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Chapter 1


‘How do you bear this?’ Joshua Wickman managed to say after he finished glutting down the coffee to douse the flames in his throat.  
‘It’s an acquired taste’, Silas shrugged, watching his brother’s struggles not without some amusement. ‘I dine here practically every day’.
The Norris Street Coffee House in Haymarket became his favorite haunt back when he still was a scrawny printer’s apprentice. Back then, of course, the attraction lay not so much in the newfangled ready-dressed Indian curries that the establishment served as in the fact that it was relatively cheap. Years passed; now Silas was a man who forged his own modest success with a prosperous workshop in St. Paul’s Churchyard. Nonetheless, old habits died hard.
Or, maybe, he really just acquired the taste for the Indian pilaws. 
‘I’ll take your word for it’, Joshua replied. ‘How is the business going? Any new geniuses lining up on your doorstep?’
‘Plenty of people who think themselves geniuses. Though I did acquire one good poet’.
‘Poet! Do people really read them?’
Joshua didn’t; Silas knew that. The pride of the family, his older brother had married into a dynasty of brewers, and him and his wife were shoulders-deep in trade and child-rearing. Not exactly the sort of environment that allowed for literary contemplation.
‘Apparently, or I wouldn’t have been paying them’.
‘What sort of poet is he?’
‘A Dissenter. An abolitionist. A man against bull-baiting, even’.
‘Sounds like a dangerous man’.
‘Mr. Bulwer is the opposite of a dangerous man, and you would’ve known that if you had a chance to read any of his letters. He is an industrialist from the Midlands. As rational a man as you are’.
‘An industrialist and a poet?’
‘Why not? I’ve known a banker who wrote scandalous narratives about country girls seduced by rakes. Under a pen name, of course’.
‘I’m worried about you, Silas’.
‘What, because I’m not married yet?’ Silas pretended not to know what his brother was talking about. Not that it was a complete deflection, either - Joshua did sometimes insist that his younger brother’s continued bachelor life was an unnatural state of affairs. 
‘No. Well, not just because of that. I know you think me a bumbling clod, but I know about the riots in Birmingham, and what the loyalists did to the Dissenters there’.
‘That was years ago, and Mr. Bulwer didn’t live there even then!’
‘Things only got worse since then, Silas. Or do you think that the war with France made tempers sweeter? People are looking for Jacobins under their beds’.
‘The Dissenters aren’t Jacobins. They’re God-fearing subjects of the King, just like you and me’.
‘Your Mr. Bulwer might be, if he wants the country to be deprived of one of its main income sources’.
‘I didn’t know bull-baiting was so crucial to our economy’.
‘This isn’t a joking matter’. Joshua’s stare was heavy. ‘You know I mean his abolitionism’.
‘I thought you said once that Wilberforce spoke sense?’
‘I mean the way it’s likely to be perceived if any government agent would happen to buy a Bulwer tome from your bookshop’.
‘Who would bother?’
Silas’ nonchalance was, in part, an affected one. He knew the latest scandals of the literary world, and the latest attempts of Pitt’s government to regulate it. He only hoped that Joshua himself wasn’t well-versed enough in the topic to contradict him. 
Of course, this hope was to be dashed to pieces. If that wasn’t the example of his usual luck, he didn’t know what was. 
‘Someone bothered with Mr. Johnson. He ended up jailed for six months, and people thought him lucky’.
‘He was stocking the Wakefield pamphlet’, Silas protested. ‘That was pure sedition. The author claimed that, with the state of the country being as rotten as it is, he won’t lift a finger to aid its defense even should the French disembark, for God’s sake!’ 
‘How can you be so sure that your Bulwer would never write anything of the kind?’
‘If he does, I won’t publish it’.
‘Why do you even want to publish him in the first place? You’re playing with fire, Silas’.
‘Because he is a good poet’.
‘Is that the only reason?’
Joshua knew him too well. 
‘No. There’s also the very simple fact that controversy sells, brother. Why do you think Johnson, since we’re talking about him, agreed to publish the manifesto of that virago Wollstonecraft all those years ago? He knew it would sell like hot cakes. And so it did’. 
‘I hope you know what you’re doing, Silas’.
‘Of course I do. I always do’. Silas smiled, his tongue still burning pleasantly from the curry.
There were certain benefits to playing with fire. 




Chapter 2


Gladys Foster decidedly did not like London. Admittedly, she had only spent two days there, but she had already formed her opinion, and it was, like all her opinions, singularly unlikely to change in the future.  
For one thing, it was expensive - she positively blanched when she heard how much the innkeeper demanded per night in the Red Lion. The inn stood in a salubrious part of town, true, but to hear its proprietor, one would have thought it was located in Grosvenor Square. 
She supposed she could have asked her in-laws, who were, after all, in town for the opening of Parliament, to give her a roof over her head. Mrs. Charity Foster was hard-headed in her social brilliance, that much was true, but she had never belied her name.
However, if Gladys did so, she would have had to explain the reason for her coming to the capital at all, and she wanted to conceal it as much as possible. Even from her late husband’s relatives. Especially from her late husband’s relatives. 
For another thing, London was loud. The carts and the carriages, the landau and the barouches created an impossible noise - a parody of a symphony - that prevented Gladys from resting properly on the very first night after her arrival. 
This thought immediately sunk her spirits even lower than the place it resided a minute ago. Was she turning into an old woman before her time, grumbling over the noises that don’t allow her to sleep? 
Granted, the state of St. Paul’s Churchyard did nothing to lift the spirits in question. If she had expected something like the contemplative atmosphere of the circulating library she consoled herself with in the long, quiet years of her widowhood, she was mistaken. From the open windows - the weather was uncommonly warm for an early spring - she could hear the clang of the printing presses. The hawkers less grand than the man she was coming to see - or so Gladys hoped, at least - were shouting their offers of pamphlets, scandalous memoirs, and at least one last confession of a recently-executed highwayman. 
‘Miss?’ A lad no more than twelve years of age, his fingertips black with ink, opened the door. ‘You here to see Mr. Wickman?’ 
Miss indeed! Gladys didn’t believe she truly looked anything like one. More likely, the little rascal was already learning the art of flattery and its importance in the matters of trade. 
‘I am here to see Mr. Silas Wickman, yes’.
‘Are you a writer?’ The little apprentice was looking at her brazenly, as though really expecting her to respond to his questioning. 
Gladys has never before seen such insolence in what was, for all intents and purposes, a servant. Not that she had an experience running  a large household - that was Charity’s domain, since she was married to the eldest Foster brother. However, even in the little house she kept in Cornwall, neither the maid nor the cook ever crossed the boundaries to this extent. 
Gladys was not in Cornwall anymore, though. She was no longer in that little house, writing genteel letters to the other wives of naval officers whose residences dotted the county. She was in London, she was on her own, and she had only one hope. 
Therefore, she smiled at the rascal:
‘Oh, no. My husband was. I am here to offer the manuscript he left behind’.
‘What sort of manuscript? A novel or a poem? Or a political philosophy sort of paper?’
Political philosophy! Imagine a child knowing such words. On the other hand, did his trade leave him any other choice?
A kind of pity stirred in Gladys’ heart. The Almighty hadn’t given her and Robert any children, but she has always enjoyed playing with his brother’s son and daughters during the visits to the Fosters’ main residence. 
If the son in question - the daughters, less likely - was ever to learn what political philosophy meant, he was like to do it with a tutor, or upon a visit to his father’s chestnut-clad library. 
There was, Gladys decided, something, if not entirely wicked, then somewhat sad in that children of the same age and, perhaps, the same intelligence had to learn about the same things in such very different ways. 
‘None of these things’, she said.
She was surprised that, upon passing through the noisy rooms of Mr. Wickman’s workshop, she was conducted into a perfectly well-furnished drawing room. Yes, the furniture was crafted of deal rather than satinwood, but there was something warm and comfortable about every surface of it. At the same time, the arrangements of colours in the room were haphazard. 
It did not take a towering intellect to guess that Mr. Wickman had no wife. 
‘Mrs.?’ 
She heard a man’s cough not a quarter of an hour after she settled upon a sofa. Gladys raised her eyes, relieved that was not made to wait for hours upon hours, and looked at the one who could have only been Silas Wickman.
He was younger than she had anticipated. A man of her own age - that is, a little below thirty - with chestnut hair, broad shoulders, and attentive, clear grey eyes.
‘Will told me of your visit’, Silas Wickman continued, evidently referring to his imp of an apprentice. ‘I don’t believe I know your name’.
‘Mrs. Gladys Foster’.
‘Pleased to meet you’, he nodded, rather briskly. ‘I suppose your letter was lost in the post’.
‘I haven’t written to you’.
‘Haven’t you? May I ask why?’
‘It’s a business that is better discussed in private’.
‘Mrs. Foster, I can guess what that bound folder contains. It is not usually the kind of thing that merits a visit. You could have sent your husband’s masterpiece to me by the same post’.
‘Nonetheless’, Gladys smiled with what she hoped was enough charm to conceal the boiling storm inside her, ‘I would be grateful if you take a look at Robert’s manuscript’.
‘The mysterious manuscript. Will told me it is not a poem, not a novel, and not a work on how to rearrange the state for the greater happiness of its people. What is it, then? A farming manual?’
‘No’.
‘This is starting to feel like a fairytale riddle’.
Mr. Wickman looked impatient and slightly annoyed, as though she were a fly buzzing around his ear. 
Nonetheless, he was also a printer whose name was stamped over what seemed like a third of all books produced in London. Therefore, he was her greatest hope. 
She could, of course, try other printers… but she strongly suspected they were not going to be in a position to offer her any sizable sum. A sizable enough sum to keep the genteel poverty that was creeping upon Gladys’ life like mould upon bread at bay. 
So, she had no choice but to be patient and gracious. 
‘It’s a work upon the birds of Mauritius’, Gladys pronounced. ‘On their plumage, habits, and various peculiarities’.
Mr. Wickman blinked.
‘Is it in verse, at least?’ He asked. 
‘Prose’.
‘Has your husband ever actually seen a bird from that happy island?’
‘My husband was an officer of the Royal Navy!’ The wretched man, it seemed, did manage to get a rise out of her after all. ‘He was a well-travelled man, and, what’s more important, an honourable one!’
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