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London, June 1785

“What the fuck are you doing here?”

“And a very good day to you, too, Dad.”

What a pleasure to see your smiling face.

I might not have said that aloud for fear of getting booted out of Deptford within minutes of my arrival.

I stepped inside the modest dwelling where I had been born and raised. In this shipbuilding town, there were plenty of fine stone houses provided for officials next to the docks and Victualling Yard, but they weren’t for the likes of us.

Generations of ordinary labourers who repaired warships or worked in the great warehouses surrounding the King’s Yard made do with more humble dwellings, some dating from Tudor times, when Deptford first became a royal dock.

From my vantage point in the doorway, the cottage seemed even smaller and more cramped than I remembered. The main room was disordered and musty. But at least there was no tell-tale whiff of rot from the injury my father had suffered at the docks.

So I got here in the nick of time, I thought, surveying the cluttered living space.

Dad struggled to his feet.

I’m taller than him, I realised with a slight shock. If only by an inch or two.

I was already lanky when I’d skipped Deptford two years previously, and since then, I’d attained my full height.

Mind you, Dad could still flatten me easily.

He was a big man, but a lifetime of hard work, heavy drinking, and his recent incapacity had taken their toll. He seemed to have shrunk, his clothes hanging loosely from his massive frame. His dark hair was flecked with grey, and there were pouches under his grey eyes.

We were nothing alike to look at. I got my slim build, red hair, and blue eyes from my mum, God rest her soul.

He regarded me with a wary sneer and more than a little animosity, since we had previously parted on the worst of terms.

Dad’s gaze was hostile but not clouded with fever. His cheeks were sallow rather than flushed with infection.

“That bandage needs changing.” I nodded towards the none-too-clean wrapping swathed around his right arm.

“I can manage by myself.”

I didn’t dignify that blatant untruth with more than a raised eyebrow. I stepped indoors and shut the door behind me, signalling my intent to remain. Having taken off my hat, I set down the bag containing my belongings. I proceeded to the scullery to fetch the pail, and then went into the street to fill it from the communal pump.

When I returned, Dad was sitting down again. I knew better than to interpret this slight concession as a victory.

While the water heated over the fire, I knelt and unwrapped the bandage.

“You’ve no right to show up like this,” he groused.

“Like a bad penny,” I mouthed, my face hidden from view as I bent over my task.

“This isn’t a coaching inn, where you can appear when you take the notion and come and go as you please.”

Given I hadn’t set hide nor hair in the direction of Deptford since my departure, the accusation wasn’t worth answering.

“I got word you’d been hurt, Dad,” I said evenly, not giving away who had told me. My parent would convey his gratitude to his work mate Cyrus with a right ear wigging at the least.

“I don’t need your help.”

I continued to unwind the bandage. I was certain that any half-hearted offers of help by neighbours had been robustly rejected. Dad hadn’t remarried since Mum’s passing, so there was no one but me to take charge.

Naturally, there’d been women over the years, but they hadn’t lasted long. Only until the gin haze wore off. They usually came to their senses the morning after.

I uncovered the wound and sat back on my heels with a hiss.

“You were lucky,” I said as I regarded the long gash, held together with neat stitches. “That could have been mighty nasty.”

Dad grunted.

“Have you seen the apothecary?”

Dad snorted.

This was par for the course. Our father and son chats were never of the effusive variety.

“There was no need.”

“There’s every need,” I retorted. “Do you want to lose the arm from lack of medical attention? Don’t you want to make a full recovery?”

I stood up to fetch my bag and retrieve the strips of linen I’d brought, having known that Dad wouldn’t have a stock of clean dressings.

“You’re so like your mother,” he muttered.

Dad had loved Mum, as much as he was capable of such tender feeling. I suspected he still grieved for her. But his snide remark wasn’t intended as a compliment. I held my tongue against the obvious riposte.

Could have been worse. I might have turned out like you.

I admit to being sharp-tongued, but I wouldn’t stoop as low as to rile an injured man. More to the point, even with only one sound arm, Dad was likely to get the better of me. I was long-legged and fleet of foot, rather than possessing the build to engage in pugilism.

“Right,” I said, fastening the bandage securely. “That will suffice until the apothecary has taken a look.”

“I don’t need no quack and his nostrums,” Dad insisted. “Who’s going to pay for medicine?”

“I’ve brought coin.”

I wouldn’t be earning during my exile in Deptford, so I’d resigned myself into dipping into my savings. Valentine Lee, the lawyer I worked for as an informant to supplement my earnings from the mollying trade, had insisted in providing some funds.

That wasn’t only because he was a fair and decent man. We had grown close over the past few months, following the murder of my friend and customer, Mr. Briggs.

Since then, I’d gladly shared Valentine’s bed without regard to payment.

I dumped the soiled bandages into the warming water, remembering how he had persuaded me to accept the money.

“Since you are forced to leave London due to the result of our investigations into the Mountjoy files, it’s only right and proper that we should reimburse you. Please, Sheba,” he added, aware that I would attempt to resist. “It will help ease my mind while you’re away.”

I conceded, mainly due to the look of entreaty in his hazel eyes.

“Ill-gotten gains from thieving, eh?”

Dad’s voice brought me sharply back to the present. I whirled around indignantly.

“Of course not, Dad. I earn my money honestly.”

That might be an overstatement.

There are some who would declare there’s no such person as an honest whore. But they’re either moralisers or Methodists. Neither worth paying heed to, at any rate.

My path towards being a molly had hastened my original departure from Deptford. Or rather, the fear of Dad discovering the proof of my enterprise and beating me into the next world as a result.

He sneered.

“What doing? It’s not like such a long, skinny duke of limbs is much good. You were worse than useless in the warehouse, for all the years you spent there.”

“There’s more to life than being a longshoreman, Dad.”

“Oh-ho. Consider yourself too good for the docks, do you? Well, you can clear out this instant. I was managing rightly before you decided to pitch in.”

His eyes glistened with anger, spoiling for a fight.

Perhaps the single aspect of my father’s character that I had inherited was his quick temper.

Even so, I bit back my ready retort.

During my youth, this old bone of contention had invariably resulted in harsh words, slammed doors, blacked eyes (mine, not his) and eventually, my flouncing out for good, or so I had fondly believed.

“You’re putting words into my mouth, Dad. I’m only agreeing with you that I don’t excel at physical labour.”

Well, only of a certain kind.

“I do some errands for a lawyer,” I added swiftly before he could add fuel to the flames. “Seeking information and so on.”

Dad frowned as though such an occupation was the stuff of fairy-tales.

“Get paid for that, do you?”

“I do.” I raised my chin.

I judged that there was absolutely no requirement to divulge my primary source of income.

“And this lawyer let you skip off without a by-your-leave?”

I gave an exaggerated sigh to indicate my infinite patience.

“No, Dad. He’s aware that you’ve been hurt. That’s the reason why I’m here.”

Together with running for my life.

If Dad found it hard to comprehend that I worked for a lawyer who had the good grace to allow me time off in lieu, he’d scarcely believe the course of events which had led to my flight from Seven Dials. I learned, almost too late, amongst the wreckage of my crib, that I had come to the attention of a gang leader called William Dove.

Dad would regard me as fit for Bedlam.

“I’m off to see the apothecary,” I said. “Before I go, I’ll check the scullery to see what we need in terms of supplies.”

I’d get nowhere by asking Dad. He’d only grunt and mumble that he required nothing, despite the evidence of bare shelves.

“Do as you please,” he snapped.

I bit my lip.

What did I expect? A fatted calf?”

With any luck, I would only be here for long enough to see that Dad was truly on the mend. I knew that Valentine, and his trusty advisers, Mr. Gifford and his cousin, Mr. Franklin, were working hard on the case files to discover a link to the mysterious Mountjoy, the puppet master who threatened us all and me in particular.

Just a few days, I thought as I stepped into the scullery. If I repeated that enough I might even manage to convince myself.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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“The wound remains clean, Abel. I count that as a blessing since you haven’t requested my services before now.”

Mr. Thomas, the local apothecary, peered at Dad’s exposed arm over his half-moon spectacles. He’d tended the local population for as long as I could remember and had always seemed elderly to me.

Dad held his tongue against Mr. Thomas’ mild remonstration. The apothecary had probably treated my father from childhood and likely his parents before him in this very house.

Mr. Thomas turned to address me.

“I recommend you apply this unguent twice daily when you change the bandages, Dennis, to ward off infection and help knit the skin together. I’ll come back in a few days to remove the stitches.”

He prodded and poked at the arm. Dad winced.

I expected a stream of vile epithets. But Dad said nothing in the apothecary’s presence, although his face turned waxy pale.

He was like a wounded bull, hurt yet still dangerous, ready to gore anyone gormless enough to wander into his path.

Mr. Thomas straightened up.

“You have to build up your strength, Abel.” He turned to me. “I recommend a light, nourishing diet, consisting of gruel and broth to start with. He can take some small ale and beer, and porter for sustenance. But no strong spirits.”

This was said sternly, more for Dad’s ears than mine.

“I can manage that, Mr. Thomas,” I said.

Dad scowled.

“If you follow my instructions, Abel
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