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      New Rome was trapped in an inverted haze-cup, steadily more umbrous as both dusk and the watery line through the city’s heart thickened. Salt-marsh swell from the river Thamis’s mouth a good forty miles away pushed the goddess’s aqueous skirts wide while human scavengers, losing both light and footing, retreated from treacherous flats becoming slightly less odorous as liquid imperfectly covered their sins. The last nail-paring of a venomously orange sunset burned at the horizon, gilding mansion windows in the West End while draining from wide avenues receiving the last of their several-daily sweepings. Crowded tenements in the poorer areas rarely saw daylight even at noon, so their shadows merely thickened at this hour. Quays and docks gave one last burst of activity while there was enough light, and those parts of the metropolis most active at night either began to stir or attended to a few adjustments before resuming their affairs. It was the moment before candles, godglows, and steadily proliferating gaslamps would be lit, night creeping from the east like a housebreaker along a garden wall.

      Taurrock Abbey sat stone-browed and glowering between a pair of roads too young to disturb its historical solidity, a wide, columned stone façade enduring the caress of a few final forlorn sungleams. The temple proper had been dedicated in the days of First Empire and its bulk endured into the Third in somewhat genteel disrepair. Temple and abbey anchored one end of the Thrash, that great avenue lingering between the slums of Brickneedle and the greater ferment of Hell’s Acre, both brimful of immigrants and poor country labourers wherever a cheap doss or a measure of oily gin could be found.

      The temple’s great dome glowered at the great grey rectangle of Imanuel Orphanage and Poor-School across a wide cobbled confluence of street-streams, watching as the first flames glittered upon taper or hissing gaslamp burners. A hired hack of the better class detached from the Thrash’s occasionally slowing but never quiet welter to pull up smartly before the Abbey’s gates, and the brownrobe brother in the stone gate-cubicle peered out with some bewilderment.

      A dayhire footman hastened from his perch upon the rear of the conveyance to open the door; a heavily veiled lady emerged. Her trunk was set down with a grunt but not an oath—in deference to her modesty and the closeness of a priest, no doubt. She paid from a rather deflated reticule, and by the time Brother Jacob regained his wits the driver had cracked whip, the footman leapt to cling monkeylike once more upon the hack’s rear, and the entire affair shot away into the shadows like the evanescent equipage of Teutonica Freyja.

      Taurrock’s environs were held to be somewhat unhealthy at night, after all. Not for the Brothers, of course, but loiterers before the gates sometimes had… accidents, especially if they meant ill.

      Mithras looked after his own, even in these modern times.

      A much greater danger was a curious footpad or two issuing forth from the Thrash, or the periodic clashes between Acre, Brickneedle, and other toughs fought upon the cobbled field. The expanse between Abbey and Imanuel had seen more than one pitched battle, accounts of which— suitably embellished—were cried at corners for a sliverpence only when there was no other news to be had.

      “Uh...” Brother Jacob rubbed at his close-cropped pate. The Unconquered Sun still required his worshippers to shear themselves in preparation for battle, though it was more than possible for a priest, monk, or dedicant to never see such a thing. “Oh... good evening, madam, I⁠—”

      “Good evening, Brother.” A soft, crisp tone issued from behind the veil, slightly louder than might be entirely well-bred, as if she suspected her interlocutor hard of hearing. “I must see Father Alec Nossorton immediately. It is rather late, and my journey has been long.”

      Brother Jacob continued scrubbing at his bristling head with wide, capable hands. His frame said he was blessed with great physical strength, but his wide brow and mild brown eyes, somewhat oxlike in both colour and placement, seemed to denote only middling intelligence.

      The lady’s trunk was well-corded and its nameplate indistinct in the dimness. More temple, abbey, and seclusor bells rang in every part of the city New Rome marking the holy hour of the sun’s death as she did its birth and various points between, not to mention other times of interest to various divinities. Every god was propitiated at the heart of the Third Empire, even the hungry, animal-headed Old Pantheon of Ægypt’s desert sands.

      Yes, every god save one was given honour in the Empire, according to the weight of their followers. That was not the source of Brother Jacob’s hesitation.

      His reluctance was simply and solely due to the fact of her femaleness, and he was fairly certain creatures of such persuasion were not to be let through the Abbey’s gates between dusk and dawn. “Madam,” he began, in his profundo which made afternoon plainsong so memorable inside the stone hallways, “I am not quite certain⁠—”

      The woman reached for her veil, visibly thought better of removing its protection, and leaned forward slightly. “Rosa resurget,” she said, quite calmly, and not in the common tongue of the streets. Instead, she pronounced the syllables in the ancient way, laying unwonted stress upon first and third syllables, and she accompanied the words with a curious, though very graceful, gesture of one small gloved hand.

      Brother Jacob’s face drained of both colour and good cheer. He beckoned her forward, and she stepped through the small postern with a sigh of relief. The priest hefted her trunk through as well before taking a moment to bar the door of the cubicle and lock the postern gate, then set off across the paved pathways—not for the main bulk of the temple but to the right, where a smaller, lower annex crouched, its windows alive with godglow and gaslight.

      Beth-Anne Guilfoile, born Livia-Beth Gemiara Grant-Roissy, the orphaned Lady Greywood, had at long last returned to New Rome.
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      Quintus had been chanted, supper for the brothers was well underway in the long bright refectory, and the evening reading was a Great Reform text upon the avenging of wrongs. However, tall spare Alec Nossorton—once Baron of Helthings and now a simple servant of the Bull—was not at table. Nor was he at rest within his comfortable, well-appointed cell. Instead, he still laboured in his private study, scratching at a sheet of heavy paper with an exceedingly old-fashioned reservoir pen. The gaslamps providing illumination were much more modern; there was no shortage of light.

      It was one prerogative of his rank.

      However, there was a word for the accompanying responsibility of such exalted station, and it began with paper. Being quite elastic, its hind end rhymed with several low terms a good Mithraic brother should never allow to cross his holy lips. Sometimes even the best was tempted, though. Especially when he heard hurrying footsteps in the hall and knew his few precious moments of dinner solitude were about to be assaulted.

      The only surprise was the face upon the problem’s vanguard, pausing in the door with his sandaled toes very respectfully not quite touching the threshold. “My lord Greatfather?”

      “Hm?” The Abbot of Taurrock rubbed at his watering dark eyes, pinched the bridge of his wide nose, and looked up to find Brother Jacob filling the doorway with broad shoulders and a quite unwonted frown. “What is it, Jacob? Some manner of disaster before our gates? A request from Imanuel?” If the childcatchers were lurking about, word would have to be sent to the Rook, and quickly.

      Jacob shook his head, mournfully, and spread his wide, ham-like hands. “No, Father. It’s… a woman.”

      “With a shame upon her?” Such poor creatures sometimes mistook Taurrock’s gates for Imanuel’s, or thought the Brothers could be prevailed upon to take a boy, as in the old days.

      Mithras no longer wanted infants raised in his service. Nowadays, the god required only the adult willing—or so the laws of Britannia said, and rendering unto the Third Empire its due was a necessity some even called pleasant when they wished to cover their own indiscretions.

      It was about to be a very long evening full of unpleasant thoughts; Alec could already tell.

      “No, Greatfather.” Jacob’s broad face changed, as if he hadn’t thought to ask if the visitor was carrying a bundle of shame or ingratitude. “She, er… well, it’s that…”

      “Pardon me.” A low voice, melodious and cultured, ribboned around the good Brother’s browncloth bulk. “Father Alec Nossorton, I presume?”

      “She knew the sign,” Jacob whispered loudly, cupping his big hands on either side of his mouth. He also stepped over the threshold. “And the words.”

      Well, this is most irritating. “Which words were those, my son?” Alec laid his pen aside. He had taken no holy second-name to cover his own, perhaps from misplaced pride, and he suspected he was about to be importuned by some exceedingly silly woman who fancied a cousin-linkage with supposed riches. “Do come in further, so I may see our guest. You realise this is most irregular?”

      The younger priest pressed himself to the side, nearly blundering into the crammed bookshelf lurking just past the door and revealing a slim, indistinct feminine shape in his wake. Clearly he sought to grant her every scrap of space he could; perhaps he feared some manner of contamination.

      “You sound exactly like Aunt Hay, sir.” The woman pushed her veil aside with dark-gloved fingers. A hint of pale chin showed, as well as a gleam of pearly teeth as she smiled. Dark braids, curls ruthlessly tamed yet somewhat disarranged from travel, moved under the veil.

      No. It can’t be. The entire situation changed in the space of a single heartbeat, an evening miracle. “Mithras preserve us.” Alec started to his feet, his right thigh hitting the desk’s edge with a solid, painful sound. “Ouch. Beth? Little Beth, is that you?”

      Jacob lumbered further into the room, mild and curious, as the Greatfather limp-hurried around his desk, simple brown Mithraic robes brushing stacks of ledgers, manuscripts, bound items, and a great lectern where the Taurrock Book resided every half-year when it was time to pen a few entries. The Abbot could have worn velvet or something similar, of course—proper cloth was hardly grudged to one of his position or former rank.

      But he did not bother to. Such visible eschewing of luxury might have made a few temple-goers smile behind cupped hands, if any of sufficient Fashion or Income could be found at this end of the Thrash.

      “My dear little niece.” The Abbot threw his arms about the young woman, who returned his embrace so far as she was able under her heavy traveling cloak and additional weight of pelisse—New Rome was far chillier than her accustomed clime. “Henrietta sent no word; I shall scold her in my next letter.” His laugh was somewhat forced; he held the girl at arm’s length, studying a rather pale, triangular face under an old-fashioned veiled hat with a pin slightly too large for its circumference. “How is she? Why did she send you with no warning? The mail must have been most delayed.” Behind his surprise lurked sudden unease, and a great deal of it.

      His sister would not have sent her ward across the Channel unless some terrible danger had reared upon the Continent. They had agreed Gaul was safest, nobody would think to look for a treasure of ages in the sleepy depths of a widow’s quiet country estate, and Hay had made no secret of yearning to retire across the windswept, ill-tempered sea girdle for at least a year and a half after her husband’s untimely though quite welcome demise.

      The girl—now that her face was uncovered, she seemed far too young for the brisk self-possession displayed at the Abbey’s gate—shook her head, and cast an eloquent, dark-eyed glance at the younger Brother.

      Another worrying sign, one Alec did not like either. “Don’t be troubled, Brother Jacob is no gossip.” If only she knew how reliable the young priest was—but that was not a subject fit for maidenly ears. “As far as anyone suspects, he and I are both geldings left to rot in priestly robes. Come, dear, sit down. Tell me, when did you leave St Courcy?”

      “Three days ago. Uncle… I apologise, but I could not wait until morning to visit. I bear unpleasant news.” Little Beth, heir to much more than she knew, grasped his hands with far more strength than her small frame warranted. “Aunt Hay, sir. She is… she…”

      Alec Nossorton felt his face change, the placid mask he’d worn for years cracking. “Ah. I see. When?” The urge to shake the girl and demand a full accounting of precisely what had brought her to Taurrock was repressed, but only just.

      Beth glanced again at Jacob, who folded his arms inside wide brown sleeves.

      “Shall I leave, Greatfather?” He was broad in every beam, this Brother of Mithras, but not quite so dim—or so torpid—as he appeared. In nautical terms, his top-rigging was very nearly excellent. “The gate is locked, but I am still on duty.”

      “No, my good son.” Alec released his niece, returning to the desk. He did not, however, settle behind its bulk. “Rare good fortune you were at the door tonight. Little Beth, you may trust young Jacob here as you trust your uncle. Come. Sit down, and tell me everything. How did… how did it happen?” If the Priory had discovered this young lady’s existence, Alec would not only have to avenge his sister but also break oaths to two gods instead of merely abjuring one, and that was a daunting proposition even in this semi-faithless modern age.

      “Influenza.” The girl’s eyes, red-rimmed, glazed for a moment. It was the only crack in her uncanny calm; nevertheless, her lips were slightly chapped and her cheeks roughened. Salt water, especially under a veil, left unmistakable traces. “She… her health was broken before she retired to the Continent, after all. She went very quietly, just before winter solstice. St Courcy is in Sampson’s care.”

      “Just after solstice?” The Abbot nodded as if he were not internally reeling; why had Bayard, that old soldier, not written? And the girl was not in mourning-cloth, either. “Sampson is aware of your leaving?”

      “By now, certainly.” Little Beth’s gloved fingers twisted together, though her expression stayed pleasant and interested. In this light her resemblance to her mother was striking—it was in the eyes, large, dark, and very fine, but the previous Lady Greywood’s gaze had never been this watchful. “I admit I deceived him, Uncle, and told him I had written to you so he need not, being so occupied with funeral arrangements. I stayed only long enough afterward to make certain there would be no trouble with his amnesty, though he would have kept the ring.”

      Of course he would have. The only creature Bayard—now called Sampson, a perhaps-joke of his own choosing—had ever truly obeyed was Henrietta Guilfoile, née Nossorton, and his iron indenture ring was a fiction meant to ensure their safety across the Channel. He was, after all, a criminal paying off a murder debt. The fact that it had been justified would not have saved him from the gallows or the Priory, but the once-Baron of Helthings cared for his own.

      So much as he could, at least. He’d been put out to pasture in a crumbling temple instead of facing a full Priory Inquisition only because of his rank—and because once he was trammeled in the Bull’s stone pile, he ceased to be a threat. Or so the Seven thought, and he had given them every reason to continue in that assessment, especially once his sister and her precious burden were safely across the Channel’s watery wall.

      Alec’s throat was full. He cleared it with a half-cough, blinking several times while his mind raced furiously. How much did little Beth know? “How is he?”

      “Devastated, Uncle. Or should I call you Greatfather?”

      As if it mattered. “Either will do, child.”

      “Greatfather it shall be, then, in deference to your station. I shall perform penance for deception and mourn Aunt Hay once I have achieved my aim.” She settled, straight-backed and stiff, upon the chair he indicated. The Abbot’s seat was hard, carved wood; hers held a threadbare but well-stuffed cushion, and was the only accommodation without an occupying stack of paper and other printed matter. “I am not here as myself, of course, but as Miss Gemma Dove, lately a governess on the Continent and seeking employment. It will give me time to…” She glanced at Jacob yet again, and decided to proceed. “Time to complete an orphan’s vengeance. That is my design.”

      “Gemma… Dove. I see.” Alec’s heart threatened to crack at the same moment relief swamped him, and he hoped his expression was steady. How had she found out this much? Hay had promised to keep every secret for as long as possible. Yet children grew; nothing stopped the steady march of Time consuming all in its path. Maybe he should have chosen retirement to a temple of that very principle; Kronos might have been a better choice than the Bull. “Ah. You know it all, then.” I hope you do not. I hope you never learn the full extent.

      “I’ve known about my parents and the Greywood affair since I was twelve, Uncle.” Oddly, a shadow eased from her wan, pale face, a burden from her slim shoulders. “But Aunt Hay begged me to be reasonable.”

      “Shall I beg you, too?” It would round out his evening, already one of long suffering and diminished returns. He should not feel so about a poor orphan needing care and guidance, but Father Alec was… weary.

      It had all seemed so exciting upon the long-ago evenings he and the heir to Greywood attended dinner parties together, both selected for induction into the Priory and bursting with self-important passwords, secret grips, and initiations. Lucius had just been engaged then, too, a marriage eagerly endorsed and engineered by the Priory itself.

      Centuries of careful work, lineages melded and bloodlines pruned or encouraged, had reached culmination. And then....

      “Beg me for what, Greatfather?” One dark eyebrow raised, an echo of his sister’s habitual mind yourself, sir expression.

      A sharp, thin, invisible spear pierced Alec’s chest. “Not to attempt this. Henrietta would wish for you to live, my dear, not to risk yourself chasing revenge.”

      “I’m well aware.” The orphan folded her gloved hands very prettily, regarding him with a familiar, quiet self-possession; oh, Hay had never given birth, but this was the child she poured all her care into. Of course little Beth would be just as stubborn, and just as prim, as his beloved sister. I told you not to marry that Gaulish git, Alec had said once, and received this very expression. “This is merely my first pass at finding shelter within New Rome. Should you turn me out or seek to send me home, I shall merely find another way. Would you not prefer to have me at least temporarily under Mithras’s care while I embark upon what I should accomplish as a dutiful daughter?”

      The Greatfather of Taurrock, his head down, merely sighed. Then, quick as a striking snake, his hand closed about a letter opener upon his cluttered desk. In one swift flicking movement he half-turned, his hip lending force to the motion, and the missile whistled as it clove air.

      Brother Jacob let out an inarticulate blurt, but the girl did not flinch. The opener’s trajectory, in any case, would have narrowly avoided her. However, a small gloved hand flashed up, nipping at the blunted blade, and in a trice the letter opener was flung back, spinning once⁠—

      —and driven, with a solid tchuk, into the back of the Abbot’s empty chair. The ivory handle quivered, a low musical vibration threading through charged air.

      Jacob had gone the colour of Brickneedle cheese. He stuffed his large hands hastily back into his sleeve pockets, for the girl had glanced at him, and though she did not rise to face either man the calculation in those wide dark eyes was at once foreign and completely familiar.

      Oh, Mithras. Of course she’d known the words; the old soldier would have armed her with at least that in case she had to flee St Courcy ahead of the Priory’s dogs.

      It also appeared he had given her somewhat more, as well.

      “Sampson,” Father Alec said, softly. A fine defence for a widow alone, a comfortable retirement for a soldier who had given himself both to the Path and to service of the only woman he had ever loved—yet what did such men do in their later days but teach?

      And what teacher could resist, with such a student before him? Still, it appeared Hay and Sampson had kept the largest secret entirely from the girl, and Alec was devoutly grateful for that grace. He had to write to St Courcy at once.

      “I am aware of the name he had in his youth, sir. Can you think of a better instructor?” Little Beth knew very well her ‘uncle’ could not, yet her tension did not ease. “Aunt Hay gave her blessing to my training, albeit with much reluctance. She thought the pain of the Path would deter me.” Imagine that, her tone said, such naiveté, and in a gentlewoman her age.

      The Path held agony and promise in equal measure; it was not so much an organisation as a collection of techniques. Even if the Priory sneered at those who held it to contain philosophical as well as merely physical benefits, the Path was everywhere they were by default.

      Its practices were far too useful to be set aside. And it had, after all, shown the way for their survival, not to mention their greatest goal.

      Which had now achieved breathing life, and stood before him.

      “There is much of your father in you.” Even more of your mother, did you but know it. Another sigh, this one deep and genuine, shook the Abbot’s tall, slightly stoop-shouldered frame. He gazed toward the bookcase; it was an attitude of profound thought, but Brother Jacob would know it meant only that the ruler of Taurrock Abbey had reached a decision and was about to make some manner of order out of chaos. “Very well. You do not have quarters for the evening.” It was not a question.

      “I can find them, if necessary.” Little Beth did not sound afraid of the prospect, merely resigned; she was not the average well-bred young lady, indeed. A child trained by Sampson would not be daunted by so simple a matter as brutally quick travel, or disappearing into a teeming metropolis. “I will simply leave my trunk here, if you⁠—”

      “No.” Alec’s immediate refusal even had the honour of being completely unforced. At least he could keep her from mischief overnight, and try to think of some way to send her packing back to St Courcy. But quietly, and hopefully before she discovered her parents’ misfortune was not solely due to a powerful man’s shocking, unmentionable lust. “Brother Jacob, take our guest to the visitor’s cells upon the east side. Fetch some water and a pallet; I shall undertake her dinner myself. Then return to the gate until you are relieved for the Septimus. I shall prepare a letter to Director Breakbridge tonight, as well.” The solution he had in mind might even convince her where Hay and Sampson had failed to. “There is an opening for a teacher at Imanuel across the street, you see.”

      He could perhaps arrange to keep somewhat of a watch upon her movements if she took the post. He could also buy time; Sampson could not cross the Channel without risking the gallows, but something had to be done.

      “A teacher?” Gemma’s eyebrows rose. Her shoulders relaxed a trifle, and were she not so pale and pinched from travel, she might have been held attractive in a rather quiet way. Of course she was determinedly playing the part of genteel poverty, and would most likely be successful—the uninitiated see what they wish, the Path repeated, and like many aphorisms it had the advantage of being true. “How fortunate. I thought it would take more time to find a position.”

      “Imanuel is a parish poor-school, and an orphanage. Run by subscription, though the Abbey sometimes offers a bit of help. Quite a charitable concern.” The Abbot returned to his private desk, sorting through papers with quick spider-flicks of callused fingers which had not yet forgotten the Path’s regimen of stretching, flickering movement, and internal attention. His glance fell upon the very sheaf he wanted, and he tossed it upon his blotter. Everything else could wait. “Full of restless ragamuffins and foundlings, eager for the milk of knowledge to be drip-dropped into their seashell ears.” Each word held an edge, and Brother Jacob winced slightly.

      “You’re angry, Uncle.” Now little Beth sounded much closer to her true age, and the note of wistfulness was Hay’s as well. His sister had never learned to shrug aside a loved one’s ire—no, Henrietta must have all smoothed over, and quickly too, lest her nerves shatter.

      The bastard she’d married had used that ruthlessly, until he was stopped. Or more precisely, until Sampson—then bearing another, much more famous name—had stopped him.

      And nearly been sent to the gallows for it.

      You must save him, Alec. Hay’s words, distorted through the mass of bruising upon her face; oh, Alec might have killed that Gaulish git himself.

      Just not so publicly. Yet what else could one expect from a man of Bayard’s stripe? “Not quite, my child.” A sigh shook Alec, quite by surprise. “I merely wish you would listen to me, or to Henrietta, or even to Sampson, since I know he must have tried to dissuade you as well.”

      She rose, brushing at her skirts, and cast Jacob another wary glance, visibly calculating his likelihood of moving to attack. “He did. Repeatedly.”

      “And?” The Abbot wrenched the letter opener from the back of the chair, and clicked his tongue at the fresh pale scar in old dark wood. If he hadn’t suspected her at least somewhat trained, flinging an item at a young lady would have been an exercise in cruelty, not to mention futility.

      Neither appealed to him. Which was why he was here, instead of in an opulent West End mansion enjoying a postprandial cigar while his fellows in the Priory made conversation and agreements, steering the great ship of Empire, naming various acts necessary for such work ‘service’ to the tortured, blasphemous thing masquerading as a divinity.

      “I think I shall enjoy being a schoolmistress for a short while. It sounds quite diverting.” The stubborn orphan bobbed a graceful and somewhat old-fashioned courtesy, smiling at the man she called ‘uncle’ though no blood mingled between them.

      It caused him the same pang as Hay’s joy while his sister cradled a tiny squalling bundle, staring rapt at its tiny, infuriated face. Oh, Alec, look. Isn’t she beautiful? This is a gift indeed.

      “Diverting for all concerned,” the Abbot muttered, skirting the desk once more and taking little Beth’s hands. “Go, and rest. In the morning you shall have an introduction to the Director. I will aid you all I can.” Until I can send you back. He squeezed in farewell, perhaps a trifle desperately, and returned to his seat as the soft music of her skirts retreated down the hallway, once more treading in the perplexed but obedient Jacob’s wake.

      She was not ghost-silent now. He hadn’t heard her approaching with the younger priest, which was precisely why he’d tested her reflexes.

      When a trainer of Sampson’s calibre set a child upon the Path it was to arm them against time itself, for he knew his own body would wither in its turn. And of course she would make a fine instrument.

      She was, after all, bred to it.

      A once-proud baron tented his fingers before his nose and stared at a single gaslamp flame as his lips moved in silent prayer for Mithras to hold poor beautiful Henrietta in everlasting grace. Even if one did not precisely believe, divinities and their ilk took heed of proper behaviour.

      Godglows showed as much, after all.

      He also prayed for the Unconquered Sun to watch over a girl he had sent to Gaul in a nurse’s arms nigh on twenty years ago, consigning the orphaned—indeed, the presumed deceased—Lady Greywood to the care of a widow who had all her life wanted nothing more than a child.

      An infant the Seven thought dead as well, which had robbed the Priory of a prize sought for centuries. Alec had thought the lands across the Channel would shelter such an infant, and added yet another prayer for the wisdom and luck to steer this young lady back to the other side of a watery wall.

      He hoped his lack of belief would not make the Bull turn a stoppered ear, but sadly, Alec Nossorton knew such optimism was in vain. The age of miracles was long past, if it had ever truly existed at all. Even believers could not bestir the divine to world-shaking violations of the natural order, despite the occasional minor fortuitous accident inside a temple’s environs and the steady lamps of faith prayed into life by a chosen, fanatic few clergy of each generation.

      In modern days, it was left to believers and faithless alike to negotiate peril all but alone. Which meant that he must write to Sampson tonight. And also to a certain northern gentleman.

      Morton had to be told of this.
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      A rotting almost-full moon leered over New Rome’s rooftops, smokefog thickened, and Avery Black stabbed a man twice in the kidneys, wrenching the blade free with a vicious twist each time. When he let go, the corpse—though the poor fellow probably didn’t know he was one for a few moments yet—tumbled loose-jointed down the rooftop, buckles and boots clang-clattering until it tipped off the edge and plummeted, landing in the Vasht Brothers Tannery Yard with a crack and a forlorn splash.

      Must’ve hit the drinking trough. Ave was already running lightly parallel to the roof’s ridgeline, Ned Popper beside him silent and grinning rictus-fierce. Ned might have made a good Hellion, but for the fact that he did not truly hate anyone.

      Oh, the Popper had a dislike or two—who didn’t? But the real thing which made a Hellion was a bright spear of contempt buried in your guts, and Ned had plucked his free a long time ago. Consequently, he rarely hurried. Even the vengeance Avery had promised—and delivered— had been accomplished with the measured efficiency of a counting-house clerk totting up a column of figures, checking the total thrice to make certain before leaving his pen, paper, and clockwork adding machine for the day.

      For all that, the man was fast and vicious when a fight was truly engaged upon. It was Ned who took the last intruder before Ave could reach, fading almost out of sight in his peculiar way; Popper had a disturbing facility for shadows. There was a grunt, a surprised exhalation, the flicker of a darkened blade, and another Huq’s End Boy sent to test Rook defences rolled like a string-cut puppet as well, landing in Throtton Alley with a thud which probably gave one or two of the nightbirds plying their trade in its depths a turn.

      Not to mention their clients, if they weren’t too blind with drink or shagging to notice.

      “Should’ve sent more,” Ned said softly, reappearing at his captain’s side.

      Roof-running in boots took a certain lightness of step; he’d already taught those with most promise the relevant skill. It was just a Path secret, not a Hellion one.

      Those were all kept safe. “Then we’d never get to the publick.” Ave scrubbed at his forehead under a shelf of dark hair, and the other man’s amusement was sun-warm against his shoulder.

      A piercing whistle lifted from the crumble-jumble of Rostand End; just after, the all-clear sounded from above Gatescrook. If this kept up, the Rooks might even be able to nap at night instead of spending the dark hours defending their territory from the older, well-established associations and ‘fellowships’ ruling certain neighbouring parts of New Rome.

      Any war of conquest had a moment when the balance shifted, and Avery was sensing the fulcrum of his own personal campaign. The Acre—a rich territory indeed—had once been held in part by at least three different associations; a simple enough affair, to set the two largest at each other while he took control of the third and christened it anew as a bird of ill omen.

      The work was even pleasant, in its own way.

      Avery settled his hood, dark eyes gleaming as its shade swallowed him whole. It cut some of his peripheral vision but sharpened other senses, and a Hellion without one was no better than a common thug—or worse, a politician. To work anonymously was the vow one took, and if it made one’s eyes sting when daylight threatened, more the better.

      A man should remember what he was.

      Herrin’s distinctive trilling whistle rose from the heart of their territory, a reminder to square up and count off, lads. A pleasant nocturne, all things considered; those under the pitched roofs and gables would know the Rooks were out tonight, and to sleep easy.

      Or to mind themselves, for divided allegiances could be fatal in Hell’s Acre.

      Avery was already running double to keep from granting any onlooker an easy target, an armoured fish in black waters. Ned followed— the man was quixotically determined not to let the Rook out of his sight.

      If he’d known what a nursemaid the scarred, laconic Popper would turn out to be, Avery might not have saved the man from the gallows.

      There was no more time for thinking, merely the gift of unconscious grace and speed, flinging himself into empty, smoke-choked air with a rattle of loose shingles, landing and rolling, up again with no loss of velocity, cresting another slippery roofslope and plunging over, landing amid the deadly silent battle on the island of Rostand End’s central tenement. Tapree Corner was a dark well to the west, a patchwork of slum-buildings leaning dispirited against each other; Avery would have bet more than a tuppence that the real fight would be on End’s island instead of the Corner’s craze-crack of dead ends and sullen crumbling brick, but his boys had learned not to wager against him in such a fashion.

      They were coming along nicely.

      These particular invaders were a muffler-wrapped quartet of Marauders, the garish plaid of their leggings visible even in this gloom. Their leader, red-bearded McNeiss, was already dead—he just didn’t know it yet.

      McNeiss wouldn’t sell any more foundlings to the Priory workhouses. Not after Ave finished with him.

      The Rook took a moment to glance over the situation. Four Marauders back-to-back, stranded on a high bit of roof; as he watched, a whizzing blur smashed into the head of the tallest and the trespasser folded like yet another cut puppet, a spray of blood, bone, and brain-matter breaking over his compatriots. One Marauder let out a miserable, shocked little howl, more like a kitten than a man, and Ave wondered if they’d even sent women to do their dirty work.

      It wouldn’t surprise him, but it would be unlike McNeiss to let a bint wear colours.

      He could have let his Rooks finish the business without him. But an association leader who wasn’t in the front ranks risked losing a little of his mogg, and that made for problems downstream. So Avery waded in, ducking under a blow from a hefty, desperate Marauder, taking the man’s legs out from under him and stabbing once, twice, the blade a damp flickering hummingbird tongue. The hilt of his left-hand knife slammed down again; Avery popped up jack-in-the-box and hammered his right-hand blade through the softness under a stubbled jawbone. A vicious twist, a shower of hot salt blood over his half-gloved hand, but he was already whirling, left knife burying itself in the whiner’s guts. Not enough softness there to be a woman’s belly; Avery took no chances, bending away from a strike sensed more than seen and ripping the blade sideways. Gutsplit stench rose. He shook the fellow off his right hand with a contemptuous flick, kicking him for good measure to keep the body moving in the proper direction.

      Just that quickly, it was over. The all-clear lifted from his lips, a nice even whistle. He wasn’t even winded.

      “Damn it all, Ave.” Ned Popper materialized, kicking the flopping mess of an eviscerated Marauder even farther along its loose-rolling course. “Should’ve waited for me.”

      “Then we’d really never make it to the pub tonight,” Avery murmured, but not very loudly. Popper had his own pride. He took a deep breath, flicked his knives clean, and straightened. “Rooks? Sound off.”

      They did one by one, just as he’d taught them, a catechism of the doomed.

      “Bright here, sir.”

      “Flanders here.” The most dangerous of his protégées next to the Popper straightened slightly, watching the easy approach—a ladder set against the End’s crumbling brick wall. If there was another wave of attackers, it would come from that direction.

      “Kane here.” The big man sounded a bit gaspy; someone his size shouldn’t be on the hilltops but good luck telling him that. Kane wouldn’t think of staying aground when there was a chance of impressing the Rook Himself.

      “Jackson here, sir.”

      It took all of you to hunt down four of these idiots? But that wasn’t productive, and in any case, none of them were Hellions. Morton’s brutal training had turned Avery Black into something both more and less than human, and it wasn’t fair to expect the same from a collection of gin-soaked alley-bred bravos.

      Even ones who were faithful to his own particular cause—or whatever they thought his cause was. “Good work, lads.”

      “Good work, he says.” Even Popper’s whisper was sardonic; he crouched easily, one hand tented against fog-damp, gritty tile. “I’d say it’s lucky we came to help.”

      “Bite your own arse, Ned.” Kane couldn’t even whisper very quietly; his words were a basso rumble. “Let’s geddown and have a pint, eh?”

      “After returning this post to its sender, Kane.” Avery straightened, his skin alive with the consciousness of one more fight survived. He scanned the peaks and valleys around them, straining to sense any further movement, even an onlooker’s breathing. Another short all-clear rose to the south, Herrin doing just what he should. The bulk of the boys were in the capable hands of Avery’s second, and probably had endured a bit of streetside fun as well as topside dancing.

      “Can we put their nobs on sticks, then?” Flanders rose too, but slowly. His peculiar slump-shouldered stance looked too slouchish to be of any real use, but he was deadly quick when need called.

      “If you wish to spend the time to do so, be my guest.” It would make a fine stir, and Ave wasn’t averse to sending a message or two. “Kane’s with me, the rest of ye sorry lot with Ned and finish the knitting. Nothing fancy, mind, just a sliverpence-post.”

      A chorus of good-natured but very soft groans rose; Popper was grinning almost ear to ear despite the prospect of temporarily letting the Rook wander. Avery turned away, waiting for a missile—or another cry in the night denoting further incursion.

      New Rome merely muttered dozily, the river’s pulse lapping softly in the distance and wheels rumbling along lanes paved, cobble, or dirt. The commerce of Empire never slept.

      At least not comfortably, or deep.

      This entire city stank, but he’d lay odds the belly-stabbed corpse at his feet was the most aromatic spot right now. All the Rooks, even Nash and Bleecker watching the north end under Wurth’s sharp eye, would clean up at the Helleny livery’s troughs before showing their faces at Lucky’s near dawn.

      A beautiful night, even if a trifle boring.

      “Get on with ye, then, lads.” He made certain his hood was proper settled and took off, Kane lumbering behind him. He’d have to take the easy way down for the giant, unless the ladder disintegrated.

      It was good to have simple problems to solve, for once.
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      Greeting a chill misty dawn in a stone temple cell was a new experience, of the type crowding fast and thick upon Beth of late. She was thankful for the support of a corset’s stays and tight lacings reminding her to keep her back straight and her step light since the day she had been first laced into one. While the present occasion did not admit of merriment or ease, at least Beth—no, now she was Gemma, and best to remember it—had been too busy with steady movement and solving minor travel quandaries to care.

      Waking upon a straw mattress was much less unpleasant than other accommodations she could have secured. At least with a mirror and a washbasin she could be neat and presentable as the former governess she was impersonating, and she had a change of linen as well. It was a far cry indeed from her toilette at St Courcy, but avenging her birth parents required leaving comfort behind.

      The persistent suspicion that she had not quite thought this matter out thoroughly, despite brooding upon it since she was twelve years old, was extremely unwelcome. Travel without Aunt Hay’s chaperonage and Sampson’s smooth handling of details was both disagreeable and nerve-wracking.

      Still, Aunt Hay’s much-mentioned brother—he of the exquisite, well-chosen presents every name-day, birthday, solstice, and equinox—was efficient as Sampson said he would be, though he visibly wished to send her packing back to Gaul. Even Brother Jacob, though bovine in appearance—perhaps that was why he had joined the Bull’s brethren—was reasonably capable, and had ushered her out an overgrown Abbey side entrance as a dawn chorus of religious peals and thunders echoed from New Rome’s various holy buildings, with none others inside Taurrock Abbey aware of her temporary presence within its walls.

      At least the temple had more than one annex; otherwise, she might have had to sleep in a stable. Even the fashionably irreligious might not dare flout the Bull’s prohibition on female creatures passing a night inside one of his homes, though there were lay sisters who served Mithras in one fashion or another all over Europa.

      His temples in the East or North Afrique did not allow even that.

      Gemma had only to cross the wide cobbled confluence of several roads in order to reach Imanuel; it was a strange field indeed, deserted last night but now full of carts and carriages answering every description, hurrying folk performing morning errands, and a few intrepid costermongers at its northeastron end under strengthening winter sunshine. It had rained the entire way across the Channel and last night had been thick with vapour, but of course now the weather cleared.

      Not for long, she suspected. New Rome winters were rumored to be dreary indeed, very far from St Courcy’s temperate hills breathed upon by the Mare Nostrum.

      Homesickness might have been a normal, quite feminine feeling, but she did her best to quash it as she navigated the streaming bustle. Fortunately the Path made one light upon one’s feet; the dance was not even particularly difficult. Gemma merely had to remember to keep to a decorous pace instead of leaping or spinning as she might during a training exercise. Once she secured quasi-permanent lodgings she could study a street atlas—they were readily available for a few pence, and Sampson always said knowing the terrain was crucial for any battle.

      Thinking of him led to thinking of Aunt Hay, and Gemma was not quite ready for that yet. A stone sat in her throat; she swallowed hard, dodged a fish cart, lifted her skirt’s edge to hop over a foul dark stream coursing between cobbles, and once more told the hard, smooth egg of grief it would have to wait its turn for attention.

      Imanuel Orphanage and Poor-School was a long frowning building of dark-grey stone, its mien depressing as any other of its type she had been unfortunate enough to pass; before she reached it, though, there was a crowd of young bounders lingering at a scrolled-iron side gate who shouted and jostled each other as Gemma swept past. She was gliding somewhat too quickly for them to take much notice, though one or two let out sharp whistles. They looked a slouching set of young ruffians indeed, but she was well prepared to deal with such annoyances.

      Or so she hoped. Gemma bore a neatly folded letter of introduction to the head of Imanuel in her reticule. Her uncle—oh, there was no blood between them, but aside from Sampson, Aunt Hay’s brother was all the kin she had left in the world—had written in a clear flowing script showing his own very proper education, familiar from his letters to both his sister and her ward, often read aloud in the parlour.

      A fine hand often meant a fine mind, or so Sampson had been wont to say when a child objected to an accomplishment not active enough to suit her restlessness. You wish your mind to be first-rate, do you not, little Beth?

      There were only two people alive who could address her thus, the third laid in cold earth, and Gemma—for so she was now, in every way that counted—mounted a flight of stone steps proceeding up the side of the school. She tapped briskly, as instructed, at the Imanuel side door marked with a painted 3. The wooden slab’s upper opened with a creak, and a skinny blear-eyed man in stovepipe black peered at her, his shining pate crossed with several strands matching his coat, their hue probably helped along by a liberal application of dye or shoe polish. He had the wide face some lean people are incongruously blessed with, and looked for all the world like a small turtle amazed by the fact of a realm outside its shell.

      “Good day,” Gemma said, crisply. “I have come from Taurrock Abbey, to speak with Mr Breakbridge.”

      “You doan look like no Mithras brother,” the turtle-man said, pulling his head back while his shoulders rose protectively.

      “That is because I am not one, sir.” Gemma did not mean to sound quite so sharp, but the rock—smooth as a cobblestone, though much drier than those she had lately crossed—was still in her throat, and required dislodging with a little more force. “Please show me to Mr Breakbridge; I have business with him.”

      “Oh, aye, keep yer skirt brushed.” The man grumbled through unbarring the lower half of the barrier and swept it wide with a mockery of a bow. A draught of cabbage, wet wool, and the ever-present tinge of coalsmoke whispered past Gemma, who suppressed the desire to pinch her nose against its advent and thought longingly of St Courcy’s roses.

      If she began by missing the gardens, she would soon fall to missing the house with its quiet library and bright wood-floored salle, and if she continued in that vein her nerve might well fail. As terrifying as it was to leave a gentlewoman’s station and particular pursuits, it would be frankly mortifying to return to Sampson empty-handed, proved a coward instead of merely suspecting all the Path’s training had been wasted upon her.

      The turtle-man led her through a warren of passages saturated with cabbage fumes, up two long turning flights of sturdy but not particularly clean wood-and-stone stairs, then into a bustling hallway where ragged boys grouped by age lined up and trooped along, each with one hand upon the shoulder of the child before them, chanting in cadence. Doors slammed, marching feet pounded, and the lines of small orphan bodies shuffled into rooms which seemed only indifferently lit. An out-of-tune piano began a thready, reedy version of ‘Good Morning, River’ as high sweet voices lifted with more gusto than skill.

      Still, it was pleasant to hear a choir so early in the day, and Uncle Alec said this school had a position to fill. It was a glimmer of rare good luck. She had not seen a single magister yet, but presumably they were all in their respective domains, beginning the difficult business of dunning literacy—or what passed for it—and basic figuring into small, recalcitrant heads.

      At the end of the hall, two dark wooden benches polished by hard use flanked a stern, heavy door with a brass plaque announcing IMANUEL SCHOOL, as if a passerby would be at risk of forgetting his locale.

      At least Gemma was not forced to wait outside like one of the director’s errant charges. She was ushered immediately into a cluttered but ruthlessly clean room, and at the great desk before a wide round window looking over a play yard of packed earth far below was a round benevolent-looking man with a pince-nez whose waistcoat was a rather startling shade of bottle-green. His jacket hung upon the back of a straight, very hard chair, his whiskers were magnificently salt-and peppered, and he peered through half-lens spectacles at Gemma and her shoe-polished psychopomp while shrugging into said jacket with extreme haste once it became clear his visitor was a young lady.

      In short order introductions and pleasantries were dispensed with, the turtle-man retreated to his post, and Gemma was left with Director Breakbridge of the Imanuel School and Orphanage, the extended ceremonial phrase ‘for the Education of Foundlings and Young Poor’ implied rather than explicit.

      “Most irregular,” he said, peering at Uncle Alec’s letter of introduction and the written character Gemma had shamelessly forged—any enquiry upon the latter would arrive at a solicitor’s office in Lutetia Parisii, where it would be handled according to discreet, well-paid instructions. “But the good Abbot is one of our greatest champions, and I trust his judgment.” His pale, watery eyes swam over the top of the pince-nez lenses, and he examined the woman he would only know as Miss Gemma Dove.

      Her cloth was of good quality, though the cloud-grey dress was dowdy in the extreme and her hat a sober affair with only one small feather. Gloves in good repair, her boots well-brushed, and her reticule, while not overly capacious, was undoubtedly not used for fripperies. She knew she was too pale for beauty—the accepted shades for that grace ran from copper to the darkest of ebony—but she was neat, clean despite her travels, and attempted to appear forthright.

      At least the smell of cabbage was somewhat less in this exalted room, so her nose did not wish to wrinkle quite so much.

      “It says you are able to teach proper Ænglish in grammar and recitation, Gallic, Latin, Teutonica Majora, piano, watercolour, the history of Empire, basic mathematics, accounts and figuring, and… how interesting, that newfangled Turri impression machine. Are you a New Woman, Miss Dove?”

      At least he did not address her with vexing informality, as some had since she left home. “I am not certain, Mr Breakbridge.” She took care to make her tone a good deal warmer than its usual wont, though if he meant to examine her stockings for blue she would take exception indeed. “I was raised by a very traditional aunt.”

      Her subtle appeal to his vanity did not quite thaw his reserve, but he nodded, whiskers scratching at his collar like a collection of tiny wires. The hubbub outside had died down, replaced by a thrumming hush. “Are you easily shocked?”

      “I hope not.” She had, after all, read many a sliverpence-dreadful considered unsuitable for young ladies, finding nothing in them to match even the mildest of the Path’s intended effects—knowing one was able to collapse a man’s throat with a single strike, should he harass you, qualified as more comforting than shocking. Aunt Hay had been full of dire tales about any modern city’s less-savoury corners, though Gemma suspected such stories partly a strategy to keep her young charge from any thought of unbecoming adventure. “If I were, teaching a collection of young ruffians would be a strange position to put myself in.”

      “They are not ruffians, Miss Dove.” The whiskers upon Breakbridge’s upper lip twitched; curiously, he seemed a shade affronted. “They are only children.”

      Perhaps he possessed a tender heart behind the crusty exterior. It would be the first time Gemma had ever heard of an orphanage master possessing such an appliance outside a popular but not quite proper novel. She changed tack, softening her tone still further. “I am heartened to hear as much, Mr Breakbridge.”

      His mouth turned down slightly behind its fence of facial hair before one corner relaxed, almost as if against his will. “When was the last time you screamed, or fainted? I do not ask from prurient interest, I assure you.”

      “I do not think you would, and I am happy to report I have never fainted.” Not even the last time I sparred with Sampson, and he was not holding back then. For once. There had been the incident of brief unconsciousness after falling from a provokingly high branch of an oak tree near one of St Courcy’s hayfields when she was seven or thereabouts, but Gemma had no intention of explaining that event. “I am uncertain when my last bout of screaming was; I am told I was a happy child, though somewhat exacting.”

      Which was a kind way of saying ‘rather spoiled’; Aunt Hay was—no, had been a distressingly tender soul. She would not hear of Sampson disciplining a young Livia-Beth, holding that kindness would tame where the application of a rod might only provoke stubbornness.

      Or so Hay had devoutly believed, and fortunately it was precisely the right treatment for her young charge’s temperament.

      Mr Breakbridge thawed slightly. “Well, that is heartening, and you were sent by the good Abbot, who does not give references lightly. I should warn you the particular form you would be engaged to teach is somewhat troublesome. The last in this position was a former centurion—a fine man, indeed, Mr Force—and they reduced him to tears within a day. He left without seeking either written character or further engagement.”

      “Did he.” A centurion was not quite an officer, yet held to be somewhat braver than a regular soldier. Well, Gemma hoped she was of sterner stuff. She had not crossed the Channel and begun the game to be sent packing by a collection of children—of course, Sampson would sniff that she was not much older than her prospective charges. To him, everyone without a bit of grey to their hair was an infant. “I shall hope to do better, Mr Breakbridge. That is, if you think I shall suit.”

      “Oh, I don’t think anyone would suit those little savages, but we must try.” He sighed, a gusty sound speaking of much practice. “I would be remiss if I did not warn you, Miss Dove. The boys are somewhat energetic, and since Miss Phelan left they have been quite hard upon her replacements. I gather she was much beloved, though you would not think so from their behaviour while she was still employed here.”

      “Miss Phelan was their magistrix, then?” So far this man seemed less a petty tyrant of the schoolmaster genus and more a kindly old gentleman somewhat bemused by the situation he found himself entangled with.

      There was also a deep, amused twinkle in his dark gaze that boded well.

      “Yes. Well, four teachers ago.” Breakbridge tapped a finger against his cheek. Behind him, the window glowed with pearly sunshine struggling to break through a pall of cloud and smoke; the sun had drawn a coverlet over its face like a child reluctant to leave his bed. “She married a foreign widower in Brighton before moving to the Continent, and her last letter was quite full of admonishment to her favoured students as well as instruction for any unfortunate enough to follow in her footsteps. If it suits you, Miss Dove, we may repair to Records Room, and there you may peruse the materials she left to smooth her successor’s path. The position includes board and a small room⁠—”

      “I shall arrange for my own lodgings, sir.” If she took a room here her movements might be scrutinized to an intolerable degree, and she would never scrub the stink of stewed cabbage from her person. “I have a small independence and am prepared to overlook some slight discomfort in order to retain my privacy.” She was possessed of far more funds than a mere independence, true, but shabby gentility was the part she was playing, and she hoped she would not have much need to call upon any aid at all.

      At least, not until her purpose was achieved.

      “Yes, well.” Mr Breakbridge seemed either impressed by her efficiency or taken aback by her presumption; she hoped it was the former. “I have high hopes, Miss Dove. Indeed, hope is the only thing keeping me in my own position; Imanuel is rather a place for the troubled.”

      “I am singularly untroubled, Mr Breakbridge.” It was not quite a lie. Gemma Dove had no quandaries beyond securing some employment to keep herself from half-starving idleness; Beth-Anne Guilfoile had none beyond grieving a beloved aunt and taking over a small estate in Gaul Narbonensis before hopefully making a good conventional marriage and settling into a life of sunlit ease.

      Livia-Beth Gemiara Grant-Roissy, Lady Greywood, was quite another matter. How many names could a single woman possess? Finding out her own had been quite a shock, and now she had added to their stock.

      “Hrmph. Well, then.” The director’s cheeks held an edge of flush, and he rose from his desk chair with ponderous grace. “Let us proceed.”
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      Afterward, Avery could say he knew the moment he saw her—not that anyone ever asked, including the girl herself. That morning started like any other, standing in the door of Lucky’s with a tankard of bitter black ale—the only thing other than juniper blood available on the premises, at least if you wanted to stand straight without griping that afternoon—and Herrin laughing at something Fair Jane said while Little Linna cooed in Kane’s ear. The frails quite liked the big fellow; he was gentle and generous, and his sheer size had oft made it clear to more than one drunken client that payment for the services of Hell’s Acre girls was indeed required.

      No few of the frails might have liked to wear a bonnet bought by the Rook, but Ave kept all such feminine transactions quick and strictly professional, indulging only often enough to keep his own reputation comfortably conventional. Certain things were expected from a man of consequence, especially in New Rome and most especially in the lower strata; the ton and Respectability were not half so harsh as the expectations the poor placed upon each other.

      Avery glanced over the swelling crowd, most hurrying along businesslike, a few fine gents with walking sticks and the fair likelihood of empty pockets before they reached Seventy Street, some morning frails either blear-eyed from the night’s business or bright as a new, whole penny and looking for late-morning custom among drovers and passersby, children scrambling after dropped costers’ rubbish or other discards—if he saw any Imanuel boys, he’d have to make a note—and all the varied dress of Empire’s dregs swirling through a street-vein. Nothing out of the ordinary, until a slight, somehow utterly familiar figure he’d never seen before crossed in front of a ragpicker’s shop and joined the flow of pedestrians, halting only to hand over a sliverpence for an apple from good dame Billingsworth’s cart.

      A flash of grey skirt, a glimpse of brown hair ruthlessly braided into submission, a determined, pointed chin and a grim set to her soft lips; she might have been a well-paid fancy but for her expression and the sober cut of high-quality cloth. Both her dress and pelisse were high-necked and long-sleeved; she displayed not even the merest hint of petticoat as she lifted her skirts to avoid a pile of steaming slop. Her costume could have been a respectable housemaid’s Solis-day wear, except that lot would never wear something so free of ornamentation. No ribbons in her hair, either, but a small tasteful also-grey hat perched upon the somewhat old-fashioned braids. Her hatpin was too large, and probably antique; the hat itself bore only a single dispirited feather.

      The girl had high cheekbones, chestnut curls limned with honeygold, and wide pretty eyes dark-deep enough to drown in. She thanked scowling, stripe-skirted Ma Illingworth with a slight smile and was upon her way once more, tugging at the left sleeve of her pelisse to settle the cloth properly. She gazed straight ahead, and she didn’t so much stride or hurry as glide swift and sure, a swan upon calm water, avoiding both a tangle of two stray dogs having a fight likely to turn amorous soon and a basket of seconds by the applecart with no alteration of her steady movement.

      One of the ragged pickpocket boys—looked like Folger, with his mop of coal-filthy curls—sidled across the young miss’s path, cutting his gaze at Ave swiftly to see if the Rook was prepared to dissuade. Avery took another mouthful of bitter black, letting it burn all the way down, and almost didn’t see when Folger made his move, a nondescript urchin of the kind New Rome’s streets teemed with performing his task with skill born of desperation.

      The grey-gowned miss did not seem to notice, yet Folger snatched his fingers back, an almost comical look of surprise upon his round, dirt-smudged face. The girl sailed along upon her sturdy, well-brushed, but not terribly fashionable boots. The apple, blushing bright as a fairy-fruit, slipped into her reticule, and Avery almost missed the quick flicker of her feet as a cart rumbled far too close for comfort; she dodged its bulk neatly as an Acre-bred lass.

      Trained. But a woman? Avery handed his tankard to Kane, who blinked at him while Little Linna kept whispering whatever confidence had just crossed her mind into his hairy, not entirely sober ear, and caught Herrin’s eye. A glance, a head-tip—I’ll be back, don’t follow—and he was in the street, prowling after the girl in grey.

      She stopped once to consult with a news-crying urchin at a corner crying the morning edition; she even tipped the youngster another sliverpence for his trouble despite the way his snub nose wrinkled at the interruption. After receiving a barrage of directions and a grubby finger indicating upstreet, she nodded and set off afresh.

      Avery caught the lad’s eye, and the crier paled. He was just a little ’un, anywhere between six and eight—or older, malnutrition gave even swaddled babes old-man faces. It was one of the Gapton boys, and so not of Imanuel. He should be in school, but the family needed every bit of coin it could lay hands upon, what with eight mouths to feed and the father… well, what he was.

      The temptation to do something about that situation was constant, but not within Avery’s remit. If he started righting every ill in the Acre he’d have no time for anything else. It was a job too big for a single man.

      Even a Hellion.

      “Easy, shouter.” Avery pitched his tone well under the rumbling of a passing dray. “Lady ask you for summat?”

      “’Muh stacka billy to cry.” The child thrust his chin out. In other words, he had a job to do, and would thank
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