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      The Oxford English Dictionary defines underworld as: 1. Sublunary or terrestrial world. 4.a. A sphere or region lying or considered to lie below the ordinary one. Hence also (figurative) a lower, or the lowest, stratum of society 4.b. The world of criminal or of organized crime (usually with the); hence, the inhabitants of this region.

      

      This was the world of Paddy’s Peelers.
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        * * *

      

      “For alongside the world of Pride and Prejudice and the Nature poets there existed a pulsating, undisciplined urban underworld of young thieves, body-snatchers and gamblers. Pleasure-seekers and criminals alike were enjoying a final fling before the coming of the Metropolitan Police in 1829. Gambling and drinking were endemic in upper- and lower-class society, fraud in the middle classes.”

      
        
        Donald A Low The Regency Underworld

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION TO THE PEELERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Story of Paddy’s Peelers

      

      

      

      peeler, n. 1816

      …Originally: a member of the Irish constabulary. Later: (more gen.) a police officer; spec. a member of the original London Metropolitan force…

      

      Patrick O’Brien, previously of the Dublin Police Force, left Ireland with his wife Margaret and arrived in London in 1798. Paddy was frustrated with the lack of government involvement in crime and the poor, and the unreliable pay received by officers. He wanted to belong to an organized body of policing.

      Margaret’s stepbrother worked as a Bow Street Runner, and this new policing force greatly interested O’Brien. It was directly attached to the magistrates and court, housed at 4 Bow Street, and received some funds from the central government through grants. The Runners were to become the model of the future, proving to the government and the public that a professional police force could reduce crime.

      O’Brien soon gained a reputation at the Bow Street court for his clever and expedient investigations. While his professional life provided him a great satisfaction, his personal life was lacking. Paddy and his wife lamented the absence of children in their household.

      When Paddy stumbled across a sick waif in an alley of Seven Dials, he brought the lad home. Over the next ten years, their “family” grew to a brood of seven. The couple developed the unique talents of their six boys and one girl. As the children grew into adulthood, O’Brien created an investigative service utilizing the skills of his brood. All the men spent an allotted time as a constable for Bow Street, learning the trade from seasoned Runners while working in the “family business.”

      Nicknamed Paddy’s Peelers (peeler: slang for an Irish policeman), O’Brien’s crew became an efficient team that included detectives, a physician who doubled as a coroner for autopsies, a solicitor who specialized in criminal law, a female master of disguise able to infiltrate any level of society, and a barrister who later joined their ranks to present certain cases pro bono in High Court.
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        November 1798

        St. Giles Rookery, London

      

      

      

      Harry scooped out the ashes from the kitchen hearth and dumped them into a bucket. He took it outside to the alley and spread it in a wide line along the edge of the opposite building, knowing the rain would eventually wash it away. Swiping at his nose with a ragged coat sleeve, he stifled a cough. If the doxies knew he was getting sick, they’d throw him out. Most would scoff at the idea of a brothel being a good home, but it was better than where he’d come from.

      True, he had a shared bed at the orphanage instead of the floor by the hearth. But the caretakers had been quick with a stick or their hand, whether it was for disobedience or to soothe their own foul mood. The schoolmaster had been particularly cruel, only leaving marks beneath the children’s drab clothing. But the brutish schoolmaster had not worried about visible marks when Harry had tried to stop him from paddling the new girl.

      She’d been the same age as him, around six, but so thin a stiff breeze could have knocked her over. The girl had stuttered, then shut her mouth tightly, and refused to answer the man’s question. The smell of fear had hung heavy in the classroom. The schoolmaster had bent the frail girl over a table and began his customary ten smacks on her backside. The silence in the room had only intensified the girl’s whimpering. By the fifth whack, she’d let out the most pitiful scream, and Harry had reacted without thinking.

      Putting his hand on the man’s paddle, he had looked up defiantly at the tutor. His stomach had knotted as he realized he would now take the punishment for the girl. Her ten smacks and ten more for his impudence and disobedience. Harry hadn’t been able to sit for a week without holding back tears.

      He had vowed during those seven days that he would never take another beating willingly, even if it meant being cast out or worse. So when the thin, crow-faced mistress struck him with the back of her hand for dropping a bucket, Harry had lost all sense—and hit her back.

      The horror on her face had been a short-lived satisfaction.

      His grin had been the last straw.

      That afternoon, three women in tight-fitting, low-cut dresses and painted faces came to visit, watching him as he worked scooping coal. He was used to the people who paid to look at the orphans, though he had never understood it.

      

      “How strong is he?” asked the plump woman with the frizzy blonde hair. “Let me see him lift something.”

      Harry carried two buckets of water across the stone floor of the kitchen, and they bobbed their heads as if pleased. His muscles strained, pulling on his shoulders and sending a dull ache down his back. A heavy flowery scent seemed to float off the ladies.

      “Can he start a fire?” the older woman asked. Her hair was dark but streaked with gray. “We need someone to tend to the hearth.”

      “Aye, he can,” Crowface said with a smug smile.

      “He’s no’ a bit puny.” The older woman approached him and squeezed his arm. She tipped his chin and pulled down his lower lip, squinting at his teeth. “Can you run fast?”

      Harry nodded.

      “Good, I don’t like waitin’ when I send you out on an errand.”

      “How old is he?” the redheaded woman asked. “I don’t want ‘im too old, or he’ll skip off afore I get my money out of ‘im. But I ain’t gonna be accused of abusing a babe.”

      “Nine and growing stronger,” Crowface had answered. Harry had bit his lip, knowing to correct the mistress would earn him a slap on the head.

      “I suppose he’ll do,” said the older woman. She handed the mistress a tiny pouch of coin.

      “He’s slow, if ye know what I mean, so I expect he’ll be loyal.” Crowface shoved Harry toward the ladies, hissing in his ear, “Ye’re where ye belong now. Good riddance.”

      “Wha’ about me belongings?” he asked, his dark eyes darting from the group of ladies to the hall door. Could he get past her to run and get his box?

      “I want another set of clothes to go along with ‘im,” said his new owner. “And let the poor lad collect his things.”

      Harry nodded at her in thanks and dashed to the dormitory room where all the boys slept. He wouldn’t miss this sterile white room with its rows of identical counterpanes. Running down the second aisle of beds, he skidded to a stop before a middle mattress and dove underneath to clutch the small wooden box with the name WALTERS crudely carved into the top. He wouldn’t be able to say goodbye to any of his friends. Not that he had many.

      When he returned to the kitchen, the women bundled him into a hackney coach, and the wheels lurched forward.

      Away from the orphanage.

      Away from the horrors of his childhood.

      Away from the only home he’d ever known.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He soon learned his new lodging was a house of prostitution. Harry was in charge of the kitchen fire, being instructed to keep it going all night long. Visitors often asked for meals during their nightly—or hourly—stays. The women also gave him daily errands to run, and when he finished his work, he was free to find more odd jobs to earn his own coin for clothing and entertainment.

      He had a roof over his head and a thick blanket on the floor near the fire that he only shared with a few bedbugs. He had enough to eat. Other than an occasional smack if he got too impudent, he was left alone. After two years, he’d come to a conclusion.

      Life was better with the ladybirds.

      He mopped his forehead with a rough woolen sleeve, trying to wipe away the growing fever. There was a new abbess in charge, and she hated any kind of sickness, terrified even a mumbling of an affliction would chase away customers. Or worse, she might contract a disease. Harry knew he had to hide his condition and continue his duties, or she’d toss him in the alley. She’d done it to one of the “boarders” last month.

      But two days later, he woke to a foot kicking him in the side.

      “Wake up, ye lazy swine.” A shadowy form hovered above him, and he squinted. The voice reached down and touched his face. “Gordon! Come fetch this lad and get him out of here.”

      “Where ye want me to take him?”

      “The workhouse for all I care. His face is as white as haddock’s belly, and he’s sweatin’ like a horse after a long race. He ain’t good for business, so he can’t stay here.”

      Harry vaguely realized he was being carried. How could his skin be so hot, yet he felt so cold? He thought the bouncer was speaking to him, but then he was sitting on the cold ground, the smell of urine and rotting garbage filling his nostrils. Gordon pushed something under Harry’s coat. His box.

      Harry leaned his back against a hard stone wall. It was so cool against his skin, and he fell into a feverish sleep.

      His dreams were vivid and frightening. The schoolmaster was chasing him, throwing pencils at him like knives. He jerked at the prickling sensation, wondering if he was bleeding. Then he was in the Thames, the muddy water rising about him. He splashed at the water, trying to reach the shore, but his legs were numb from the frigid river.

      So cold. So tired. If he just rested for a while…

      Harry woke in a groggy state, hands pulling at him, voices yelling and cursing him to move, get up. He felt the blow on his cheek, a pressure against his cheekbone, but not any pain.

      Maybe he was already dead. But he was still cold. A person couldn’t be cold in heaven.

      Hands pulled at his coat, and his brain began to churn. His box. They were trying to steal his box. With his arms tight around his middle, he ducked his head. They would have to kill him first.

      A roar brought him fully awake. Several boys were above him, trying to steal his coat and boots. Harry kicked at them in a panic. The booming growl sounded again. The boys looked up, their eyes wide, then ran. A giant’s shadow covered him now, so he shut his eyes, waiting for the end.

      But Goliath picked him up and wrapped him in something. It was heavy and so warm. Harry snuggled against the soft wool, sniffled, and sighed.

      “I’ve got ye, boyo,” said a deep, rumbling voice, “and ye’re safe now. Let’s just hope my Maggie t’inks dis is a grand surprise and not a terrible idea.”
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        Late September 1819

        Covent Garden, London

      

      

      
      Harry Walters whistled an old sailor’s tune as he leaned against the damp brick wall. He had claimed a better-smelling alley than the last one. Odd, being it was a seedier part of Town, on the outskirts of Covent Garden. A rustling to his left sent a side-glance in that direction. A large rat peeked around a barrel, his whiskers trembling as he sniffed the air, black orbs darting back and forth. Their eyes met, and the rodent scurried away.

      “Intelligent little vermin,” Walters mumbled and returned his attention to the gaming hell across the street. The moon was hazy in the thick fog, casting irregular shadows up and down the street. There wasn’t as much traffic tonight. The clip clop of horses pulling hackneys for hire echoed on the slick cobblestones. Pedestrians had dwindled as the hours passed.

      He was a man of patience—had to be in his profession. Walters had been following the Duke of Colvin for three months now and had come to know him, in a sense. His Grace went to White’s or one of the gentlemen’s clubs two nights a week to keep up appearances with his peers. Three nights a week he wandered Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens or went to the theatre in Covent Garden.

      Walters did his surveillance on these three nights, watching the duke arrive in his shiny black landau and blazing emblem, drawn by a team of sleek black horses. If he went to a play and had a woman accompanying him, it would be a short night for Walters. If the duke was alone, he would emerge from the theater, walk toward his coach, but duck into a hackney waiting just behind it. Then Walters knew the night was just beginning as he followed Colvin into the rougher parts of Covent Garden. The duke enjoyed gambling and doxies away from the eyes of the ton.

      It was the same routine for Vauxhall, arriving in his own conveyance but leaving in another. Whenever Colvin was alone, he was looking to satisfy his baser desires. Since the duke’s father had died six months ago, Colvin’s tastes had become more and more vulgar. The reins restraining him had been cut, and he had moved from well-known “nunneries” to businesses willing to look the other way at some of His Grace’s pastimes.

      A woman and boy ambled up the street toward Walters, and he dipped his head, letting his cap shadow his face. He pulled the collar of his wool coat up, warding off the chilly fog as it threatened to envelop the city. As the pair approached, the woman halted in front of him, a gap showing in her broad smile.

      “Ho there, ‘andsome,” she crooned. “Ye’re looking lonely this fine night.”

      He shook his head. “Thank you for asking, ma’am, but I’m waiting for someone.”

      “Ye don’t need to wait anymore, lover.” She peered into his face and poked his linen shirt, hooking a finger in the material to pull him closer.

      A strong odor of gin washed over him.

      “Who ye waitin’ fer? I can beat her price and show ye a better time.” She pushed some stray frizzy hair back under her cap and winked at him.

      He shook his head, reached down without looking, and snatched the boy’s hand hovering above Harry’s pocket. “I believe you’re a bit too friendly, boyo.” He gave a tight grin as he clasped the lad’s thin wrist. “If you were a few years older, I’d snap this fragile bone. But since I’m in a fine spirit, I suggest you move on before the situation gets ugly.”

      The pair moved on, the boy scurrying while the woman threw an insult over her shoulder. Harry snorted and shook his head just as a hackney pulled up to the back of the gaming hell. The duke emerged, seeming irritated, slapping his gloves against one palm before entering the vehicle.

      Who put a pin under his saddle? he wondered as he crossed the street and ambled toward the hackney. Walters was surprised when he heard the duke bark his home address. Must have lost quite a sum.

      As he emerged from the side street, hailing his own ride home, he checked the time. Barely midnight. What had Colvin’s hackles up to make him leave so early?

      The hackney eventually made its way to Cheapside, turning onto Gracechurch Street. He paid the driver, then took the stairs to the front door of his home—the only real home he’d ever known—his mind on this latest case. It was usually quiet this time of night, so it surprised him to hear the sound of muffled laughter coming from the parlor.

      He stopped outside the partially open door and only heard more chuckling. All sounded well, he thought, as he took the stairs.

      “Harry!”

      Walters stopped, looking over his shoulder as Paddy O’Brien’s head stuck through the doorway. “Come in and join us, boyo. We’ve got business to discuss.”

      “Now? It’s after midnight.”

      “Thank ye fer da time, but last I checked, ye were no night watchman.” The Irishman waved him into the room. “An old friend o’ mine is here. An old friend from the Home Office.”

      Those last two words were enough explanation.

      Walters followed Paddy into the parlor, nodding to Lord Chester Hatford. “My lord, it’s a pleasure to see you again.”

      It was a cozy room, with a dark-green Wilton carpet spread before the hearth, a tinder box on the mantel, along with small frames of the O’Brien clan. The clan Paddy proudly called his family to anyone who cared to listen. He and Margaret O’Brien had collected seven misfits throughout their lifetimes, educating them, sending each in the direction best fitting their personalities and talents.

      Maggie had mandated they all posed for a miniature at sixteen, then added it to the mantel collection. The matriarch and patriarch were in the center. The others were arranged by age rather than when they were found, alternately on each side, starting with Harry, Gus, Sampson, Clayton, Benjamin, Elijah, and Honora.

      Each child was now a successful adult, living their own life, as well as being vital components of the O’Brien Investigative Services. The agency had been nicknamed Paddy’s Peelers by the Bow Street Runners they worked with. Paddy being Patrick O’Brien’s nickname, and the Peelers being the moniker given to constables and their men in Ireland.

      Lord Chester interrupted his musings. “O’Brien has some of the best whiskey in Town. Have a glass with us.”

      Paddy handed Harry a glass of amber liquid and nodded toward a chair across from Hatford by the fire. The guest leaned forward, his silver hair still showing streaks of auburn. His broad shoulders and trim body belied his sixty years.

      “Hatford has a tale I t’ought ye’d find interesting.” Paddy threw back the rest of his Irish whiskey and poured another, standing by Harry, his forearm resting on the top of the leather chair. His Irish wolfhound, Aonarach, moved from the hearth to sit beside Paddy, his great tail thumping against the stone. The gray wire-haired beast was a mammoth of a dog and never left his master’s side unless told to.

      “No offense, my lord,” began Walters, “but it never seems to bode well when we meet up in the wee hours of the night.”

      Hatford snorted. “You aren’t wrong. I’ve explained the situation to O’Brien, and he’s suggested you are my man. Have you had any dealings with the Spencean Philanthropists?”

      Harry whistled. They were a radical group who had tried to overthrow the government several years back. The Home Office had planted a spy, stopped the plot, and arrested the men. Unfortunately, the spy was considered unreliable due to his past, and without better testimony, the cases had been dropped. “What are they up to now?”

      “I’m afraid more of the same. Arthur Thistlewood is the leader now, and he’s out for blood. Thinks force is the only way to be heard. We’ve been trying to find out what they’re planning.” Hatford sipped his whisky. “I’ve been on the case for the last two months.”

      “Do you have someone in place?” asked Walters.

      “Yes, a fellow named George Edwards. Do you know him?”

      Walters nodded. “He makes statues, doesn’t he? Last I heard, he was in Windsor with a small shop.”

      “That’s how we found him. Major-General Sir Herbert Taylor commissioned a sculpture from him and ended up recruiting him.”

      “I never considered him in the role of spy,” Walters mused.

      “Who knows what goes on in a man’s head,” added Paddy, then tipped his head toward Harry. “His own family could pass him by on the street when he’s in disguise and never recognize him. A grand magician o’ appearance, he is.”

      It was true. Walters prided himself on the ability to alter his appearance. There were times it was better he wasn’t recognized—for him and those he loved.

      “I trust Edwards. He’s been accepted by Thistlewood and is gaining recognition within the group. Even began recruiting a few members himself for credibility.”

      “So why do you need me?” Walters was curious now. He had helped on several cases with the Home Office and was more than happy to do whatever he could to support the Crown.

      “While Edwards has been worming his way into the Spenceans, I’ve been tracking their finances.” Hatford grinned. “It seems we’ve been following the same wretched duke.”

      Walters rarely showed surprise, but this news almost dropped his jaw. “The Duke of Colvin is giving money to radicals?”

      Hatford nodded. “I believe someone is blackmailing him. Rumor at White’s was his father was a cheat in cards⁠—”

      “My client’s father, the late Earl of Darby, lost a huge amount to the late duke in a sham of a game. Now he wants retribution for that and the present duke’s… misdeeds.”

      “Well, it seems the son has been charged with the same offense as the father. To avoid scandal, he agreed to stay clear of White’s. However, the proprietor did whisper in the ears of other club owners. He’s been discreetly banned from the tables in any respectable place in London.”

      “That’s why he’s been moving into the less reputable gaming hells,” murmured Walters. “He lives like a king but relies on the tables to keep him afloat.”

      “Colvin’s never been politically active, taking his seat in the Lords for important votes. I asked myself, why would he support the Philanthropists and risk high treason?”

      “Either someone knows more of his dark side than cheating at cards, or they’ve promised to restore him to the tables at the clubs.” So Walters wasn’t the only one following the duke. “How does he transfer the blunt?”

      “He’s been dropping off a payment at a coffee house in Cheapside. The first Tuesday of every month, Colvin arrives at five o’clock, orders a cup of coffee, and sits by himself while he drinks it. Within fifteen minutes, he drops a coin on the table and walks out.” Hatford leaned forward again, pinning Walters with a grim stare. “He leaves the coffeehouse, pulls out a small leather pouch from under his waistcoat, and drops it at the corner of the building, in the alley.”

      “And?” Interesting this happened during the day and on one of Walters’s off days.

      “A boy pops out from the shadows and snatches it. Been going on for several months now.”

      This was an odd turn of events. Was he being blackmailed for his weekly forays into the dark back rooms of gin houses
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