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The Frost Fair

London, 1814


London had burst its banks. The city spilt onto the frozen Thames, and its ice teemed with merrymakers. Shabby tents and strung-up canvas snaked under London Bridge – a makeshift market the size of a small town. It sat in the shadow of vast ships, sailboats locked in the ice and tilted at such steep angles it was a wonder they didn’t topple. But they were sturdy enough, the sails lowered and the bunting strung about the rigging, snapping in the wind. 
The market was yet to be finished. Traders still flitted about, barking at harried workers as they roped together borrowed oars, assembling the final stalls. But some goods were already on display. Figurines the size of a child’s fist stood in formation at the wood-carver’s stall, and lavish gowns were pinned to mannequins at the tailors, a seamstress busily laying a spread of ribboned garters and silk stockings. The sweetshop was best of all: candied nuts, toffee sticks and sugar glass flowers attracted a crowd of early comers like bears to a honey pot.
But Finley saw none of this excitement. He didn’t see the boys who skidded on their knees, chasing a wooden puck with sticks. He didn’t see the ladies sprawled on their backs, for once not fussing over the state of their gowns, who flapped their arms and made angels out of snow.
What Finley saw was a ratty tent pitched on the very outskirts of the Frost Fair. He peeled back a flap, wrinkling his nose at the stale stink of mildew, and cast an eye behind him. London Bridge had disappeared, lost around a bend in the river.
“Bugger that waterman,” he hissed. It would be a miracle if anyone ventured this far. The Frost Fair would be the one place in London where the classes mingled, a chance to impress the elite.
Finley stared at his tent, contemplating its drab and moth-bitten fabric. Not bloody likely. He spun on his heel, stalking back through the fair. Past the circus master, whose tent burst with smattering applause, a fire-dancer capering outside in a haze of smoke. Past the bull-baiter, where a beast ringed by onlookers pawed the ice. Past the food vendors, where wafts of spit-roasted ox and warm, buttery rolls halted Finley in his tracks.
His stomach ached to be filled, and his fingers found the thruppence in his pocket. But it was one of his last – a pitch at the Frost Fair had cost him nearly half a month’s rent.
He eyed the full-figured woman kneading dough behind the counter, her flour-dusted sleeves pushed to her elbows. She was focused on her work. Head bent, eyes down. Could he swipe a pastry from the display?
But his gaze fell on the hefty rolling pin that lay within her reach. Best not. A black eye would hardly tempt his audience to dip into their purses. If  he could get an audience, that was.
Finley reached the waterman’s tent at last. Outside, a throng of traders huddled around a brazier, all vying for a pitch.
“Settle down, please! I shan’t say it again,” said the waterman, buried in their midst. Finley craned his neck – his slight build made him a head shorter than most – and he jostled his way through the crowd.
“It’s frozen over for miles, seems to me,” said a trader. “You’ve no cause to close up yet.”
The waterman ran a hand over his brow. “Yes, but the ice past Lambeth Palace is much too thin. You’ll likely drown!”
“Bloody crook,” Finley muttered, louder than he’d meant, and several traders looked towards him.
The waterman’s cheeks turned ruddy. “Excuse me, sir?”
Finley’s temper simmered. “A full guinea you charged me, and for what? Scraps. How am I supposed to put on a decent show when I’ll only get stragglers?”
The waterman wrung his cap like a ragged cloth. “You’re lucky you’ve a pitch at all,” he said. “I’ve none left, none!”
The crowd jeered, hurling accusations of the kinds of bawdy activities his mother might engage in, and where he ought to shove it.
“I want one in the centre of things.” Finley had to shout to make himself heard. “You’ll make room.”
“The arrogance of you, boy!” the waterman blustered. “I gave you what I had, and I’ve nothing more. If you want someone else’s spot, take it up with them.” He cast a shrewd eye over Finley. “Though by the looks of it, you haven’t much coin to barter with.”
Finley bristled. But before he could bite back, the waterman turned, stalking into his tent. “Away, all of you!” He unrolled the tarp, provoking a miniature flurry of snow as it hit the ice. Several traders threw curses at the closed tent, but the waterman would not be goaded into shouting back. The tarp remained closed, fluttering only as the wind teased it.
As the crowd dispersed, still grumbling, Finley sighed. It wasn’t yet noon, but a steady flow of fair-goers streamed down the steps of London Bridge. Those more lavishly dressed climbed onto sleighs, chestnut mares waiting to pull them along the ice. Others slipped their feet into skates, but most milled about the nearest tents, hands poised over their purses.
Finley’s spirits sank. Even if these merrymakers found their way to his tent, he doubted they’d have much coin left to spend.
Threading his way through the stalls, Finley trekked upriver, his head bowed. A stray hand plucked his sleeve and he whirled. 
It was no ordinary pickpocket, but a hunched old woman who stood before him, her right eye cloudy. She was dressed in barely more than rags and held aloft an ink-black stone.
“Have a look, sir,” the woman said, her voice quivering with age. “Onyx is a rare gem. You’ll not see a brooch so beautiful again.”
Finley grimaced, releasing his hold on her. “I’m not here to buy anything.” He tried to sidestep her, but she dug her clawed fingers into his shoulder with surprising strength.
“A mistake, sir,” she said. “A stone such as this will ward away spirits. We shall need its protection now more than ever.”
“Is that so?” Finley said woodenly. He jerked his arm free and made to move away, but the woman darted in front of him, a mad glint in her seeing eye.
“Why yes, sir. I have foreseen it. The veil between our world and theirs is terribly thin. What else could cause such a frost if not the chill of death seeping into the living realm?”
Finley half-choked on a laugh. “Well, isn’t that a pickle. If you’ll excuse me.” He shouldered past her, shaking his head in disbelief.
“You don’t wish to keep your loved ones safe, sir?” she said, following at his heel. “Your mother or sister, perhaps a beautiful wife?”
“No,” Finley snapped. But rather than lengthening his stride to lose the woman in the crowd, he stopped short. An enchanting girl stood a mere three paces from him, her glossy brown curls tumbling down her back – not pinned up in the usual fashion. Her pale cheeks were flushed, and she hugged the fur of her cherry-red pelisse, a painted flyer tucked into the crook of her elbow.
The charms-seller gave a small squeal, for the noblewoman was admiring an emerald pendant. Several more gemstones were on display, set in necklaces, rings and lockets, and each was cushioned on a velvet pillow. 
Finley couldn’t imagine where the old woman had pilfered them from. The polished stones seemed out of place amongst the dusty bottles, twigs, and shrivelled… Were those rabbit feet?
“A beautiful choice, my dear,” the charms-seller said. She lumbered over to her quarry, her lips tugged into a smile that revealed yellowed teeth.
“And priced at three times its value, I’m sure,” Finley said, reaching across to block the charlatan’s path.
The noblewoman parted her lips, withdrawing the hand that hovered over the emerald, and the charms-seller all but hissed. 
“Leave now, sir. You have had your fun.”
Finley didn’t so much as glance at her. “This woman means to swindle you, Lady …”
“Miss Farrow,” the noblewoman said, offering Finley a hand gloved in grey satin.
Finley kissed it. “Miss Farrow,” he said. “You shouldn’t waste your money here.”
But Miss Farrow lowered her gaze to the stall, trailing a finger over the emerald. It glittered in the sunlight. “Overpriced it may be, but it’s beautiful.”
“Well—”
“Most beautiful,” the charms-seller said. Her voice was high and rasping, and made the hair on Finley’s neck prickle. “Worthy of a lady as lovely as yourself.” She reached forwards, caressing Miss Farrow’s cheek with a long-nailed finger.
Finley attempted to steer the noble girl away from the stall, but Miss Farrow stepped aside with an impish smile, arching a brow.
“Forgive me,” Finley said, “but you’re not safe here.”
Miss Farrow frowned, attempting to look stern, but the twinkle in her eye betrayed her. “I wish to look at the jewels. If I am unsafe, then you shall stay to protect me.”
Finley suppressed a scoff. I shall, shall I? But he plastered on a smile. Miss Farrow was clearly used to ordering people about. If Finley gave in to her demands, perhaps in exchange she would visit his tent, and bring several noble friends along with her.
“Of course,” he said, assuming a watchful stance.
Miss Farrow beamed, and returned her gaze to the gemstones. The charms-seller trundled behind the bench, unwrapping another jewel.
“Besides,” Miss Farrow said, “I’ve been meaning to add to my collection.”
“A fine idea, my lady.” The charms-seller held out a ruby the colour of plum wine, its stone set into an intricate silver cage. “And what better way to add to it than with this pendant? For with such a precious stone you need never fear those with the blood of the five.”
Miss Farrow raised a gloved hand to her lips, stifling a delicate laugh.
Finley met her gaze. “Do you have any idea what she’s talking about?”
“None at all.” Miss Farrow cast a final glance over the gemstones on display. “Perhaps you’re right, Mr …”
“Renwick.” Finley offered her his arm. “Might I suggest we visit another stall?”
Miss Farrow glanced at the charms-seller, a fleeting shadow of regret in her gaze. “A fine idea,” she said, echoing the words of the charlatan, and turned her back on the stall.
Finley couldn’t help but laugh. He led her through the throng, past several boys who cluttered the ice, engrossed in a game of nine-pins. Makeshift taverns had sprung up on the river, too, and Finley eyed a tankard of ale as they passed. He pondered asking Miss Farrow if she’d like to stop for a drink, for she’d have a fat purse hidden somewhere amongst those skirts.
“How ghastly,” she muttered. A serving maid had slipped on the ice, and the men who huddled around the tables hooted and jeered, raising their tankards so that ale sloshed.
Finley swallowed a sigh. He’d have to quench his thirst with melted snow.
“So,” he said, trying his luck, “do you have any engagements later today?”
“Oh, only a visit to a good friend of mine.”
“Perhaps you and your friend could return to the ice,” Finley suggested. “Has she explored the Frost Fair?”
“Not yet. She’s been awfully busy of late.” Miss Farrow said, and she flicked her gaze skyward with a small sigh. “Camilla is to be married soon, and she takes great delight in reminding me with every other sentence.”
“Perhaps I could offer you another topic of conversation.”
Miss Farrow narrowed her eyes. “Oh?”
“I’m a storyteller by trade. One of my tales will surely make her forget her good fortune,” Finley leant towards her, lowering his voice, “and spare you her boasting.”
Miss Farrow gave a bell-like laugh. “You have confidence in your skill, Mr Renwick, for I fear that will be impossible.”
“An experiment, then,” Finley said. “You’ll find me at pitch eight hundred and twelve. I hope to—”
“Eight hundred and twelve? Goodness, that must be miles away.”
“Ah, yes. But I …”
Miss Farrow held up a hand to quieten him. “No matter. We shall take a sleigh. I’m sure the journey will be worth it to see you again.” She wafted herself with the painted flyer she still held, as if it were a fan.
Finley caught sight of it. Its front page was covered in knotted leaves, the title of the advertised play painted in gold: Throne of Thorns. His heart twisted.
It couldn’t be. Surely it was chance, some freak coincidence.
But … Throne of Thorns. The very play Finley himself had penned, before he’d been ousted from his last company of actors and had his name smeared all over London.
“May I see that?” he said through clenched teeth.
Miss Farrow frowned, her smile slipping. “Of course.”
Finley took it from her and scoured the flyer. It was to be performed at the Jubilant, a theatre he’d never heard of. And there, in plain black letters, was the director’s name: Crowan Walsh. The flyer crumpled in his clenched fist.
“Are you all right, Mr Renwick?” Miss Farrow asked.
“The Jubilant theatre,” Finley said through a forced smile. “Where might I find that?”
Miss Farrow eyed him with surprise. “It’s not a theatre,” she said, gesturing behind him. “It’s the largest ship on the ice.”
A ship. A bloody ship? Not only were they performing at the Frost Fair, but at the finest venue on the ice. How on earth had Crowan pulled that off?
Finley gave a curt nod. “Thank you. Good day, Miss Farrow.” And he spun on his heel, shouldering his way through the crowd.
“Mr Renwick!” 
Finley kept his gaze trained on the Jubilant. He didn’t look back.

      ***Finley couldn’t help but gawk as he neared the ship. A red velvet curtain draped from the mast in place of a sail, mimicking a theatre’s stage, and painted lanterns glinted on the rigging, burning from blue, to violet, to green.
A group of noblemen stood in the shadow of the ship’s vast hull. One was in a royal blue coat, handing out flyers. Finley squinted against the glare that bounced off the ice. Surely it wasn’t …
But the man turned, the sun throwing a spotlight on his face. Not a nobleman after all, but Charles Powell.
Finley scoffed in disbelief, watching his old friend bid the group farewell, all of whom had flyers in hand. “Charles!”
Charles glanced wildly about the ice, his brow furrowed. But Finley was hidden from him as two horse-drawn carriages rattled past, careening downstream towards a crowd of gamblers clutching tickets.
“Charles!” Finley shouted again, and this time he was spotted.
Charles broke into a wide grin as Finley reached him, clapping him on the arm. “You sly bugger! How long have you been back in London?”
“I never left,” Finley said sourly. “Though I suppose you were too busy with Crowan to notice. You two are fast friends now, aren’t you?”
Charles’s smile slid away. “Come now, Finley. Don’t be like that. It was a tricky spot you put me in. I did what I had to do.”
“You did nothing. You sat by and watched as Crowan cast me out.” Finley squinted at his old friend. Charles’s cheeks were caked in powder, masking the scars left by pox, and his belly seemed to protrude more than it used to.
Charles trailed a hand through his sandy hair, looking on the verge of saying something he would later regret. “You can hardly blame the man.”
Finley stiffened. “Can’t I? All I did was tumble his daughter, and I was certainly not the first man to do so. It’s not my fault the girl fancied herself in love.”
“Finley,” Charles said flatly. “You dishonoured the girl. And whether you were the first to do so or not means nothing. Crowan had every right to fire you.”
Finley scoffed. “Well, I think I’ve worked out how he’s getting his revenge.” He held up the crumpled flyer. “Throne of Thorns?”
Charles’s expression slackened. “Ah, well that’s … now, you must see …”
Finley ground his heel into the ice. “So not only has Crown beggared me by blackening my name in every director’s ear, he’s now profiting off the play that I wrote.” Finley scrunched the flyer into a ball, then hurled it at the ship.
“I … I don’t know what to say.”
“How did you even manage it?” Finley snapped. “There’s no way Crowan got his hands on this ship. It would have cost his weight in gold.”
“After you left, Crowan … he fell into favour with … with the Countess of Pembroke.”
Finley raised his eyes skyward. “How diplomatic of you.”
“Well, however he charmed her,” Charles continued, “the calibre of our venues rose quite suddenly after that, all because of the Countess’s investment.”
“So Crowan found ways around having little talent in his company.”
Charles’s gaze darkened. “There’s no need to insult me.”
“No?” Finley asked. “You’re still with the company, knowing full well that Crowan stole this script. A friend would have spoken up. A friend would have left.”
He felt hollow, his legs weak. Charles had acted with Finley’s own father once, had taken Finley under his wing when his father abandoned him. It was he who had inspired Finley’s love of the theatre, he who had trained him, who had secured Finley a job in Crowan’s company. But now Charles had turned his back on him too.
Charles sighed spiritlessly. “Perhaps …” he began, but then appeared to think better of it.
Finley frowned. “What?”
“Well, if you just apologised—”
Finley turned to walk away. 
Charles snatched his sleeve, and the fabric tore, still threadbare despite its seventh darning. He stared at the rip, cheeks reddening. “Perhaps Crowan might take you back.”
“And he’d put me straight on the sidelines. No way he’d let me take the stage.”
“It would be a start. You could work your way back up.”
Finley clenched his jaw. An apology would get him nowhere, but Crowan had always been partial to a bribe. And yet … Crowan’s hatred of Finley mattered more to him than any coin. Finley would never reclaim his former position. He’d never find himself a patron.
“There’s no chance. I’d be stuck on the props table for the rest of my life.”
“Crowan’s a smart man, Finley. He knows talent and he knows you’ve got it. He’d put aside his pride eventually.” Charles fixed him with a knowing stare. “Something you might consider too.”
Finley scowled. “Thanks for the advice.”
“Just give it a chance. We meet at the Tumbledown Inn every afternoon for lunch. Perhaps you could—”
“No. I’ve my own pitch here, and I’d best be getting back to it.” Finley stalked away, darting around a pair of girls on skates. They clutched each other’s skirts, taken by giggles as they flailed gracelessly.
“Finley!”
Finley ignored him, not glancing behind to see if Charles followed. He set his gaze ahead of him, far out from the excitement. And his insides sank as if they’d been turned to stone. It was a long climb for those who’d fallen. But he would climb. He’d make sure of it.
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A Bride in Ivory


Though in the midst of summer, Evangeline shivers, the sheltered cave far from the sun’s reach. A torrent of water hides the opening. It tumbles into the gorge, thundering as it hits the pool below. 
Her hands are numb, and she fumbles with the laces of her gown. She rips her bodice away, sitting in a heap of soggy skirts. Evangeline sucks the cuts on her fingers: the consequence of her frantic scramble over the rocks. She will never go back. Never.
“Evangeline!” His voice is faint beneath the roar of the waterfall, but it sounds again. “Evangeline!”
George has come for her. Evangeline goes to stand, stumbles, her dismantled dress tangling about her feet, and her knees hit solid rock. She cries out, tears her skirts away.
A shadow falls on the curtain of water. It parts for him, and her handsome mariner stands before her.
“I care not what your father says,” he declares. “I love you, and I shall have you for my wife.” His shirt is sodden and its fabric clings to him, hiding nothing. Evangeline blushes. She wears nothing but her chemise.
“Oh, Georgie!” Evangeline leaps into his embrace. She smiles shyly, exploring the planes of his stomach—

      ***The door burst open. Camilla bolted upright, and the novel tumbled from her clutches. Mildred bustled in, fixing a wisp of grey that had escaped her tightly pinned bun.
“Camilla,” she complained, “your mother has called for you at least three times. What’s keeping you?” Mildred eyed the book, its pages splayed on the Persian rug. “Well,” she said carefully, “I’ll assume you’ve occupied your morning by studying Latin, as you ought to have done.”
Camilla glared at her governess, kicking the book under her chaise longue with a slippered foot. She selected a fan from the spread on the side table and wafted her smarting cheeks.
“What does Mother want?” she said, somewhat sourly, as she always seemed to be interrupted during the height of the action. She plumped her cushion, sinking back into it.
“She wishes you to grace her with your society, be it pleasant or otherwise,” Mildred said.
Camilla swallowed a groan. “I shall attend her later.”
The fire burnt heartily in its grate, and Camilla leant towards it, grateful for the wall of heat billowing into the room. The firelight caught her engagement ring, its ruby glinting as if a flame were captured inside, and Camilla twisted it on her finger. 
Mildred waited, tapping a foot.
Camilla huffed. “Very well,” she said, untangling herself from the chaise longue, and scurried past her governess in a whirl of skirts.

      ***“Good morning, Mother,” Camilla said, finding Lady Verne in the parlour. Grady was curled at her feet, and Camilla knelt to fondle the beagle’s ears.
Lady Verne arched a brow at her daughter’s lateness – and lack of apology – but made no comment on it. Instead, she raised her gaze to Mildred. “Fetch Harriet, if you would.”
“Of course, my lady,” Mildred said, bobbing a slight curtsey before she slipped from the room.
Camilla frowned. Why on earth would her mother want Harriet at this hour? She was already dressed and readied for the day.
“For you, Camilla.” Lady Verne gestured to a box wrapped in brown paper.
Camilla’s gaze fell on the package, her bad mood slipping away in an instant. “For me?” She was unable to stop the smile that crept across her cheeks. “From Eliza, perhaps?”
Her mother said nothing, but raised her brows knowingly and gestured to the package again. Camilla dragged the box towards her. It was light, as if there were scarcely anything inside at all. She unknotted its string, tore away the paper, and threw off the lid. Reams of ivory silk were folded inside, and Camilla stilled, letting the fabric drip through her fingers.
“Is this …”
“Your bridal gown,” her mother said. “It arrived from Prussia earlier this morning. Duke Steinbauer arranged it all himself, though of course he’s yet to see it.”
“Oh! It’s beautiful.” She seized fistfuls of the fabric, whisking the gown to the looking-glass and unfurling it against herself. Grady joined in the excitement, scampering across the ornate rug to bark at Camilla’s feet.
“Do be careful, dear. You’ll wrinkle the fabric,” Lady Verne said, but she betrayed the beginnings of a smile. “I thought you might try it on now. There’ll be plenty of time for you and Eliza to explore the Frost Fair afterwards. She’s running late, regardless.”
“All right.” Camilla beamed so widely she thought her lips might split at the seams.
Harriet hastened into the room, armed with a tin of pins, and ushered Camilla onto a stool. “Oh, Miss! It is ever such a fine gown.” She took the bundle from Camilla’s arms and slung it over the folding screen, her fingers lingering over the silk. “And so soft to the touch. It’ll be a dream to wear.”
Camilla offered her maid a warm smile and stood impatiently as Harriet tugged on the laces of her stays. She shivered; her thin chemise was a poor barrier to the cold.
Lady Verne rose from her perch by the hearth. “I’ll fetch your father,” she said, hovering by her daughter’s shoulder. She cupped Camilla’s cheek, nudging her chin to correct her posture. “He won’t want to miss this.”
“My lady,” Mildred said, bobbing a short curtsey as she met Lady Verne at the door.
Camilla beamed as Mildred drifted into the room. But her governess stilled, her gaze fixed on the ivory fabric draped across the folding screen.
“Isn’t it beautiful?” Camilla said.
“I … Yes, yes, of course.” Mildred ducked her head, slipping a handkerchief from her sleeve.
Harriet chuckled. “She’s welling up, Miss.” She fussed over the petticoats, splaying them so they fell without wrinkling. Satisfied at last, she launched into her usual chatter. “And no wonder! To think you had the good fortune to snatch up a duke! And such a mysterious man, too. I’ve heard from Joan at the Aldermans that His Grace is rarely seen at the Prussian court, and that everyone was so shocked to hear he would marry.”
Camilla tuned out the gossip, keeping a watchful eye on Mildred. Her governess had sunk onto the stool by the hearth, tickling Grady’s nose. She smiled sadly as the beagle yawned, then settled again with a soft whine.
“Is something the matter, Mildred?” Camilla asked, for her governess looked rather pale, her handkerchief clutched in a white-knuckled grip.
Mildred glanced up sharply. “Not at all.”
Camilla stared at her.
“Really, it’s nothing,” Mildred said, glancing at the ivory gown. Harriet had fetched it from the folding screen, and the silk shimmered in the sunlight spilling through the window. “It’s just … this all feels very real now, doesn’t it?”
Camilla wrinkled her brow, but was spared answering as Harriet slipped the gown over her head. She was encumbered by swathes of fabric and her vision clouded with ivory – just for a moment – but it sent a shiver of nerves down her spine.
It was real. She was to be married, and soon. She’d dreamt of this day for so many years, and to have secured a duke! They’d met at a ball hosted by the Earl of Suffolk, only three days before he’d asked for her hand. It was her first season in London, she hadn’t expected a marriage proposal so soon. But he’d been taken with her, and she with him. A perfect ending to years of hard work. Years of studying languages, music, practicing dances until her feet were bloody. She’d earned his hand.
Half a year had passed since then. Her duke had been kept in Prussia – some famine had claimed his attention. But soon her life would change beyond measure. A new country, a new family, a new name and title. There would be no more of Mildred’s lessons, no more strolls through the Vauxhall gardens with Eliza. Their gossip would be constrained to pen and ink.
Camilla shook off her sadness. She was being ridiculous. She was a woman, now. A bride. It was only natural she’d grieve her girlhood. And besides, she’d be the Duchess of Anhalt! She would at last run her own house, throw the most glamorous parties … It would be a good life. A happy life.
“It’ll need taking up a little,” Harriet mumbled, a spare pin between her lips as she fiddled with the hem. She stuck the pin into the box and stepped back, assessing her handiwork. “But otherwise it fits you wonderfully!” She helped Camilla down from the stool and steered her in front of the looking-glass.
Camilla was suddenly breathless, transfixed by the bride staring back at her. Miniature pearls were sewn into an intricate design on the bodice, the pattern continuing to the skirts that fell elegantly around her. The sleeves were a delicate lace, yet soft like velvet against her skin, and the picture was finished with a veil, its tiara nestled within her golden curls. The folds of the gown shimmered, rippling as she moved. She was beautiful, radiant even, worthy of a duchy. But she scarcely recognised herself.
“You look a vision,” Mildred said softly, coming to stand at Camilla’s shoulder.
Tears burned in the corner of her eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered, taking Mildred by the hand.
“You’re sure about this? It wouldn’t be too late, if you—”
“This again?” Camilla muttered, fiddling with the veil that framed her face. Harriet bustled about behind them, tidying up the wrappings.
“Anhalt has had a difficult year,” Mildred said in earnest. “The famine has wreaked a lot of damage amongst its people, and only last month its largest store of grain was set ablaze – surely your father told you.”
“And what better way to lift their spirits than with a wedding?” Camilla blew the veil from the corner of her mouth. It still wasn’t sitting right. It felt strange atop her head.
“You’re more likely to stir up resentment amongst the poor with a display of wealth that they don’t have,” Mildred said bitterly. “It will be a lot of responsibility, and a hard task to win the people over.”
“Then I needn’t worry,” Camilla said. “You’ve prepared me well, Mildred. I can cope with whatever is thrown my way.”
Mildred didn’t look convinced. “The famine isn’t all, Camilla. There have been strange happenings in Anhalt. People say—”
Camilla scoffed. “Anhalt isn’t haunted. It’s nonsense! And you ought not to be so superstitious. It doesn’t suit you at all.”
Mildred’s nostrils flared. “Very well. But what of the duke? Surely you must prolong your engagement when he returns to London, since your courtship was cut short. I would not trust a man who—”
“Well, I trust him. I think he’s charming, and kind, and he treats me well. He’s a proper gentleman.”
“Anyone can be charming and kind for three days, Camilla. And the rumours about his brother are—”
“The rumours are lies,” Camilla snapped, her voice hardening. “People will do and say anything to tear down those in power.”
Mildred gave her an icy stare. “You’re the echo of your father, child. But most stories find their beginning in truth. You might learn that in time.”
Camilla huffed. She went back to fussing with her hair, tugging her fingers through a knot. Those blasted rumours. As if she didn’t have enough to worry about, uprooting her entire life to be with Valentin on the continent.
She remembered reading that ghastly tale in The Morning Chronicle, hours before she met the man himself. The tale spoke of a Prussian duke, newly arrived in London, who had murdered his elder brother out of jealousy, wanting to claim the duchy for himself. Her betrothed hadn’t been mentioned by name, only by his initials: V. S.
Eliza had been alight with excitement. She’d filled the carriage-ride to the ball with speculation about what this duke would be like, and whether or not he would show his face. After all, he’d made an appearance in the scandal sheets before any introduction to wider society. It can’t have been easy.
But he had shown his face, and Eliza had lost her wager.
Valentin hadn’t been anything like the jealous duke they’d read about. He was gentle, and considerate. A shy dancer, who fumbled his steps and blushed upon taking her waist. He’d confided in her, too. His brother Jan had died of smallpox. Jan had spent much of his youth confined to a sickbed, and so the disease had taken him swiftly. He hadn’t suffered.
But the rumour that Valentin had slain his elder brother spread. The people of Anhalt demanded to see Jan’s body, believing they would see the truth, that Jan had died of a vicious wound. A knife to the back.
And yet, out of respect for his brother and concern for the safety of his people, Valentin had refused. He’d shouldered the burden of that tale to stop the spread of disease.
Camilla had seen the pain in his eyes, the grief – no matter that nearly twelve years had passed since then. And, after Valentin had asked for her hand, after she’d slipped the Steinbauer ring onto her finger, Camilla had burnt that copy of The Morning Chronicle. She’d watched those rumours curl up in flame and turn to cinders.
“Camilla?” Mildred said now, startling her from her thoughts. “You know I only wish the best for you.”
Camilla sniffed, her cheeks damp. She fixed her gaze back on her reflection with surprise. She hadn’t realised she’d been crying. “Then why plant these doubts in my mind? You know I’m nervous about the marriage. Of course I am. And yet you add to my burden. You do not lessen it.”
Mildred smiled softly. “I just want you to be careful, child.” She reached out with her handkerchief. “You’ve been in my care for so long that I … Well, I’m not ready to let you go.”
Camilla grimaced at the stab of guilt. But before she could assure Mildred that all would be well, voices echoed down the hall, accompanied by the scrabbling of Grady’s claws.
She looked down as her parents swung open the parlour door, hastily wiping tears from her cheeks. Mildred bobbed her head in greeting and stood aside, allowing Lord and Lady Verne to admire their daughter in her bridal gown.
“Oh, Camilla!” her mother said, striding towards her with open arms. Camilla winced, worried the embrace would crease the silk.
“You look lovely, darling.” Her father’s eyes glistened as he came to flank her other side.
“Thank you,” Camilla said, surprised by the steadiness in her voice. She met her own gaze in the mirror, a family portrait reflected in the glass. Even Grady was present, standing proud at her feet.
But the picture was incomplete. She glimpsed the reflection of Mildred’s skirts as they swished around the door and out of sight.
Camilla’s chest ached. She longed to call her back, longed for her governess to stand at her side. But she stilled her tongue, forcing her gaze back to her parents and dragging her lips into a smile. This was a happy day, and so she would be happy.
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A Meeting of the Company


“And so it was that the selkie escaped her landlocked lover. But who knows? Perhaps she will visit the Frost Fair, and swim beneath our very feet.” Finley sank into a bow, finishing the tale with a flourish. 
The small audience scattered applause throughout the tent, a lone whistle slicing the air. It did little to lift Finley’s spirits.
It had been the same all morning. A steady trickle of passers-by gave the tent a curious look, but they stayed for only a few tales before slipping away, the gentlemen for a tankard of ale and the children for a cup of hot cocoa.
Finley didn’t take it personally. He knew he was talented. He’d spent the last few hours watching his audience lose themselves in his tales. People often spoke of being transported when he performed, as if they were truly there in these make-believe worlds, suspended by a vision.
But as each tale ended, that spell broke. His audience remembered their ice-cold feet and the chill that slunk beneath their coats, and they hurried off to put themselves to rights. Finley couldn’t make them stay, no matter how often he stoked the brazier with fresh wood. And even if he could, it wouldn’t make much difference. 
Finley eyed the up-turned cap on a table by the entrance. A few silver shillings, several coppers, and a torn ticket for a bet placed on a bull fight – not exactly what he’d hoped for. Those who wandered this far upriver did so because they hadn’t the coin to spend on carriage-rides or games rigged against them, let alone tips for a tale.
He forced a smile as his audience looked on expectantly. “Thank you, you are most kind. And I think another tale is in order. Are there any requests?”
A heavy silence weighed over the audience, until a fresh-faced woman gathered her courage, twisting a mousy braid through her fingers. “Heloise and Abelard?”
The beefy man beside her scoffed. “Nah, something with a happy ending.”
Finley laughed. “I see you’re all a little love sick. Perhaps we need a tale to remedy that—”
“What about a sea monster?” a young boy piped up, sitting cross-legged on a bench in the front row. His cap was askew, his cheeks grubby and his coat in desperate need of darning, but his eyes were bright with interest. “Do you know any stories like that, sir?”
“Why, yes,” Finley said, returning the boy’s grin, “I believe I do.” As he spoke, his mind rifled through the tales he’d memorised, searching for something that would satisfy the boy’s appetite.
The chilling tale of the kraken was often a crowd pleaser, though a tad gory. He’d have to temper it. Perhaps a siren instead? That would be monstrous enough, with endless sailors lured to their deaths. And yet not quite what the boy was after, Finley was sure. The lad looked a little young to understand the enchantment of a beautiful woman.
He could invent something if all else failed, but— There! A tale leapt to mind and he seized it, taking a perch on his stool once more. He readied himself with a breath, hands outstretched, and waited for the words to thread themselves together. And then he began.
“Long ago, in a northern land, a young boy and his sister played on the shores of a loch. Happy in their game, their father’s warning fled their minds: they forgot to look out for the water spirit that lurked in the depths.”
And there they were. The vision cast itself, painting two happy children in his mind’s eye. He heard their bubbling laughter, saw the shifting water that turned to gold with the sun’s touch, felt the spray as the siblings splashed in the shallows. It was real.
“The wind blew gentle waves across the loch.” Finley’s voice sounded as if from a great distance, a faint echo even inside his own head. “But one wave reared, rising high over the children’s heads. Its crest shaped into hooves, and the beaded spray formed the tight curls of a watery mane.”
“A kelpie!” the lad shouted.
Finley gave him a nod. “The girl was enchanted by the water horse. She waded deeper, and ignored her brother’s shouts. ‘Stop!’ he cried. ‘It’s not safe!’ But she threw herself into the water, and planted her hand on the kelpie’s neck.” He leaned forward as he said this, lowering his voice.
“The girl’s laugh quickly turned to a shriek. Her hand was stuck fast. She tugged and she tugged and she tugged … but there was no hope.”
Finley heard the faint gasps from his audience, and a chill rippled across his skin. They saw the vision too, watching from the shore.
“The kelpie shook his watery mane and turned to the boy. ‘Should you ever wish to see your sister again,’ the kelpie said, ‘you shall return to me my bridle, for without it I cannot escape these waters.’ 
“And then he reared. His hooves scattered water as he kicked the air, and his body broke apart, cascading over the boy in one huge wave. The boy shielded his eyes, and when he opened them, the kelpie was gone. So was his sister.”
Finley blinked, the vision clearing for half a breath. The boy in the front row sat open-mouthed, his eyes glossy and vacant. The woman next to him had paled, and lowered her gaze to her skirts. He couldn’t help but smile.
“The boy hurried home,” Finley continued, and the vision dragged him back, the four walls of a throne room forming around him. “He told his father all that had happened, weeping as he spoke. But his tale only angered the laird. ‘I warned you not to go near that loch,’ he said, and refused to hand over the kelpie’s bridle. It belonged to the clan, passed down through generations, and was the laird’s most treasured possession. The laird kept it under lock and key in his very own bedchamber.
“The boy was horrified by his father’s cruelty. He snuck into the laird’s bedchamber in the dead of night and unlocked the great chest at the foot of his father’s bed. The kelpie’s bridle shimmered so brightly the boy feared it would wake his father, and so he bundled it up in his cloak, fleeing into the night.
“Upon reaching the shores of the loch, he unfurled the bridle and said, ‘I have done as you asked. I have brought you your bridle,’ and he unfurled it from his cloak.
“The kelpie rose from watery depths with a whinny so loud it near deafened the boy. ‘Thank you,’ it said, lowering its head. The boy slipped the bridle over the kelpie’s muzzle, and it gleamed, drowning out the moon’s light. Then the kelpie leapt, its watery body twisting in the air.
“‘Wait, what about my sister!’ the boy cried, but it was too late. The kelpie was gone.
“The boy threw himself through the loch, casting about for a glimpse of his sister. Had the kelpie lied? Had it broken its word?
“And then he saw her. His heart splintered into pieces. Tears slid down his cheeks, and his knees gave way. His sister drifted on the waves, face down in the water. The kelpie had kept its promise, but he had lost his sister forever.”
The tent was still. Finley’s last words echoed within the tarp, his audience still absorbed. The woman with the mousy braid had slipped a linen handkerchief from her sleeve and buried her nose, sniffling quietly.
And then a man in the back row began to clap, the sound sudden and sharp in the silence. The rest joined, though hesitantly, as if surprised to find themselves back at the Frost Fair.
“A tragic tale,” Finley said, “though one with deep meaning.” He smiled at each of them in turn, and couldn’t help but count. Six. Just six people applauded.
Finley swallowed a sigh, fatigue creeping through his bones. He’d never find a patron at this rate, let alone make back the money he’d spent on this pitch.
“I hope you all enjoyed yourselves.” The brazier had burned low again, and he was fast running out of wood. “But I must rest, else you won’t be able to hear me over my growling belly.”
A quiet laugh at this, and Finley watched them go, sinking back onto his stool. He didn’t bother to invite them to return this afternoon. Once they’d settled themselves with a warm meal and a cup of mulled wine, their limbs would be too heavy, and their stomachs too full, to make the trek again.
Instead, Finley’s mind drifted back to the Jubilant. He couldn’t help but picture those who would crowd the deck night after night. No-one would be dressed in rags, of that he was sure. Everyone would be a member of the ton, of London’s high society. And the applause that would ring out … He would hear it from this tent.
Finley’s lips curled in distaste. He could see Crowan now, with his chest puffed out like an overweight peacock, relishing the praise. Praise for a play he didn’t write. Finley was sickened by the thought of it. He had to be there. He had to be a part of it.
The last of the audience left the tent, dropping a half-penny into his cap. Charles was right. He would have to swallow his pride.

      ***As Finley swung open the door to the Tumbledown Inn, he was buffeted by a wall of heat, a fire blazing in the crooked hearth. He made his way to it gratefully, tugging off his gloves, and his feet tingled as the blood returned to his toes.
The inn heaved with patrons. It stank of sweat and tobacco, a thick layer of cigar smoke curling amongst the rafters.
Casting an eye over the packed tables, Finley searched for a familiar face. Charles had said the company met for lunch here, and it was only an hour past noon.
Perhaps they were still rehearsing. He knew how fussy Crowan could be, scrutinizing even the smallest of details before a performance.
A drink, then. He’d earned enough in tips for a tankard of ale at least, if not two.
Finley wound his way towards the slanted bar. A patron leant back on his stool as the barmaid passed, eyeing the girl’s backside as she lifted a tray of clean tankards onto a shelf. The firelight fell on the man’s face, and Finley stilled.
Crowan.
Finley ground his jaw at the sight of him. He was small in stature, but his foul temper more than made up for it. His black, wiry hair was plastered to his brow with sweat, for he hadn’t taken off his rich winter coat. A gift from the Countess of Pembroke, most likely, Finley thought. Probably wants to show it off.
He hadn’t changed much in the past year. The last time he’d seen Crowan, the man had been in a blazing rage. That had been the day he’d fired Finley, humiliating him in front of the entire company.
But Finley unclenched his fists, steadying himself with a breath. He could stand a little more humiliation, especially if it got him back into the company. He needed this.
“Crowan,” Finley called, threading his way through the crowd. As he edged past the table closest to the window, a hand darted out and grasped his sleeve. Finley jerked his arm away. “Watch it!” But his tongue turned leaden when he met the man’s gaze.
“Polite as ever, Finley. It’s been a long time.”
“Bernard,” Finley said sullenly. Crowan’s right-hand man lounged in his chair, his grin revealing a black and rotting tooth. Laid before him was a slab of beef slick with gravy, and potatoes piled high on the plate.
Several other actors in the company had joined Bernard for lunch. Finley recognised a few: there was Johnny, the youngest in the company, and Elias, a freckle-faced boy with straw-like hair. Both gawked at him, looking nervous, as if they thought Finley would start shouting.
One boy, a young lad who Finley didn’t recognise, hadn’t looked up. He dug into a bowl of plum pudding, custard smeared on the tip of his nose.
Bernard ran an eye over Finley. His broad grin was far from pleasant. “Charles told us he ran into you this morning. Said you’re a – what was it? – a storyteller, these days?”
Finley stiffened. “Yes.” 
A flurry of snow outside cast shadowy flakes on the table. Finley stared at the shadows instead, watching them fall, and shivered at the draught that bled through the window pane. Bernard would have his fun. He could suffer through it.
Bernard laughed. “How the mighty have fallen!” He turned to Jasper beside him, a surly, sour-faced man who Finley had loathed since first setting eyes on him. “Thought himself the finest playwright in London, didn’t he?”
Jasper snorted into his ale, then ran a finger through the gravy left on his plate, sucking it off with a loud slurp.
Finley grimaced. “Well, I can’t have been alone in that thought.”
Bernard arched a brow. “No?” He leant back on his chair so far that its legs creaked. Perhaps they’d snap. That would lighten Finley’s mood.
“Given that Crowan stole the script for Throne of Thorns from me, I’d say not.”
Bernard’s lips curled down at the corners, as if he’d smelt something unpleasant. “A little careless of you to leave it lying around backstage, wasn’t it?”
The younger boys looked as if they’d like the floor to open up and swallow them whole, but Jasper just smirked into his tankard.
Finley bit his tongue. You insufferable, condescending pillock.
“That’s not why you’re here, is it?” Bernard said, his eyes alighting with glee. “Trying to worm your way back into the company?” He slammed a hand on the table, sloshing ale. “Christ! I thought you had at least some pride.”
Finley flushed. His hands twitched at his sides. “Evidently not,” he said woodenly.
Jasper kicked back his chair, its legs screeching on the flagstone. “I’ll go see what’s taking Crowan so long with those drinks.”
“That plump serving girl I’ll wager. Bit of a distraction for the man,” Bernard said with a leer.
Jasper shouldered past Finley with a smirk. “’Scuse me.”
Play nice. He just had to play nice. “So, how’s the company faring these days? Heard you’re playing on the Jubilant.”
“I’ll bet that’s killing you, isn’t it?” Bernard drained his tankard, arching it so high that ale dribbled down his chin. He wiped it away with his sleeve. “Though that’s no thanks to you. I can’t say I thought much of your Prince Charming in this play. Had to roughen him up a little, but I made it work.” He shrugged, releasing a belch.
Finley scarcely noticed. “You? You’re playing Prince Philip?”
“Who else?”
Finley gaped. “But … But the prince is … Well—”
“Fancied yourself as the leading man, did you? Thought you’d get it just because you wrote the bloody play? Any old sod can scribble some words down. You need talent to bring them to life.”
Anger reared inside him. Prince Philip was supposed to be handsome, charming, noble – everything that Bernard wasn’t. They hadn’t just stolen the script. They’d ruined it.
Finley’s gaze hardened. “Perhaps I’d better speak to Crowan about this. I’m not sure that—”
“Ha!” Bernard swung forwards on his chair so that its legs slammed into the flagstone. “Good luck with that. Crowan will never let you back, not after your mischief with his darling Betty.”
Finley flared his nostrils. “Like you hadn’t thought of doing the same?”
Bernard narrowed his eyes. “I much prefer the whore houses, me. Oh! But that’s right – you were born in one, weren’t you, Finley?”
Elias choked on his ale. His cheeks reddened as he fought for air, coughing violently. But Johnny was too busy gawking to slap his back.
Finley clenched his fists, his nails digging into his skin so hard they drew blood.
“How is your mother these days? Annabelle was one of my favourites. Shame she’s not in the business anymore.”
Something snapped. Finley launched himself forwards, seized Bernard by the collar and dragged him out of his chair. The boy Finley didn’t recognise leapt up, his bowl of plum pudding held protectively against his chest.
“What the devil—” Finley slammed a fist into Bernard’s stomach, cutting him off. Bernard choked, half-chewed beef flying from his lips.
Fury pulsed through Finley as he dragged Bernard closer, their noses a mere inch apart. “My mother’s dead, you bloody bastard.”
Bernard’s cheeks had near purpled, and he wheezed, fighting for breath. He bent at the waist as Finley shoved him away.
Finley raised a fist, knuckles cracking, and readied himself for another punch. But a firm hand seized his arm. “Finley!”
Charles gripped Finley by the shoulders and hauled him off. Bernard staggered and groaned, clutching his belly. No-one at the table hurried to his aid.
Finley twisted and came nose to nose with Charles. He breathed hard, his heart kicking against his ribs.
“What in God’s name are you playing at?” Charles said.
Finley said nothing. He glanced at Elias and Johnny, at the other boy still staring in shock. Their expressions were near-perfect copies. Three mouths agape, brows close to the hairline.
“Forget it,” Finley grumbled. He jerked his arm free of Charles’s grip and stalked away, shouldering his way through the press of patrons. Of course there’d be no place for him in the company now. Even if he’d been able to convince Crowan, Bernard would have fought tooth and nail against him being there.
Finley collided with a man’s chair as he rose from the table. “Sorry, I …” But the words died, his anger forgotten as the man’s ice-blue eyes jolted his memory. “Mr Shaw?”
“Ah, Mr Renwick.” Mr Shaw seized Finley’s hand in a vice-like grip, near crushing his knuckles. He glanced at his companion, a lovely young lady with a low-cut gown and heavily rouged cheeks. “This is Lady Moreau, come from France to visit her cousins. Mr Renwick is an old client, dearest.” His tone was stiff, laced with warning.
Finley dropped a chaste kiss onto the lady’s outstretched hand. “An honour, my lady. Alas, I must go. We shall get reacquainted another time, Mr Shaw.”
The man nodded. “Good afternoon, Mr Renwick.”
Finley slipped past the man’s table, his heart quickening. Mr Shaw was one of London’s finest conmen. For him to be dining with such a genteel lady, well … God only knew what he’d told her.
Finley had spent many an evening gambling with the famous Mr Shaw. He’d been a mere boy when they’d met, barely out of leading strings and still living at the pleasure house where his mother had worked. But Finley hadn’t been the only one who’d gambled with the man. So had Bernard.
Finley reached the door, lingering at the threshold. He couldn’t resist looking over his shoulder. Bernard had joined Crowan at the bar, Jasper lounging beside them. Crowan met his gaze, and raised his tankard with an ugly smile.
The beginnings of an idea burrowed into his mind. Bernard had never played an honourable game in his life. He’d cheated Mr Shaw, robbed him of near five pounds, though no one had ever been able to prove it.
Perhaps Mr Shaw could be persuaded … Perhaps if Finley … 
But no, the idea was unthinkable. It would make him no better than Bernard – worse, even. He couldn’t even entertain the thought. He turned, whirling out the door and into the snow.
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The Tale of the Steinbauer Brothers


Camilla tuned out the buzz of the Frost Fair, put her numb feet out of mind, and tossed the small wooden ring from hand to hand. 
Three of the four rings she’d been given sat neatly around narrow poles – she’d missed only one since starting the game – and delight trickled through her veins. She’d always had a knack for fair games like these. She had a keen eye, a steady hand. She could win this.
“Just one throw left,” the gamemaster said, wringing his hands. He’d begun to fidget as each ring found its target and Camilla inched her way towards the grand prize.
She glanced up at it now. A beautiful doll the size of a small child was perched on a shelf above the gamemaster’s head. Its porcelain cheeks were painted with delicate freckles, its tight curls as sleek and glossy as real hair – it was a work of art.
A crowd had gathered, eyes riveted on her as she readied herself to throw.
“Give me some room, will you?” Camilla said through a laugh, and glanced at the girl who hovered by her shoulder.
“Sorry,” Eliza said. She bounced from foot to foot, though whether from excitement or to stay warm, Camilla wasn’t sure.
Camilla swung her arm and let the ring fly. Her heart leapt to her mouth. The ring soared through the air – too far? No, it caught the edge of the pole and spun, circling its way to
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