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Chapter 1

	 

	Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada

	December 06, 1917

	 

	Helen of Slumdom was dead, buried under the new, pure world of Helen of Halifax.

	Believe it, she recited, know it. If she didn’t, certainly no one else would. It is truth, it is truth, it is truth. If she must, she’d compile a Tome of Truths in her heart and ink this onto page one:

	I am Helen of Halifax, and I am free.

	Free. Fifty-six cover-tossing nights of freedom. Today, she’d add yet another to her minuscule, albeit growing, collection. Another day to live as an ordinary woman clothed in an ordinary frock.

	Dithering outside Bertold’s Building Supplies, she grasped her Truths and took several measured breaths to lessen her inner trembling. Her shoulders eased downward, and still, the door’s full glass panel reflected a pale woman wearing large, anxious eyes.

	Movement on the other side made her flinch. Lids contracting, she strained to peer past a glare into the shop’s shallow interior.

	Mr. Herrman shuffled around the counter and took his position at the register. Beside him stood his nephew, Mr. Adler, head cocked at a curious angle, eyes pointed at Helen.

	Her pulse spluttered.

	“Smile, Miss Fraser,” she instructed herself through lips wearing a stiff curve, then swung the door wide and stepped inside.

	The mild winter breeze rushed in ahead of her and rustled the edges of the brown wrapping paper stacked on the sales counter. Mr. Herrman, occupying his tall stool, rattled off German, oblivious to his nephew’s unfaithful attention.

	To the quick staccato of her heart, Helen’s heels clicked across the floor, and her employer lifted his head.

	“How are you this morning, Mr. Herrman?” 

	He wagged a gnarled finger. “It is Grandfather, dear girl. Grandfather. Must I write it into my will for you to call me this?”

	Amusement climbed her lips as she brushed them across his wrinkled, whisker-patched cheek. “That would be lovely, Grandfather.” 

	“Good, good. Done!” He slapped his knee and hooted. “And I am well.”

	She patted his leathery hand where it gripped the hook of his cane. “Trouble shaving?” she asked, heading to the rear supply room.

	His voice followed her. “Old eyes, trembling hands, sharp blade. Shaving is not for the aged.” He chuckled.

	“At lunch, I can help if you’d like.” She returned, tying apron strings at her lower back, eyes fleeing Mr. Adler’s keen, pursuing interest. Her gaze sought the empty door, then the clock hanging above it. Any minute, Major John Gordon, affectionately Jack, would be there to collect her.

	“Ja, a fine offer.” Mr. Herrman’s cloudy blue eyes crinkled. With a grunt, he adjusted his seat and turned a gap-toothed smile on their weekly caller. “My schöne Helen is a skilled hand at the razor, Nephew.”

	Beautiful, he’d called her. And his.

	His employee. His adopted granddaughter. Cherished titles.

	Beautiful? Men thought so. The Judge of her soul disagreed, and she tended to side with His findings.

	Mr. Adler smiled cordially, saying as he bowed low, “I imagine Miss Fraser has a skilled hand at many things.” 

	Could he mean…? Perspiration sprouted beneath her constricting corset. Tugging her glove high, she recited the usual lecture. Adler’s harmless. A friendly chap. He knows nothing. When Mr. Herrman hired her—in full knowing—he’d sworn to tell not a soul.

	“Skilled at ousting loitering nephews.” She flicked shooing fingers at him. “Off you go. Unless you want another professor to assign you a three-page essay on the perils of chronic tardiness.”

	“Heavens no.” Mr. Adler laughed lightly, but his eyes burned with unspoken questions.

	A man generally didn’t mind a challenge, but Helen had been more than demur—she’d been evasive, skittish, borderline rude. He had to be wondering why. When he inevitably asked, she’d better have a convincing answer in her apron pocket.

	Helen folded her hands low at her waist, looked steadily at him. Dismissively made no reply.

	Eyebrow cocked, he affected a deliberate nod. “All right, then. I’ll be off. See you next Friday, Uncle Bert. Usual time. A very good day to you, Miss Fraser.”

	The door closed behind him, and Helen’s lungs emptied hard. With her next inhale, she marched toward the far right aisle to assess the stock. “There’s plenty of room for the shipment of canning jars, but I’ll need to move the pliers to the lower shelf.”

	“Pliers and hammers, I think.” Mr. Herrman’s cane tapped the floorboards to the familiar rhythm of his scuffling footfalls. There came the scrape of metal against wood, but it was the merry jingling of keys that sent Helen to the aisle’s front. 

	Mr. Herrman held the dented tin he kept under the counter, his arthritic fingers fumbling with a ring of keys. His mother’s tin, bought on holiday in Switzerland when she was a girl. So the story went.

	“Need help?” Helen asked.

	At the man’s startle, the box clattered to the countertop. An envelope floated down beside it. “See to the shelf, girl.” 

	His abrupt tone squeezed her heart with pity. “Is it your hip again?”

	“Eh? Ja. The hip pains me. But there is no help for it. Work must go on.”

	She gave a hesitant nod and returned to clearing the center shelf. Some minutes later, she ventured, “Another letter from home? How’s the family?” Helen’s hand stalled on the next jar, ear tipped, awaiting his response. Awkwardness never failed to mark queries about his family, since Canada and Germany were at war. Along with the rest of the world.

	“My sister is a great-grandmother again,” came his reply.

	Helen shoved the jar to the side, gentle joy curving her lips. “Congratulations.”

	“Thank you, my—” A heavy thump severed his thanks, followed by the thundering clangety-clink of spilling metal.

	Skirt in her fist, Helen darted around the corner and stopped short.

	Mr. Herrman stood in the center of a billowing white cloud, waving a hand through the air in front of his face and coughing through a stream of clipped German. At his feet lay a gutted bag of plaster, sprinkled liberally with one-inch nails. Nearby, an empty nail can rocked on its side. Powder clung to his shaggy eyebrows and fleshy nose.

	“Are you all right?” She rushed over, whisking off her apron and holding it out as she went. “Here, cover your nose and mouth with this. Try not to breathe in the lime.”

	“Too late.” Through a fit of dry coughs muffled by the apron, he let her guide him to his stool. “I was to put away the nails, but the cane tripped me. Sent me direct into the shelf.”

	Helen collected the accused from the floor, dusted it off, and hooked it on Mr. Herrman’s forearm.

	He glowered at it. “Traitor.”

	Lips twitching, she examined him for scrapes. “You don’t seem hurt. I’ll get you a drink.” She retreated to the washroom and returned with a glass of water and a dampened towel. After gently wiping his eyes, she pressed the cloth into his hand. “You finish your face, and I’ll clean the floor.”

	“So, the worker is now the boss, eh?”

	“Boss, barber, maid. Granddaughter. And don’t you forget it.” She’d be lost if he did.

	“Not thinkable.”

	Matching his toothy smile, she squatted, skirt drawn tight about her knees to keep it out of the plaster. With the bulk of the fabric draped over one arm, she set the nail can upright and peeled off her gloves to pick through the debris. “I wonder what’s keeping Major Gordon. He should have been here almost ten minutes ago.” A flutter tickled her stomach, and she clenched her abdomen to kill it.

	“Ah, your Major Gordon comes. I near forgot. But what a mess he will find!”

	Three nails pinged off the inside of the can. “He won’t care about the mess, and he isn’t my major.” The spoken Truth sent an unexpected twinge to her heart. It is what it is, Helen girl. Another glance at the ticking clock redoubled her efforts.

	“You shouldn’t be navigating the shelves, Grandfather. That’s my job. It’s why you hired me.” It had been her good luck no one else would work for a German, even an old one a hair’s breadth from blind. The last two months at Herrman’s had been the sweetest of her life. “I realize you could have done better employing a man, but with the war—”

	“Hush, child. You are my treasure. What man would wipe my face as you have done? No, they prefer to kill each other in the Vaterland.” Smile overturned, he jabbed the cane in the direction of the harbor. “Bah! You will take too long. Throw the nails in the garbage bin with the lime.”

	She clucked her tongue. “That’s just your irritation speaking. No, sir, not a nail will be wasted. There’s a war on, you know.” Her banter went ignored as the door swung open before a uniformed soldier.

	Not the major.

	A breeze gushed in, carrying the farm-fresh scent of hay from the street market three blocks over.

	Helen lurched to her feet, then bent to beat the dust from her hem.

	“Good morning, good morning.” Mr. Herrman called from his perch, his accent carefully groomed.

	“That it is.” The soldier stepped inside. “Practically balmy out there. If I didn’t know better, I’d say we have weather on loan from Spain.” Two strides away, his boots scraped to a stop. “What happened here?”

	“A slight mishap.” Helen straightened from dusting herself. “I’ll have it cleaned up in—” The breath stopped in her throat. She would know that square jaw and thick neck in the dim of night. In fact…she had. But he wouldn’t know her, would he? Not after so long. Not outside of Slumdom, Halifax’s tenement and sporting district.

	With casual steps, the soldier surveyed the chaos. “Mishap is right. Can I do anything?”

	“Ja, she could use—”

	“No!” Panic exploded from her, bald and revealing.

	When the men swung their wide eyes toward her, she scurried toward the back for the broom. “I mean, thank you, but I wouldn’t hear of a customer doing my job.” With unsteady hands, she grabbed the broom and dustpan from the corner closet, then passed the soldier again, raising mini-cyclones of powder.

	If he recognized her, it would be over. Done.

	The colors of her lovely, picture-perfect world began to smear and run. Look him in the eye. Pretend. She forced her expression into a façade of cool professionalism and moved to the farthermost edge of the spill, her fingers checking the top buttons of her high collar. “What can we help you with today,”—she glimpsed his insignia— “Corporal?”

	The steady galumphs of his boots trailed her.

	Mr. Herrman spoke up. “The knives, Helen. Tell him about our fine knives, yes?” As he made his way to the storeroom, he hummed an off-key melody.

	Heartbeat hammering against her temples, she tackled the powder with barely controlled strokes of the bristles. “Of-of course. Mr. Herrman carries the finest Swiss—”

	The man wrapped thick fingers around the broom handle, interrupting it mid-stroke.

	She flicked a glance at his grip and gritted her teeth at the sound of his suddenly heavy breath. Awakened interest. A sound she knew all too well. From all too many men. It tossed her back onto her old mite-infested mattress, exposed and used and covered in shame.

	“Have I seen you…somewhere?” The soldier’s low tones buzzed with suggestion.

	Play the part. Respectable clothes, respectable job. He wouldn’t dare put that suggestion into words. Couldn’t he see she was a lady? Complete with ankle-covering boots.

	In her Tome of Truths she hastily scratched down Truth: I am a salesclerk.

	From the far reaches of her courage, she met him square in the eye. “If you’ve visited the store in the last couple of months, then yes, you have. But so many soldiers come through, you’ll have to forgive me for not remembering you.” 

	His lids narrowed, and she fought the urge to shy away.

	A smile crept up one side of his mouth. “Are you sure? As if I could forget…that.” His line of sight slid to where she clutched the broom handle not a foot from his chin. 

	The twisted skin on the back of her hand and wrist stared up at them. With a sharp intake, she released the broom, covered her scar, and searched the floor at her feet. Her gloves—where were they?

	There. On the broken sack, limp and forgotten.

	Surrendered to the futility of it all, she expelled a world-weary breath.

	You should leave for Philadelphia, Helen, Major Gordon had repeatedly warned. It’s only a matter of time until all this falls apart. 

	He’d been correct. Tragically correct. She’d never be able to hide. Not in Halifax, a city overrun by servicemen who’d seen her in a less-than-reputable setting.

	The corporal flicked the delicate lace rimming her lapel. “What’s a girl like you doing dressed like this?”

	Her stomach curdled. Nothing ever changed. Ever.

	“Such a pretty thing.” Voice beginning to steam, he touched knuckles to her chin, glided them around and up her jaw. “And I just bet someone is looking for you.”

	“No,” she breathed out shakily, “there isn’t.” The madam had gotten her wallet of cash. 

	“Sure.” He winked. “Whatever you say, Sugar.”

	A swallow convulsed her throat, and his sight migrated there. He pressed his knuckles into her jaw to tilt her head. The move exposed her neck in a display of dominance that slipped her into her old role, breaking her will, paralyzing her as effectively as Madam Silks’ enraged command. Never refuse a customer! An echo of it sluiced over Helen an instant before the memory of the ensuing blow stung her cheek anew.

	She flinched, and the man dropped his hand. Took a quick step back. 

	“Miss Fraser?”

	Helen’s lashes beat once before the repeated call of her name drew her attention beyond the corporal’s smoldering mien.

	A crisp-cut figure shadowed the doorway. Lord Jack Gordon, major in the Canadian Expeditionary Forces. He whipped the service dress cap from his head, his investigator’s eye scrutinizing the scene, then settling hard on the man before her. “Miss Fraser, is Corporal Stephens making a nuisance of himself?”

	“He’s…only…” To shed House of Decadence and formulate the correct response, she blinked several times fast. “Yes, he is.”

	Donning a smirk, Corporal Stephens took another lazy step backward. “Just recalling the good ol’ days, Major.”

	A vein protruded on Major Gordon’s forehead. “You’re done here. Get out.”

	“Yes, sir, Your Lordship, sir.” The corporal’s smile hardened as he handed the broom to Helen and walked out, leaving the door open wide.

	In three strides, Major Gordon stood before her, speaking in hushed tones. “Do you know him? What did he do?”

	“He didn’t do anything, but he…” Cheeks flaming with shame, she cradled her hand and traced the thick, white ridges of her flesh. “He recognized me.”

	Major Gordon straightened, the muscles in his jaw going rigid. “That’s two now.”

	“Two? There’s been another?” Who? When?

	“Yes, and it’s confirmation this won’t work. Six hundred miles, Helen. The distance to Philly, and the distance required to start over properly. I won’t be satisfied with one mile less.”

	Six hundred. May as well be on the opposite side of the globe. What good was a fresh start without a friend in the world to share it with? No, she much preferred the few blocks she’d insisted on, no matter their accompanying risks.

	Stiffening, she propped a fist on her hip. “You promised never to bring up leaving again.”

	Regret left him in a great puff, but it failed to relax his squared shoulders or inflexible tone. “I know, and I’m sorry, but that was before.” Finality grooved half circles around the folds of his compressed lips.

	Her fist slipped and hung at her side. “You truly mean to send me away? What of Irene?” 

	Major Gordon’s mouth wadded bitterly. “Yes, Irene Stone…”

	“I refuse to give up on my sister.” It hadn’t been easy for the well-born lady to learn that instead of the pristine reputation she’d believed to possess, she was instead the illegitimate daughter of an impoverished logger, same as Helen—the result of their father’s brazen dalliance among society’s wealthiest debutants.

	Roy Fraser, Helen and Irene’s father, had claimed to worship the lover he’d gotten with child right up to her marriage with an upper-class political man. When she’d refused to christen their daughter “Fraser,” he’d cursed her name. Even so, he’d guarded her secret. Upon his deathbed, he broke his promise and told Helen all, then left her orphaned and penniless, her survival reliant on the mercy of a half-sister who didn’t know she existed.

	“I understand the yearning for a sibling’s love. Truly, I do.” A hint of impatience marred Major Gordon’s words, even as his lips rounded upward, putting compassion back into his gaze. “Let’s speak of it later, shall we? And don’t fret over Corporal Stephens. I’ll take care of him.”

	“Please, don’t make a fuss. It’ll—”

	He flipped up a silencing hand. “Stephens has a certain reputation I cannot ignore, but I’ll handle it. He’ll keep his mouth shut or regret it for the rest of the war.”

	“He was only acting out of habit.”

	“That’s ridiculous, Helen. The man can control himself if he chooses. He isn’t an animal!” Major Gordon snapped his jaw shut, seeming to have noticed the abrupt rise of his volume. Clearing his throat, he smiled, then plucked her gloves out of the pile and smacked them against his palm several times, creating a thin white veil that floated between them. “Besides, there’s no sense carrying this”—he tapped the crown embroidered on his shoulder strap—“if I can’t toss its weight around every now and then. Leave it to me. He won’t bother you.”

	Moisture tingled her eyes as she took the gloves from him and whispered, “Thank you.”

	Major Gordon, ever her savior. There would never be a day she stopped thanking him.

	Warmth effused his features as he crooked an attractive smile. It worried her to admit, but everything about the man attracted her—from his generous heart to his chest chiseled lean by a regimen of sculling the Northwest Arm of the harbor. He would make a good catch for some deserving woman.

	A mystery one hadn’t already claimed him. The war had seen to an abundance of available women, yet there he stood. Flawlessly handsome. Perfectly unattached. Unbearably inaccessible. If she believed prayer had an ounce of power, she’d ask for him.

	Truth: I am delusional. 

	If prayer really worked, she’d be better served asking for a clear slate. But some souls couldn’t be scrubbed clean, no matter the tidy, new packaging. Besides, Major Gordon was under strict obligation to marry within his quite-lofty class.

	“What tragic thought sapped the life from those sweet brown eyes?” The color of his softening eyes matched his rifle-green uniform to perfection.

	She shook her head. “My old demons haunting me, is all.”

	Two months ago, she’d been grateful to be off the streets. Today, she’d do well to remember that reputable employment and the prospect of a future as a decent woman didn’t give her the right to believe she deserved a good man or a good God. Mr. Herrman’s customers might think her a lady, but she and Major Gordon knew better. As did Corporal Stephens.

	And she certainly wasn’t fooling the Almighty.

	Under the cover of a forced smile, she looked her savior in the eye. “Nothing a hearty breakfast with my favorite major won’t fix. Why don’t you see what’s keeping Mr. Herrman in the back while I straighten up here. I should have us out the door in five minutes.”

	He glanced about. “Has Mr. Adler come by today?”

	“You just missed him.”

	“Hmm.” He quirked his lips, gaze still traveling the empty store. “I’ll head back, then, and say hullo to Mr. Herrman.”

	Eager for breakfast, she snatched a bucket from a shelf to serve as a temporary trash bin. A few minutes later, the plaster—nails and all—filled its bottom. On her return, she’d sift out the hardware.

	As she finished, Major Gordon reemerged, carrying a new bag of plaster and laughing with Mr. Herrman, who followed at a tortoise’s pace.

	Taking a step back to survey her work, Helen scowled at the white boot prints staining the planks near the exit and trailing beyond into the street. She could have gone the rest of the year without being reminded of Corporal Stephens.

	Rushing now, she swished the broom’s straw across the floor and out the open door where the jolly sun laid a warm kiss on her cheek and slowed her to a pause. To breathe deeply and listen…

	The coughing sputter of motorcars on the main streets.

	The distant chant of the newspaper boy.

	The tiniest whiff of the florist’s gardenias.

	The rickety squeak of the street sweeper’s cart making its usual rounds. He ambled toward her with his unhurried, snag-and-roll gait. Their gazes bumped, holding long enough for shallow, acknowledging nods.

	Unaccountably happy, Helen made quick work of sprucing up the storefront sidewalk. When she’d gathered a substantial pile of debris, she swiveled for the dustpan propped against the doorframe and did a double-take of Major Gordon.

	He stood handsomely at the counter—legs splayed, arms crossed, brow lowered—speaking to her employer. Upon sight of her, he raised his chin in question.

	“Just about ready,” she offered, color rising. “Mr. Herrman, I’ll dust the shelves the moment I get back.”

	Mr. Herrman waved her off. “Go, my dear. Enjoy.”

	Turning, Helen stepped back over the threshold, then balked.

	The street sweeper was bent over her pile, a thready strip of his ragged sleeve swinging with each sweep of his broom. Helen was no great measurer of height, but she confidently put this man a good inch above six feet. Well-proportioned breadth strained at the shoulders of his coat, and ample muscle rounded out his thighs. Surprising for one his age—early fifties, by the weathered skin and liberal gray streaking his dark hair. By the arduous life he led, those years had been trying. She wouldn’t be shocked to learn he was a hurting man. In body. Perhaps, spirit.

	Empathy welled within her. If anyone understood despairing want, it was Helen. “No, please. I can get it.” She moved to take over.

	With a small sidestep, he cut off her path to the rubbish, which he promptly swept into his pan. “Already done.”

	The brusque gravel in his voice dipped her lips into a frown. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to make more work for—”

	“Let the sweep do you a favor.” Major Gordon exited the store and draped her shawl over her shoulders. “Sir,” he greeted the pauper while extending his arm to Helen. “Hungry?”

	The sweep moved in and relieved her of the broom and dustpan, his hulking frame looming over her. Head tipping back, she trailed her gaze up, up, up, then locked onto him. A hank of silver-threaded hair concealed one eye, but the other—a soft gold-flecked brown—broke from her hold to roam her face with a mixture of humble diffidence and awe. As if she were a divine being condescending to look upon him. Insane notion because there was absolutely nothing divine about her.

	Under the man’s intense scrutiny, heat brushed her cheeks, but she perceived no threat from him. Only curiosity and an inexplicable sense of respect. Maybe he sensed they were cut from the same tattered sackcloth and wondered how it was she was on the arm a dashing lord. Of course, if he could see deeper than the cream tones of her skin, any respect shining from those kind eyes would vanish in the next blink.

	Since he couldn’t, the whiskers about his mouth rippled pleasantly, and his eyes crinkled slightly at the corners. “I’ll take it in.” The words, gentler now, emerged from somewhere inside a scraggly beard. 

	Helen’s returning smile came easy. “I do believe it’s a conspiracy.”

	“Smart woman.” The major beamed.

	As he guided her down the cobbled street, she twisted back, calling, “Thank you!”

	The sweep ducked his head but lifted a sidelong look. “My pleasure.”

	Major Gordon patted her hand and teased, “His heart is yours.”

	She laughed. “He does seem friendly. Same as everyone on this street.” Each day, she had another reason to be thankful for the role Major Gordon had fabricated for her in this respectable corner of town. There weren’t many people in her new life, but those who were, treated her with kindness.

	As her steps swished her modest, ankle-length skirt, she took in the busy shopping district, then nodded toward the florist. “Did I tell you the proprietress, Mrs. Hayworth, sent me a gardenia with a note attached welcoming me to the street?”

	“You’ve charmed more than the sweeper, I see.”  His playful smile delighted a place deep in her belly. She could almost forget. Almost.

	They stepped onto Barrington Street, and he lifted his arm and whistled.

	“A cab? Where are we going?”

	“Richmond.”

	Confusion slowed her steps. The list of quality dining establishments in the poorer, industrial district of Richmond—her own neighborhood—was rather short.

	The cab came to a stop before them as realization swathed her in pleasure. “La Baguette!”

	Major Gordon’s eyes twinkled. He opened the door, and she climbed aboard. “Driver, La Baguette.”

	The engine belched and roared. “This is only my second time in a motorcar.” Barely restraining a girlish bounce, she ran a palm over the cool leather bench. 

	“When was the first?” Seated at her left, he laid an arm along her shoulders and held her to him.

	Shocked at his forwardness, she tensed for retreat, but when he braced her against the motorcar’s forward lurch, she relaxed into him and recalled his question.

	As her thoughts shifted to her only living relative, Helen looked to the harbor passing outside her window. A massive cargo ship cut through the water, splitting waves at its prow. “Irene had her driver drop me off near city hall.”

	A displeasured grunt rumbled from him. “The sooner she got you out of her house and the illustrious South End, the better, I take it.”

	Helen swung her head around and chided him with pursed lips until he raised a hand in surrender. “Fine. So, how is she? I noticed the paper featured her again. For charitable contributions to the Mounted Rifles.”

	“You know more than I do, it would seem.” It had been almost a year since she’d first—and last—met Irene.

	Although she fought it, the memory of that day sat as bitter with her as it seemed to with Major Gordon. In exchange for a proffered relationship, Irene had given Helen a paltry sum of change and shown her the door.

	It had been a long shot, Helen’s request for assistance, and one she hadn’t been at all proud to make. But with the unexpected loss of their father along with his income and home, Helen had found herself with no other recourse. She shook off encroaching resentment by presenting her usual argument. “You know better than anyone what it’s like to have a demanding society to please. Irene has her future to think of. She says it isn’t proper for her to be closely linked with the lower classes.”

	“You’re hardly lower class, Helen.”

	Correct. She was far beneath it. But the grand Mrs. Irene Stone had last seen Helen before her stint with the dregs of society and couldn’t know how far she’d fallen. If Helen could establish herself at the shop and perhaps move out of Richmond, she might one day take another stab at a relationship with her sister.

	“Besides,” he said. “I don’t believe in pleasing society. Not anymore.” His gaze moved into the distance, but Helen would have bet her position at Herrman’s he wasn’t seeing the endless rows of Richmond’s wooden saltbox houses or the sugar refinery’s towering silos, but his own lost sister.

	Emboldened by his need for comfort, Helen wedged her hand under his elbow and gave it a squeeze. “Any word from your old chum, Mark?”

	As she’d hoped, his face lit up. “Not since he left for Europe. But I imagine he’s making the Kaiser wish he’d left us well enough alone.”

	“No doubt.” She smiled, then sobered. “You’re still needed here…right?”

	“For the time being.”

	She leaned in for a faux conspiratorial whisper. “That many spies to round up, are there?”

	His smile stretched grim. She chose to blame it on the steep, bumpy ride up Richmond’s hill.

	The bakery’s sweet scent greeted them before the auto had come to a complete stop. While Major Gordon settled with the cabby, Helen followed the aroma to the front window and the enticing platter of Burlington buns on display.

	Every morning, she walked past the bakery on her way to work, slavered at the pastries, and wished she had the time to stop in. Weeks ago, she’d mentioned the place to Major Gordon.

	He’d remembered.

	This morning, the jelly donuts were perfectly plump and golden, and they glittered with a generous coating of sugar, an item threatened with rationing and—

	Oh, you are sweet, Sugar, crooned a masculine voice through an unauthorized kiss that tasted as bitter in memory as it had in reality. The flashback set her off-kilter. She smacked a steadying palm against the window.

	“One must go around the glass.” Major Gordon’s sudden presence beside her made her jump, but his squint-eyed smile stabilized her mental feet. “Shall I put one of those on a plate for you?” The leftward slant of his head indicated the entry.

	Once inside the tiny shop, he ordered at the counter, and she claimed one of the establishment’s two round tables. The comforting scent of fried sweet bread enveloped her as she dropped into a wobbly chair. No sooner had Major Gordon set their doughnuts on the table did a low, grinding noise from the direction of the harbor draw their gazes together.

	Helen tipped her ear toward the disturbance. “What was that?”

	“It sounded like—” Major Gordon shook his head, brow puckering, and wended his way around chairs to the window.

	She followed, several other customers joining them. Though she craned her neck to peer down the dirt street, she saw nothing more interesting than another set of drab houses.

	Mr. Stewart, the baker, leaned over Helen’s shoulder for a better view. “Nothing to see. Probably trouble at the rail yard.” His coffee breath blew across her face.

	Angling away from it, she worked her way back to her seat. “It sounded like something trying to ruin our beautiful morning.”

	Major Gordon hovered at the window a moment longer before taking his place across from her.

	She buried her teeth in the Burlington bun, and her eyes rolled shut. A white-powder residue on her fork was all that remained of her first pastry before she noticed his plate. “Aren’t you going to eat?”

	He picked up a bun, stared at it, then set it back down and dusted off his fingers. “Helen, I… I invited you to breakfast today for a specific purpose. To…ask you something.”

	Gracious. What was this about? She wiped sugar off her cheeks and gave him her full attention. “What is it?”

	“I know it’s unconventional and…unexpected, and I hope you don’t think it reckless, but…” He took her hand and encased it in both of his. 

	Her jaw slackened. Was he about to…declare love to her? As much as she longed for it, she might never be ready to receive it, and it most certainly would be reckless coming from him.

	“How do I say this?” An emotion akin to insecurity flashed across his face. “Despite everything you’ve been through, all the things that you’ve endured, you have a beautiful soul. You’re generous and loyal and brave.”

	Good heavens, he was going to say it.

	“That’s why I’m quite certain you’re perfect for—”

	“Stop. Please, don’t go on. You can’t. We can’t.” 

	Blinking fast, he canted his head at her. “We can’t what?”

	She hurried on, her voice an urgent whisper. “You mean the world to me, Major, but I could never ask you to sacrifice so much. I won’t allow it. What if others found out I used to be—? What if your family learned of it? You would be ruined.”

	The furrows on his brow deepened a moment before his eyes rounded. “Oh. Oh!” When his hand withdrew from hers, a shiver coursed through her. “Dear Helen, I’m afraid you mistook me. You’re a beautiful woman with a golden heart, but what you’re suggesting…” He lifted his shoulders in a helpless gesture.

	Heat rushed up her chest, her neck, her ears. Nausea burbled.

	What a fool! She would never be good enough for him. She knew it. He knew it. Yes, he’d pulled her out of Slumdom, but as he’d all but verbalized, it had been sympathy and self-inflicted penance motivating him. Not romance.

	Never romance.

	He’d made it clear from the beginning. What had possessed her to think that could ever change?

	“Of-of course. I’m glad we agree it would be unwise to-to…” She scrambled for a foothold on poise. “I shouldn’t have interrupted. I apologize. Do continue.”

	He gave her a soft-eyed smile. “I wasn’t exactly clear and am making a muddle of things. Let me start over.” After a pause, he resumed. “I know you want to see this war end as much as the rest of us. If you had an opportunity to help, would you?”

	She struggled to focus on his words and not her heated face. “You mean, more than knitting socks and scarves for the troops?”

	“Much more, I’m sorry to say. An opportunity has come up, but it might not be as easy as we would both like it to be. You see, enemy activity has been reported. Near you.”

	“Oh?” To hide her flaming cheeks, she stared down at her plate and used her fork tines to rake noisy trails through the dusting of confectioner’s sugar.

	“The army suspects someone is communicating vital wartime information to Germany through a third party. Helen, evidence is pointing at Leon Adler. From there, logic leads me to Bertold Herrman.”

	Her eyes snapped up to his. “What? Our Mr. Herrman?” 

	“I’m afraid so.”

	The fork clanked to the tabletop. “That’s ludicrous.” Mr. Adler…maybe. Mr. Herrman? No, she wasn’t swallowing it.

	“In times of war, anyone is capable of anything.”

	“Don’t tell me you believe this rot.” Her voice took on a brittle edge, and she didn’t care to soften it. “He might be German, but he’s lived here for nearly thirty years. Thirty! And he’s elderly. Nearly blind. What are they accusing him of doing? He can’t even read his own letters from home. How could he be part of a German infiltration?”

	“Letters?” Major Gordon set to chewing his lip and withdrew a small notepad and pencil from inside his jacket pocket. He jotted something down. “They’re in German, I assume? Who reads them to him? How does he receive them?” The questions popped from his tongue in crisp, business-like segments.

	She sat back hard against her chair and stared at him. Who was this man? Not the gracious Major Gordon she’d come to admire. When she didn’t respond, he raised his eyes.

	“Who, Helen? I understand this is difficult, but it’s important. You said you wanted to help.”

	The uneaten bun on her plate blurred, and the one in her stomach swirled. She crammed her lips shut, then grudgingly admitted to herself he’d get the information one way or another. She sighed. “Mr. Adler brings them by and reads them aloud. But he’s as Canadian as you and me.”

	Out the window stationed over Major Gordon’s shoulder, several men trotted down the street. Others had stopped, their faces tilted skyward.

	“Mm, hmm…Mr. Adler,” the major repeated, pencil scratching. “I see now. Are you certain they’re related?”

	“Of course, I am. Why should I doubt Mr. Herrman? He’s been nothing but kind.”

	“I know, and I do care. But I beg you to humor me.” He scooted his chair forward as though eager to catch any bit of evidence to condemn the man. Did Major Gordon care he might ruin Mr. Herrman’s life? “When he reads them, do you understand any of it? Maybe you speak a little German?”

	She shoved the plate away from her. “Am I your next suspect? Or maybe you set me up in the shop always intending for me to spy on my employer?”

	As though wakened from a trance, he blinked hard. “No, a thousand times, no! I learned of it myself only this week, and even if it doesn’t seem so just now, it disturbs me too. But, Helen, I’ve got a job to do. And it’s rather providential you’re there. You do understand.” He leaned in, reaching as though to place his hand on hers, then withdrew with a sigh. “He’s dear to me too. Won’t you help me prove these theories wrong?”

	She sniffed and used a gloved finger to dab the underside of her nose. “Gladly. You can’t judge a product by its label. Not every German is a monster, you know.”

	“Thank you. I realize this is upsetting, but I wouldn’t ask it of you if it weren’t important.”

	“What exactly are you asking of me, Major Gordon?”

	The shop door banged open. A voice barreled in from the street. “Fire at Pier Six!”

	Major Gordon shot to his feet. “What now?” On his way to the exit, he shoved the pad into his jacket pocket. At the threshold, he abruptly stopped to look back at her. “We’ll revisit this later. For now, try to understand the situation from my perspective.” Through the open door, he looked outside, his eyes directed skyward and his mouth drawing a severe line.

	Helen glanced out the window. A bizarre, lambent smoke warmed the eastern sky with a pink glow. Dread like iron struck her stomach. “What sort of fire causes that?”

	“I have no idea,” he said, timber low and frighteningly bleak.

	Several rapid, distant explosions rattled the glass panes.

	Her heart replicated the staccato booms. In her haste to rise, she bumped her chair back several feet.

	“No, Helen. Stay here. Whatever happens, do not leave this building. I promise I’ll come back for you,” he vowed, then left her in the empty bakery.

	Her knees gave way, and she sank to the chair.

	A grimy clock ticked away the minutes as she intermittently scowled at Major Gordon’s jelly donuts and sent worried glances out the window to the pinkening sky.

	Another round of concussions set her teeth to grinding. When the street crowd oohed and aahed, curiosity got the better of her. She snuck outdoors and was greeted by a strange, diffuse glow. The crisp morning sunlight and azure sky had been replaced by a rosy hue, textured and dusty. In the not-far distance, an ominous cylinder of black smoke rose into the heavens.

	Fear for Major Gordon pierced Helen’s middle. If anything happened to him, she would be lost. When she dragged in a calming breath, an unfamiliar, acrid scent met her nostrils.

	A shrill whine split the morning. Then, a loud crack, followed by another. Garish shades of green streaked across the sky, the colors reflecting against the faces of those standing nearby.

	Rapidly rising air temperature warmed her skin. The fire? Stop being silly. She tugged on her dampening blouse. It had to be anxiety heating her face. The blaze was a good half a mile away.

	A spurt of yellow-green flame shot through and beyond the column of smoke. Then more of the same, each color varied and vibrant and coming faster than the last.

	Unease drove her backward until she’d retreated into the safety of the building. She was reaching for her chair when darkness fell like a shroud over Richmond. The floor emitted a deep, rumbling thunder. It rose in her feet, up her legs, and thrummed through her body.

	Had a storm rolled in?

	She turned to the window, expecting the patter of rain. Instead, the expansive glass bent toward her like an unfurled sail gorging with wind.

	What could—?

	The gale burst through the window, forced her lids wide, and lifted her off her feet. The room sparkled with myriad shards of flying glass. Pain ripped through her eyes.

	Her back slammed into something hard, ending her flight.

	A great roar filled her black world and muzzled the shriek scratching her throat. The noise distorted the passage of time, and when it finally died, it left a high-pitched whistle sounding in her ears.

	Space pressed down upon her. Blinded, she gasped for breath but filled her lungs with nothing.

	Air. Air! Where had it gone?

	Starved for breath, she clutched her throat. Panic bulged in her chest. It competed with the torture blazing in her sockets, then exploded from her throat in a voiceless scream. She flailed at the glass-encrusted ground in front of her. Which way? The door! Where was it? 

	Absolute silence. Except for the bell clanging inside her skull.

	Why could she not hear, not breathe?

	Crawl. Just crawl. Anywhere!

	Knives sliced at her eyes, obliterating her ability to reason. Confusion and terror buckled her elbows. Sucking uselessly for air, she collapsed in a heap and teetered on the edge of consciousness.

	Unexpected and ferocious, air whipped back through the building, bringing sound, feeding her lungs, and shaking the building’s timbers. She dug her nails into the floorboards and drank air until her chest could contain no more.

	Hope fizzled as an ominous cracking sound rose through the walls, reaching overhead and showering her with debris. Sensing the worst was yet to come, she curled into herself. Seconds passed like hours as she whimpered and cringed at the pelting of crumbled ceiling plaster.

	And then it came, her end, the sound of a hundred demons screeching in the night, of a troll ripping and crushing, shaking her to the marrow. On the world went, falling about her, until a bash to the back of her head snuffed her out like a candle.

	 

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	October 3, 1917, two months earlier.

	 

	Halifax struck her citizens with a blustery wind unusually cold for October, but immigrant Irishman Silas Quinn was no stranger to fierce elements. Coat unbuttoned and flapping, he confronted the dropping mercury with the audacity of a fella who’d been to the bottom of the thermometer and had—for better or worse—lived to drift through another day.

	Twilight descended, but because of the wartime blackout, not a streetlight or auto headlamp was lit. Within minutes, it would be too dark to sweep, but there was time enough to finish Spring Garden Road.

	Silas wrapped stiff hands around the handle of his rusty, two-wheeled rubbish cart. He clacked his way down the damp cobblestones, each hobbled step a reminder his nemesis, Father Frost, could be a ruthless thief. Proof of it: Silas’s absent toes.

	A troop of sailors, their heels tapping the footpath in ragtime, strolled toward the picture house and the first showing of Intolerance. One of the seamen laughed at a shared joke and flicked a cigarette onto the street near the cart. Silas ground the butt’s orange tip beneath his shoe, then withdrew his straw broom and long-handled dustpan and swept it up along with several scraps of paper.

	City sweeper was a leap down from his days as cabinet maker on a luxury steamship, but it kept his feet moving, his belly topped off, and his existence invisible.

	He meandered on unseen, because he was naught but flotsam, floating wreckage of the Titanic; God was the frothy, pounding surf, beating him broken against the shores of Nova Scotia. An unenviable existence. Sure, and Silas might’ve cared if his numb heart could feel more than the relentless current of his blood.

	The odor of fermented grass led him to another steaming pile of horse dung. As the metal belly of his manure shovel screeched against the stones, he caught a distorted reflection of his elder brother’s image in a gutter puddle. Silas frowned and kicked a pebble into the mirage. The water rippled, its charcoal center paralleling the darkening sky.

	His mam, the good Father rest her, always said he was the spit of his brother Dylan. God’s truth, they could’ve been twins. In all but character.

	Dylan, the eldest. The boozer. The crooked knave.

	Silas, the middle son. The dutiful. The wage earner. The blighted.

	Padraig, the youth. The jolly song at their hearth, and the second of the brothers to get his death in a bleak haze of calamity. Both losses, Silas’s doing.

	That was Ireland. Álainn Ireland. Aye, beautiful. Beautiful and tragic.

	This was Halifax, a new existence. One of Silas’s own making. A safe one, if altogether solitary.

	Inhaling deep of the biting air, he moved down the quieting street, letting the nip build uncomfortably in his chest. Bidding it welcome.

	Rio, the town stray, bounded from a passing wagon bed, trotted to Silas, and rammed his knobby head against his thigh.

	Silas dropped the shovel into its slot on the cart and thumped the creature on his scrawny shoulder. “I’m gratified of your company, dog, but mind yourself now and find some place out of this miserable cauld.”

	At Silas’s back, a motorcar’s brakes squealed, its horn blaring. An angry voice rose over the engine’s riot. “You asking to get run over, old man?” 

	Auld? A graying head and a hitching step did not an old man make. Locking his jaw in a scowl, Silas made a slow about-face.

	Exhaust poured from the vehicle’s undercarriage, and its frame rocked above a restrained chassis. The driver was a mere outline behind darkened glass, but Silas would know this monstrosity of a luxury vehicle anywhere. Gregor Stone. Operating his own vehicle for once? He waved his arm through the open window. “Move that contraption out of the middle of the road!”

	Every muscle in Silas’s chest and arms tightened. Swelled and hardened. Wouldn’t the useless bag o’money get a shock from the “old” fist of a fella not yet thirty-five? “Ah, sure then, Mr. Stone, sir,” he called, thick in his sarcasm, one finger touching the brim of his cap. “I’ll dance a jig for you, too, will I?”

	Two women stopped to gawk at him, their wee ones mimicking with gaped mouths, and Silas let his body deflate, his fist uncurl.

	Tail wagging high, Rio ambled toward the machine, parked himself between it and Silas, and barked back. The dog had matters in hand.

	“My thanks, bud.” Smirking, Silas returned to the job the city paid him to do and pulled his shovel out of the cart. He targeted the last fetid mound of animal waste, ignoring the abuses hurled at his back.

	Until the engine revved high.

	Silas swung around in time to see the motorcar heave forward, its grill looming. And between himself and the machine stood Rio, teeth bared.

	“Doggy, here!” A wee lad abandoned his mother on the footpath and, arms outstretched, rushed headlong toward the animal.

	The motorcar swerved, and tires squealed on the wet lane. Its hulking body, steaming and shaking, skidded toward Silas. Alarm flared, burst through his veins, and vaulted him clear. With a pained oof, he landed hard on shoulder and hip, whilst behind him, metal crunched on metal.

	A woman screamed, followed by another, then a man’s shout, and in a sudden, breath-pinching tidal wave, heinous memories doused Silas with the gurgled cries of the drowning. The sea lapped at his chin. Icy cold gripped his jaw in a painful vise and, like a scratched record, replayed the horror once again.

	The ship’s dying lights crackle, then go deathly black.

	Shock twists Padraig’s features as freezing water consumes him.

	The clock spun rapidly backward.

	A scream fills the cottage as Dylan, fluthered on Guiness, tumbles from their shingled rooftop. 

	The motorcar’s exhaust swallowed Silas in a nose-singeing fog. Through it, the lad’s wails confirmed he lived.

	“He’s fine, he’s fine!” His mam’s cries of relief became curses at the driver. A crowd gathered.

	Pushing to his feet, Silas rose, then watched and waited to feel something, anything. Relief for the child, pity for his mam, gratitude for Silas’s own unbroken body. But his slowing heart continued to pump blood through granite chambers.

	Unnoticed, he limped into the deepest shadows of a nearby building. He pressed his forearm over his eyes and tried to regain his footing in reality. “Get a grip, Quinn. Folks are just there and yourself here, coming to pieces.”

	“Sir? Excuse me, sir. Is this yours?”

	Heart jumping to his throat, Silas let his arm drop.

	Hand extended, a woman hovered on the brink of his dark shelter. Moonbeams outlined her profile as well as the crisp white of the gloved hand holding his cap. The brim of her plumed hat tipped upward with her searching gaze.

	“Sure, it’s me own.” He accepted it from her.

	“Do you need medical attention?”

	“I don’t, thanks.” When several curious bystanders angled their way, he crammed the threadbare cap onto his head and hustled toward his cart, shoulder throbbing.

	“You’re limping.” The woman’s tread quickened behind him. “Did you twist an ankle?”

	“The gimp’s an auld one.”

	“I see. Well…I’m a nurse and might be able to help if you’ll stop and let me look. Sir?” She grasped his coat sleeve, and he bristled.

	Why must the woman persist? What’s more, why did she touch him? Concerned for her, he unhooked himself and kept on, sight lacing to his cart’s cockeyed stance. “A fine lady should no’ be speaking to a man of the lower order. There’s nothing can be done for my butchered feet.”

	“My name is Mrs. Carrie McPherson.” The rhythmic scuff of her shoes on the pavement continued behind him. “Being in the medical profession, I don’t make it a habit of distinguishing between classes.”

	“Distinguish then between the blessed and the cursed.” He reached his banjaxed trolley and squatted to assess the damage. Dented rubbish can. Bent wheel. A swift kick or three should have it rolling again. He stood and began sorting it, saying between blows, “Do you see the trolley, Nurse McPherson? I’m a pauper, not a blessed man. You should go. No, you should run.”

	Silas had once lived as an accepted member of the community, but that day lay buried on the other side of the world. In Belfast. The city of his birth and the accursed ground from which Dylan’s blood cried out.

	Few on Canada’s side of the big pond gave credence to such things as omens and hexes, but as sure as a magpie signaled death, Silas Quinn signaled ill tidings for any fey enough to choose his company.

	A man may flee, but his deeds would trail behind, and just as Cain suffered for slaying his brother, so Silas would, and did, for the death of his. Every task he set his hand to failed. Every loved one passed into the arms of Jesus. When at last he settled in Halifax, he’d accepted his lot and chosen Cain’s fate—that of a wanderer, an invisible recluse exiled from society and God’s presence.

	Faith, but he could scarcely bear it. It was best, though. Best for all.

	Not afraid—as she aught be—the woman returned her hand to his arm, stilling him. “Blessed, cursed. Pauper, priest. Whatever you say, sir, but here’s my view on the matter.” Her tone took on a new intensity. “I believe God’s not through with you yet. Until the day we die, He has a noble purpose for each of us. Including you. Seek it. Don’t give yourself up for lost.”

	Who was this woman to speak of Silas’s cuspóir, his purpose?

	Brows knitting, he once again shrugged her off. “Very thoughtful entirely of you, ma’am. You’re a good one to show concern for the likes of myself. But I’ve squandered me purpose, and I’ll no’ be given another.” 

	“Nonsense. Utter nonsense.”

	“Ah, sure,” was all the vague answer he’d give, for he’d not be arguing the facts with the lady.

	“Hmm. Now, you think on what I’ve said. Nurse’s orders.” She lifted her chin, the dark line of her lips tipping into a half-smile. “Forty-one Duncan Street. Remember that. If ever you have a need, come see me, will you?”

	“Cheers.” Again, the finger to the cap. This time accompanied by a courteous tuck of the chin.

	Half an hour later, he arrived home. His flat was situated on a street abutting a respectable district. Not quite in Slumdum. Not quite out either…

	He stowed his wounded cart in its shed in the alley, then climbed the exterior stairs to his flat. Floorboards grumbling beneath him, he crossed the single room and lit a candle, which cast a pale light across the low, slanted ceiling and close walls. He seated himself at the table and tore into two-day-old bread and a hunk of dry cheese. 

	Knee bouncing, he fought building discontentment as his mind circled the evening. “A noble purpose, you say?” Silas asked the woman in his memory, then ripped off another bite and mumbled around it, “For another bloke, perhaps.” 

	God wasn’t through with him, she’d asserted, though that much was clear as Waterford wares. Otherwise, Silas would have found his death a half-dozen times by now. Why hadn’t the Father finished him off? It was an old question with an old answer the likes of which had nothing to do with cuspóir. The simple facts: Silas was a blighted man and must serve his sentence.

	Propelled by an inexplicable urge to move, he tramped to the bed where he’d tossed his coat and bundled up again. For luck, he left the candle to burn itself out, and like an addict, headed back down the rickety stairs and into the deadening cold.

	The city’s Old Clock struck eleven whilst Silas worked off residual tension. He rambled the sleepy lanes of Halifax, passing Military Headquarters and Camp Hill Hospital—evidences of the mighty conflict raging in Europe. At the wharves, starlight littered the water of the Narrows like pixie-lights in a bog. Portside of him, it slapped hypnotically against the hull of an anchored warship. The sound rolled over him until, after several sluggish blinks, he yawned and turned his knackered self toward home.

	To appease his harping feet, he shortened the journey by cutting through the heart of Slumdom. Bawdy laughter carried through the thin walls of a dozen shabby bordellos. Halifax had the army to thank for the rampant harlotry: widows and daughters in furious want of coin, soldiers in furious want of distraction from the trenches confronting them.

	Depravity, and no lie.

	Silas picked up his pace and kept his eyes straight ahead and out of the questionable gloom lining the road.

	Halfway through Slumdom, his shoe found a soft object in the way, stumbling him forward several steps. Righted, he glanced back just as a moan emanated from the shadows next to a dilapidated tenement. Its clapboard siding displayed a skaw-ways sign.

	House of Decadence, it read. 

	“To be sure,” he said, tone scornful.

	Another miserable moan.

	He squinted into the murk until his vision adjusted and the motionless form of a woman materialized. She lay bent into herself and—judging by the quantity of bare flesh gleaming moon-glow pale beneath his eyes—she was a sporting girl. Sloshed on spirits, no doubt.

	He swung his gaze frontward and resumed walking, quicker now. “Shouldn’t be coming this way, lad.” The words were just leaving his mouth when his spirit groaned long and reproachful, coaxing his feet to a halt. Mist puffed from his heated chest. The obligation to return to the prostitute wreaked havoc on his desire to live apart.

	Solitude was safe. For others.

	Vapor streamed from him in short, accelerating bursts, reminding him the temperature was dropping, and the lass might very well be dying. His curse couldn’t do her any more harm than the freezing cold, and truth told, he could no more leave her to it than he could have his own brother.

	Och. Just get her indoors.

	Before he could change his mind, he spun, knelt by the stairs, and felt about in the dark. 

	A bent knee. A rigid back. A bony shoulder. The entirety of her quaking brutally.

	“I’m s-sorry,” she rasped out, rocking Silas’s center into an uncomfortable, prickly state of feeling, like a numbed limb coming alive.

	He patted her back. “Sure, sure, lass. Have you a place I can be taking you?”

	“B-blanket. Please. It’s so c-cold.” The wind carried her soft plea within reach of his ear where it wended a wormed between his ribs and slammed into his long-dead heart.

	It’s so c-cold. The same words had consumed him as the pitch black of the Atlantic swallowed him whole. Kicking and thrashing, he’d managed to thrust his nose above the arctic water only to be surrounded by death cries.

	A whimper sliced through the image, and in one breath, he was back in Halifax stooping over a helpless woman. Violent spasms shook her, and when her hand pitched forward and landed on his thigh, it frosted the skin beneath his trousers, flipping his sense of obligation on its head.

	He ripped off his coat and tossed it over her. 

	“Madam, p-please. W-whatever you…want,” she slurred, teeth chattering. “I’ll do anyth-thing.”

	Clearly, she thought him someone else. “Whisht, now. It’ll be all right. I’ve got you.” When he sat her up to encase her in the garment, she gave a relief-laden mewl and tried through wrenching motions to coil into him, giving him a bad dose of that prickly coming-alive.

	What was this pinching in his innards? Pity? Anger? No time to analyze.

	Her breath came in ragged, torturous gasps, and instead of the sickly sweet stench of booze, a gentle aroma—that of gorse blooming in a summer-hot glen—accompanied her into his arms. She pulled herself into a tight fetal position, then went still as death. Only the rhythmic warming of the patch of his shirt beneath her nose assured him she lived. 

	After a quick look-about, he marched up the steps to the adjacent brothel and rattled its door hinges with the pound of his boot. The sounds of shrill, vulgar laughter penetrated the wood and reached Silas on the stoop.

	He pounded again. At last, it flew open and spewed blinding light, slatting his lids.

	“Why, hullo there.” A woman’s deep, coarse voice rubbed against him like a mangy cat in heat. “I’m Madam Silks. Welcome to Fallen—”

	Silas shoved past her into a swirling miasma of cigarette smoke. He slammed the door closed with his heel and bellowed, “Is it German fire you’re wantin’ on us?”

	The raucous laughter faded, and a tense hush fell over the crib.

	Like sweets in a display window, three women perched on the nearby staircase, their garish skirts short enough to reveal their calves and three-inch heels. Another appeared from the adjoining parlor. Little more than a girleen, she propped a thin, bare shoulder against the jamb and a hand against her jutted hip. Purple splotched her cheekbone.

	“I see you found Sugar,” Madam Silks said in a put-upon voice.

	Sugar? Och. Robbed of everything. Even her name.

	An astringent taste washed over Silas’s tongue, and he struggled to swallow it down. Keep your head. Leave the woman and head on. “Where should I be laying her?”

	“In the gutter, where she belongs.” Madam Silks’ heartless chuckle spurred others to the same and ignited a flame in Silas’s chest.

	His eye twitched, and his fingers tightened around his half-dead charge. “Is that the way of it then?”

	“It can be any way you like, honey,” she purred, batting come-hither lashes.

	Lecturing himself on rational behavior, Silas spoke to the girl against the jamb. “Fetch blankets and a bed warmer, will you. And wet the tea. No’ too hot, mind.”

	The lass’s sassy smile wavered as she flitted her gaze from Silas to the madam and back.

	Madam Silks’ jaw ticked. “Get upstairs, Candy.”

	What a name. As if she were merely a treat to suck on. Disgust was a tang on Silas’s tongue.

	The girl was turning to obey the madam of the house when Silas made himself large to catch her big eyes. “You’ll do as I say, lass, and quick while you’re at it.” Intimidating the little thing gave him no pleasure, but the situation was a tad dire.

	A bright flush rose above the madam’s collar and merged with the circles of rouge on her plump cheeks. “Candy knows who pays the bills at House of Decadence.” Lids tapering, she shriveled her sangria-red lips around the cigarette wedged between her fingers, then blew a steady rope of smoke over her shoulder. “But I reckon since Sugar’s already ruined, you can have her. Tomorrow. Tonight, she’s being punished and goes back out—”

	“Punished? Rubbish.” Like a spark to petrol, anger flared bright and hot in Silas’s belly. He snapped up the distance between them, hiking his volume en route. “You’re killin’ her. And I’ll be the pope himself before that happens. There’ll be no freezing, Madam!”

	The unconscious woman startled. Her head bumped back against his chest, and he forced his rage to heel, then adjusted her quaking body more securely against him. “Now, where did ya say I should put her?”

	“You’re not so good at listening.” The madam returned his hard gaze, as smoke rose in a lazy spirals from the tip of her cigarette. “Don’t look at me like that, handsome. I wouldn’t have let her die. Besides, she knows house rules. Never refuse a patron.”

	“A patron you’re wanting, is it?” When she merely flicked glowing ash into the air between them, he propped a foot on the third tread of the staircase and balanced his charge on a raised knee. He thrust a hand into his coat pocket, fisted every coin of the few at its bottom, and threw them at the madam’s feet. They scattered and rolled, and he donned a menacing glare, the like having been known to cow men larger than himself. “Blankets. Warmer. Tea. Now.”

	A soldier appeared at the upper banister. Buttoning his suspenders and keeping a wary eye on Silas, he descended and squeezed past in the narrow corridor. His gaze alighted on Silas’s
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