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      One Good Turn takes place in the same world as Letters to Half Moon Street but explores the underbelly of London. As such there are some darker elements in this story. My books will always be about the power of kindness and hope and will always end happily, but please note that this book includes the following:

      

      
        
          	
        economic hardship
      

      	
        a side character in an abusive relationship (including grooming and sex trafﬁcking) characters who have chosen sex work
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      THE DAY that ultimately changed Nell Birks’s life started as a rather ordinary one.

      She had gone to work at Smelting’s Spell Shop, one of her various odd-jobs. Of all of these odd-jobs, Nell liked working at Smelting’s best of all. Though the work was less creative and more mundane than many of the other jobs she did, and Smelting—mean old crank that he was—paid her poorly, it was a good sight better than being a thief and forever looking over her shoulder.

      On a chilly day between winter and spring, Nell was sweeping the shop briskly while Mr. Smelting worked in the back room. Her task was disrupted by a toff who strode into the store and looked about as if he were a little lost. He was tall with broad, muscled shoulders. He had large, dark, angular eyes, a wide nose, strong jaw, and wide mouth. His skin was tan in color, but Nell was sure it was not the result of too many hours in the sun; he was far too ﬁnely dressed to be the type who worked outdoors, and too ﬁnely dressed to be mucking about in her corner of London, for that matter. She recognized the elegant stitching of his coat, the curl of his hat brim, and the crispness of his cravat for what they were: quality.

      She groaned inwardly. She’d seen gents of his ilk before, although admittedly they weren’t usually shopping for spells. Usually, they were looking for some cheap pleasure or to hawk some family heirloom to pay off creditors.

      So she was surprised when the gentleman smiled at her and said, “Good morning, friend. I’m looking to buy some ingredients, but unfortunately, I have little understanding of these things.” This was said with a self-deprecating smile. “I would be very grateful if you could assist.”

      Nell was taken aback by how readily the gentleman accepted her as a source of knowledge. She couldn’t decide if his mistake made him seem foolish or kind.

      She shook her head. “I’d better fetch Smelting for you.” His grin broadened. “Much obliged.”

      As promised, she fetched Smelting, a short and scrawny older man with leathery skin. As soon as the spellmaster was out of the backroom, Nell did what she normally did and pocketed a few discarded items. She enjoyed being surrounded by magic work. She had never admitted this fascination with anyone else; they would have scoffed at her for wanting something so above her own station.

      Nell had crafted her own education from observing Smelting’s work and the street magicians who did the ﬂashy sort of spells that people paid money to see. She had mastered a few spells: one that temporarily made things weightless, a persuasion spell, and her favorite—a look-away spell. She was most proud of the last one, because she had worked it out on her own. She had seen a street magician performing a spell to turn things invisible and tried to mimic it. Though she had never successfully turned anything invisible, in attempting to teach herself the invisibility spell, she had discovered that twisting her wrist in a certain way could sometimes cast a spell that made people not quite notice her.

      She tucked a small sprig of rosemary in her left pocket (good for both the persuasion spell and the look-away spell).

      When she found a slightly crumpled feather in the corner of the room, still ﬂuffy enough to be useful for the spell that made things weightless, she stowed it safely in her shirt pocket. Smelting always let things go to waste.

      She strode through the backroom swiftly, keeping an ear to the conversation in the shop. The gentleman shopper didn’t seem to know very much about magic.

      “And what spell is this item used for?” he asked Smelting. “Is it dangerous? Does it need to be treated? This looks interesting. What is it? Is it useful? Do you have any ingredients that might be harder for a spellcaster to acquire? This is quite a pretty ﬂower. Is it—oh, what a shame.”

      She wondered why he had bothered to come all this way if he was so inexperienced.

      She came out of the backroom and returned to her sweeping, trying not to be obvious in her eavesdropping. She had a bad feeling about the gentleman coming into the shop. Not only did people of his station rarely meander to the neighborhood, they rarely still made it out with their purses. Sometimes they never made it out at all. The ones who made a practice of coming to the brothels knew to at least cover themselves with shabby cloaks to appear slightly less conspicuous. But this bloke carried his wealth easily on his shoulders. She was frankly surprised he had survived to the shop in the ﬁrst place.

      Nell ducked outside to see if the customer had attracted any hopeful stragglers. Sure enough, her best friend Philip Standish was hovering near the door with Davey Smith and the Connor twins. Philip, who everyone called Pip, had been her closest friend since they were little, having met while they were learning pickpocketing from Jack Reid. Jack found her as an orphan begging on the street and began teaching her the trade. But as she grew older, she wanted to do more honest work.

      As children, she had always been Pip’s protector. He was the closest thing to family Nell had. When she told Jack she wanted to find work honestly, she had expected Pip to follow. But he didn’t. Now Pip worked in one of Jack’s many groups of thieves who took by force. She barely saw him anymore, so she was pleased enough by the sight of her friend to step out of the shop.

      “Morning, Nelly,” Pip said, grinning up at her. “Morning, Pip. What are you lot doing around here?”

      “Didn’t you see that toff inside?” Jimmy said.

      She shrugged. “So?”

      “You must be rustier than I thought,” Davey said, leaning against the building. “If you can’t spot a mark like that a mile away.”

      “I don’t know about that one,” she said slowly. “Seemed a little too ﬁne, if you ask me.”

      Davey scoffed. “Too ﬁne, indeed. Deep purses like that don’t come wandering through our streets just any old time. Or haven’t you noticed?”

      “Of course I noticed,” she retorted. “I may be rusty, but I’m not an idiot. What I’m saying is that one in there is too ﬁne to be the type to carry his purse around with him. And he’s far too ﬁne to be a nobody.”

      Davey rolled his eyes. “I don’t care if he’s the Prince Regent, himself. Whatever he’s got will put me in Jack’s good graces for a month or more. I ain’t about to pass that up.”

      “More fool you,” she said.

      “What do you mean, Nelly?” Pip said, crossing his arms. “What’s got you keyed up?”

      “Sweet on him, isn’t she?” Jimmy said, elbowing Pip with a wink. Pip ducked his head.

      Nell rolled her eyes. “Not likely. All I’m saying⁠—”

      It was a shame, really, that the gentleman came out when he did. Nell was pretty sure she had the boys close to her way of thinking. If he had stayed inside a few minutes more, she might have convinced them that he wasn’t worth their time and she could have discreetly seen him to the respectable side of town. As it was, he came out before she’d ﬁnished having her say. He was holding several packages in one arm. Nell realized he had bought raw supplies, rather than packaged spells, which surprised her a little.

      “Oh,” the gentleman said brightly, as if he didn't have a care in the world. “Good day, friends. Pardon me, won’t you?”

      He made as if to scoot past their group, but Davey was blocking his way in an instant.

      “Not so fast, gov’nor,” he said smoothly.

      Jimmy reached behind Nell and pulled the shop door shut.

      “You look as if you’ve got quite a ways to travel,” Davey continued. “I’m thinking your purse will be weighing you down a bit. Don’t you think, lads?”

      The Connor twins chuckled appreciatively.

      Nell ought to have given the stranger up for lost and gone back inside, but she didn’t. She couldn’t explain why she was so determined to see him safe. Perhaps it had been the way he had easily accepted her as someone worthy of his time and respect. Or perhaps it was the cheerful way he greeted everyone, as if everyone he met was a friend.

      Before she could think better of it, she stepped between Davey and the gentleman.

      “What’s this?” Davey said.

      “Like I was telling you before,” she said. “I think you should leave off this one.”

      Davey sneered. “Want him for yourself, do you?”

      “You know I don’t do that anymore.”

      “Told you she was sweet on him,” Jimmy said.

      Nell surreptitiously slipped her hand into her left pocket and palmed the sprig of rosemary. She eased her hand back out and did a little swishing motion by her side. “Come on now, Davey. You know me better than that. I don’t think this one’s a good idea.”

      She could tell the persuasion spell started to activate when Davey took a step back. “And why not?” he asked, belligerent.

      She leaned forward as if imparting a big secret. “Don’t ask why, but something about this one’s manner tells me: judge’s son. If you take this one, I’ll bet you anything you’ll be swinging within a fortnight.”

      “If they can catch me,” Davey said, but he seemed a little less certain now.

      “You think he came all this way without telling his pa where he went?” she persisted, grateful that the man in question hadn’t been foolish enough to interrupt. She didn’t dare look back at him to see how he was reacting. “Let this one off, Davey. He’s not worth the risk.”

      The spell took hold of Pip ﬁrst. He tugged on Davey’s arm. “She’s right. Let’s go.”

      Davey’s eyes darted between Nell and the gentleman.

      Finally, he relented. The group stalked off.

      Nell pocketed the rosemary and grabbed the gentleman’s wrist. “Come on, sir,” she whispered. “Before they get wise.”

      With an expression that seemed equal parts amused and bemused, the gentleman complied.

      When she reached the wider streets that marked the safer part of London, she rounded on the gentleman. “You know you almost had your throat slit,” she said.

      The statement did not have the effect she intended. The gentleman did not look at all horriﬁed, mainly curious. “Indeed?” he said. “I daresay I’m in your debt then, aren’t I, my dear?”

      She frowned. “Not hardly. Just take care you don’t go wandering around that part of town again. I can’t guarantee I’ll be there next time. Or that the spell will work again.”

      “Ah, so you were working magic.” He seemed pleased to have noticed. “What sort of spell was that? I can’t say I’ve ever seen it before.”

      She huffed. “It’s a persuasion spell. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d better get back to my work.”

      “Oh, just a moment,” he said, with a hand on her shoulder.

      Nell sighed and turned around.

      “Why did you stop them? Not that I’m not grateful, mind you. Simply curious. I’m not sure many would have bothered.”

      She wasn’t entirely sure of the answer to the question, which made her uncomfortable. She shrugged. “Right thing to do, I suppose.”

      His mouth quirked. “How noble. Well, my dear. One good turn certainly deserves another. If you ever require my assistance, please do not hesitate to call. The name is Charles Kentworthy and I live at 16 Berkeley Square.” He bowed to her as if she were a ﬁne lady and walked away.

      Nell stared at him, despite her need to head back to the shop. He really was a fool to give her his address. How could he know she wouldn’t rob him? Overly trusting blighter. She supposed he wasn’t entirely wrong to trust her, since she didn’t plan to do anything with the information. He had given her his name, as if he considered her a friend. She was a little stunned by the whole interaction. She realized that she was reacting to him the way she expected him to react to her. Wasn’t that just like the upper crust? To make her feel like he had done her a favor instead of the other way around.

      “Well, where were you?” Mr. Smelting said when she ﬁnally walked back into the shop.

      “That toff was lost. I helped him ﬁnd his way back.”

      Smelting snorted. “I believe it. I don’t think that one had been inside a spell shop in his life.”

      “What was he here for, then?”

      “Oh, he bought a nice little bundle of ingredients. He asked all sorts of questions about what each one was good for.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’ll bet you charged him double.”

      Smelting frowned suddenly. “No,” he said slowly. “He was good at haggling, actually. Knew how much each ought to cost.”

      She was as surprised as Smelting was by this revelation. But she proceeded to go about her work and tried to put the tall, friendly Kentworthy person out of her mind.
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      WHEN JACK ﬁrst took her in, he had roomed her with a bunch of other rag-tag children in a long attic space above a butcher shop. The space was dark and musty and the smells of the butcher shop always leaked through the boards. Lumpy mattresses had been placed in neat rows, giving a narrow walkway if a person stepped one foot carefully in front of the other. She still lived in the attic space, as did many of the other thieves she worked with growing up.

      Jack was a man who looked after his people. Anyone who worked for him knew they could go to him if they ever were short of money or food or a place to sleep. Jack always got them what they needed.

      He was no charity house, of course. Everyone knew they’d have to pay him back. Nell had always liked that about Jack. It made her feel accomplished to ﬁnally repay him for everything he’d done over the years.

      Pip still lived in the long room too, on the mattress next to hers. This, and the cost of living in London, were the primary reasons she still stayed there. Admittedly, she hardly ever saw Pip anymore, but he was waiting for her when she got home, sitting cross-legged on his mattress.

      Where Nell was pale, with hair so blonde as to nearly be white (though these days it was more of a dull grey color from grime and dirt), and light blue eyes, Pip had fawn-colored skin, dark curly hair, and brown eyes. Where Nell was tall, broad, and muscular, Pip was short and slim. He had grown up to be a very pretty sort of man: petite, with long lashes and pouting lips.

      When Nell hit the right age, Jack started pressuring her to move to one of his harlot houses instead of pickpocketing. She used to wonder why Pip didn’t get the same amount of pressure to work in a harlot house—anyone could see he’d be popular there—but it all made sense after she left Jack’s employ and Jack took on Pip as his bedmate.

      “What got into you today?” he said when she walked in. “What do you mean?” she said, feigning ignorance.

      He rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean. Why did you get yourself involved with that toffee-nosed blighter? He would have been an easy mark. I’ll bet Davey wouldn’t even have needed to hurt him to get his purse out.”

      Nell considered this for a moment. “I think you’d be surprised. He was an odd one.”

      “Well, I don’t see why you should cut in like that. Davey was hopping mad afterwards. You’d better steer clear of him for a while.”

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “Don’t bother thanking me yet. Just wait until Davey tells Jack.”

      “You think he’s likely to?” Pip sighed in exasperation.

      “Right,” she answered. “I guess I do owe Jack an explanation.”

      Pip didn’t respond to this. He turned and started to pick at a loose thread on his mattress.

      “You know,” Nell said, watching him. “I’m not sure I like seeing you around the likes of Davey Smith.”

      Pip shrugged, still not looking at her. “It’s what Jack tells me to do, so I do it.”

      “You sure it isn’t because you’re sweet on Jimmy Connor? Don’t think I didn’t notice how bashful you get around him.”

      Pip pursed his lips but didn’t respond.

      “You know the Connor twins are just as bad as Davey when it comes down to it,” she pressed. “They’re no good. You deserve better than Jimmy anyway. Are you unhappy with Jack? Is that the trouble? From what I hear you’re his favorite now. I should think you’d be enjoying that.”

      Pip continued to pick at the thread silently.

      “I’m only trying to look out for you,” she said. After another long moment of silence, she sighed and said, “I suppose you don’t need me looking out for you anymore, now that you have Jack to do that.”

      “Yeah,” he said at last. “I guess that’s so.”

      She watched him leave, wishing she’d been able to talk some sense into him. Pip never did have much sense where love was concerned. Pip’s pining for Jimmy Connor only served to make him frustrated, but clearly it was useless to persuade him out of it.

      Nell couldn’t understand why Pip wasted his time wishing for someone else. She had never felt the sentimental pull that others did. She had no use for romance and it held no appeal. She enjoyed having a friend who could serve as a reliable bedmate when called upon. She was fairly sure Pip’s needs were met as far as that was concerned, so to her mind, he had everything he could possibly want. When he had a lover as dedicated to him as Jack was, it seemed as though he was making himself unhappy unnecessarily.

      She wished she could have expressed all of that to him more effectively. Ever since she had gone to work her odd-jobs, she had lost touch with her friend. Then again, maybe it wasn’t her lookout, not anymore.

      The next morning, Pip crept into the room—his empty bed a sure sign that he had spent the night with Jack—and shook her awake.

      “Jack’s not pleased with you, Nelly.”

      Nell tried to ignore the twist in her gut at the thought of disappointing Jack—or worse, angering him.

      “He wants to see me?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Did he say when? I don’t like the thought of him stewing about it.”

      “He’s pretty busy right now. Training up a new group. I imagine he’ll send me around when he’s ready, though.”

      “Right,” she said. “Thanks.”

      Pip chewed on his lip, staring at the ground. “Just make sure you don’t try any more foolishness, all right? I’m no good at covering for you. Jack knows me too well for that.”

      She nodded and got ready for work while Pip slipped out as quietly as he had crept in.

      Jack took his time tracking her down. She worked herself into a bundle of nerves wondering what he would say about her interference. When Pip ﬁnally came home one night and said, “Come on, Jack wants to talk to you now,” she was almost relieved.

      Jack Reid was old enough to be Nell’s father. She didn’t know his exact age (she didn’t even know her own), but she knew him to be as spry on his feet as Davey and as nimble with his ﬁngers as Pip. He was a tall man with broad shoulders, skin as pale as her own, short red hair, and bright blue eyes.

      Jack had a small group of lovers who, if the rumors were true, had few complaints. For all his independence and power, Jack liked to have someone nestled beside him. In recent years, Pip had earned the honor of favorite. Any time Pip wasn’t working, he was at Jack’s side.

      Jack was waiting for them at his usual tavern. It was where all of Jack’s people came to give him their takes for the day. If it was money, he would pass back a percentage to the ones who had earned it. Stolen goods were examined and then put in a sack to be sold off later. Jack was sitting in the center of a bench with his back against a long wooden table, just as Nell remembered from her last visit years prior. He was going through a small bundle of goods piled up on the bench beside him.

      “Well, if it isn’t Nell,” he said jovially and patted the bench on his other side. She took the seat as indicated, sitting with her back to the table too.

      Jack reached for Pip’s arm and pulled her friend onto his lap. Pip took his seat as easily as Nell had taken hers. He sat facing her and leaned his shoulder into Jack’s chest.

      “Let me ﬁnish with what Tom brought and I’ll be right with you,” he said, wrapping one arm around Pip’s slim waist.

      She nodded and he turned to sort through the items beside him. Finally, apparently satisﬁed, he reached for the sack on the table. Pip leaned forward to hold the sack open, which earned him a soft kiss on the temple. After Jack piled everything into the sack, he tucked it under the table and waved at the barmaid for drinks.

      “How have you been keeping yourself?” he said, resting his arm across his lover’s thighs and gazing studiously at Pip’s proﬁle.

      She shrugged even though Jack wasn’t looking at her. “Been all right,” she answered. “Keeping busy.”

      He smiled and stroked Pip’s curly hair idly. “Really? From what I hear, you’ve had time to spare.”

      “Oh?” she said.

      The barmaid set three pints of ale on the table. Both Pip and Nell grabbed a mug, but Jack didn’t even glance at the drinks. His focus was all on the young man in his lap. “Davey says he saw you hanging around old Smelting’s store the other day.”

      She didn’t want to argue with his word choice, even though she didn’t agree with it, so she said nothing.

      He grinned at her silence and kissed Pip’s jaw. “He says you got in the way of a very important job.”

      She shifted in her seat. “Well, you know how Davey is. He’ll say anything.”

      He tilted his head in acquiescence and moved his hand from Pip’s hair to cup the back of his neck. “I’ll admit I didn’t believe him at ﬁrst. You’re not the type to interfere. Not usually. I wouldn’t have believed it if the other lads hadn’t backed up his story.”

      Nell glanced at Pip. He was looking resolutely into his mug, as if oblivious to both her glance and Jack’s touch. It troubled her to see that he didn’t seem to be enjoying his lover’s attention. Was he pulling away from Jack as much as he was pulling away from her? She made a mental note to put more effort into checking on her friend. Perhaps he still needed her protection.

      “’Course, they weren’t all as forthcoming about it as Davey, were they?” Jack said, ﬁngers sliding up and down Pip’s neck.

      Pip gave a little shiver and hunched forward.

      Jack chuckled and kissed Pip on the neck. “We got it out of them in the end, though.” He continued, still not looking at her, nuzzling Pip’s neck as he spoke, “But what I want to know is why you have enough time on your hands to muck about with my boys when they’re only doing what I tell them?”

      She swallowed and set her mug down carefully. He was being direct, at least. She liked that about Jack. Best to make a clean breast of the matter. “I’ll be honest, Jack. I didn’t mean to.”

      He ﬁnally turned to look at her, arching an eyebrow.

      She took a deep breath. “It won’t happen again, I promise.”

      “You know that’s not good enough, Nell.”

      “I know,” she said. “What do you want?”

      Jack looked pleased. “Those boys were tracking a very valuable mark. Davey thinks they could have gotten ten pounds off him.”

      “Ten—” She broke off. “He couldn’t possibly have been carrying that much with him, Jack. You know that.”

      His look was direct. “And how much do you imagine that cloak was worth, and the coat, and the shoes? Not to mention whatever
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