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To my parents, my brothers, and my sister,

who have all, in your own ways,

dedicated your lives to making

the world a better place.

Clara and I salute you.
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Chapter 1

London

May 1819


In Books or Work, or healthful Play

Let my first Years be past,

That I may give for every Day

Some good Account at last.

Against Idleness and Mischief, Isaac Watts,

Divine Songs attempted in Easy Language

for the Use of Children






Lady Clara Stanbourne was descended from a long line of reformers and rogues. Her late fathers side had produced Quakers and Whigs whose passion to effect change was surpassed only by their respectable station. Her late mothers side, the Doggetts, boasted a broad assortment of feckless scoundrels whod gloried in gambling, delighted in debauchery, and wallowed in wild living. The Doggetts possessed no respectability at all except through their tenuous connection to the Stanbournes through marriage.

Fortunately for England, the Doggetts had virtually died out. Only Claras uncle Cecil, the card cheat, carried on the family tradition of wreaking havoc upon the unsuspecting and the virtuous. But he did it in America now, having fled England eight years earlier, when his cheating had landed him on the wrong end of a very large pistol.

Thus Lady Clara was surprised when she came downstairs on a bright spring Monday to learn that her uncles American solicitor, a Mr. Gaither, had just arrived at Stanbourne Hall from Virginia. She didnt even know her uncle possessed something so lofty as a solicitor. Yet Samuel, her new footman, insisted that such a creature awaited her in the front parlor.

With a sigh, she glanced at the clock. Theyre expecting me at the Home any minute. After my being away in the country for two weeks, theyll worry if Im late. I suppose youll have to send a boy round with a note.

Yes, mlady, Samuel said nervously, looking very smart in his new footmans uniform. Samuel was her most recent success from the Stanbourne Home for the Reformation of Pickpockets. Though he was a bit short for a proper footman, he performed his duties well enough, which was all that mattered.

An eruption of barking from the front parlor warned that her aunt, Verity Stanbourne, had reached the parlor first. Clara hastened to the doorway, groaning to find her aunts three beribboned miniature poodles dancing around the American. Poor Mr. Gaither teetered on rickety legs atop a footstool, crying, Shoo! Go on, you beasts! Get away!

Aunt Verity flapped her hands fruitlessly at the capering, yapping dogs. Now, Fiddle, you mustntOh, come away, Faddle! And Foodle, if you dont stop this She cast Mr. Gaither a helpless look. See how youve upset my lassies? Theyre all much annoyed, I tell you. A sharp woof preceded the entrance of an old spaniel bitch. Lord have mercy, here comes Empressstay put, Mr. Gaither! If she doesnt approve of you, shes liable to bite you!

Clara crossed the room and threw herself into the midst of the dogs. Down, all of you, this minute! No ones biting anyone. She glared at the poodles until the barking turned to whimpers and three curly heads drooped in shameless obeisance.

When Empress kept woofing at poor Mr. Gaithers feet, Clara added sharply, Thats enough, Empress, and the aging spaniel retreated to Aunt Veritys side.

Unfortunately, Clara could do nothing about the low growl the dog continued to emit. Empress had taken a distinct dislike to their guest, which boded ill for Mr. Gaither. The dog had an uncanny ability to judge people accurately. Whomever she growled or barked at was eventually shown to possess serious character flaws. Empress was so adept that Aunt Verity used her to sift out good applicants from bad when interviewing new servants. As a result, Stanbourne Halls staff was the envy of all Aunt Veritys friends.

Judging from Mr. Gaithers scowl, his character flaw was a hatred of dogs.

Clara held out her hand to help him down from the stool. Im so sorry, sir. Im Lady Clara Stanbourne, and I see youve already met my aunt. Please forgive us for our chaotic ways. I fear we arent much used to visitors.

I can see why, he grumbled as he climbed down. Bestowing glares all round, he brushed at his frock coat to eliminate any remaining essence of canine.

Its your own fault, sir. Aunt Verity sat down on the settee and arranged her skirts as carefully as any coquette. You wouldnt let them sniff you, and they dont like that. One of the poodles jumped into her lap, and she clutched him close. You tried to kick Faddle, and shes very sensitive about these things.

Sensitive! Shes a blasted dog! And furthermore, I dont think

Wont you sit down, Mr. Gaither? Clara put in. Perhaps youd like some tea?

That brought him up short. He glowered at her. No, madam. Id just as soon attend to business and be done with this. Fixing his gaze on the still growling Empress, whod plopped down on Aunt Veritys feet, the solicitor took a seat as far away from the dogs as possible. Letting beasts run wildsetting them on strangersI swear, the whole country is mad.

Ignoring his complaints, Aunt Verity patted the settee, and Fiddle and Foodle leaped to cram their little bodies into the coveted space next to her. With a sigh, Clara sat on her aunts other side. Good Lord, what a day. And it wasnt even noon yet.

Still keeping a wary eye on the dogs, Mr. Gaither opened his satchel to rummage through some papers. Im here to inform you, my lady, that Cecil Doggett is deceased.

He made his statement so baldly that Clara was sure shed misheard. What? Uncle Cecil? Are you sure?

Do you think Id come all this way and endure thesethese creatures if I werent? He drew out an official-looking document and handed it to her. Here is the death certificate.

Oh. She took it from him, her heart sinking as she scanned the paper. The facts were stated clearly enough.

A lump lodged in her throat. Uncle Cecil might have been a scoundrel, but shed always harbored a certain fondness for him. Hed humored her hobby of collecting books for children. Hed never called her interest frivolous as Papa had been wont to do, or nonsense as Mama had. Hed simply given her what shed cravedsweet little chapbooks of fairy tales and fables and stories of derring-do.

She read the certificate through tear-filled eyes. Itit says here that he died of heart failure.

Having regained his composure, Mr. Gaither nodded with grave solemnity.

I dont believe it. Aunt Verity took the paper from her and looked it over. How very uncharacteristic of Cecil. She glanced up at the solicitor. Are you quite sure it wasnt poison? Or something equally sinister?

Oh dear, as usual Aunt Verity was living up to her name.

When Mr. Gaither looked taken aback, Clara figured she ought to explain. The Doggett men arewereadventurous sorts, you see, and all died badly. My eldest uncle was shot in a duel, and the youngest was hanged in Madrid for forgery.

So death by heart failure isnt what one expects of a Doggett, Aunt Verity added.

I assure you that if I hadnt been certain of the circumstances of his death, I wouldnt have left America to come here, the solicitor said loftily. And I certainly wouldnt be passing on his bequest to her ladyship.

Clara regarded him blankly, but Aunt Verity pounced on his comment. What bequest? The man never had more than two shillings to rub together.

When Mr. Doggett died, he possessed fifteen thousand pounds. He left ten thousand of that fortune to Lady Clara. If she agrees to accept it.

Claras mouth fell open. Ten thousand pounds! She tried to assimilate the astonishing news. This was straight out of a fairy tale by Charles Perrault. And like all fairy tales, it seemed much too good to be true. Did my uncle happen to say how he came by such a fortune? When he left London, he was nearly penniless.


I was told he won a plantation in a card game. The owners brother, a wealthy man, offered him money in lieu of the property, and Mr. Doggett accepted. Said he wouldnt much like the life of a planter. But alas, he didnt live long enough to enjoy his newfound fortune.

A weight settled onto her chest at the thought of Uncle Cecil dying all alone in a strange country.

AndummCecil won the game honestly? her aunt asked.

Clara groaned. She hadnt even thought of that.

Of course! the solicitor exclaimed. I assure you I would never take part in any illegal endeavor.

Clara flashed him a weak smile. If Uncle Cecils companions hadnt caught him cheating at the time, there was no point to explaining his proclivities now. And for all she knew, he hadnt cheated.

And pigs flew, too.

This is quite sudden, Clara remarked. Are you sure Uncle Cecil meant for the money to be left to me? Im merely his niece. Perhaps youve confused me with one of hisermistresses or by-blows. Ive heard tell he had several of both.

Clara! Aunt Verity clapped her hands over Empresss floppy ears. You shouldnt speak of such matters before Empress. Shes chaste!

The dog squirmed to escape Aunt Veritys hands, clearly eager to drink up every scandalous word.

Clara shrugged. Uncle Cecil was always perfectly forthright about his vices, so I dont see why I should pretend they dont exist.

Good lack-a-daisy, niece, youll shock all of my lassies with such talk. Theyre very sensitive about the proprieties. When the stony-faced solicitor snorted, Aunt Verity glared at him. Well, they are. They have to be, living in the Stanbourne household as they do. My brother, Claras father, was a clergyman, you know. A very fine man.

I beg your pardon, Mr. Gaither retorted, but I was given to understand that he was the marquess of Pemberton.

Clara gave him a pained look. He was. Later in life, when he unexpectedly inherited the title. Until then, he was a clergyman. Now, about my uncles estate

Yes, of course. To answer your question, the other five thousand of his fortune is going to his mistresses and by-blows. So the ten thousand is most assuredly for you. Unless you wish to refuse it? Mr. Doggett did mention that if you refused it, I was to accept that without murmur.

I suppose you really ought to refuse, Aunt Verity put in. Your father was always adamant that your mother not accept any proceeds from your uncles ill-gotten

She means ill-conceived, Clara broke in. My uncles ill-conceived schemes.

No, dear, thats not what I meant her aunt began.

Yes, it was, Clara said firmly. Perhaps Uncle Cecil had cheated. She would never know for sure and could do nothing about it.

But she could put ten thousand ill-gotten pounds to very good use. Not for herself, of course. Papa had left her a nice annual allowance of a thousand pounds. Between that and Aunt Veritys portion, there was plenty for them both to live comfortably in Stanbourne Hall all their days. But with ten thousand pounds, only think of the improvements they could make to the Home!

So you do want the money, Lady Clara? the solicitor asked impatiently.

Ideas already rushed through Claras brain. I do indeed.

Very good, madam. Mr. Gaither began to explain the process of transferring the funds to her.


If youre taking the money anyway, Clara, her aunt broke in, you could put it to good use.

Exactly what I was thinking, Aunt Verity, she said patiently.

You could finally get married!

Clara glanced at her, bemused. What has money got to do with that?

Why, everything, my dear. With eight thousand pounds added to your present dowry, youd have your pick of the respectable eligible gentlemen. Especially after we use the other two thousand to fix you up. She paused to pat Claras knee. Not that you arent nicely fixed up already, you understand. For myself, I prefer your way of dress. But Ive noticed that even respectable men like women withumm

Expensive clothing? Clara said archly.

No, dear. Elegance. Your wool gowns are all very well for reform, but you need elegance to attract a man. Once youve got a husband with your elegance and your fine dowry, then you can go back to dressing as you please. But you have to catch him first. Isnt that so, Faddle?

Faddle barked enthusiastically. Clara rolled her eyes.

I hear that the newly widowed Lord Winthrop is looking for a wife, her aunt went on slyly.

Good Lord, not Winthrop again, Clara said.

That had certainly been a tempest in a teapotthe stodgy earl had paid some attention to her during her coming out but had retreated when his mother had protested Claras sordid connections. Clara had hoped she was done with him forever when hed married another woman eight years ago, dashing Aunt Veritys hopes.

Then the earls poor wife had gone and died on him, leaving him with five children. So clearly Aunt Verity was back to planning the match. Once weve got you properly done up, her aunt said, and he hears of your newfound wealth, hes sure to look your way again.

I dont want him looking my way again. He was a pompous twit back then, and hes pompous twit now.

Respectable, God-fearing men sometimes are, dear. But with your responsibilities, thats the sort of husband you need, dont you think?

Clara scowled, though her aunt was probably right. When Clara married, it should be to a solid citizen whod approve of her reform activities. The trouble was, Clara couldnt seem to warm to such men. Perhaps it was her unfortunate Doggett blood, but she found them sotedious. One day, shed have to take her medicine and align herself with such a husband, but she couldnt bring herself to do it just yet.

Aunt Verity bent down to croon in Empresss ear. What do you think, girl? Wouldnt Clara look lovely in an elegant French gown, with pearls in her hair? Even a high stickler like Winthrop would overlook her mothers scandalous connections, and

I shant use the money for a dowry, Clara interrupted with an embarrassed glance at Mr. Gaither before her aunt started going on about reticules and pink bonnets and what all. I intend to use it for the Home.

Her aunt straightened abruptly. The Home?

With ten thousand pounds, I can expand it enormously. Excitement built in Claras chest. The children can have a real schoolroom, and we can provide financial incentive for tradesmen to take them on as apprentices. We might even start some little business of our own that the older children could run.

But Clara, must you use it all on the Home? You could give half to the Home and leave half to enhance your dowry. Her pale brows knit in a frown. But then thered be nothing for fixing you up. Hmm, perhaps if we settled for an English modiste


Im not using one penny for my dowry, Clara snapped, her patience at an end. Lord knows its ample enough already.

Her aunts hands fluttered against her pigeon breasts. Dear girl, think what youre saying. Youre getting on in years, you know.

Thank you for pointing that out, Clara said, mortified to be having this conversation in front of a stranger. Im only twenty-eight, hardly old enough to be reduced to buying myself a husband. Theres still plenty of time for marriage.

Good lack-a-daisy, Clara

Enough! Ive made my decision.

Aunt Verity appealed to Mr. Gaither, whod been listening to the conversation with smug interest. Do tell her she cant use all the legacy on reform.

For the first time that morning, a smile lit Mr. Gaithers thin, bookish features. Mr. Doggett made no stipulation whatsoever on how the money was to be used, madam. He left it entirely up to his niece.

Clever man, my uncle, Clara muttered under her breath.

Mr. Gaither went on, almost maliciously, If she wants to use it to make gold cages for your little beasts, shes perfectly free to do so.

Horror filled her aunts face. Cages! Clara, you would never

Of course not, Aunt. I wouldnt think of it. Clara added teasingly, Unless you persist in this notion of using it for my dowry

Im only trying to help, Aunt Verity grumbled. She was no foolshe knew when to retreat, though that didnt mean shed given up. If you insist on ignoring the possibilities, I dont suppose we can do much about it, eh, lassies?

The poodles yapping wiped the smile right off Mr. Gaithers face. He leaped to his feet. Id best be going. I must pass on those other bequests, you know.

Clara smiled at the American as she rose, too. Yes, to Uncle Cecils by-blows and mistresses. I dont suppose you could tell me who

Dont even think it, Clara Stanbourne, her aunt protested. Reforming pickpockets is one thing, but if you begin associating with those sorts of women

Actually, madam, the solicitor broke in, Mr. Doggett thought that his niece might ask such a thing, and he instructed me to keep everyones identities secret. I think he was afraid that if hiserconsorts knew of his exalted connections, they might take advantage of the association.

Tears sprang to Claras eyes again. It was so like Uncle Cecil to try to protect her. Thank you, Mr. Gaither, for carrying out his wishes so faithfully.

To her surprise, he winked. Ill inform you when all the papers are drawn up, my lady, and you can collect the funds. Now, if youll excuse me

Yes, of course, Ill just see you out. Clara shot her aunt an indulgent smile. Aunt Verity, Im going to the Home, but Ill be back for dinner.

Do be careful, Clara, her aunt called after her. Take one of the footmen!

I always do, Clara said irritably as she ushered Mr. Gaither into the foyer.

Samuel jumped to his feet and hastened to bring Mr. Gaithers overcoat. But as the young man helped the solicitor into it, she saw his right hand flash.

With a groan, she stepped forward to manacle Samuels wrist before Mr. Gaither turned around. Oh, dear, Mr. Gaither, she said smoothly, I believe youve dropped your purse. Samuel seems to have found it.


Samuel colored, but held the purse out with such lightning speed that nobody but Clara would have known it had resided in his pocket for a full five seconds. It was on the floor, sir. Is it yours?

With a look of complete bewilderment, Mr. Gaither patted his pocket, then said, Bless my eyes, it is indeed.

It mustve fell out when you put on your coat, Samuel said helpfully.

I suppose. Mr. Gaither eyed Samuel with suspicion as he accepted the purse. Then turning to Clara, he made a sketchy bow. Good day, madam. Ill send a note round when everything is done. Perhaps it would be better if we meet elsewhere next time.

Certainly, she agreed quickly. Good day, Mr. Gaither.

The door had scarcely closed behind him before she whirled on Samuel. I cannot believe that you

It aint what you think, mlady, Samuel hastened to say. I would have returned the purse before the carriage drove off, truly I would. I was just practicing.

For what? Youre out of that life now.

I got to keep my skills up, because you never know He trailed off as if to keep from saying too much.

But hed already said enough. She knew what he was thinking. Because you never know when youll lose a position. Because one day the dream will vanish as so many others have, and youll have nothing to stand between you and starvation but your skills.

She took one look at his anxious face and sighed. From now on, please practice only on me and the servants, all right?

He blinked at her. You mean youre not dismissing me?

The hopeful yearning in his face made her heart hurt. No. Though if you ever do anything like that again

Oh, yes, mladyI mean no, mladyI mean Ill never do it again, I swear! Grabbing her hand, he kissed it with a slavishness bordering on desperation. I wont disappoint you. Ill never pick a pocket again, and Ill be the best footman ever to work at Stanbourne Hall!

Youll certainly be the most nimble. When he looked downcast, she smiled reassuringly. There, there, youre a good, hard worker, and I have every faith that youll put your quick fingers to better use than you have in the past. Gently she extricated her hand. Now go on with you, and summon my carriage.

With a quick nod, Samuel scurried off. She shook her head as she watched him go. Samuel was one of her successes, yet even he had his moments. How much hardship must it take to bludgeon such a promising young man into believing he had no hope of a future beyond stealing? That he must always expect life to hand him lemons?

She squared her shoulders. She was here to counteract all that bludgeoning, and with this new source of funds, she could do it on a grand scale.

The carriage rumbled up at once. As Samuel took his place on the back, she climbed inside and began to contemplate plans for her new inheritance. There were the practical improvements, of course, expansion of the childrens dormitories and a new stove for the kitchen, not to mention at least two more teachers and a whole slew of books. Mama had always wanted better heating. Indeed if theyd had adequate heating during the cruelly bitter winter of 1812

She sighed at the dark memory. Her mother had died of pneumonia during that winter. Clara herself had taken ill, for theyd spent many hours at the Home trying to keep the children warm. But her mother hadnt possessed the youthful constitution to survive frequent exposure to the dank, cold air.

Tears stung Claras eyes, and she brushed them away impatiently. How silly to dwell on what couldnt be changed. The news of Uncle Cecils death had made her morbid.


She smoothed out the skirts of her practical worsted gown, the sort she always wore to the Home, and straightened her spine. The best way to honor the dead was by making their passing useful to the living. Mama would be pleased to know shed indirectly contributed to the Homes present windfall. Indeed, if not for Mamas steadfast insistence that Clara associate with the Doggetts as well as the Stanbournes, Uncle Cecil would never have known his niece well enough to warrant giving her such an inheritance.

Clara smiled. She hoped Mama was watching from heaven and smiling, too.

By now theyd entered the grimy, despair-ridden environs of Spitalfields. The passing of her carriage was scarcely notedthe bleary-eyed denizens of the streets were used to seeing the black-and-gold Stanbourne equipage trundle by nearly every morning. Clara had been coming this way alone for the seven years since Mamas death, and for three before it.

They lumbered onto Petticoat Lane, a street notorious for its receivers of stolen goods, who often worked out of pawnshops. She gathered up her leather reticule and striped wool shawl as they rode within sight of the Home.

Then something caught her eye in the alley very near her destination. Normally, she wouldnt give a second glance to two people squabbling, but a flash of red arrested her attention.

Johnny Perkins in his favorite scarlet coat. And the twelve-year-old, a resident of the Home, was having a spirited discussion with a tall, broad-shouldered stranger, who seemed to be restraining the boy from running off.

Reminded of this mornings incident with Samuel, she shouted, Stop the coach! As it shuddered to a halt, she opened the door and leaped out. Telling the coachman to go on and Samuel to wait at the top of the alley, she headed toward the imposing gentleman dressed in a ragged frock coat and battered beaver hat.

The alley stank of fried herring and cabbage and the quiet fear that pervaded Spitalfields. It wasnt fear, however, but alarm that spurred her toward the man gripping Johnnys shoulder with firm intent. Because morning sunlight glinted off the gold watch dangling from Johnnys hand, and that could mean only one thing.

Another one of her pickpockets was headed for trouble this morning.







    

Chapter 2


converse not with any but those that are good,

sober and virtuous. Evil Communications

corrupt Good Manners.

A Little pretty pocket-book: intended for

the instruction and amusement of little

Master Tommy and pretty Miss Polly, John Newbery






Vainly trying to smother her distress, Clara vaulted the rest of the way down the alley. She was just in time to hear Johnnys squeaky voice say, Now see here

Johnny! she said sharply.

The boys head whipped around, and his ruddy cheeks paled to the color of milk. Bloody hell, he mumbled as she approached.

She leveled on him her famous Stanbourne Stare, which generally sent her children scurrying to behave. Give the gentleman back his watch this minute!

Johnny hesitated, then handed the watch over. As soon as the stranger had it, he lifted cool black eyes to her. Fear banished her irritation at Johnny. The only men in Spitalfields with that direct a stare were watchmen. Or worse, officers of the law.

Sick with worry, she stepped up to place a proprietary hand on the other shoulder of her hapless charge. Please, sir, Im sure Johnny didnt mean to take your watch

What concern is it of yours whether he did or not, madame? Are you the lads mother? The mans hand still gripped Johnnys shoulder and seemed to tighten as they both stood there holding on to the boy.

Her panic increased. The strangers faintly accented English wasnt a foreigners exactly, but it wasnt an Englishmans either. Which didnt rule out his being an officer.

She forced a conciliatory smile to her lips. Im a guardian of sorts to him.

Me mum is dead, Johnny interjected helpfully. This heres Lady Clara.

Lady Clara? Instead of tipping his hat or begging her pardon, he muttered a French curse under his breath. Then he surveyed her hair, her gown, and even her boots with a brusque, impersonal scrutiny. Whats a lady of rank doing in Spitalfields?

I run the Stanbourne Home for the Reformation of Pickpockets. Its the brick building on the next corner. Johnny is one of my residents.

A thin, ironic smile touched the mans hard mouth. I see that his reformation is progressing nicely.

She colored. Lapses happen occasionally, sir, but theyre unusual. Im only sorry you had to witness this one. Now if youd be so good as to release Johnny, perhaps we could better discuss theersituation.

Johnny remained silent, his gaze bouncing anxiously between her and the stranger.


The man stared at her long enough for her to glimpse a native intelligence in his fathomless eyes and wary expression. Then he shrugged and dropped his hand from Johnnys shoulder. Casting the watch a cursory glance, he shoved it into his coat pocket.

She breathed easier. Thank you, Mr. Mr.

Pryce. Then he added, almost as an afterthought, Captain Morgan Pryce.

Oh, dear, a captain. But what kind? When he offered no more information, she examined him more carefully. He dressed shabbilypatched fustian coat and waistcoat, decidedly ragged stock, scuffed bootsand his black hair curled far down past his frayed shirt collar. But other details of his appearance revealed a man with gentlemanly habits. Hed tied his stock with considerable care, and his fingernails were clean and well groomed.

Still, that didnt make him an officer of the law. Are you a captain serving with the River Police? Or the Lambeth Street Police Office?

At Johnnys inexplicable snort, the gentleman cast the boy a quelling glance. Im a captain serving Her Majestys Navy.

In Spitalfields? she blurted out.

A faint amusement crossed the surprisingly handsome face. In case you hadnt heard, England isnt fighting any wars these days, so theres little call for naval captains. Were all on half-pay.

While his profession explained his educated speech and air of command, it didnt explain what a foreign-sounding gentleman whod managed to obtain a captains commission was doing in an alley in her part of town. Half-pay or not, surely you can afford to board your family in better surroundings than Spitalfields.

I have no family. And I live here because I own a business concern in the area. He jerked his head toward the tumbledown building on her right with a door that stood half ajar. Thats the side entrance to my new shop. I sell nautical goods to sailors.

But why here, of all places?

Why not? Plenty of sailors live in this part of London. Should I have set up my business in the Strand among the milliners and the tailors? So I could tap the lucrative market for young ladies buying compasses?

His sarcasm made her arch one brow. Certainly not. But there are parts of town where youre less likely to risk having your shop robbed.

Oh, bother, thievery was the last thing she should have mentioned.

He shot Johnny a meaningful glance. Excellent point.

She sucked in an anxious breath. Captain Pryce might not be a police officer, but some navy men could be rather surly about such things as being robbed in the street. And he definitely seemed the surly sort. I hope you realize, sir, that little would be accomplished by taking Johnny before the magistrate.

Johnny flashed Captain Pryce a panicked look. I aint going to no magistrate, am I?

No, Captain Pryce said firmly. Of course not.

Relief flooded her, but she couldnt risk the man changing his mind. Where youre going is back to the Home this very minute. She squeezed Johnnys shoulder. Go on then.

But you gave me leave to visit Lucy this morning

Which you used to ill effect, so your leave has been revoked. Lucy was Johnnys sister. If necessary, Clara would take him to visit Lucy herself later. Now go tell Mrs. Carter I said to put your clever fingers to work in the kitchen. A long stint helping peel potatoes will give you time to contemplate how close you came to disaster this morning.


I could connemplay it better dusting the parlor, Johnny offered hopefully.

Contemplate, she said, enunciating the consonants. It means think. As in, think about your sins. Perhaps you could do it best by cleaning out the chamber pots.

Oh no, mlady! Johnny looked appalled. Now that I consider it, peeling potatoes is just the thing for thinking. Aye, just the thing.

Good choice. She shoved him none too gently toward the entrance to the alley. Go on with you. Ill be there in a moment.

Casting Captain Pryce a last furtive look, Johnny scurried off. She held her breath until the boy slipped past Samuel and around the corner, then let it out in a long whoosh. Another disaster averted.

Well, not entirely. She still had to deal with the suspicious captain. But when she turned to face him, she read interest rather than suspicion in his eyes.

This time when his gaze swept her, it wasnt brusque or impersonal. It was slow, thorough, and intimatethe look of a man examining an attractive woman. To her annoyance, it set off an unfamiliar fluttering in her belly. And when his gaze rose to her mouth, as if drawn there by her quickened breath, the fluttering in her belly grew positively frenzied.

How absurd. He was a neighbor, nothing more. A decidedly attractive neighbor, true, and certainly more interesting than any other man shed met in Spitalfields, but still merely a neighbor.

She fought to regain her composure. Thank you for your indulgence with Johnny, sir, she said in a breathier voice than she would have liked. I know hes given you the wrong impression of my children, but I assure you that most of them are not like him.


The gaze he lifted to hers was once more icy and remote. You mean, theyre not foolish enough to get caught.

This captain might be handsome, but his manner was worse than the gruff Beasts in her favorite tale by Madame Le Prince de Beaumont. I mean, they try to avoid behavior that lands them in trouble. When he cocked an eyebrow skeptically, she stiffened. They are only children, you know. They do err from time to time.

As long as you keep them away from my shop, I dont really care what they do.

His bluntness brought her up short. If youre worried theyll steal from you

Im worried theyll get underfoot.

They wont. She forced a smile, determined to be congenial even if he was not. I assure you that the residents of Spitalfields find us to be very good neighbors.

Scowling, he glanced to the top of the alley, where Samuel stood polishing the brass buttons of his yellow-and-black livery with a handkerchief. Tell me, madame, do you spend a great deal of time in the neighborhood?

Every day.

Your father or husband or whatever man is responsible for you doesnt object?

That got her dander right up. I beg your pardon, but Im perfectly capable of taking care of myselfI need no man to be responsible for me.

Oh? He nodded toward the head of the alley. So why is that incompetent fool there standing guard?

Thank heavens Samuel was too far off to hear this audacious captains insults. Samuel is my footman. He accompanies me everywhere as a matter of principle. And hes not an incompetent fool.

He is if he thinks he can protect you while remaining several yards away.


I told him to stand there. Quite frankly, I didnt think Id be in any danger.

He stepped closer, his dark gaze drifting to her lips, then her breasts. It fixed there meaningfully before rising casually to meet hers. Then youre as much a fool as he.

Color rose in her cheeks despite her attempts to squelch it. Though she was draped from neck to ankle in sturdy brown worsted, his look seemed to lay her bare. Or at the very least, imply that hed like to lay her bare. A sudden image of the large, virile captain stripping her clothing from her one piece at a time affected her pulse most alarmingly.

She struggled to regain the upper hand. Are you always this rude?

Are you always this careless of your safety?

I happen to consider some things more important than safety.

Like what?

The well-being of my charges and my fellow creatures. The future of mankind.

What lofty concerns for such a petite jeune fille, he said sarcastically. And here the rest of us merely worry about surviving from one day to the next.

She lifted her chin. Thats why I believe being born to privilege means I must help those less fortunate. You might say I do my own part to keep the ship from sinking.

By bailing it out with thimbles? His voice held a taunt. Take care, my lady, or youll find yourself sinking faster than you can bail.

If I had a shilling for every time some well-meaning person predicted disaster, I could buy your entire shop, lock, stock, and barrel. Yet despite the naysayers, Ive managed to place sixty-three of my charges in positions as apprentices or servants throughout the city.

Surprise showed in his face. You convinced that many people to hire pickpockets? Pickpockets, for Gods sake? Bon Dieu, how long have you worked here?

Ten years, though Ive only been in charge for seven. And before you ask how whatever man is responsible for me could allow it, I should tell you that my late father is the one who first brought me to work at the Stanbourne Home.

And your husband approves?

To her utter mortification, she blushed again. I-Im not married.

He rolled his eyes. That explains everything.

What do you mean?

This time the sweep of his glance was insultingly insolent. No man with any sense would allow his pretty young wife to saunter about this part of town unprotected.

I am protected, she countered smoothly, refusing to be intimidated. I have Samuel. And despite his appearance, hes quite effective. He used to be a pickpocket himself, so he knows the dangers of this area. And he carries a wicked-looking knife. She smiled sweetly. Shall I have him brandish it for you?

His gaze flicked past her to Samuel. Dont bother. It would take him too long to fish it out of his boot. Which isnt where it should be, since it does him little good there. When she started, surprised that hed know where Samuel kept his knife, the captain swung his gaze back to her. Besides, a knife is useless against a man with a pistol. A villain could dispatch your foolish footman with one shot before you even gathered breath to scream, mademoiselle.

She would consider the blunt words a threat, except for one thing. Though he looked stern and his tone was rough, concern glinted deep in his eyes. Good Lord, the man was actually trying to caution herin his own boorish, arrogant way.


Why, Captain Pryce, she cooed, I hardly know what to say. While Im flattered by your concern for my well-being, its entirely unnecessary. After all, Ive been coming here for ten years with nary an incident.

Until now, he said mulishly.

So you plan to assault me in the alley in broad daylight, do you?

Confound it, thats not He looked thoroughly exasperated. I only meant that women of your sort shouldnt be prancing about Spitalfields.

Ill have you know that I do not prance anywhere. And I had no idea I had a sort. Precisely what is my sort?

You know what I mean. A young, unmarried lady of rank with more time on her hands than sense.

Such compliments! Arent you the gallant gentleman? I begin to think you might truly be a naval captain after all.

Her sarcasm made him cock one eyebrow. Did you think I was lying?

She shrugged. You sound like a Frenchman, and I doubt the navy commissions many French captains.

Im as English as you are.

I dont see how. You mix French too easily and too well in your speech. The English are always mangling it, myself included.

I grew up in Geneva, thats all. So I tend to use both my childhood languages. He crossed his arms casually over his chest. And anyway, its no business of yours where Im from and what my profession is.

Ah, but there youre wrong. Youre my neighbor, and I must consider my childrens welfare. With your shop so close, Id like to know what sort of person well be dealing with in the future.

His heavy black brows lowered in a scowl. Stay away from my shop, and you wont have to deal with me at all. Abruptly, he turned on his heel and headed for the open door.

For a moment, she could only gape at him, the sheer enormity of his rudeness knocking the wind out of her. But as he reached the door, she recovered her composure. You certainly set me straight, didnt you? God forbid that a person should try to be neighborly.

Cursing under his breath, he whirled toward her. Let me make this clear, Lady Clara. Id rather that you not be neighborly. Then he paused, a decidedly sinful expression spreading over his face. Resting his hand on the doorknob, he allowed his gaze to play over her suggestively. No, I take that back. Be as neighborly as you like as long as you leave your brats at home. I always welcome femalecompanionship, especially when the female is so choice.

Shed have to be an idiot to mistake his meaning. Is that your idea of a compliment? Because if it is, its in very bad taste.

That was my idea of an invitation. I beg your pardon if I wasnt clear enough.

Oh, you were quite clear, sir. But youll have to use the establishment down the street for that sort of companionship. Im afraid my talents dont lie in that area.

What a pity, he said coolly. Because I have no other use for you as a neighbor, and no use at all for your charges. So keep them away from my shop. Understood?

Perfectly. She wouldnt let her children near his shop now even if he gave them his goods for free.

Adieu, mademoiselle. He entered his shop and closed the door with a bang.

Good Lord, what a man! First to act as if he feared being robbed by every one of her charges and then to give her a most insulting invitation! She hoped she never had to deal with him again. Such rudeness went beyond the pale.

Still muttering to herself about their astonishing neighbor, she turned toward the top of the alley, where Samuel waited for her, scowling.

What did that fellow want? Samuel asked as she neared him.

Thank heavens Samuel hadnt heard what the beastly creature really wanted. Johnny picked his pocket. I was trying to soothe things over.

Samuel eyed her oddly. Are you sure thats what Johnny did?

I caught Johnny red-handed. And he wasnt only practicing, I assure you. Fortunately, Captain Pryce was willing to overlook the matter. And lecture her and insult her in the bargain.

Samuel kept staring at the closed door to the shop. Captain Pryce?

He claims to be a captain in Her Majestys Navy.

Looked too rough to be a naval officer, if you ask me.

Rough? Oh, yes. But if his behavior werent so appalling, she would call him attractivein a roguish sort of way. Those formidable thick browsstrong, aggressive featuresintriguing eyes. A pity he had the manners of a troll.

A small smile touched her lips. He should fit in nicely around here.

No, that wasnt entirely true. For all his surliness and rude suggestions, he bore little resemblance to one-eyed Briggs with his coarse language and filthy habits. Or that brutal boxer Harry, who leaped out with his fists to avenge any offense, large or small.

Still, she could understand what Samuel meant by rough. Captain Pryce had a certain hardnessan authoritarian air and rampantly masculine strength that sent delicious shivers along her spine. Any female companion would probably be well pleased to find herself at his disposal.


Good Lord, what was she thinking? The man was a beast. It was just as well that hed warned her and her children away. Any woman of good sense would avoid dealing with him entirely.

Besides, she had far more important matters to attend to now that Uncle Cecil had bequeathed her a fortune. Oh, Samuel, I havent yet told you the news, have I? As they left the alley, she explained about her new inheritance, thankful that her revelation took his mindand hersoff the disturbing Captain Pryce.

When they reached the Home, she paused to survey the faded brick faade with an assessing eye. What do you think should be done first with the money?

Thats easyyou got to fix the roof. Leaks every time it rains. You got to put up new tiles.

And something should be done about the listing shutters and the windows, too.

Sturdier ones is what you need, tightly hung so as not to let in great drafts.

She nodded. Poor miserable old matron. It had weathered a hundred years, first as a hospital for the insane until Bedlam had edged it out, and then as her own imperfect Home. Id dearly love to dress her up a bitpaint the trim a bright blue and replace the crumbling cornices with more magnificent onesbut then the old girl would look entirely out of place in Spitalfields.

And thatd surely mean trouble, mlady.

Yes. It would mean the difference between being left alone or being continually robbed. I suppose wed best confine repairs to the practical. She smiled at Samuel. Id better go in. Mrs. Carter will want to hear the good news. Mrs. Carter managed the Home as lovingly as any hen with a brood of chicks, though she was getting on in years and often spoke of retiring. Clara didnt know what shed do without her when she did.

When shall me and the coachman return to fetch you? Five oclock as usual?

Thats fine. Oh, and Samuel? She glanced back down the street to the alley. Ask Aunt Verity to hunt up the navy lists and send them over at once. I know she has them. She used to follow her cousins postings rather closely in the lists.

Planning to check up on the capns claims, are you?

She shrugged. Its always good to know who your neighbors are.

Samuel eyed her shrewdly. You never checked up on old Mrs. Tildy, when she moved in down the street, or

Just tell my aunt to send over her navy lists. Then she hurried up the stairs, not wanting to see her footmans curious expression.

It was simply a precaution. She wanted to make sure Captain Pryce was who he said he was. After all, with him so close by and her children so vulnerable, it only made sense. There was nothing more to it than that. Nothing at all.

She was so intent on her self-avowals that she didnt notice five-year-old Timothy Perkins until shed crossed the foyer. He hadnt yet seen her. His eyes were fixed on the floor, and only when he suddenly smashed something with his foot did she realize he was absorbed by one of the many bugs that plagued the old building.

She started to ask why he was waiting outside the library, the one room her charges avoided. Then she thought better of it and glided toward him silently. But as she neared him, he looked up and froze. When he glanced to the library door in a panic, her eyes narrowed. She recognized a lookout when she saw one.


He opened his mouth to give the warning, but she shot him the Stanbourne Stare and held a finger to her lips. He slumped. Poor lad. His brother Johnny might defy her, but little Timothy was still young enough to be cowed.

Laying one hand on his shoulder for reassurance, she stepped up to the door and held her ear to the crack.

So are you going back? asked a voice she recognized as David Walshs.

Bloody right I am. That was Johnnys voice. At least to get me money. The sly knave didnt give me a farthing for the watch. I know its worth at least eight shillings.

Well, you could hardly expect him to give you money with mlady standing there, David said. Then shed know what you were both doing. And Ive heard tell that the capn aint stupid. He wouldnt let himself get caught in the act by her.

The captain? Giving Johnny money for a watch behind her back?

The truth hit her with brutal force, settling in her belly like a lead weight. Captain Pryce, curse his hide, was one of those awful men who provided the other half of the thievery equation: a receiver of stolen goods.

Of course! That explained so much. Why a naval captainif he really was such a thinghad settled in Spitalfields. Why he and Johnny had been in the alley.

God rot that scoundrel! While shed been away paying a long overdue visit to Papas relations in the country, hed been settling in here, coaxing her children back into crime. And shed actually thanked him for letting Johnny go. How could she have been so stupid?

A shop for sailors goods, indeed. She ought to know better. Fences often marketed their stolen wares under the guise of legitimate shops. Especially in Spitalfields, where legend said you could lose a snuffbox in one street and buy it back a few minutes later in another. No doubt thats why hed set himself up here.

Devil take him! Until now shed been fortunate to have no fences operating so close to her Home. This end of the street held mostly taverns and rag shops, neither of which tempted her children to stray. Having a fence half a block away would be disaster.

Did the capn say how much hed give you? queried a feminine voice. Mary Butler, no doubt. She worshipped Johnny the way Johnny worshipped fat purses.

No, we didnt get to it before mlady came up.

When you go back to the shop, tell us how much he offers, David said. Cause I heard its more than any of the fences who work for the Specter. And the capn might be less rough to deal with than them.

The Specter? The hair rose on the back of her neck. Rumor had it that every fence in Spitalfields worked for the master criminal. His nickname came from his ability to run his business in utter anonymity. Wearing a hooded cloak that hid his face, he handled transactions in dimly lit rooms that changed with each encounter. Even his fences didnt know who he really was, which was why hed eluded the authorities for years.

The pickpockets, being superstitious by nature, thought his uncanny ability to escape capture was supernatural. Rumors abounded that he could fly over the water, that hed once floated from one building to another while being pursued.

Nonsense, all of it. But his reputation for ruthlessness was not. Anybody who crossed him eventually turned up in some forgotten alley with a slit throat.

We dont know for sure he aint in league with the Specter, Johnny said. That capn looks as hard as any of the Specters men. I heard he was once a pirate.

I heard he was a smuggler, Mary said in a whisper. Ill wager he could slip a knife in a mans belly as easy as any of the Specters men.

Was that just the typical exaggeration of children? Or was this captain really so dastardly? Clara strained closer, hoping to hear more.

You should stay away from him, Johnny, Mary went on plaintively. Let that capn keep the watch. Why would you want to return to the old life? There aint naught but trouble in it.

Clara smiled. At least one of her children had good sense.

David snorted. You only say that cause youre jealous, Mary. You couldnt lift a watch off a cully even if he was blind, deaf, and dumb.

Could so! little maligned Mary cried. I once took a lace wiper off a gentry mort while she stared right at me!

A wiper was a handkerchief. Stealing them had been Marys specialty.

It dont count when the lady offers it to you to blow your nose, David retorted.

She didnt, you arse! I stole it fair and square!

And anyway, a wiper dont compare to a gold watch like Johnny told us about. You know how hard it is to filch a tick like that? And Johnny here lifted a ten-pound note from a wrestler once and got away without a scratch. You never done nothing like that.

Wonderful. Now they were competing for the title of Most Talented Pickpocket.

Johnny said offhandedly, Leave her be, David.

Why? Is she your flash-girl?

At least I do my own filching, Mary shot back. I dont hide behind Johnny while he does all the work.

Odsfish, Ill get you for that! David cried.

At the sounds of scuffling, Clara decided she would hear nothing more of use and hastily pushed open the door. David and Mary were engaged in a hair tug-of-war that Johnny was trying to break up.

Thats enough! She separated them swiftly, grabbing Mary with one hand and David with the other. I dont want another word about who steals better! And no more about that cursed captain either, if you know whats good for you.

All three went pale when they realized how much shed overheard. They glanced accusingly to little Tim, standing behind her.

Bloody hell, you let her listen in? Johnny snapped at his poor brother.

I tried to warn you, Timothy cried, but mlady wouldnt let me!

Johnny snorted in disgust. If Clara hadnt been so upset by the whole mess, she would have laughed. Johnny was a fool if he thought a five-year-old could stand firm against the Stanbourne Stare.

It certainly was keeping Mary and David frozen in place. David was her primary concern. Mary had pegged him correctlyhed landed in the Home precisely because he was as light-fingered as a goat. Hed been caught on his first venture and released only when Clara had begged the judge to let him be put into her care. Unfortunately, his hero worship of Johnny put him at risk of trying to prove himself, and Mary wasnt helping.

Clara didnt know which was worsean inept, insecure pickpocket like David or a competent, charismatic one like Johnny. You all know better than to encourage this sort of activity. Theres no future in thievery, no matter how skillful.

David and Mary hung their heads. Yesm.

Johnny pushed in front with a belligerent air. They had naught to do with it, mlady. It was all me. Im the one you should punish.

His willingness to take responsibility for his actions surprised her. Perhaps there was hope for him after all.

But only if she stood firm now. Dont worry, youre the one who will be punished. You know the rules, Johnny. Three chances, thats all. You engage in acts of thievery once, you receive a warning and a weeks worth of chores. Do it twice, and you receive a lecture and a months worth of chores. Do it three times

She didnt have to finish the sentence. They all knew it. Three times and you were kicked out of the Home. You couldnt return for a month, and then only if youd shown that youd truly changed your ways.

She despised that rule. Her father had established it, and though she often thought of dispensing with it, she knew she dared not. She had no choice: if she allowed children like Johnny to lift things while still living in the Home, she risked not only their corrupting all her other charges but also having the authorities shut down the entire institution. That would do no one any good. Nasty and overly strict it might be, but the third rule was a necessity.

She forced herself to continue, though Johnny had gone as still as the rest at the reminder. This is your second offense, Johnny. Youre dangerously close to eviction.

A small gasp beside her reminded her that little Tim was watching everything. Her heart twisted in her chest, and she quickly reassured him. Not you, Timothy, just your brother. You will always have a place here, as long as you abide by the rules yourself.

The relief in his face showed that shed guessed his concern correctly. Poor lad. Too young to be a hardened criminal, yet old enough to fear abandonment.

There was hope for Tim, but Johnny unfortunately teetered on the edge. He could tilt either way. And she greatly feared that she knew which way he was leaning. Mary, David, and Timothy, join the others in the schoolroom.


With downcast eyes, the children headed off, but as Johnny started to slip past her, she grabbed his arm. Were not done yet, my boy. I want to know whom you stole the watch from.

Johnny stared down at his feet. Some gentry cove in Leadenhall Street.

She shook her head. I dont understand why you feel compelled to steal. Youve done so well. Its been four months since your last offense. Why ruin everything after coming so far?

He shrugged.

Thats not an answer, Johnny.

Aint got an answer for you, mlady.

His refusal to confide in her worried her. If Johnny had been caught stealing by that gentry cove, hed have been hauled to the magistrate straightaway.

The fact that he might risk it for some reason she couldnt fathom terrified her so much that she spoke without thinking. Very well, dont talk to me, but if you go to the captains shop to collect money for that watch, you know itll be your third offense.

The minute his gaze shot to hers, anxious and scared, she regretted her words. But she dared not take them back. Leniency and kindness hadnt worked with Johnnyhe was as incorrigible as ever. So perhaps sternness would.

She swallowed her apprehension. I mean it. Acts of thievery includes selling the goods to a fence. So stay away from Captain Pryces shop if you want to remain here.

His solemn nod gave her hope that he would do so. Then he was gone.

Her knees buckled, and she had to lean against the wall for support. If only she could be sure she was handling Johnny properly. But it was so hard to know the right thing to do.

One thing was certainthe longer he stayed in the Home, the better it was for him. Yet how could she keep him here now that shed laid down that ultimatum? The moment her back was turned, Johnny was sure to run back to Captain Pryces shop for his wretched money. Somehow she had to prevent it.

She could give Johnny money for the watch herself, but that would be rewarding his crime. No, she must make that cursed captain give her the watch, thats all. Once she told Johnny of it, hed have no reason to ask Captain Pryce for the money, since the captain wouldnt pay him for something that had never brought a profit.

Of course, that meant she had to deal with the captain again. She scowled. That scoundrelshe could strangle him for dangling temptation before her childrens faces. Shed had him all wrong. He wasnt the Beast at all. At least the Beast had turned into a prince once Beauty tamed him.

No, Captain Pryce was the Wolf from Perraults Little Red Riding Hood. And like the Wolf, he had only one purposeto devour his prey. He pretended to want nothing to do with her children when in truth he planned to draw them in. No doubt hed been trying to allay her suspicions when hed warned her to keep her children away.

Well, if he thought shed stand idly by while he corrupted her lambs beneath her very nose, hed better think again. Her children might fall for his foolish promises of riches, but she was no Little Red Riding Hood, to be lured and then devoured. He could disguise himself however he wished. Because no matter what his disguise, the Wolf was about to meet the huntswoman.







    

Chapter 3


The ladies all thought him divine,

The nobles invited him home;

The castle he gave for their use,

And he for adventures did roam.

The History of Jack the Giant-Killer, anonymous

Cornish legend, this version printed by J.G. Rusher






Captain Morgan Pryce, known in other circles as the Honorable Captain Morgan Blakely, stood at the window of his musty shop, examining the gold watch in the sunlight. The inscription on the inside of the cover read, To my darling boy. He shook his head. It must have belonged to some sentimental fellow too young and green to know how to avoid pickpockets, though it looked awfully old and worn for that. Perhaps a family heirloom?

He snapped the cover shut, then idly shifted the watch from hand to hand, gauging the weight of the gold, watching the chain glitter in sunlight with the brilliance of gemsor Lady Claras smile.

He scowled. Just what he didnt need, a complication like her. She was going to be trouble. Hed known it the moment hed looked up to see her standing there in all her gloryseemingly descended from heaven into the alley, with the morning sun encasing her slender frame in an angels halo.

Lange dalle. Yes, thats what she wasthe angel of the alley. She came to the defense of children despite the cost to her own safety because the future of mankind mattered more. She glided about Spitalfields in worsted wings and berated a man for not being
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