours.’

‘But . . .’ Lydia struggled to order her thoughts. ‘You said you had to kill any man that wronged you.’

‘I did and I do,’ Noose said, suddenly seating himself in the one chair they had in the room. ‘But here’s the thing, Mrs Roxby – I need that jewel back. I need it more than I need vengeance. And if there is one lesson I have learnt in this long life of mine, it is that a woman in love will fight to the death for the man who holds her affections. It’s clear to me that you love that useless fool with all your heart. So, if you help me, I will help you. Return the jewel to me within the week and I will let you both go free, as long as you leave this city behind you for good. Fail and I will kill your husband, and you soon thereafter, no matter where you flee. For, I promise you, there is no corner of this earth that is safe from me. Are we in agreement?’

Lydia wanted to shout that no, they were not in agreement. For how could she, a weak, unworldly woman, who was heavy with child and had not a friend in this vast metropolis, search for and find something that she knew nothing about? Yet this proposal gave her precious time, and it was all she had. So, instead, she straightened her back and lifted her chin.

‘We are in agreement, sir,’ she said.

The room was suddenly empty, the broken door mewling on its hinges.

How Lydia wished she could run home. How she wished she could run into her mama’s arms and lay her head in her lap, and beg to be forgiven and that Mama would be kind to her once again. But that path was closed to her now, and not only because her mother, the elder Lydia Robinson, would never forgive her for what she had done.

Noose was quite correct: Lydia did love Harry with all her heart, and she loved their unborn child a thousand times more. There had to be a way to save them both – there had to be, and she had to find it, or at least call on the help of someone who could.

One name came to mind at once.

For there was only one person in all this world she could call to her aid now. One person who, she was certain, would not let her fall prey to Noose’s deadly threat. Going to her trunk, she pulled out her writing slope and, opening it on the floor, dipped her quill into the last of the ink and began to scratch out an urgent plea for help.

A letter, addressed to one Miss Anne Brontë, The Parsonage, Haworth.
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Charlotte

‘Of course, he then became intolerable. Throwing all about him into hubbub and confusion with his emotions,’ Charlotte said, as she and her sisters took to the heights of the moor in search of some respite from the gloom that their brother Branwell had cast over their little home in recent days. ‘It is as if no one else has ever felt an emotion, ever lived with a broken heart, ever had to plough on with life in the face of bitter disappointment.’

It was a fine July day. The sky, traced here and there with little wisps of wind-laced cloud, opened ever upwards towards heaven, and the cotton grass danced in amongst a fresh crop of tender green heather. Flossy ran on ahead, leaping over ridges and furrows with joyful abandon, her long ears streaming after her. Keeper kept close to his mistress’s side, occasionally lolloping after Flossy, but always returning a few moments later to bump his head against Emily’s hand. As for the three sisters, they climbed ever higher without any particular thought as to where they were going, yet somehow all agreed on their destination.

‘I fear we have lost him for ever,’ Emily agreed unhappily, pausing for a moment to kiss Keeper’s head. ‘He was not in full possession of his wits before Mrs Robinson’s husband passed, but now . . . He cannot conceive that she still will not have him. Poor broken soul, he’s a near lunatic howling at a moon of his own creation, with his whole future snuffed out in an instant. And to send her coachman to reject him on her behalf, it is intolerable.’

Emily gathered her skirts and hopped in one bound from the lower path on to a higher trail, which, judging by the expression on her face, pleased her enormously, as it did her dog, who was happy to follow at her heel.

‘I believe you do Branwell a disservice,’ Anne said presently, as Anne was wont to do. Charlotte exchanged glances with Emily. They had noticed that as their baby sister came into her own, she was altogether more opinionated, and much less obliging. Oddly, it only made Charlotte love her more.

‘Is he not languishing in our parlour as we speak, filling the air with his putrid misery?’ Charlotte asked Anne. She had not meant to sound quite so harsh, but the nerves that had kept her awake most of the night had sharpened her edges.

‘Yes, indeed he is,’ Anne conceded. ‘But I have seen a change in our brother these last months, and not all for the worst. A deepening of thought and sensibility, as if he is awaking to the seriousness of life, and the marks we leave upon this world when we depart it. Just this morning he showed me something he had written, and though he did not specify, it seemed clear to me that it was about . . .’

Anne trailed off, not knowing if she would mention the very thing that none of them ever mentioned, not even to one another.

‘The child.’ Emily released the words for them to be borne away by the breeze. ‘Yes, he showed it to me too.’

Charlotte did not wonder why Branwell hadn’t asked her to read his work, for he knew that she would not be able to bear it.

‘Yes,’ Anne confirmed, bowing her head. ‘His heart has travelled to many dark places of late and it has brought him low. I am certain that in each past transgression he has revisited, he has become a little more steadfast, a little more true. There is a promise of a future for our brother yet, though he might not believe it; as those who love him, it is our duty to help him find the reason he needs to live.’

Neither Charlotte nor Emily commented further, and the walk fell into silence – as silent as it could ever be on the constantly whispering moors. It was impossible for her to speak of their brother’s illegitimate daughter, the weight of shame was just too great. Even thinking of it brought Charlotte to anguished tears. That a baby girl lay cold in her grave, without a father’s name to shelter her, was intolerable. Why had her brother not been born a better man? She hoped that Anne was right, that Branwell could be saved yet, but it was harder to believe such a thing was possible this summer, when every day that passed etched away another layer of hope.

When she looked up, Charlotte was glad to see they had found their way to Alcomden Stones, for it was as beautiful a place as any that God had ever created. Here at the uppermost reaches of the moor, great ancient stones lay scattered, or piled one upon another as if carefully placed to make a natural temple in homage to the landscape. The stones were warm to the touch, and Charlotte wrapped her arms around one, laying her wind-chilled cheek against its rough surface as she looked out at the blue-hazed horizon, her heart full of love for the landscape. It was the perfect place to carry out their very important and serious business.

‘Well?’ Emily said, as she scrambled atop one of the rocks, smoothing her wild hair back from her flushed face, only to have the air tangle it free again one moment later. Keeper, who couldn’t scramble up the stone as Flossy had, lay at its foot, his head resting on his crossed paws, his expression most disconsolate, for he hated to be parted from Emily, even by a few feet. ‘Let it be done with, then. If it is to be done, t’were well it were done quickly.’

‘It’s a book review, Emily,’ Anne laughed, ‘not a Shakespearean murder.’

‘That we know of,’ Emily said, grimly. ‘For many a murder of an author’s hope has been committed by a critic.’ Emily had been against the publication of their work from the outset and now that there was tangible proof that it had been read by outsiders, she was all the more unsettled. Indeed, as Charlotte took the long-awaited copy of The Critic from her basket, she found herself balking at opening it, the very thought of its judgement stealing the breath from her lungs.

‘I cannot,’ Charlotte quailed, thrusting the publication at Emily and then Anne and then Emily again.

For it had been her who had pushed her sisters into this venture; she who had convinced them that their words were sufficiently good to be examined by the world. If the review was cruel and damning, she would feel as if it were her who had dealt her dear sisters this blow, and though she could take criticism from a stranger, she could not bear the thought of hurting them so.

‘Well, I shall not read it,’ Emily said. ‘Anne, you must do it.’

‘Gladly,’ Anne said, arranging her skirts about her on the flat surface of the stone she had sat upon. She looked so uncommonly pretty in that moment that Charlotte already regretted the tears that she felt certain were about to stain her dear Anne’s complexion when she read of her abject failure at producing any work of literary merit.

Regretfully Charlotte handed over the papers and waited. As Anne opened the magazine, a letter slipped out, fluttering down, and then almost gusting away on the breeze. Darting forward, Anne was just able to catch it in time.

‘Why this letter is for me!’ she said, examining the address. ‘From London! Who do I know in London?’

‘Open it, and then you will find out,’ Emily said dryly, crossing her arms impatiently.

‘Oh yes, I picked it up with the magazine this morning and then forgot about it,’ Charlotte said. ‘Still, there is time enough for letters, Anne. Please let us know the worst, for I cannot bear it a moment longer.’

‘I know this hand,’ Anne said, tucking the magazine under her skirt and instead tearing open the envelope. ‘For I schooled it long enough. This is the hand of Lydia Robinson, or Mrs Roxby as she is now called.’

‘Runaway Lydia?’ Emily said, happy to be distracted from the review, much to Charlotte’s annoyance. ‘Eloped and disinherited Lydia?’

‘The very same,’ Anne said, as she hastily tore open the envelope and began to read.

‘Yes, but the review?’ Charlotte reminded her sisters, as Emily joined Anne on her rock, perching her chin on her younger sister’s shoulder so that she could read the contents simultaneously. ‘Surely the review of our first ever published work takes precedence over the empty-headed prattling of a Robinson girl?’

It seemed that Emily and Anne were too immersed in the contents of the letter to hear her. Charlotte resigned herself to wait.

‘Oh dear,’ Anne said, looking up at Emily at length. ‘Oh dear, poor child.’

‘A devilish mystery to be solved indeed,’ Emily said.

‘Let me see,’ Charlotte sighed and, taking the letter that Anne handed her, she scanned it, her eyes widening with every word.

‘Well,’ Charlotte said, once she had finished reading. ‘Lydia is alone and at the mercy of ruffians in London. What are we to do about it?’

‘What we have become accustomed to, and rather expert at, of course,’ Anne told Charlotte. ‘We shall save the day, shall we not?’

At that precise moment, a sharp gust of air whipped their copy of The Critic from where Anne had secured it, its pages flapping like an inelegant bird, away and up into the sky, where it was torn asunder and borne rapidly in several directions, one page plummeting directly into the path of Flossy, who pounced on it with great glee and made sure to thoroughly kill it before returning it in soggy shreds to Anne.

‘Oh,’ Anne said, inspecting the remains that Flossy presented to her. ‘Oh well, I don’t think this was the relevant page, and anyway there are more pressing matters at hand.’

For now, at least, they would not know what the world thought of their book of rhymes; and perhaps, Charlotte thought as she watched the remnants of the paper fly ever closer to the sun, that was for the best.





CHAPTER

Eleven
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Charlotte

Every particle of their surroundings stifled Charlotte in every conceivable sense, including her ability to make intelligent conversation, it seemed. It was true that the day had been long and arduous, but no more for her than for Anne, and Anne was as full of vivacity as Charlotte had ever seen her, finding no shortage of things to say to the very original Kit Thornfield. Charlotte could find no such ease.

The heat of the day, though it was almost over, still lingered in the air, caged in by the tall buildings and narrow streets. Each breath they took was hazed with dirt and grime, and the stench of humanity bound so closely together with animals and industry. The lane, which once would have meandered through a meadow bordered by hedgerows, was now thronged with more people than Charlotte thought she had ever seen in one place. Even her visits to Leeds and Bradford, to Bruges and beyond, had never affronted her with such a great proximity of people.

Charlotte had hoped that her excursion with Anne and the exterior of the theatre would afford at least a little more of a sense of liberty than the dreadful apartment Lydia languished in, but it was hard to decide which location was more hateful.

Anne had taken to Kit at once and, before they had exchanged two words, was sharing confidences with her as if they had always been good friends. This, Charlotte summarised, as she tried to make sense of exactly why Miss Thornfield made her feel so uncomfortable, was the trouble with this particular detection.

Murderers and monsters she had no fear of, and she was almost certain that this Mr Noose Lydia had spoken of was probably not nearly as clever or as dastardly as he or anyone else thought, for none could be more dreadful than the horror they – or more precisely, she – had defeated last December when they had found the bones and hunted down the diabolical beast that had hidden them away at Top Withens.

But these London people, these theatrical people were another matter altogether. They might as well be consorting with fairies and elves, so strange and frightening were these folk, who seemed not to adhere to any single convention that made the world a navigable sea. Kit Thornfield was a case in point. She was perfectly pleasant, candid and forthright, made no pretences and put on no airs. Indeed, Charlotte sensed she was an honest and decent person, though her certainty about her intuition on such matters had been shaken to the core a few months since. But it was also because of Kit’s strangeness that Charlotte felt acute uncertainty about how to be in her company. And she, who made it her motto that just because a person is odd to others, they should not be overlooked or ignored, was struggling against committing the same injustice. Anne seemed to have no such quandary, which only made Charlotte feel all the worse for her prejudice. Perhaps she had been told so many times to stay away from a certain kind of person that she forgot they too were made only of flesh and blood, with a soul and heart just the same as hers.

‘There’s a cookshop just across the street,’ Kit said, as she shepherded them between the crowds of people and carts, her outstretched arm a constant buffer between them and the crowds that surrounded them. ‘Been there since time immemorial. They say the highwayman Jack Shepherd dined there regularly before he was hanged. I must own that it is still a den of thieves and frequented mostly by convicts and ticket-of-leave men, but the food is honest and cheap. Better that than The Dog, which is a proper thieves’ paradise, and The Cock and Magpie, which ladies such as yourselves should avoid at all costs.’

Kit stopped for a moment to emphasise her point. ‘Misses Brontë, please have a care while you are on the lane. Only these last few months we’ve had two attempts at murder on this very street that we know of, and one of them successful. A man was shot dead in the copper foundry and my own friend and mentor, the lithographer Mr Blewitt, was almost shot to death in April by a young man hardly more than a child. Some might argue he deserved it, but I will defend him to the end, for he is willing to apprentice me in his trade, which, as you can imagine, is a rare opportunity indeed for both a lady and an opera girl. Besides, one could argue that crime would be much worse if it were not for the criminals. They keep themselves in order, so long as we do not interfere.’

‘But what about the Metropolitan Police?’ Charlotte asked. ‘The new force, built to fight and solve crime? We took our inspiration from their founding!’

‘I have never yet met one who is just for the people, or just interested in truth,’ Kit said, with more bitterness than Charlotte expected. ‘The constables follow the orders of their seniors, and their seniors serve another master, and whoever that man is, they all bow to him.’

‘That sounds like a kind of infernal imprisonment to me,’ Charlotte muttered, though from the expression on Kit’s face, she thought the other woman had heard her.

‘But why not simply sing for ever?’ Anne asked her, fascinated. ‘If you are so talented as to be employed at the theatre, you need not ever ply another trade if you do not wish to.’

‘Ah, but I do wish to,’ Kit told her. ‘Celine Varens is another person who has nothing to do with me. She is a coquettish, vain and dubious person, whose garb I am obliged to wear from time to time in order to beguile, amuse and earn my keep. But she is a fine-feathered bird who has nothing in common with my plain, uncomplicated sparrow’s heart. Truth be told I do not like her at all, and shall be glad to see the back of her. Besides, a theatrical career is not for ever, not for a lady. Soon Celine will be too old to please the audiences any more, and before then I would like to have completely shed her skin, and to make my living through my art, principally through the lithograph, because I wish to make prints that can be seen by ten thousand people instead of the few who might see a painting in a gallery or fine home, or even the scenery I paint at the theatre. Art should be for the masses, don’t you agree, Miss Brontë? Why should only those who have money and fine houses enjoy the pleasure of being moved or educated by something beautiful or informative?’

‘I do – I do agree,’ Anne said enthusiastically. ‘As do you, Charlotte?’

Charlotte wondered at what to say, and found she had nothing coherent to add after her last comment, so instead just made a vague affirmative noise, which seemed to amuse both of her companions, whom she was certain were thinking her silly and stuffy.

‘How did you come to London from Ireland?’ Anne asked her.

Kit smiled vaguely as she surveyed the scene around them. ‘Ah, but it is a long tale. Suffice it to say I came here looking for a home and I found it, eventually, though it took rather longer than I imagined and cost me more than I would rather have given. Yet, it was to be found in the place I least expected it.’

‘Here, in the theatre?’ Anne said, glancing back at the imposing building.

‘Well, somewhere close to it, anyway,’ Kit said with an enigmatic smile.

‘Miss Thornfield, I believe that you were going to share with us what you knew about Harry and his associates?’ Charlotte said, changing the course of the conversation on a ha’penny. ‘Forgive me, but the hour grows late, and we have just a little time to try and help him and Mrs Roxby.’

‘No, forgive me, I am so very fond of talking of myself – it’s a terrible affliction,’ Kit laughed. ‘Harry was involved in a number of less-than-legal ventures in order to free himself from his dependency,’ Kit said, without taking offence at Charlotte’s bluntness – unlike Anne, who shot her a horrified glance. ‘I believe you know what kind of work he undertook for the Sharps, marking targets for their thievery. However, I did see him a few days before he vanished, deep in conversation with Noose, their faces so close to one another they looked as if they were trading secrets. I was afraid then that he was being pulled even deeper into their dealings.’ She shook her head regretfully. ‘Later that evening, when Harry was alone, I went to him and warned him against entangling himself further, for Lydia’s sake, but he told me the deal was done and that he and Lydia would be gone away from London within days.’

‘Were you close to Harry?’ Charlotte asked, sounding more suspicious than she meant to.

‘Not so very close, for he has hardly been here a few months and much of his time was engaged with “earning” a living and with his wife. But the company is composed of genial folk; we treat one another with familiarity as a matter of course, and turn a blind eye to some of the more unsavoury things we are often obliged to do to get by. Even so, I was afraid for him, to see him in cahoots with Noose. For I know all too well what befalls those who cross that man.’

Charlotte wanted to ask Kit how she knew, but upon seeing the shadow of pain that passed over the young woman’s face, refrained.

‘We have heard that once this Mr Noose demands something, it must be done or else,’ Anne said, as Charlotte played over Kit’s last words in her mind. Her first instinct was to trust Miss Thornfield, but she must be wary of trusting too soon in search of friendship, for the last time she had made such an error it had almost cost her her life. She longed to be as at ease with Kit as Anne was, but was afraid of it too, afraid of what unknown avenues such an acquaintance might lead her down.

‘But there was something else, too,’ Kit added, slowing to a standstill as they arrived outside the cookshop. Charlotte inhaled the scent of something richly savoury and realised how very hungry she was, her whole person suddenly quivering with exhaustion.

‘I can’t tell you the detail of it, for I do not know any more than I observed,’ Kit went on. ‘All I can say is that Harry was engaged in some business with his father that troubled him greatly. They came to blows the day that Noose came for Harry. And Harry, who is a gentle fellow, quite clearly restrained himself from freely attacking his father and came off the worse for it . . .’ Kit paused for a moment. ‘I cannot be sure what I tell you is true, and you must consider that what I say is my opinion only, but it seemed to me that Harry had discovered something that would put his father’s reputation at risk, and Old Roxby was hell-bent on silencing him one way or another. Or it could be some kind of family feud . . .’

She turned to regard Charlotte and Anne seriously. ‘What you must never forget is that everything here is beauty and death in the same breath. The moment you forget it, the dogs will hunt you down.’

‘We are not afraid of dogs, Miss Thornfield, nor of danger,’ Charlotte said with a spark of indignation. ‘You might think to look at us that we are country bumpkins and poor, pathetic women who have never strayed from our father’s parlour, but you would be wrong. We are detectors, Miss Thornfield. We have already vanquished one killer and solved one disappearance when no others could.’

As soon she spoke the words, Charlotte bit her lip hard enough to hurt. Her outburst had been prompted half by pride, and half by feeling dour and ordinary alongside Miss Thornfield, and yet further still by the fear that pricked the back of her neck when she thought of the nest of vipers they had found themselves in. Even so, Kit still did not find offence in her words, but rather looked very sorry to have upset her so.

‘I beg your pardon, Miss Brontë,’ she said. ‘You are right, I did make assumptions about you, and I should have known better. Please, forgive me and let us begin again. And if you would address me as Kit, I would be most grateful.’

‘Certainly, Kit,’ Charlotte said, exchanging a rueful glance with Anne’s arched eyebrow. ‘And you may address us as Charlotte and Anne. But I beg you, please be discreet about what you have learned of us. We find it vital to keep our . . . accomplishments hidden.’

‘You need not explain further,’ Kit promised them, glancing inside the busy establishment where the queue was ever lengthening. ‘We all have our secrets that we must keep close. Please, wait for me here and let me know your wishes. I shall procure whatever you require and bring it to you.’

‘Are you quite sure?’ Charlotte asked. ‘I feel that we impose too much upon you.’

‘Not at all. They are a rowdy crowd, and it is far too soon after your arrival to inflict them upon you. Perhaps if you are still here in a decade or two . . .’

‘Thank you, Kit,’ Anne said, removing a shilling from her glove. ‘We need nourishment for five: milk, cheese and bread, perhaps – whatever you can manage – and if possible, a little change? Our budget is very strict.’

Charlotte watched as Kit disappeared into the mêlée, turning away as she heard the jeers and comments that followed the highly original young woman, most of which she was glad she didn’t understand.

‘Is Miss Thornfield not remarkable?’ said Anne, her eyes wide. ‘I do so enjoy meeting unusual people like Kit. She reminds me of Celia Prescott and Isabelle Lucas – women who have found a way to lead life as they choose, escaping the ties of expectation.’

‘You might say the very same thing is true of us,’ Charlotte said, pleasing Anne a great deal. ‘Not many would look at us and guess of our adventures, or even that we are poets, and yet we have a book of poetry in the world . . .’

‘Why, Charlotte, I do believe you are right,’ Anne said. ‘I do believe that we too might be considered remarkable, though I hardly feel it.’

It was only then that she noticed a boy of perhaps ten or so sitting on the street, leaning up against the wall of the cookhouse, his thin arms wrapped around his knees, with such a desolate and tragic expression on his face that it moved Charlotte at once.

‘Have you no home, boy?’ she asked him, perhaps a little too strictly, for when he looked up at her his eyes brimmed with unshed tears.

‘I used to, miss,’ he said, his voice light as a feather. ‘But I was sent to London when I was nine by my ma to make my own way in the world because she could keep me no more. Sent here, to this house.’ He inclined his head towards the cookhouse. ‘And told to call them that live here Mother and Father, though I never saw them before the day I arrived. But they beat me, miss, and they starve me, and they hate me. I would run away, excepting I’m so tired that all I wish to do is fall into a deep sleep and never wake again.’

Kit emerged from the establishment carrying in her arms four newspaper-wrapped parcels, a pitcher of milk and what looked like a small pan of soup.

‘Here,’ Kit dropped the change into Anne’s palm, who began to offer a halfpenny to the desolate child.

‘Wait,’ Charlotte said. She smiled at Kit, who stood as she unwrapped the bread that was still in her arms, and broke a portion off, before doing the same with the cheese; for when she looked at him she saw all the unknown children they had been too late to save last December – children whose disappearances went unnoticed because no one marked their presence in the first place.

‘Take this,’ she said to the child, kneeling so that her clear grey eyes were level with his red-rimmed brown ones. ‘Eat this and take this coin. It’s not much, I’m afraid, but it’s enough to give you some strength. Don’t give up your spirit, boy. Life has been unkind to you thus far, but your heart still beats and the Lord still watches over you. You will find a place where you will be happy and safe again, I swear it.’

‘Do you really, miss?’ the boy asked her, taking the food gratefully.

‘I have to,’ Charlotte told him. ‘I have to believe that we are the masters of our own destiny, otherwise this world would be a very hopeless place to live.’

As the boy ate, she rose, and when Kit offered her an arm she took it gratefully, for indeed there were moments where the injustice of this society that man had built in his own image almost brought her to her knees.

‘What a fascinating woman you are, Charlotte,’ Kit remarked.

Charlotte felt the heat of the day even more keenly than before, and took that to be the reason her cheeks were blazing so fiercely.





CHAPTER

Twelve
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Emily

‘Thank you, sir,’ Emily said, the moment they were clear of the theatre. ‘I fear another moment in that odious man’s presence, and I would have said something that would impede our detection and shame myself.’

‘You are a detector?’ Mr Parensell said, with a quizzical expression, as he shepherded her through the crowd. ‘Meaning that you investigate a crime, like our London detectives?’

‘A little like them, I suppose,’ Emily said, secretly suspecting that their own efforts were bound to be far superior. ‘But often there is no obvious crime, only an injustice or a wrong that we seek to rectify. So, a little like your London detectives, but from Yorkshire, so better. What an unnatural word “detective” is, now I come to think of it. It doesn’t sound right at all.’

Mr Parensell laughed delightedly. ‘I have met a great many people in my life, Miss Brontë, but never any such as you.’

‘I should think not,’ Emily said.

‘In any event,’ Mr Parensell went on, ‘I’m not sure you should be thanking me for taking you from your brother, even at your own request.’ He raised a rakish eyebrow. ‘You seem like a respectable young lady, and generally respectable young ladies should not be seen with me because I have a terrible reputation as a seducer and a cad.’

Emily snorted a laugh which came out of her nose, harmonising delightfully with a pen of pigs just a few feet away.

‘You are not worried by my dangerous notoriety?’ he asked, looking a little put out.

‘Sir, I am an aged spinster of twenty-eight and a Yorkshirewoman,’ Emily told him, wiping tears of mirth from her eyes. ‘I doubt that you would attempt to seduce me, but if you did you would find yourself stabled with the geldings a very short while later.’

Mr Parensell separated the space between them by one more step. He had left his foolish hat and wig in the theatre, and a sideways glance at him confirmed that he was a man of very fine looks. His complexion was dark, his hair a mass of black curls and his form tall and erect. There were worse things to occupy a person’s time with than gazing upon him, even covertly.

‘Besides, it is one of the many good fortunes of not being young or beautiful or rich, that there are very few people who know or care what I do; and as I am accountable only to myself, my papa and God, I largely do as I please.’

‘Well, that’s a relief,’ Mr Parensell said, smiling at her. ‘Now we are quite certain that we are not likely to develop an attachment for one another, we can get on with the business of being friends.’

‘I do not require a friend,’ Emily said, picking her skirts up out of the mire and walking purposefully, as if she had the first clue about where she was going. ‘I do require you to tell me what you know about Harry Roxby and his associations, and if you know anything of the jewel he has taken and where he might have put it.’

Mr Parensell appeared to be quite confounded by her demands as he fell into step beside her.

‘Make haste, sir,’ she added.

‘May I?’ He offered to take her arm. Emily nodded, and Mr Parensell guided her out of the path of a flock of sheep that had suddenly rounded the corner, with the kind of gentlemanly courtesy that would have Charlotte falling in love with him within the hour.

‘You have brought us to Covent Garden market,’ Louis Parensell explained as they emerged from the narrow alleyway that Emily had marched down and into a wide, palatial square.

‘As was my plan,’ Emily lied as she surveyed the scene. Even though the day was dwindling away, the square was still a cacophony of life, festive in air, undercut with a sense of urgency to close as many transactions as possible before the evening dropped her velvet cloak over the proceedings. Darkness would usher in a new world of commerce that had nothing to do with these innocent endeavours.

‘Here animals are bought and sold, slaughtered and cooked, skinned and tanned, all within the same few yards,’ Mr Parensell told her. ‘Any goods or foods or flowers you wish for, you will find it all here. The finest hour to visit the market, though, is long before dawn, when the flower sellers display their blooms in a breathtaking wall of colour and scent . . .’

‘We’ve got all that in Halifax,’ Emily said, ‘and besides, I do so hate cut flowers. I’d much rather see a primrose growing sweetly in her home than ripped from the earth for our transient delight.’

‘You are quite right,’ Mr Parensell said, stopping as he thought on the matter. ‘This philosophy will save me a great deal on the cost of bouquets and win me a few hearts to boot, I dare say—’

‘Sir,’ Emily interrupted him, ‘I am glad that my opinion will make your philandering so much more economical, but I wonder if we might now turn to the facts of which you are in possession.’

‘Very well,’ Louis Parensell said, his hand dropping from Emily’s elbow. ‘I didn’t know Roxby before he came back to the theatre with Lydia, but he seemed a decent fellow. Old Roxby made it clear he thought Harry was a fool to elope, to throw away his position in the provinces and a regular income. He seems to have cared little for him – indeed, when he spoke of him, which was hardly ever, he seemed rather to hate him. I remember thinking that perhaps I should be glad that I have never known a father after all, if fathers can be so cruel.’

‘Not all fathers are cruel,’ Emily said. ‘Mine is kind and worthy indeed. I am very sad for you and Harry that you have never known paternal love.’

‘Don’t feel sorry for me,’ Mr Parensell said. ‘One cannot miss what one has never known. In any event, when Lydia came to ask Roxby for help after Harry was taken, he asked her what business it was of his, and said that he would help her if she helped him, by which he meant—’

‘I can suppose what he meant,’ Emily interrupted, wrinkling her nose in disgust. ‘Go on.’

‘Hal is as good an actor as any, saving myself of course,’ Mr Parensell said. ‘He should have been given a role on the stage, and a weekly wage. Some might have thought it nepotism, but none would have been surprised by a man handing his son a living. In fact, I was certain I was about to find myself in want of a role, but no. Roxby told Hal that he and his wife could have the room I showed you to earlier, but that he must make his own way without any help from his father. And that’s what Hal did.’

‘How?’ Emily asked, buying a sprig of heather from a gypsy, though she knew it was not Yorkshire heather, and that the seller was no true travelling woman, but just in case she happened to be a witch, as no one ever wants to fall foul of a witch.

‘I believe you know the most of it. He started with good intentions,’ Mr Parensell said. ‘Got a job, minding donkeys in the market, and he’d sing for a penny to passers-by. He’d walk from stall to stall asking for employment, stood up in the taprooms and clubhouses, reciting and singing, and he was doing well that way; that is until he came to the attention of Noose, and all was lost.’

They had stopped in front of a grand-looking building; if it hadn’t been spewing forth men and women that were clearly the worse for wear, Emily would have thought it was a fine establishment, perhaps a coffee house or some kind of boutique. The door was flanked either side by huge plate-glass windows, and bright gaslight flamed above the door like a beacon. It glowed like an Aladdin’s cave promising all who entered fistfuls of treasure.

‘A gin palace,’ Mr Parensell explained, seeing the curiosity on her face.

‘It does not look seemly,’ Emily said, peering in.

‘Yes, but you are an elderly spinster and I would like a drink,’ Mr Parensell said. ‘Or are you afraid for your reputation after all, Miss Brontë?’

‘Certainly not,’ Emily said, ‘but neither am I foolish enough to be goaded into a dare, sir. Particularly when it involves the addiction that is likely to murder my own brother if he cannot soon turn from it. You may enter and drink of the poisoned well if you wish, but not until after you have told me, in haste, what I need to know!’

Mr Parensell pressed his lips together for a moment as he assessed Emily, and though the results of this study were not clear, Emily felt certain now that he knew she was no fool to be trifled with.

‘So, ours is to be a sober acquaintance,’ he said. ‘Very well, perhaps you will be a good influence on me, for a short while at least. What Noose offers is the opportunity of improved financial prospects very quickly. This is the lure that has ensnared many a desperate man. The work Noose will offer will often seem simple, over in one transaction, and the rewards more than worth the fleeting risk. But there will always be a catch, a hook hidden somewhere within the maggot, that holds the fools who trust him forever in his service. He will lie to his employees, make it his business to compromise them, tempt them into a debt that they did not know they owed, and will never be able to repay. I can only imagine that whatever the business is with this jewel, Noose was playing the game once again with Harry. There would have come a moment when Harry found himself in the frame for the theft with the law or a rival gang, and Noose would have protected him in exchange for his loyalty. Only it never came to that, did it? The jewel vanished and no one knows what became of it.’

‘Do you believe that Harry does not know where this jewel is?’

‘It seems improbable that he would lie about it to a man who will certainly kill him for withholding its location. It must be that Harry doesn’t know where it is.’

‘Do you know who might have procured the jewel, where from, and who it was to be sold on to?’ Emily asked him.

‘I would risk my certain death to tell you if I did know,’ Mr Parensell said, repressing a smile, ‘so charmed am I by your uniquely direct manner. However, I do not. I have my reasons to steer clear of Mr Noose and his ilk.’

‘I see,’ Emily said thoughtfully. ‘Then it would seem that the best I can do is go straight to the source for information. Where might I find this Mr Noose?’

‘You don’t find him,’ Mr Parensell told her, his tone suddenly deadly serious. ‘Have I not succeeded in making this abundantly clear to you, Miss Brontë? Noose is never found, he only appears when he wishes it, and when he does you are likely to wish that you had never seen him at all. And once his business is done, he is gone. Vanished into the labyrinth where he is king. Make no mistake, there have been eyes on you since you arrived at the theatre.’

‘But—’

‘Braggard!’ Quite suddenly a heavyset gentleman shoved Mr Parensell hard, causing him to stumble a few steps before regaining his balance. Once he did, he returned to his assailant and slapped him smartly across the face.

‘How dare you, sir,’ Mr Parensell roared, for a moment looking genuinely dangerous, his hand flying to the hilt of the sword that he wore around his waist. Emily took a step back against the wall of the gin palace, searching to her left and right for the fastest escape route.

‘How dare I? How dare you!’ The other man was clearly very inebriated. Emily was all too familiar with the sway of his body, the exaggerated gestures, the bleary, unfocused and bloodshot eyes. ‘You who have stolen away my only love and made her your strumpet!’

Emily was reasonably sure she would be able to retrace her steps and find her way back to the theatre, and yet it felt disloyal, somehow, to abandon Mr Parensell, when he had done exactly as she had asked him and been as helpful as he could have been. Seeing a broken brick at her feet, she picked it up, concealing it in her skirts in case she might be called upon to deploy it.

‘I know not of whom you speak, sir,’ Mr Parensell told the drunk, gesturing at Emily. ‘Can you not see I am escorting a lady, and if you persist in this accusation I will be forced to take action.’

‘Sarah Smith! Her name is Sarah Smith!’ The man spat forth the name in accusation. ‘I love her, and will never love another. And yet she will not accept my proposal because she pines for you! An . . . an . . . actor!’ He jabbed his finger in Mr Parensell’s face. ‘You must release her to me! Or I shall murder you here, where we stand! By God I shall!’

‘My dear fellow, you can hardly stand at all,’ Louis said, grinning at the crowd that had begun to gather round, and rather starting to enjoy himself, Emily thought.

‘Let me be clear – do you accuse me of stealing your young lady’s heart merely by walking the stage?’ Mr Parensell asked. ‘Sir, it is my trade, and I will not be held accountable for the considerable number of young ladies who fall helplessly in love with me when they see me perform. If handsomeness and charm are a crime, then I should have spent my life in prison.’

The crowd laughed and cheered, and Mr Parensell bowed, winking at two giggling maids and blowing a kiss to another. Emily was beginning to think that perhaps the brick she held might be better directed at his very large head.

‘I’ll kill you!’ the drunk said, and suddenly he produced a vicious-looking blade with a wicked-looking point. A gasp ran through the crowd, and Emily could not be sure if it was one of fear or delight. Even so, the threat of it didn’t seem to dim Mr Parensell’s confident manner.

‘What the deuce!’ he cried, parrying the thrust of the knife with his sword, steel singing against steel. Again and again the drunk lunged at him, as each time Mr Parensell sidestepped or ducked out of his way with the flourish of a matador, delighting his audience with amusing comments or little bows that only inflamed his attacker all the more.

Emily knew that such a sight was utterly despicable, and certainly not the sort of thing that even an old maid such as herself should be exposed to, and yet she could not help being thoroughly delighted by the entire spectacle.

‘I’ll cut your throat, you wagtail cad!’ the drunk cried, lunging once again. ‘I’ll cut you up and feed to you to my dogs, I will!’

At that moment the man lost his footing, staggering back into Emily, and shoving her so hard against the wall that she dropped the brick on her foot, crying out in pain.

‘Well, now, sir, I find I am obliged to fight you in earnest,’ Mr Parensell said, narrowing his eyes into an expression of intent. In one deft movement he somehow tripped the man, who fell crashing on to the cobbles, to find himself with the tip of Mr Parensell’s rapier at his throat.

‘I will kill you for the harm you inflicted on my friend,’ Mr Parensell said with quiet menace. Emily, seeing the steel in his expression, believed his threat completely, as did the poor fellow he had at his mercy.

‘Please don’t, sir, I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t mean to hurt the lady, sir, I just want my Sarah back – that’s all, sir. I love her so much, you see.’

‘Sir, I do not know of any Sarah Smith,’ Mr Parensell told him. ‘But even if I did, she would not be mine to return to you. A woman is not an object to be handed from man to man like a chattel. A woman is a soul, as fine and as complicated as yours and mine – a great deal more so, in your case. If you wish to win your Sarah’s heart then you must treat her as such. Do not make demands of her, you fool – woo her. Don’t expect her to care for you, rather behave in such a way that makes it impossible for her not to. In short, be a man deserving of her love, not a drunken, brawling buffoon.’ The small crowd applauded, the women cheering particularly loudly, Emily noticed.

‘Now slit ’is throat,’ came an enthusiastic call from the crowd. Louis pretended to consider it.

‘Please don’t murder me, sir,’ the drunk begged, his thick voice filling with tears.

With a swish Louis removed the end of the rapier from the man’s neck and re-sheathed it in one fluid movement, just as a musketeer might, causing several of the ladies audibly to sigh and swoon.

‘Begone then,’ he said, ‘before I change my mind. And to you, ladies and gents, come and see me perform tonight as daring Jack Shepherd at the theatre on Drury Lane, second half after the tigers!’

However, once the promise of a murder was over, the crowd had dissipated as quickly as it had assembled, and they were alone again.

With a shrug Mr Parensell turned back to Emily. ‘Are you hurt?’ he asked her kindly.

‘Not a bit,’ she replied.

‘Then I had better escort you back to the theatre and make sure I am made right for tonight’s performance. Old Roxby will not stand for lateness.’

‘Would you have killed him?’ Emily asked, curious about the chill look in his eyes she had caught, just like that of her dear, lost hawk Nero before he went in for the kill: precise and merciless.

‘I would have had trouble with a stage sword,’ Louis told her. ‘The blade retracts into the handle, you see.’ He showed her how the blade shot up into the hilt when any pressure was applied.

‘But his knife was real! You were not afraid?’

‘My blade was a prop, but prior to this life I have survived many other existences, and most of them required me to be able to fight in order to survive,’ Mr Parensell said, intriguingly. ‘Besides, a man as drunk as him was never going to be a danger. I just thought I’d make a little sport of it, that’s all.’

‘I would love to be able to use a fine blade with such skill and prowess,’ Emily said wistfully.

‘Well, I would
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