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For the women who came before us,
and the secrets they carried
so that we would not have to.
◆ ◆ ◆
A SECRET IS A DEBT
Owed to whoever comes after.
Saying of the Hudson Street Court
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Prologue

Pudding Lane, September 1666

◆ ◆ ◆

The fire was not an accident, and the girl in the bakehouse was the only person in London who knew it.

Thomasine Reed was fourteen years old. She had flour to her elbows and soot on her cheek, and in her right hand, pressed so hard that the edge cut her palm, she held a bronze coin. On one side, a pair of scales. On the other, a bolt of lightning. She had found it in her mother’s linen chest two nights ago, and it had been warm ever since.

“Please,” she whispered. “Please. Hold.”

She was talking to the fire.

It had begun at the back of the bakehouse, in the dry rafters over the ovens, an hour after midnight, a small, neat, deliberate yellow flame that no oven had made. She had seen the man who set it. A tall figure in a grey leather coat, with a brass lantern at his belt, who had looked her straight in the face from the yard, and lifted one gloved hand in a small, polite wave, and gone.

Wardens, her mother had whispered, once. If they ever come, child, don’t run. Run and they’ll know. Be dull. Be nobody.

But Thomasine was not dull. She was fourteen, and the coin burned in her palm, and the whole street was waking to smoke.

She did not call the storm. She had been taught that much by the old woman in the linen chest’s secret letter: the storm is not for fighting fire. The storm is for weighing it. She stood in the doorway with her hand held out and tried, with every scrap of her small body, to balance what was happening. To ask the fire to be smaller. To ask the wind to be kinder.

The wind did not listen. It was the wrong kind of night.

On the roof of the house opposite, in the red dark, a young man was watching her.

He sat with his knees drawn up and his long coat flapping round him, very still, with a small notebook open on his knee. He was nineteen, or looked it. He had not been nineteen for a long time. His face was fine-boned and pale, and he did not blink.

He was a Witness. It was his work to see what others forgot.

She is holding it, he wrote, in a violet-black hand, by the light of the burning street. A child. Alone. The Arbiter’s coin in her fist, and the whole of London on fire around her, and she is trying to weigh it. She is trying to be fair to a fire.

His pen stopped.

They will say she did it. They will say it for three hundred years.

Down in the lane, the child fell to her knees as the bakehouse roof came in. A great column of sparks went up into the dark, and a hundred thousand people began, one by one, to run.

The young man on the roof closed his notebook, and put it inside his coat, and for the first time in a century and a half, a Witness wept.

Then he went down, through the smoke, to find her.


Chapter One

Leave of Absence

◆ ◆ ◆

“A family matter,” said Maren Holloway.

“Yes.”

“In the Upper city.”

“My grandmother’s estate.” Clara kept her hands folded in front of her and her face perfectly mild. It was Thursday afternoon, and she was standing in the small private study behind the Council chamber, a warm, panelled room full of books and tea-things and a fire that burned without smoke. She had been summoned there, alone, an hour before dusk. “There’s a great deal to settle. The flat, the solicitor. I was told it would take a few days, and I would rather not be summoned to a hearing while I’m in the middle of it.”

“I see.”

Holloway sat in a high-backed chair by the fire, with the cane across her knees and a cup of tea steaming at her elbow. The grey gloves were on. They had been on since Monday. She looked at Clara over the rim of her cup with exactly the expression she had worn in the cold-store, in the cistern, on the day they met: grave, warm, faintly amused.

Four of the Nine in gloves, thought Clara. Four hands, and one of them burned.

“Naturally,” said Holloway. “The Council has no wish to stand between a granddaughter and her grief. Your hearing will be postponed. Let us say, Monday week?”

“Thank you.”

“It is no trouble at all.” She set her cup down in its saucer with a small, precise click. “There is, however, one matter I am obliged to raise.”

Clara’s pulse ticked once.

“You will have noticed,” said Holloway, “that the Council has been a little distracted. A stolen Stone, a thief, an unfortunate week. I should like very much to put the matter behind us. But there are those among the Nine who believe that you were not quite candid in your report. That there was a thing you saw in the cistern, or heard, or found, that you did not mention.”

“I told Warden-General Oyelaran everything.”

“Did you?”

“Yes.”

It was a lie. It was the best lie she had ever told. She did not so much as swallow. She thought of Nan in her blue armchair, forty years of ordinary evenings, and she looked Maren Holloway in the eye with every ounce of dull, patient, English blandness she possessed.

Holloway smiled.

“Quite,” she said gently. “Well. I shall not press. You are young, and you have had a shock, and it would be unkind of me to ask you to tell me what you do not wish to tell.” She rose, with the cane, and crossed to the mantelpiece, and stood looking down into the fire. “I will only say this, my dear, as one who is rather older than she looks. The world has more doors in it than most people know. Some of them lead to rooms where it is very dark, and where the people who keep the lamps are not always your friends.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“Do
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