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For everyone who ever hid a gift
to keep it safe,
and for the ones
who finally let it out.
◆ ◆ ◆
LIBRA · FULMEN · LEX
Weight. Lightning. Law.
Inscription on a bronze coin, origin unknown
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Prologue

Clerkenwell, 1853

◆ ◆ ◆

The rain had been falling on Clerkenwell for eleven days, and the woman at the workbench had stopped trusting it.

She worked by a single candle, which was careful of her, because the Wardens’ hounds could smell lamp-gas from three streets away and she did not intend to be found by anything that night. Behind her the shop slept in its hundred small ticking silences: clocks without hands, clocks without faces, a whole drawer of brass hearts she had never sold.

In front of her, on a square of black velvet, lay the coin.

It was no bigger than a shilling and no more beautiful. Bronze, dull, nicked at one edge where somebody long dead had bitten it to test it. On one face, a pair of scales hung perfectly level. On the other, a bolt of lightning forked down through three words of Latin: LIBRA · FULMEN · LEX. Weight. Lightning. Law.

“Three hundred years,” she said to the empty room. “And they still cannot leave it alone.”

She had meant to melt it. She had promised herself that every night for a week. But her hand, which had never once shaken over a mainspring finer than a hair, would not move toward the crucible. The coin was warm. It was always warm, now, as if it had a pulse of its own and was waiting politely for hers to match it.

The street door rattled.

Not a knock. A scratch: slow, patient, and metallic, like a nail drawn down the inside of a bell.

She did not hurry. Hurrying was how the old ones had died. She lifted the lid of the nearest clock case, slid the coin into the hollow beneath the mechanism, and closed it, and then she laid her palm flat on the brass and spoke a few quiet words that were not Latin and not English and were older than both.

The warmth went out of the coin, the way a sleeper’s breath slows.

“Sleep,” she whispered. “Sleep until there is someone in my blood strong enough to carry the weight. Not before. Not for them.”

The scratching stopped. The candle leaned over, as though something vast had breathed on it from the other side of the door.

She blew it out herself, and sat in the dark with her hands folded, and waited for whatever came next to come.

The coin slept.

It would sleep for a hundred and seventy-three years.

Then, on a wet November night, it would wake.


Chapter One

The Coin

◆ ◆ ◆

Clara Ashworth had a rule about dead people’s things: never clean them on an empty stomach, and never clean them alone.

It was a rule she had learned the hard way. At twenty-two, fresh out of university and desperate to impress, she had once cleaned an entire tray of Elizabethan sixpences in a single sitting, on a Friday, on a cup of black coffee. By the fifth hour, she had begun to see faces in the verdigris. By the sixth, she had begun to answer them. Her supervisor had found her at midnight, weeping quietly into a tray of dead queens, and had sent her home with a flapjack and a lifelong respect for protein.

She was breaking both rules at once, at twenty past nine on a Thursday night, in the back room of Pettigrew & Sons, Antiquarian Coins and Curios, Cecil Court. It was raining. It had been raining since Monday, the heavy, sulking London rain that turned the cobbles to dark glass and made every window in the little street look like a held breath. Mr Pettigrew had gone home hours ago. The shop’s brass bell was silent. The only sound was the radiator knocking and the thin tick of water running down the glass.

On the workbench in front of her sat a biscuit tin.

It was a tin of Huntley & Palmers shortbread, circa 1974, the lid worn bald by sixty years of thumbs. Her grandmother had kept buttons in it. Then, for as long as Clara could remember, she had kept nothing in it at all, and had slapped Clara’s wrist whenever she asked. That is not a toy, Clara. That is not for you.

Nan Nell had died three weeks ago, in her sleep, at eighty-one, with a crossword half done on her knee. Clara had stood at the back of a crematorium chapel that smelled of lilies and radiator dust, and felt nothing, and then felt everything on the bus home. The solicitor had been brisk. A flat in Hackney with a mortgage already paid. Four hundred pounds. A cat that had gone to the neighbour. And the tin, which the solicitor had slid across his desk with an expression that said I have no idea either.

She had carried it around for three weeks without opening it.

Tonight, she had finally brought it to work. It felt easier, somehow, to open it here, where handling old things was simply the job. Cotton gloves. A soft brush. Distilled water in a little glass pot. A hundred and fifty years of professional calm, pooled in a room that smelled of beeswax and metal.

“Right,” Clara said aloud, because talking to yourself in an empty shop is only strange if you stop. “Let’s see what you were hiding, Nan.”

Buttons, at first. Dozens of them: jet, horn, mother-of-pearl, one brass military button with the lion half-worn off. Under the buttons, a folded tea towel. Under the tea towel, a bottom that was, on closer inspection, not quite the bottom.

Clara felt along the edge with a fingernail. The tin’s inner base was a second sheet of metal, cut to fit. She worked the point of her scalpel under one corner, lifted, and it came free with a small tin sigh.

In the shallow gap underneath lay a coin.

She knew coins. It was the one real talent she’d ever had, the thing that had taken her from a council flat in Walthamstow to a first-class degree and then, improbably, to this workbench. She knew the weight of a Charles II farthing in her palm without looking. She could tell a Roman denarius from a Victorian copy by the sound it made on glass.

She did not know this.

It was bronze, no larger than a shilling, so dark it was nearly black. One edge was nicked, as though somebody had bitten it. On one side a pair of scales hung level, so finely cut she could see the tiny chains. She turned it over with her gloved fingers. On the reverse, a single bolt of lightning forked down the face, and around its edge ran three words in capital letters.

LIBRA · FULMEN · LEX.

“Weight, lightning, law,” Clara murmured. Her Latin was decent. “Why would anyone put lightning on a coin?”

Outside, a long way off, thunder rolled.

She dipped a cotton bud in distilled water and touched it to the rim. The grime lifted a little. Under it, the
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