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would like to dedicate these pages to

The Nieces
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Emma M. Lion – Myself, obviously. Owner of Lapis Lazuli House.

Niall Pierce – Photographer. Avenging Angel. Much yet to…discuss.

Young Hawkes – Vicar and Reprobate. Knower of things. Keeper of secrets.

Duke of Islington – Will battle for his friends, not only against.

Archibald Flat – Still a General Plague on mankind. Yet, one must endure.

Cousin Matilde – Archibald’s older sister. Dragon of a woman.

Lady Eugenia Spencer – Aunt with engagement plans for Arabella’s Season.

Damian Spencer – Errant cousin. Currently…I’ve no idea, actually.

Arabella Spencer – Beauty of The Season, will become engaged…to someone.

Parian – Valet, Butler. Less unpleasant than he was.

Agnes – Maid, Cook. Scottish. Impressively capable and earnest.

The Roman – Still not seen in person. However, he thinks I’m lovely.

Mary Bairrage – Good chum. Employed by telephone company and Prof. Fletcher.

Jack Hollingstell – Confidence man in my debt. Terrifying thought.

Roland Sutherland – Childhood nemesis turned gorgeous Sun God.

Saffronia March – Artist. Family friend. Fellow St. Crispian.

Ben Chambers – The Pirate. Ornery and insulting owner of The Hound.

Lady Trewartha – Gracious Hostess. Lives in Baron’s Square.

Reprobates Ten – Striker, Capper, Quality Jones, Sargent, The Boy, Mastiff,

Charlie Cross, Odysseus, Night Watchman, & Mighty Nigel Hawkes.

Mr. Penury – Banker endeavouring to find me work.

Mrs. Penury – My serious banker’s silent yet delightful wife.

Professor Fletcher – Widower. Masculine. Cuts own hair. Terrible glasses.

Victoria Braithwaite – Prominent name on my Enemies List.

Lady Sheridan – Aunt Eugenia’s friend. Society Matron.

Charles Goddard – Tall. Skinny. Flagpole! My Unintended Intended. Sigh.

Lord George West – Potential husband for Arabella. Mourning his sweet pea.

Annalise Clifford – A fresh acquaintance, introduced at Lady Sheridan’s tea.

May Northgate – A fresh acquaintance, also introduced at Lady Sheridan’s tea.

Maxwell Stuart – January 31st 1861 – July 27th 1880

   


   March 1st

“Good morning, Niall. I spent half the night thinking about…”

“Weather is such a pleasant thing to find in the morning…”

“Morning, Pierce. We agreed to speak about the, um, why don’t you begin…?”

“Pierce, you devil…”

“Seeing as how you are quite accomplished in the art, I was wondering, idly, how many women have you previously kissed?”

I’ve yet to come up with a suitable greeting for when I see Pierce this morning.

Disaster is pending.

Cheer up, Emma. The very worst that can happen is Pierce decides to leave—taking his room and board monies with him—while I and my insufficient funds are flung into the street. To beg.

I would hazard St. Crispian’s to be a generous place.

Even Islington might stoop to toss a coin or two.

I’m less cheerful already.

And tired.

Volleys of rain came down half the night. Gusts of wind like cannon fire shaking the windows, as if the storm were being thrown against Lapis Lazuli by the handfuls. Warlike and belligerent, only a thin roof between myself and each clap of thunder. The battle raged until dawn, water streaming off the roof and down the window like an extra sheet of glass, distorting the grey morning.

All this spectacle, and yet it was the sound of Pierce moving through the rituals of his day on the other side of the wall that shoved me from an atmospheric awareness to the heart-pounding, unequivocal state of being wide awake.

I heard a meow.

Then the cadence of Pierce’s reply but not the words themselves.

Tybalt meowed again and Pierce laughed.

It was so tremendously endearing that I pulled the blanket over my face with a sigh.

After Pierce had gone downstairs, Tybalt came through his curtain into my room, finding me curled in a half-circle. With a chirp he jumped onto the bed and settled against me, purring. I untangled myself enough to reach out a hand and pat him on the head.

The rain continued to fall.

Storms are ominous portents in literature, but when I forced myself from the rumpled tousle of my bed and looked out the window, there was no gloom or ill fate to be had, as if the strong-handed rain had only been intent on washing away the soot and grime and dust of a long winter.

It was not gentle, but it was good.

And I was glad for it.

Now I’m feeling almost eager to see Pierce. To speak with him.

Even if I don’t know exactly what I wish to say.

Heavens, it’s warm for a March morning.

Later

Foiled.

Utterly!

And by a Pirate, no less. How does one compete against a man with a wooden leg?

One does not.

It isn’t that I’m not worried for Chambers.

I am.

After breakfast, I’d meant to go straightway and knock on the door of the studio, having found one passable sentence. “It would appear we have some unresolved feelings between us. Tea?”

I can see my gravestone once I’ve died of the subsequent mortification.

Emma M. Lion

Not Equipped to Navigate Her Own Life

Rather, I’d paced the breakfast room and tried to breathe. (I had worn one of my nicer morning dresses, and the corset was biting.)

“What are you doing, Miss?” Agnes asked when she came in to clean.

“Composing myself, Agnes. And striking several false notes, I think.”

She frowned.

“Are you taking music lessons?”

“No, Agnes. I am not.”

Feeling more than a little foolish, I left the breakfast room and crossed the hall with as much confidence as I could manage. It was not as much as I’d have liked.

I saw that Pierce’s studio door was ajar.

Was this a tentative invitation?

A welcome not wishing to convey expectation?

An accident?

I lifted my hand and…

A knock sounded on a door. Urgent. Angry.

The knock came again.

It was not the door of Lapis Lazuli House.

It was at the door of Lapis Lazuli Minor.

I could hear Pierce walk across his studio, enter his small excuse for a hall, and open the door. “Chambers!”

A muffled reply.

“What have you— Here, let me help you. Careful now, put your weight on my shoulder. What the hell have you done to yourself ?”

“I need something. Give me something, anything.”

“We need Fairchild.”

“No.”

“Don’t be a daft fool. Watch your step here.”

I backed away from the door, one step, two, not wanting to be caught in the middle of whatever it was that Chambers was needing.

“Did you do this on purpose?” Pierce asked him.

“Of course not. At least, I don’t think so. It wouldn’t stop, the pain. Burning up my body like fire. I tried to get out, walk until I couldn’t feel anything and, well, you see what happened.”

“You look exhausted,” Pierce said, the gentle turn of his voice a surprise. “Here. Let’s get you settled. Careful. On the blanket so as not to get mud on the sofa. It’s Emma’s.”

A dismissive snort.

“Drink this,” Pierce said. “I’ll fetch Fairchild.”

“Don’t call Fairchild.”

“If situations were reversed, what would you do? Oh, that’s right. They have been. You tied me to the bed and went for a doctor.”

“You’re a right ba—”

“Save it, Chambers, for when you’re in your right mind. You’ll enjoy it more.”

A bitter laugh. “Help me get back to the shop. I’ve work to do.”

“Not in that state.”

“I have to—”

“I’ll help with your shop. It’s Saturday and I’ve no appointments. Now, if you want to go back to your room, I’ll help you, but I’d advise against it. You’re better off resting here.”

“Sometimes I hate you.”

Pierce laughed.

I retreated to the drawing room, and I’d no sooner entered when I heard the studio door close.

And lock.

A rather long walk, I should think.




   March 2nd

There is blood on my boots. I didn’t realise it until early this morning when I opened my exhausted eyes, and there they were on the floor as if I’d been the one shot.

I should explain.

Last night, long after Pierce and Dr. Fairchild had helped Ben Chambers down Whereabouts Lane and I’d spent several hours hiding at Thornfield Hall with a man whose only secret was keeping an insane wife in the attic, I blew out my lamp and went to sleep.

The disruption came a few hours past midnight.

At first it was a whispered call, then a scuffle, and the sound of something hitting the stone of Lapis Lazuli, all the while my mind was prodding my body awake.

I convinced myself out of bed.

Pulling a robe over my nightdress, I went to the window and peered down. In the deep blue of the street were three figures. I pushed my window open an inch to listen.

“Which room is she in?”

“How should I know?”

“Throw rocks at all of them?”

“No, no, that angry fellow might wake up.”

“Angry fellow? You mean the old man?”

“No. The photographer.”

A guffaw. “You’re such a trout, Sargent. He’s a good enough sport at The Cleo.”

“He told Quality Jones where to go right enough.”

“Quality Jones was puffed out of his blooming mind.”

A laugh.

“Try that window there.”

An arm cocked back, and I thought it best to intervene.

“Ho there!” I whispered down. As if we were at sea.

“Ho there!” rose a rambunctious cheer.

“Shhh!” I motioned. “Quiet down!”

“E of A! Your service is needed,” shouted a Reprobate.

“It’s past midnight,” I hissed.

“Quarter past two, if you must know.”

“We need your assistance.”

“Is it truly necessary?”

Reprobate: “It’s life and death.”

Reprobate: “But come quickly.”

Reprobate: “No time to lose.”

“Is Hawkes with you?”

“Hawkes!” they all shouted in unison.

“Yes,” one answered. I think it was Charlie Cross. “Or he will be. He has to be, you see. But we need your services.”

“This all sounds like a very bad idea.”

The street lit with three grins.

“Very!”

“Wonderfully so!”

“But essential. Absolutely essential.”

Urgency being required, I closed my window, pulled my old black (rather grey now) coat over my nightdress, and then my new black coat over that. Next came a pair of warm stockings and my boots. I splashed water on my face, tied back my hair, wrapped my mother’s pink and green shawl around my neck, and pocketed the front door key before descending as quietly as I was able.

Cousin Archibald snores.

As does Parian.

A relief it is, to have my room in the garret.

Letting myself out the door and motioning for the three Reprobates to quiet down as I locked it, I glanced about—no lights in any of the houses—and followed them up Whereabouts. I was in the definitive company of Sargent, Charlie Cross, and Odysseus.

“Where are we going?” I asked as we were crossing the Diagonal.

“Primrose Hill,” answered Sargent.

“Why?”

Odysseus: “Insults and injury.”

Sargent: “Armed conflict.”

Charlie Cross: “We only do this sort of thing in the street if it’s a full moon, you see.”

“Please clarify what the dickens you speak of, gentlemen.”

Charlie Cross took my arm and pointed heavenward. “It’s a waxing crescent,” he explained. “There’s nothing for it. We have to shoot in the park.”

“Shoot?” I replied. “Oh heavens, you don’t mean a duel?”

“Of course we do,” Sargent said. “Night Watchman got tangled with The Boy, and The Boy is restless and a whip tongue for all that. So Watchman called him out. You’re needed to be the Fifth.”

“You mean Second?” I asked.

“Not at all; Odysseus is the Second, I’m the Third, and Charlie here is the Fourth. But we’re without a Fifth. That’s you.”

“Duels are so old-fashioned,” I attempted. “No one does them nowadays.”

“Nonsense,” Sargent replied. “They’re terrible good fun. We’ve had dozens upon dozens and only lost half a finger.”

“Whose!”

Odysseus held up his left hand. I could see that he did not have an entire little finger.

My stomach dropped. “This is a horrible idea. Where’s Hawkes?”

“The other set have gone Hawkes Hunting.”

“Is he anyone’s Second? Or Third? Or Fourth?”

The three of them laughed like I’d said the most ridiculous thing.

“Of course not, E of A, Hawkes turns around so as not to witness.”

“And have you sent for Dr. Fairchild?”

“Nah,” replied Sargent. “We so rarely need a leech. We’ve Hawkes. He’s as clear a head as any Pickled Herring. Why, when Mastiff shot me in the leg, Hawkes didn’t even look up from his book. He simply asked if a bone had been hit. When I said it hadn’t—which was confirmed by my Second, Third, Fourth, and Fifth, of course, because I was deep in my cups—Hawkes held up a bottle of spirits and clean bandages and said, ‘Best wrap it up then and stay off it for a few days.’”

“I’m not certain I believe that, Sargent.”

At which point we’d come out onto the grass of Primrose Hill and my stomach was feeling inside out. When we crossed the lawn to join the other Reprobates, I could see Hawkes, fifteen steps away, doing his level best to see the words on the page of his book.

I left the jollified (and imbecilic) Reprobates and confronted their tenth member.

“Hawkes,” I stated.

He looked up at me. “Miss Lion. Having a pleasant night?”

“I was, until I realised I was walking into a duel with what I assume are inebriated young men who seem to shoot at one another with uncomfortable frequency.”

I received a long, unblinking look from my vicar.

I tried again. “How often does death by idiocy threaten?”

He smiled. “Does your question encompass all Reprobate activity, or is it isolated to duels?”

I blinked.

Once.

Twice.

I replied, “Let us suppose that, yes, I’m speaking only of Reprobate shooting Reprobate. We’ll leave all other forms of foolishness and violence aside.”

“Tonight marks the one hundred and thirty-ninth formal duel.”

“Heavens!”

“An average of fourteen a year. So you might deduce,” Hawkes said, I swear it was a touch dryly, “that death by idiocy is my near constant companion.”

“No wonder you became a vicar. The amount of required prayer alone…”

The faint moonlight helped his smile push aside the darkness.

Hawkes.

“Well”—I settled into the idea—“as it has been a while since my literature has reviewed the customs of duelling, shouldn’t there be a doctor on the premises?”

“I think we’ll manage,” Hawkes said. “If something were to happen, Fairchild can be roused easily enough.”

We turned to look at the Reprobates, two loose groups bickering like crows.

“What are they doing?” I asked.

“There is a disagreement regarding the terms.”

“The terms? But aren’t duelling terms usually where, when, and who? Factors which are all accounted for.”

Hawkes crossed his arms, his book held in his left hand, a finger still marking his place. “If a Reprobate sneezes out of turn, there must be compensation made. If a Reprobate challenges another Reprobate during the proceedings, there must be disciplinary action taken. If we’re all arrested, there must be a scapegoat. Important details to be considered, Miss Lion.”

It was in that uncanny moment that I felt a sneeze coming on.

“Is there anything I ought to know as a Fifth?” I asked, rubbing a finger under my nose to avoid paying whatever compensation would be demanded.

“Stand in your line, diagonal formation, and answer the question when asked. That’s all.”

It wasn’t long before the Reprobates began to organize, the two groups separating as Night Watchman and The Boy stood in the centre, each fussing with his pistol.

“What a horrible decision I made getting out of bed,” I breathed out.

Hawkes, for his sins, smiled again.

I was called over. “E of A! Where is she? There she is, with Mighty Nigel Hawkes. Come on, there’s your place.”

I was brought to the end of a line of Reprobates and given a bell.

“You see anyone who looks like Scotland Yard—”

“Scotland Yard?”

“—ring three times and run for it.”

“Understood.”

So there we were, all sorted, The Boy and Night Watchman standing back to back—the former with a cigarette in one hand while holding the pistol lightly in the other.

“Oh dear,” I murmured.

“Lay aside your unease, Miss Lion,” Charlie Cross said. “Not too many duels before you’ll grow accustomed.”

It was not, I admit, a comfort.

I glanced towards Hawkes, half turned away, still trying to read in the moonlight.

“Go on then, Hawkes,” someone called.

“Put the book away!”

“Hawkes! Stand forth!”

Bless that Reprobate of a vicar, he kept reading, turned the page, and then took in at least another paragraph before closing the book with a snap and folding his arms, holding the book against his chest.

He looked at us all with calm resignation, then asked, “Temperature?”

“Balmy,” Odysseus stated. “For March.”

“Time?”

“Three o’ one, on the dot,” said Sargent.

“General temperament?”

“All in all, we’ve a reasonable state of mind,” said Charlie Cross. “No drinks, er, not too many drinks between us.”

“Moon?”

I was unceremoniously elbowed. “What?” I whispered back at Charlie.

“Moon,” he said. “You must call out what sort of moon!”

“Oh.” I glanced up and in my haste cried out, “Waning crescent!”

A groan went up around me.

“What’s she thinking?”

“You would think it was her first duel.”

“Steady on, E of A!”

Charlie Cross elbowed me again and whispered, “It’s waxing.”

“That is to say waxing crescent, gentlemen.”

A rumble of approval.

“Sins?” Hawkes said, an eyebrow raised.

“Let’s not weigh ourselves down with too many details, Hawkes,” The Boy said, the end of his cigarette bouncing with his words. “Time for pistols.”

“Ready!” called Mastiff. “Pace!”

The Boy and Night Watchman each sauntered a haphazard ten paces as I leaned towards Charlie Cross and said, “I don’t think duels are supposed to be so…informal.”

“Brace yourself !” This was again Mastiff. “Shoot!”

Night Watchman and The Boy both turned, levelled their pistols—I had fully expected them to be pointed towards the sky—and pulled their respective triggers.

The Boy did not flinch.

Night Watchman crumbled.

A general groan went up.

A groan!

As for myself, I may have screamed.

Hawkes bent his head, possibly asking God for patience.

“The idiot moved!” The Boy said, tossing his cigarette onto the ground and walking towards Night Watchman. All the Reprobates were rushing over.

They stood round in a circle, looking down.

“Does it hurt?” Sargent asked.

Nothing.

I, at this point, had pushed my way through and collapsed onto my knees beside Night Watchman.

“Are you—!”

But before I could finish my sentence, Night Watchman groaned and rolled onto his back, his left hand grasping his right arm. “You winged me, you idiot!”

“You shouldn’t have moved!”

“I’m supposed to throw a game of Watch, Watch, She Goes at the club tomorrow!”

This began a rumble of complaints.

Horrified, I tried to remove his hand from the wound, the blood warm on my own hands, only to realise Hawkes was kneeling next to me. As collected as ever, Hawkes took a handkerchief from his pocket, pried Night Watchman’s hand from the wound, and studied it.

The Boy, crouching down, lit a match so we could all see.

Hawkes frowned, fingers prodding. “A middling graze. Arm will be fine. Coat will not.”

A general outcry went up as Hawkes tied the handkerchief around Night Watchman’s arm and helped him sit up.

“You went down for a graze!”

“When Charlie was shot in the leg, even he balanced on his other one until he fainted!”

“My finest moment,” Charlie Cross said.

“A middling graze,” Night Watchman defended.

I almost put my head in my hands, then realising they were covered in blood, I took a deep breath and wiped them on the grass. I was shaking.

“You’ll get accustomed, E of A,” said a Reprobate.

“Nothing to worry over.”

“’Course not.”

“Leave Miss Lion alone,” Hawkes ordered quietly. “Anyone who grows accustomed to shooting a gun at a person is a fool.”

“Does he mean us?” someone whispered.

Silence. Then, “Hawkes the Fox has spoken!”

And general laughter as Night Watchman was helped to his feet, he and The Boy shaking hands.

“Oi! You there!” came an angry call from across the park.

“Oh dear,” I said. “Is this when I ring the bell?”

“Well, boys,” Sargent said. “It’s every man for himself !”

They scattered, Odysseus helping Night Watchman along.

A whistle sounded as two constables began running from the opposite side of Primrose Hill.

“Miss Lion, shall we?” came Hawkes’s voice. He put his hand in mine and pulled me away. I held the clapper of the bell with my fingers as we took half a dozen quick steps. And as if by magic, we were in shadow, standing quiet against the trunk of an oak tree while the two constables, puffing out their desperate breath, raced after the Reprobates, cursing all the while.

Yet there were no Reprobates to be found.

The constables disappeared into St. Crispian’s.

“Hawkes?”

But he was gone.

I’d not even felt him release my fingers.

Later, I found a peppermint in my coat pocket.

When I went to church, there was nary a Reprobate to be seen.

Hawkes excepting.

Islington, however, was there—dark hair perfectly coiffed, hazel eyes clear.

“You look like you slept well,” he said as I sat down beside him.

“Good morning, Islington. I did not, actually, but I thank you.”

His spine as stiff as his collar, Islington—master of the side-eye—delivered his signature look. “Dare I enquire?”

Looking ahead, I gave my head a very Hawkes-like single shake. “I doubt you would wish to know.”

“Keep your escapades,” he said.

Truly, that is what he said.

As if I do such things all the time.

Which I don’t.

Usually.

I turned to look at him and said, “An escapade or two is good for the soul. Even yours.”

He managed a simultaneous scowl and guffaw.

“Yes, Islington. Yours. Now, the service is about to begin. Do behave yourself.”

Hawkes’s sermon was on loving one’s neighbour, according to the Gospel of Mark.

Which puts me in an awkward position. Ought one love their neighbour? According to the Gospel of Emma, it’s very difficult to know. My mind flashed back to the drawing room, Pierce cutting the distance between us, and his hands around my waist…

My cheeks flamed a shocking pink. I know this because Islington looked towards me, away, then back with a questioning expression. “Are you unwell, Lion?” A pause, then he murmured, “Or merely convicted by the guilt of your escapades?”

Closing my eyes and gritting my teeth, I lifted my boot and firmly planted it on Islington’s shoe. The yelp was controlled, indistinguishable from the general rustle of the congregation. But I could hear it and the accompanying hiss.

“Must you have?” he managed.

I lifted a finger to my lips in solemn disapproval and pointed towards Hawkes, who was telling me that, yes, I was supposed to love my neighbour.

He said nothing, however, about it happening in the drawing room.

Later

I WAITED A WHILE TO TRY AND CATCH YOU AFTER CHURCH, BUT THEN I NEEDED TO GO HELP BEN CHAMBERS.

I’m disappointed I missed you.

After the service, Islington and I sat in glorious argument.

REGARDING?

Violence in church. And then I asked Hawkes if his fellow Reprobate had recovered from being shot.

BLOODY HELL. IS HE ALL RIGHT?

Hawkes seemed very well.

I MEANT THE REPROBATE WHO WAS SHOT.

It was a friendly duel. “Cause pain but never maim” is the motto, apparently.

How was your time with The Pirate?

LONG—BEN NEEDED TO BE SORTED.

Did something happen to make him out of sorts?

HIS LIFE.

I HAVEN’T BEEN
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